
 
 

 

 

    Sunday 12th February, 2023 
 

“Choose life!” 
 

 

Hmmm… No pressure!  Just "choose life", and all will be well. 
 
Well, that’s good.  But to be honest, I’ve really struggled to know what to do with the words of 
scripture this week.  Not because I don’t like them - whatever that means - but because 
there’s so much there that we could talk about!  "Choosing life" is pretty complex, it seems to 
me. 
 
And the readings themselves are pretty challenging, with neither Deuteronomy's Moses or 
Matthew's Jesus mincing their words.   
 
In the space of just a few verses of his "Sermon on the Mount" story, Matthew has gone from 
"Blessed are those…" to "Don't think that I've come to do away with the law", to "You've 
heard it said, but I say to you".  Jesus the Jewish reformer is getting stuck in! 
 
And in Deuteronomy, presented as his farewell to the people before their entry into Canaan, 
Moses lays it on the line, what life should be like in the new land.  Stick with GOD, he says, 
and all will go well for you.  But if you don't… 
 
The view of GOD expressed here - the all powerful, all-seeing, GOD of cause and effect, of 
blessing and curse -  is very different from my view and experience.  But I like the fact that in 
the midst of all that, is this two-word injunction: “Choose life!”. 
 

Deuteronomy 30:19-20.           Styled as Moses' (long!) farewell sermon,  

as the people prepared to cross into Canaan… 
 

Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your 
GOD, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length 
of days, so that you may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your 
ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob". 

 
Matthew 5:21-26     Jesus' "Sermon on the mount" continues… 

 

‘You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; 
and “whoever murders shall be liable to judgement.” But I say to you that if you 
are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult 
a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool”, you 
will be liable to the hell of fire.  
 
So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother 
or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; 
first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift. 
Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with 
him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, 
and you will be thrown into prison. Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you 
have paid the last penny". 
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However we understand GOD, this is a timeless call and invitation, and we do well to reflect 
on what it means for us each day, to “choose life”. 
 
I've spent quite a lot of time over the last week thinking about how - or if - these particular 
readings help in that.  Particularly because this part of Matthew 5 heads into territory that I 
find quite uncomfortable: conflict territory!   
 
I don’t like conflict.  Sometimes I get up and walk away from TV shows because I know 
what’s coming… 
 
And I squirm when I read these sayings of Jesus, because I can imagine how they went 
down with his listeners. 
 
So, to sit with them, and to talk about them, does my little head in, just a bit!  But it’s 
important that Jesus messes with our heads sometimes. 
 
Interestingly, this teaching of Jesus in Matthew boils down to be quite similar to the teaching 
of Moses in Deuteronomy: “choose life”.  There, the call was to walk in the ways of GOD, in 
love for GOD, for humanity and for creation.  The same is true for this sermon of Jesus.  He 
affirms the ‘law’ of his Jewish traditions, remembering that ‘law’ is much more about the story 
and relationship between YHWH and the people, than it is about rules. 
 
But then he goes further.  He talks of instances where the rules actually cut across the 
relationships with GOD and others.  Or, perhaps more accurately, where literal and legalistic 
interpretations of the rules betray the law and its covenant spirit. 
 
No parables to ponder here!  This is Jesus entering into some of the tough issues of his day 
(and ours), and deepening the meanings they have for an ethical life.  
 
And as is pretty much always the case, I did some reading, to help me think about this 
further.  (No preacher should ever rely solely on his or her own thoughts!)  And among lots of 
helpful insights of others, I came across a single sentence which stopped me in my tracks. 
 
It was in a reflection by Karoline Lewis on the "Working Preacher" website, and it said simply 
this: " 
 

Who you are as a disciple is not just about you, 
but about you as a disciple in community. 

 
Not a new thought in its substance, but simply profound in its expression!.   
And a perfect 'lens' through which to look at both of our readings today. 
 
Both Moses and Jesus, like the prophets and the wisdom writers, like Paul, Mary, and all the 
other early followers of Jesus, understood this fundamental truth of relationship with 
YHWH/GOD:  Who you are as a disciple is not just about you, but about you as a disciple in 
community. 
 
Their relationship with 'the ground of all being' reached its fullest expression in community. 
 
As he discusses obedience and disobedience for the people crossing the Jordan, Moses 
knew it was about how the relationship they professed was lived out as 'a' people. 
 
As he discusses anger in today's reading, and adultery, divorce, and true speech soon after, 
Jesus is telling his audience not just how to act but how to be – to be community in the image 
of GOD.  
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On first hearing, the rules Jesus sets out seem like stricter replacements for the 
commandments given in Deuteronomy, but at closer look they deconstruct mere actions of 
murder, retribution, betrayal, abandonment, and lying, into symptoms of human struggle for 
reconciliation and relationships of wholeness  
 
In holding up the vision of each person with hearts reconciled to GOD and one another, 
Jesus claims personhood for all parties involved.  
 
(And recognising that part of this chapter of Matthew can often be quite painful for people 
who have divorced, let me skip the specifics on anger and deal with that for a moment.  
This is one of those "clobber texts" that illustrates beautifully the dangers of biblical literalism. 
 
The requirements for divorce in those days were simple:  A man could tell his wife he was 
divorcing her, give her a certificate that she probably couldn't read, and walk away without a 
backward glance.  She, on the other hand was suddenly destitute, holding a piece of paper 
that branded her as a liability.  "But I say to you…" says Jesus, that even if the law says you 
can do that as an individual man, where is the justice for your wife?  Men, he says, your 
actions have consequences for her – she can't even seek a future by remarriage, because 
that effectively makes her and her new husband adulterous.  If you've read the law in such a 
way that you can simply focus on your own 'rights' and walk away from the rights and needs 
of other people, you've misread the law!) 
 
I don’t want to go into each of the specifics that Matthew addresses in his presentation of 
Jesus’ teaching.  I want to stay with the general ‘vibe’: a kind of ‘first principles’ approach.   
 
And the first principle for Jesus in Matthew’s gospel is this.    If it comes down to a contest 
between the rules, and the way of inclusion and right relationship, then we’ve most likely 
misunderstood the rules! 
 
Let’s be clear: Jesus doesn’t advocate for the abandonment of the Jewish ways of being, he 
insists that they should be upheld.  But he also insists that the law has at its heart the way of 
dramatic inclusivity and graciousness, because that is the heart and way of GOD.   
 
So, if the rules seem to suggest something different, or if they’re being used to exclude 
others, says Jesus, then we’re doing it wrong!  He draws them and us back to what the law is 
for: to establish and enable right relationship with GOD, with each other, and with creation. 
 
This is the Jesus who makes strange statements about GOD’s blessings… 
About GOD being with people who mourn, or people who are persecuted for doing the right 
thing… about the Sabbath being made for humanity, not the other way around… about how 
reconciliation with other people is more important than sacrifices…  bizarre stuff like that! 
 
This is the Jesus who often messes with my head, and pushes me beyond the easy way.   
This is the Jesus who continues to invite us – along with Moses and all the others – to 
"choose life"   
 
And for this, I give thanks –mostly!.   

 
 

In the holy name of the ONE in whom we live, and move, and have our being.      AMEN 


