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“JESUS’ ETHICAL SUMMARY OF GOD’S LAW”

“In everything do to others as you would have them do to you;

for this is the law and the prophets.” – Matthew 7:12


The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel comes to its climax with a short statement by Jesus which is a grand summary of the law.  Jesus is presenting a guide for us not in relationship to God but in relationship to other people, an ethical guide.  “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets.”  That single sentence has become famous as “the Golden Rule.”  Jesus sums up all those scriptural teachings and ethical demands with a clear, short, understandable guide for human behavior.  
One reason the Golden Rule is profound is because it’s so simple.  Since the time of Jesus, hundreds, probably thousands of books have been written about ethics.  Jesus’ ethical guide is just one sentence long!  And there are no technical terms to define.  Just use a little imagination and sensitivity and think about what sort of care and compassion you’d like to receive, and then offer that care to others.


The sixteenth-century Protestant Reformer Martin Luther wrote of the Golden Rule, “It was certainly clever of Christ to state it this way.  The only example He sets up is ourselves . . . The book is laid into your own bosom, and it is so clear that you do not need glasses to understand Moses and the law.  Thus you are your own Bible . . .”(p.280; Bruner, Dale; The ChristBook; c.1987; Waco, TX; Word Books).  So instead of consulting a library of scholarly works, we simply need to consult our own feelings and desires.

A second reason why the Golden Rule is special is because because it’s unique.  Something similar to the Golden Rule exists in many religious traditions.  The difference is that it’s always stated in negative terms – “don’t do to others what you wouldn’t want them to do to you” or something similar.  Jesus states our need to care for others in positive terms.  


Confucian, Buddhist, Stoic, and Roman thinkers all express this principle negatively.  In Jesus’ own day the two most famous rabbis were Shammai and Hillel.  There’s a story that a Gentile once came to Rabbi Shammai and said, “I am prepared to be received as a proselyte and convert to Judaism, on the condition that you tech me the whole law while I am standing on one leg.”  Shammai was furious and chased the man away!  So the inquirer went to Rabbi Hillel with the same demand.  Hillel answered, “What is hateful to you, do to no other; that is the whole law; the rest is commentary.  Go and learn.”  So there’s the Golden Rule, but expressed again in negative form.

Stated negatively the Golden Rule may still be a useful guide for ethical behavior.  However, in that form it only forbids certain actions.  Think of it – you can fulfill the negative expression of the Golden Rule by doing nothing!  It simply forbids unjust and unkind actions.  And in this negative form, the Golden Rule might be viewed as a way to seek self-protection.  If I don’t want others to hurt or injure me, then I shouldn’t injure others.  In that sense, the Golden Rule in negative form can be self-serving, defensive, an insurance policy making it less likely that others will mistreat us.


But that’s not good enough for Jesus!  He’s not interested in teaching people simply to avoid hurtful actions.  Instead, he wants us to actively share God’s compassion with others!  Think back to Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan.  In response to Jesus’ other summary of God’s law – loving God with our whole selves and our neighbor as ourselves, a lawyer asks a followup question, “Who is my neighbor?”  In other words, “Who qualifies as my neighbor?  Whom am I obligated to care for?”  The lawyer probably hoped for a very brief list.  To address the lawyer’s question Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan.  In that story Jesus makes it clear that anyone in need should be treated as a neighbor.  But instead of simply defining who is included in the category of neighbor, at the end of the parable Jesus asked the lawyer, “Who was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” or as the RSV translates it, “Who proved neighbor to the man (Luke 10:36)?  For Jesus, it’s not enough to talk theoretically about the definition of the word “neighbor.”  Instead, Jesus wants us to engage in neighborly action!

So as we look around our community and our nation and our world, we need to ask ourselves, if I were hurting in some way, what sort of care and compassion and encouragement would I want?  If I were hungry and homeless in Marin or was encarcerated in the Marin County Jail or in nearby San Quentin Prison; if I had just become a widower or had just gone through a painful divorce; if I had lost my job and was unemployed and was in danger of losing my home to foreclosure and declaring bankruptcy; if I was a recent immigrant to this country and did not speak English well; if I was a single parent and had latch-key children, what kind of care and services would I desire?  

These are the kinds of questions as individuals and as a congregation we need to be asking ourselves as we strategize to address needs in our surrounding community.  And after we ask those kinds of questions, we need to be willing to take appropriate action!

A person who applied the Golden Rule to needy school children in her Oakland neighborhood is Realtor Oral Lee Brown.  She was born into a poor family in the Mississippi Delta.  She arrived in Oakland when she was 18 on a Greyhound bus to live with an older brother.  Over the next few years she married, raised three daughters and held a variety of jobs while also attending college, graduating from the University of SF.  She opened a real estate company in 1979.  Oral Lee Brown put her herself in the place of low-income children in East Oakland schools.  To start with she used her modest income to raise more than $1 million for her “adopted” kids and formed the Oral Lee Brown Foundation to offer children math and science tutoring.  In 1987, Brown promised to pay the college tuition of the entire first-grade class at East Oakland’s Brookfield Elementary School, depositing $10,000 into a trust fund and adding another $10,000 each year.  Of the original 23 students, 19 graduated from high school.  14 of them have graduated from college, and three are in grad school.

Brown has since adopted other classes.  Currently there are 20 10th-graders, 20 sixth-graders and 20 second-graders who have been guaranteed free college educations.  “Every four years we try to bring on another 20 students, and we try to graduate 20 students, so it’s a revolving door that I hope will never close” said Brown.  Her story is remarkable because Brown is not a wealthy person.  She was able to do it by setting aside funds from her real estate business each year to make it happen.  The article about Oral Lee Brown in the SF Chronicle didn’t say if she was a Christian, but I’ll bet you she is!  In any case she is following Jesus’ instruction, “In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you.”


Early in the 20th century, two young medical school graduates and their father started a small sanitarium for mental patients on a farm outside Topeka, Kansas.  This was a time when the “rest cure” was in vogue in psychiatry, and patients were sent to impersonal institutions to live out their lives.


This father and his sons had a different idea.  They were determined to create a loving, family atmosphere among their patients and staff.  The nurses were given special training and were told, “Let each person know how much you value them.  Shower these people with love.”

The doctors were Karl and William Menninger, and the Menninger Clinic, with such “revolutionary” methods, became world famous and has helped countless numbers of people.  Karl Menninger said, “Love cures people – both the ones who give it and the ones who receive it.  This intangible thing love . . . enters into every therapeutic relationship.  It is an element which finds and heals, which comforts and restores, which works what we have to call for now, miracles.”  “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you.”

On a more individual level, simply affirming people for who they are, what they’ve done, and how much they mean to you is something we can all do!  You’ll never know how what you say or write to another person may mean in their lives.  Sometimes those words will encourage a person for decades!  Affirming others is a meaningful gift we can all share to obey Jesus’ words, “In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you.”

Let us pray: God of Compassion, we thank You for the great love You have poured out on us in and through Jesus Christ.  Use each of us that we might be vessels of Your love reaching out to hurting people.  “In everything help us to treat others as we would have them treat us.”  Through Christ the Lord.  Amen.
