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Introduction/Hebrew Mindset: 

For I say to you all that if your righteousness would not surpass more than that of the scribes and Pharisees, 
you will absolutely not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

The remainder of this record of the Sermon of the Mount builds from this premise. The Pharisees’ 
interpretation and application of the Law are being contrasted with its proper interpretation and application. 

Righteousness is used here as behavioral rightness that is in alignment with the standards that God gave to 
Israel in the Law of Moses.  

The scribes and Pharisees are not entering the kingdom of heaven because there was a problem with their 
belief and their actions. The scribes and the Pharisees had a kind of righteousness, but not the righteousness 
that God established for Israel. The Law and the Prophets taught that for the Messianic Kingdom to be 
established, Israel had to follow the true meaning of the Mosaic Law and thus have a behavioral 
righteousness and call upon the name of the Lord (Jesus).  

In Matthew 5:21-48, Jesus is teaching His disciples the difference between what the Pharisees say is 
righteousness and the righteousness indicated in the Law.  

Matthew 5:33-37 – Vows Explained 

A vow or oath is a solemn attestation to the truth of one’s testimony, where one obligates oneself to perform 
a duty based upon the requisites of the vow. One is obligating oneself to act or pay. The Law had 
regulations about oaths, and this was taught by the Pharisees and scribes as stated in verse 33. 

Numbers 30:1-4 – The laws concerning vows were complicated when one vows to the Lord while under the 
authority of another, but if one is not under the authority of another, it is simple; vows to the Lord are 
binding. In Leviticus 19:12, the point is clear—do not swear falsely by invoking the name of the Lord. 

With the exceptions in the Law, rabbis took it as an opportunity to write ordinances about vows and oaths. 

Mishna and Talmud Nedarim – There are 11 chapters that deal with the vows. 

If a person makes a vow and then regrets his vow and wishes to be released from its prohibition, 
he may approach a sage who has the power to release the vow. The sage asks him questions and 
shows how the vow may have been mistaken and thereby annuls the vow. He also may go to a 
court of laypersons who also have the power to release vows. 

According to Rabbi Eliezer, if something new happens since the vow was taken, the recent 
occurrence may be grounds to release the one who vowed from his vow (mistaken premise).  

It is so vast and so complicated that to become an expert on it all would take a lifetime. 

One note on the white and black hair – This denotes the human lack of power because people cannot even 
change the color of their hair. 

Jesus also explains the problem in the Jewish practice of vows in Matthew 23:16-22 – They were making up 
arbitrary rules in dealing with oaths that spoke to the desire to manipulate people and get out of obligations 
that one has accepted. They use the Law and, because they were the gatekeepers and the key holders, they 
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could use the Law of oaths to always win when someone claimed they swore an oath. They used the Law as 
means for lies under the pretense of truth. 

What is the solution? Stop vowing and start being known as a person who is both honest and trustworthy. 
Righteousness was not in the keeping of vows but in the character of the person being one whose yes was a 
yes and whose no was a no. 

Was Jesus changing the Law? Vowing was in the Law and rules for vows were clear (although manipulated 
by the Pharisees and scribes). Why then say that it is better not to make any vows? 

Deuteronomy 23:21-23 

Ecclesiastes 5:1-5 

Is making a vow prohibited? Verse 37 – The final phrase “anything beyond this is of the evil.” This is a 
definitive preposition phrase, “ἐκ	τοῦ	πονηροῦ”; the “ἐκ” indicates the source or origin.  

Why does somebody need to vow or swear to something? Because their plain answer is not valuable or 
trustworthy. The vow is not evil, but the reason to take a vow is because of evil. 

Matthew 5:38-42 – Personal Justice Explained 

What Jesus is teaching is from Exodus 21:22-25; Leviticus 24:17-23; and Deuteronomy 19:15-21. 

What is the background and understanding of these passages? Justice. This is how the nation was to handle 
those who harm another. Justice is necessary for society to function. Remove justice from society and it 
leads to chaos. 

