
Does Jesus Really Mean That? 
 

Deuteronomy 30: 15-20  Matthew 5: 38-48 
 
 I have said many times before that our approach to God’s word in scripture 
requires us to think differently. That’s because we are often victims of our own 
confirmation bias. That means we find our already-held views, opinions, and attitudes 
confirmed by what we encounter. Whatever our bias was when we started, we are likely 
to find that bias confirmed in whatever we encounter. Our bias doesn’t change; it simply 
gets reinforced.  
 

If our bias is to find in scripture helpful advice and counsel on what we should 
think or do, it is amazing how often people find exactly what they’re looking for. 
Unfortunately, it is just as often a simple case of confirmation bias; not only was it the 
advice and counsel you had been looking for, it was what you had already believed 
anyway. What the text could have communicated is never recognized; our confirmation 
bias can effectively silence the text. 

 
Of course, the exact same thing happens when we consider what God expects 

from us. Our confirmation bias kicks in and we rest assured in our own beliefs, 
assumptions, choices, and actions. Confirmation bias has us believing quite sincerely 
that what we think and believe is a reflection of what God thinks and believes, that 
things are unfolding exactly as God would want them to unfold and occur in our lives. 
We may be so humble as to admit that we might get things wrong on occasion, but all 
things considered, we feel we’re doing pretty darned good. Basically, we’re confident 
that our lives are pleasing to God just as they are. This pattern of thinking gets in the 
way of God actually getting our attention, and moreover, getting us to do, think, and 
believe differently from our everyday customs.  

 
This is also the way that “other gods” get to find a home in our lives. “Other 

gods,” idols, don’t have to be in a physical form or even seem like they are spiritual at all 
in our common way of thinking. However, they are what we idolize, what we worship, 
and the way in which we tend to organize our lives.  
 

They are invariably contrary to God’s intentions for us and for our society. It may 
be the acceptance of poverty when God has provided abundance to satisfy the needs of 
all people. It may be the acceptance of ever-increasingly costly health care which 
deprives the sick of medical treatment. It may be the acceptance of environmental 
devastation for the sake of economic benefits. It may the acceptance of a host of other 
things that cause unnecessary degradation, suffering, pain, and death. Our 
unwillingness to bend our wills toward God’s purposes is our condemnation of God’s 
people, God’s creation, and God’s will. When we fail in this way, there are consequences. 

 
Deuteronomy 30 gives us Moses’ last words as leader to the Hebrews before 

Joshua takes over and leads them into the conquest of the Promised Land. Moses is 
trying to convince his people that it’s in their best interests to follow the ways God has 
set forth, to be obedient to God’s Law. The people are about to enter the Promised Land 



after having been enslaved in Egypt, having been freed by the mighty acts of God against 
Pharaoh, and having trekked the wilderness for years in preparation for this day. Yet 
Moses knows from experience that when making choices, these people don’t often 
choose the way God wants. They have their own ideas that they esteem more highly than 
God’s ideas. If they’re to enjoy the full blessings that God intends, there is a particular 
way that they need to conduct themselves. It’s a choice they need to make, and it’s a 
radical choice. 
 
 Moses makes it clear that God’s way leads to life and prosperity; not following 
God’s way will lead to death and destruction. Apart from the this-and-that of the Law 
and its statutes, God particularly wants this people to be faithful to God alone, and not 
let other gods, other powers, other distractions, other temptations, or other promises 
detract from their focus of faithfulness to God and God’s Law alone. It really gets down 
to the decisions and the choices that people will make day in and day out. If they’re 
attentive to God and God’s word, then they should do wonderfully. If they turn their 
attention away from God and get led into false promises, vanities, and futilities, they’ll 
squander their promise, and lose the blessings they might have.  
 
 Moses urges them to choose God’s way, to choose life and blessings. Moses says: 
Choose life so that you and your children may live, and that you may love the Lord 
your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. It’s all about being faithful in their 
relationship with God. All the commandments and the laws and the teachings have a 
single purpose at their core. That is to be faithful in their relationship with God. 
 

This brings us to the passage from the Sermon on the Mount that causes all kinds 
of difficult emotions. Jesus is continuing to outline the aspects and values of the 
Kingdom of God. We have had teachings about the fulfillment of the Torah-Law – not its 
compromise or abolishment – followed by prohibitions against murder, adultery, 
divorce, and oaths. Each of those deserve elaboration, but not now. We will focus on the 
non-violence mandate of the Kingdom of God. 

 
We need to remember that this vision of the Kingdom is a reflection of God’s 

intent for God’s creation. That got expressed in the image of Paradise provided in 
Genesis, the Garden of Eden. There, we see how all of humanity comes from a single 
couple, making it clear that all are brothers and sisters of the same human family. 

