
Sermon for the Seventh Sunday after Epiphany  
Readings: Leviticus 19:1–2, 9–18; 1 Corinthians 3:10–17 & Matthew 5:38–48 

Lately I’ve found myself getting very frustrated by some of the discussion taking 
place on social media. This is particularly so in relation to the proposed “Voice to 
Parliament” for indigenous Australians, and “the gender debate,” both of which 
are very topical at present. Now let me firstly say that the comments I’m about to 
make are not related to my personal opinion on either of these matters. This is 
perhaps neither the time nor the place to do that. 

What I am really tired of, is reading comments from people on social media who 
post in support of the “Voice to Parliament”, or on the right for people to self 
identify their gender, just so that they can be seen as being correct and righteous, 
and that everyone will know just how correct and righteous they are. I find it  
symptomatic of the “wokeness” and “political correctness” that, I feel, is not 
necessarily changing our society for the better. 

Now in recent decades we have witnessed significant changes in societal attitudes 
that were necessary for the betterment of society, and individuals within society: 
changes relating to civil rights, gender equality and the LGBT community. 

The passage from our first reading this morning, from the Book of Leviticus, is full 
of instructions from God to Moses that were also for the betterment of both 
society, and individuals within society, in Ancient Israel. There’s one line from this 
passage that really resonated with me: “You shall not steal; you shall not deal 
falsely; and you shall not lie to one another.” (Leviticus 19:11 NRSV)  

As I read it, I was immediately taken back in my mind to the 20 plus years I spent 
working as a senior sales manager with a number of different food manufacturing 
companies. Because in those 20 plus years, during business dealings and 
negotiations between the companies I worked for and our major customers, I 
experienced firsthand countless examples of “stealing, dealing falsely, and lying”.  

And when I look at the other instructions that God gave to Moses in order to 
create a better society, I can also think of times when I have either personally 
experienced or witnessed, the harmful effects that can occur when those 
instructions are ignored and the opposite is done. Unfortunately, this type of 
activity seems to be part and parcel of human nature. And it can be very easy to 
feel frustrated and angry when we witness such behaviour going unpunished. It’s 
only natural to sometimes feel like taking matters into our own hands to exact 
some form of justice. 
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It’s in times like these that it’s helpful to remember the words of Jesus from today’s 
gospel passage. Jesus says we should do good to those who wrong us! Our desire 
shouldn’t be to keep score, but to love and forgive. But this is not natural—it’s 
supernatural. Only God can give us the strength to love as He does. Jesus 
suggests that instead of planning vengeance, we are to pray for those who hurt us. 

Jesus quotes one of the laws from the Old Testament: “You have heard that it was 
said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’” (Matthew 5:38 NRSV) I’m sure 
you’re all very familiar with this saying, and you probably understand it to mean 
that ‘whatever you do to me, I will do the same to you’. But that’s not what it 
meant in the context of Old Testament times. It was actually intended to be a form 
of ‘proportional response’. The law was given to limit vengeance and help the 
court administer punishment that was neither too strict nor too lenient. 

Similarly, when Jesus says to “turn the other cheek”, he isn’t really telling people 
not to defend themselves if they are physically attacked. A slap by a person 
presumed to be right-handed, was actually a common Jewish insult by a superior 
to a subordinate, not a blow from an aggressor as we tend to interpret it. What 
Jesus was really saying, was not to respond to an insult with an insult. 

There are two other points that also require some explanation. The first is the 
scenario about clothing. The translation from the original Greek to English in 
today’s passage is less than ideal. When read in the Greek, Jesus says that if 
someone wishes to take your undergarment, then you should give them your cloak 
or outer garment as well. In the time of Jesus, most poor people would have only 
worn an inner and outer garment. So to give both away, especially in a law court, 
where the inner garment could be held as a form of bond, would leave the 
defendant naked and make a mockery of the justice of the court.  

The second scenario is that of “going the extra mile”. The context behind this is 
that Roman soldiers would often conscript Jewish civilians to carry their heavy 
packs for up to a mile. So Jesus is saying here that people should voluntarily carry 
the pack for twice the required distance. 

Just as the teaching of Jesus in last week’s gospel passage was challenging and 
confronting, we are once again faced with what might seem to be an impossible 
set of values to uphold. But nothing is impossible for God. He can give us the 
strength to love as He does. Our task, is to pray for Him to give us that strength. 
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