Who oversees these decisions? The judges, the elders, the rulers that are appointed. Nowhere in the Law is it 
ever stated that one should take personal vengeance. Justice is to be decided by the authorities. 
Righteousness is found in the attitude of the one offended, and it needs to be different than the requirement 
for societal justice. The people are to love and forgive, but the government needs to constrain and punish 
evil (Romans 13:3-4). In the Law, personal vengeance is prohibited (Leviticus 19:17-18); this is reiterated in 
Proverbs (20:22, 24:29).  

Do not resist an evil person – the word for resist is “ἀνθίστημι anthistēmi” This word means to stand 
against, stand in opposition, to physically oppose. In context, the injunction is to not individually oppose the 
one who does evil; this is the responsibility of the authorities. The personal responsibility to the one who 
offends is love and grace. 

The examples given are not life-threatening or theft. Even the slap on the cheek is not a physical 
altercation but a slight or an insult. This does not say he who desires to murder you let him kill your wife 
also. There is no prohibition of self-defense, rather interact with people in a manner of love rather than 
repay them for every slight. 

Similarly, the person who sues you for your shirt, give him your coat as well. This is not about a thief, 
rather being sued indicates a cause for a suit. They are not trying to take your farm and your family; the 
suit is a minor case; settle with that person and be gracious. 
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Also, the third illustration is to go the extra mile. The Jews were under Roman authority, and it was 
known that Roman soldiers could commandeer a person to assist the soldiers in the carrying of goods or 
property. The most hated persons in Israel should be shown grace and love by giving more than what is 
required by Roman law. 

The final illustration is that of lending without reluctance (Exodus 22:25; Psalm 37:26, 112:5; Proverbs 
19:17). Under the Law, righteousness is displayed in how one treats the poor in regard to lending. Under 
the Law, the Lord will repay, and the Lord loves a cheerful giver (2 Corinthians 9:7).  

Matthew 5:43-48 – Love Your Neighbor Explained 

This section is very self-explanatory. Loving the neighbor is a well-known command and is the basis for all 
of the Law that deals with interpersonal relationships. Jesus deals with the question of who the neighbor is 
in Luke 10:29-37, the parable of the good Samaritan.  

The idea of loving your enemies and praying on behalf of those who persecute you was not on the minds of 
the Jews. Hating your enemy may have been a natural thought in opposition to loving your neighbors, or it 
may have been taught outright. This is an erroneous belief that is not taught in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Is Jesus teaching something beyond what the Law would have a person do? In Exodus 23:4-5, the 
understanding of the idea of loving your enemies is also found in Proverbs (24:17, 25:21-22). 

In this text, Jesus appeals to the fact that they are to be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect. The word 
is “τέλειος teleios” and means complete. The idea of this passage is to be different. The reason they are to be 
different is to be the representative to the nations (Exodus 19:5-6; Deuteronomy 4:5-8) 

Conclusion: 

The righteousness that was being taught by the Pharisees was not the righteousness that was taught in the 
Hebrew Scriptures and in Law. The proclamation that the kingdom of heaven is at hand is indeed good 
news, but with that also comes the day of the Lord. In order to survive the day of the Lord, they need to 
have the proper belief in the Lord (in their Messiah) and have behavioral righteousness as described in the 
prophets and in Matthew.  

This is not new information but provides a clear understanding of personal behavioral righteousness as 
stated in the Scriptures. 

Timeless Truth: 

Believers are also instructed to have behavioral righteousness; however, entering the kingdom of heaven is 
not on the table. We are not under Law but under grace. But we can learn from the righteous standard of 
God and fulfill this standard, knowing that is what God desires. 

1. We should be people of integrity and honesty. 
2. We should not be vengeful but deal with others with grace and love while letting justice be served. 
3. We should love people, not just our neighbors. We should love our enemies and treat them right. 

Just as Israel was to demonstrate the truth of God to the world, so is the church. If we do exactly as the 
world does, how do we stand out? We need to be people of truth not just proclaimers of it. 