 
Then, my Bible scholars, what is the very next story after the first couple are cast 

out of Eden? Cain and Abel. There is a murder, and, lacking much in the way of 
population for suspects – mom, dad, and brother – the murder investigation turns to 
the brother. ‘Hey, where is Abel, your brother?’ This brings the famous reply: “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” That being no alibi, Cain gets convicted of murdering his brother and 
gets sentenced. It isn’t a death sentence like we would do in Florida (as the worldly 
powers would do), but it is a harsh condemnation.  

 
“Am I my brother’s keeper?” Well, yes, you are. He is your brother and you 

should care for him as your brother. The scenario reflects the common reaction of 
people to the suffering of sisters and brothers: incredibly callous indifference. That isn’t 



my problem; that is your problem. Don’t expect me to address your problem; I’ve got my 
own problems. I am not my brother’s keeper. 

 
Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom sees each one as sister or brother. It is radical 

because it makes no exceptions for anything. Jesus teaches in the same format as he 
had been, beginning with the common understanding: You have heard that it was said, 
in this case concerning retaliation and violence, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’  But I 
tell you, do not resist an evil person. We will see that Jesus did not mean passivity and 
acceptance. Rather, we see from the examples how it is non-violent resistance.  

 
He gives three examples. The first is: If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn 

to them the other cheek also. It can be understood as daring a second slap, indicating 
that the first one did nothing. It can also be understood in terms of the shame culture 
and its ways. Jesus describes a back-handed shaming slap, back of right hand slapping 
the right side of the face. By turning the other cheek, the one dealing the blow would 
return the slap open-handed with the palm, a slap that shame culture indicates is 
between equals. Turning the other cheek dares another slap, and it dares the abuser to 
do so in a sign of respecting an equal. Hmm; now what? 

 
The second example goes to the court room, the debtor’s court: And if anyone 

wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. It was against the 
Torah-Law to take away a man’s coat. The insistence on giving one’s coat shames the 
one who brought the suit against the poor person. Again, it goes one step further in 
shame culture because all a poor person might have is a shirt and a cloak. For the 
defendant to give up both shirt and cloak would leave them essentially naked, and that 
would not only bring shame on the one suing, but shame the judge and the entire court 
as well. Hmm; now what? 

 
The third example is, If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two 

miles. The reference is to the Roman legion requiring people in an occupied land to 
assist soldiers by carrying their supplies. However, the military code only allowed one 
mile of travel. For the person to insist on going further would have the legionnaire 
violating the military code. Hmm; now what? 

 
These three examples are models of non-violent resistance, causing the one who 

would oppress another to confront their own actions and perhaps reveal to them the 
injustice of what they were doing. 

 
The last verse is, Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the 

one who wants to borrow from you. This is a more general expression that indicates the 
legitimate obligation to respond effectively to a brother or sister in need, knowing that 
in the Kingdom way of life, there is plenty for all. 

 
As if those weren’t hard enough, Jesus has another teaching: You have heard that 

it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven. If the Kingdom life meant withholding retaliation and refusing to 



engage in violent resistance in the preceding teaching, here it gets carried to its next 
logical understanding. Conventional wisdom of ‘loving neighbor, hating enemy’ has no 
place in the Kingdom where each is sister or brother. That one whom you have regarded 
as enemy must be recognized instead as a brother and must be loved like a brother. 
Otherwise, the Cain and Abel story simply keeps getting repeated. Even if you are being 
persecuted for the sake of Jesus and the Kingdom, pray for those who persecute you.  
The key to this teaching is tipped off at the end – that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven – in other words, that you know your identity as one in the Kingdom 
family of God, not as one who follows and idolizes the ways of the world, not as one who 
‘Love neighbor, hates enemy.’ 

 
The rest of the teaching elaborates on the principle of all being seen, loved, and 

graced by God as children of God. There are no superiors, none benefiting over another, 
none privileged, none specially blessed, and none performing so wonderfully. Instead, 
all are provided for in whatever need they may encounter, for all are God’s children and 
their God is with them in their life’s journey. 

 
The last line, Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect, does not 

mean ‘perfect’ as in never failing, never flawed, never sinful, but to strive for the 
wholeness which is God’s intent and God’s promise – to seek to perfect the ways of God 
in Jesus’ Kingdom teaching, thereby fulfilling what God has always wanted, living in fact 
‘in the image of God.’ 

 
The radical teachings of the Kingdom are a huge challenge. Does Jesus really 

mean what he said? Yes, he did. If it is too difficult, join the club. If it was easy, if it 
wasn’t radical, if it didn’t intend to reshape society, its structure, its wealth, and its 
power, Jesus never would have been given a second thought by the powers-that-be. 
They would have chuckled about the wack-o and left him alone. Unfortunately, that’s 
what most Christians do; they chuckle at the wack-o teachings of Jesus and leave him 
alone, living an unchanged life that never considers the Kingdom path.  

 
In any case, Jesus did mean what he said. He wasn’t kidding. And he was 

speaking to me and to you. The ball, as always, is in our court. 


