
The Disciple’s Honesty 

 

The disciple is to be honest and trustworthy, making the swearing of an oath 

unnecessary. One’s yes is to mean yes, and one’s no is to mean no. Whatever is 

needed beyond this is because there is evil, for where there is honesty and trust 

there need be no more words. Much of what Jesus taught was basically believed 

already by the Jews. On murder and adultery Jesus interpreted the Law, but on 

divorce and oaths He corrected Jewish tradition. They held that “the world stands 

fast on three things: on justice, on truth, and on peace.” However, as their Law 

permitted the oath, the Jewish community had developed a hierarchy of values for 

swearing, a pattern which made some statements more binding than others. Jesus’ 

statement on this fourth issue is “Swear not at all,” which was a call for return to 

respect for Jehovah and a refusal to take His name in vain. In this sense it was a 

prohibition of profanity. But the basic intent of Jesus’ statement was to address the 

use of the Lord’s name in oaths. 

 

The practice of swearing the oath in our society is an illustration of bringing the Lord 

into an issue to make it binding. Associated with this is the accepted condemnation 

of perjury. Jesus calls for honesty without the oath. This is the background for the 

stance of Mennonites, Quakers, and others who have refused the oath in business or 

in court and who choose instead to “affirm” (see James 5:12). Jesus taught that 

swearing is unnecessary, irreverent, and ineffective in that it does not really change 

anything. The critical issue is truthful speech. Jesus wants His community of 

disciples to practice truth in relation to society and especially among themselves. 

Truthfulness is the expression of inner security and of integrity. 

 

The Disciple’s Freedom 

 

The calling of Christ in this fifth issue frees one to live by His direction. We are free 

from having our behavior determined by the way we are treated. Jesus says, “Do not 

resist injury,” or, “Do not resist the one who injures you.” The disciple is to live by the 

higher law of love and thereby respond to the treatment he receives from others in a 



manner reflecting the freedom and love of Christ. This love was ultimately expressed 

by Jesus on the Cross, where He expressed the deepest love to His enemies and 

extended forgiveness to all. Peter writes, “For to this you were called, because Christ 

also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that you should follow His steps” (1 Pet. 

2:21). His teaching prohibits retaliation and prescribes the way of love. 

 

The teaching of this section is one of the more unique ones in Jesus’ affirmations. 

Again He says, “It has been said,” and follows with the words, “But I tell you not to 

resist… .” Eduard Schweizer says, “The actual content of Jesus’ message is nothing 

unprecedented. Almost all of His sayings have parallels in Judaism; only the call to 

love one’s enemies cannot be found in the same blunt terms. What is unprecedented 

is this ‘But now I…’ something utterly new.”19 It is evidenced by a reading of 

Leviticus 19:18. 

 

This passage contains the essence of the Christian ethic, and is the distinguishing 

characteristic of Christian conduct. It is clearly taught by Paul in Romans 12, in 

various statements. “Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in 

the sight of all men. If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all 

men. Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is 

written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. Therefore if thine enemy 

hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of 

fire on his head. Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good” (vv. 17–21, 

KJV). 

 

John Miller divides this section into four principles relating to four major dimensions 

of life: “one from the realm of inter-personal relations (‘If any one strikes you on the 

right cheek turn to him the other also’), another from the realm of jurisprudence (‘If 

any one would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well’), a third 

from the realm of politics (‘If any one forces you to go one mile, go with him two 

miles’), and a fourth from the realm of business (‘Give to him who begs from you, 

and do not refuse him who would borrow from you’).”20 

 



Hans Küng writes that Jesus’ position is revolutionary: love for enemies instead of 

their destruction, unconditional forgiveness rather than retaliation, readiness to 

suffer rather than use force, and blessing for peacemakers instead of hymns of hate 

and revenge. “Jesus did not set in motion a social/political revolution; what He set 

going was a non-violent revolution, emerging from man’s heart, from a radical 

change in man’s thinking, from a conversion.”21 

 

The most important element in this passage is the strategy that moves from 

negativism to a positive course of action. The disciple is to be free for God and for 

his fellow man who needs him. The principle is in the opening lines of this section. 

“Do not set yourself against the person who wrongs you.” Turning the other cheek is 

not a surrender but a strategy of operation. This act is to take the initiative in 

behaving in the freedom of Christ and His love. 

 

Previous mention was made of a hermeneutical principle which recognizes the 

progressive nature of God’s revelation. In contrast to the “flat-book” view of the 

Bible, this principle recognizes God’s confrontation of man at different levels, 

moving man forward until “in the fullness of time God sent His Son,” the One in 

whom the full will of God is known. This One could say, “But I say unto you.” This 

speaks to a progress through the Old Testament toward Christ. 

 

Jesus referred to the oldest law in the world, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 

tooth. The law is known as the Lex Talionis, and is parochially referred to as tit for 

tat. It is not only to be found in the Old Testament but is found in the Code of 

Hammurabi, the earliest known code of laws, which originated between 2285 and 

2242 B.C. But it also became a part of the Old Testament, appearing in Exodus 

21:23–25, in Deuteronomy 19:21, and in Leviticus 24:20, as well as being suggested 

in Genesis 4:23–24. 

 

In early times vengeance was a part of life, and if a man of one tribe wounded a man 

of another, the result was revenge by the tribe of the wounded man on the members 

of the tribe of the offender. God’s intent in the law of “an eye for an eye” was to limit 



vengeance. Early in God’s revelation His higher ethic was being introduced in placing 

a limitation on vengeance. But now Jesus gives the highest expression of God’s will 

and, rejecting revenge, He calls us to act in love. While there are glimpses of this 

mercy in the Old Testament (as in Lev. 19:18, “Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any 

grudge against the children of thy people,” KJV), the new emphasis in Jesus’ 

teaching is that we are to love our enemies. 

 

A suggested outline for the larger passage (5:38–48) can highlight three essential 

elements of its basic intent. Christian freedom (1) elevates others above one’s self 

(5:39, 43–45); (2) elevates personalities above material (5:40–42); and (3) elevates 

behavior above bargaining (5:46–47). This is a fulfillment of the teaching in 

Deuteronomy 15:7–11, that God’s people are to be ready to help the needy. But the 

prophetic role is for us to apply this passage to our own times to the issues of 

materialism, status-seeking, power mania and violence, both in private life and in 

social ethics. 

 

Eduard Schweizer asks some penetrating questions: “What does it mean to resist not 

evil when I receive my draft notice? Does it mean that I comply without resisting, or 

does it mean, that, in order to avoid being forced to resist as a soldier, I resist the 

draft? Does it mean that I must not resist an evil system that exploits the poor and 

the weak, and thus participate in exploitation, or does it mean that I must in fact 

resist so as not to participate?”22 The disciple of Christ must be true to his new 

citizenship in the kingdom of heaven, a kingdom of peace after the model of the 

Sermon on the Mount. We must recall Jesus’ words that the citizens of His kingdom 

are like salt to the earth, light to the world and yeast in the loaf; the minority which 

influences the whole but never dominates it, which lives by the higher ethic of love 

even at the cost in one’s own life of the way of the cross. 


