Sermon on the Mount #27

“The Rule of All Rules”

Matthew 7:12


“Rules, rules, rules!”


No matter where we go or what we do, there are always rules.  At home, on the job, at school, in the car—every aspect of our lives are governed by rules.  Human beings, though, tend to not like rules very much.  “I’ll do what I want,” we often say (or, at least, think) “and no one’s gonna tell me what to do!”  That attitude, emerging around the age of two, is cultivated throughout life, particularly in a “free society” such as ours.


If you really want to get someone going on rules, though, bring up religious rules.  “All that Bible says is, ‘Thou shalt this’ and ‘Thou shalt not that’!” many complain.  They equate rules with restrictions that restrict them from enjoying life.  As the late actress Katherine Hepburn stated, “If you obey all the rules, you miss all the fun.” 


You may be surprised to know that I agree with some of these sentiments about religious rules.  If our religion is nothing more than a list of do’s and don’ts, then our religion is not Christianity.  Jesus had an ongoing battle with the religious leaders of His day who were focused entirely on rules.  He said to them in Matthew 15:3-9, 

“And why do you refuse to obey God’s command so that you can follow your own [rules]? God said, ‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and ‘Anyone who says cruel things to his father or mother must be put to death.’ But you say a person can tell his father or mother, ‘I have something I could use to help you, but I have given it to God already.’ You teach that person not to honor his father or his mother. You rejected what God said for the sake of your own rules. You are hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he said about you: ‘These people show honor to me with words, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is worthless. The things they teach are nothing but human rules’” [ncv].


Jesus had no room for legalism, and neither should we.


Of course, some rules are necessary for human beings to get along.  Where no rules exist, chaos reigns.  Such a condition is described in Judges 21:25, “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes.”  As author Alan Bennett wrote in his book, Getting On, “We started off trying to set up a small anarchist community, but people wouldn’t obey the rules.”  Imagine that!  
Jesus had rules, too.  In fact, He told His disciples in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey my commands” [ncv].  In one sense, we can measure our spiritual condition by the degree to which we follow Jesus’ rules.  Fortunately for us, His rules are neither numerous nor complicated.  As He said in Matthew 11:29-30, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” [niv].
Jesus had a wonderful way of summarizing His teaching in a way that was understandable and easily remembered.  One classic example of this is our text for this morning, Matthew 7:12—”So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” [niv].  I like how the Contemporary English Version renders it: “Treat others as you want them to treat you. This is what the Law and the Prophets are all about.”  This is often referred to as “the Golden Rule.”  William Barclay adds,

This is probably the most universally famous thing that Jesus ever said. With this commandment the Sermon on the Mount reaches its summit. This saying of Jesus has been called “﻿the capstone of the whole discourse.﻿” It is the topmost peak of social ethics, and the Everest of all ethical teaching.


The Golden Rule today is often dismissed as old-fashioned or childish.  I read this past week, “There’s a new golden rule in effect today: ‘He who has the gold makes up the rules.’”
  Others might scoff at the idea that one simple principle can summarize true spirituality as Jesus claimed this verse does. But our Lord said what He said.  We ought to take it seriously.


I believe that the Golden Rule is the rule of all rules.  It is simple yet far-reaching.  It is basic yet profound.  It is straightforward yet it is anything but easy.  Three characteristics of the Golden Rule are worth noting. 
The Golden Rule Is Personal

First of all, the Golden Rule is personal.  What is the focus of the Golden Rule?  Others—other people, other human beings.  I have often heard people say Christianity is not a religion but a relationship.  That is true, and it is foremost a relationship between ourselves and God.  But we must also remember that our Christian lives operate in the realm of relationships to other people as well.

In fact, both of these relationships come together in the Golden Rule.  As William A. Simmons writes in the Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, “even though the Golden Rule addresses human interpersonal relationships, its message is essentially theo-logical. That is, the very character of God prescribes how we should relate to one another.”

This is the theme of John’s words in 1 John 4:7-12,

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us [niv]. 

Later in the same chapter John writes, 

We love because he first loved us. If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother (1Jn 4:19-21, niv).


These two ideas—loving God and loving other people—were brought together by Jesus in Matthew 22:37, which Simmons calls “the hermeneutical bridge that joins the Golden Rule with the message of the Old Testament.”
 When asked what was the greatest commandment, Jesus claimed that to love God totally and to love one’s neighbor as oneself was the sum of the Law and the Prophets.

We must never forget this relational emphasis of our faith.  We do not measure our spirituality by how often we go to church, what church we attend, how much of the Bible we can recite.  I am amazed at how many arguments and church splits occur over incidental matters.  Rarely will you find Christians arguing and fighting over loving God and loving one another.  We dispute doctrines and biblical interpretations until we are blue in the face, but how are those discussions demonstrating love for God or for our fellow man?  If anything, they drive unbelievers further away from God.

The Golden Rule, then, is personal, as is our entire Christian life.

The Golden Rule Is Positive


Secondly, the Golden Rule is positive.  Jesus uses positive words as He says, “Do to others what you would have them do to you.”  That might seem overly simplistic, but Jesus’ words were revolutionary in this way.  John Stott points out,
Much has been made by various commentators of the fact that the Golden Rule is found in a similar—but always negative—form elsewhere. Confucius, for example, is credited with having said, “Do not to others what you would not wish done to yourself;” and the Stoics had an almost identical maxim. In the Old Testament Apocrypha we find: “Do not do to anyone what you yourself would hate,” (Tobit 4:15, neb), and this it seems is what the famous Rabbi Hillel quoted in circa 20 bc when asked by a would-be proselyte to teach him the whole law while standing on one leg. His rival Rabbi Shammai had been unable or unwilling to answer, and had driven the enquirer away, but Rabbi Hillel said: “What is hateful to you, do not do to anyone else. This is the whole law; all the rest is only commentary.”


The idea behind the Golden Rule was not unique with Jesus, but His positive way of stating it was.  And this new wording is not mere window dressing, saying the exact same thing with different terminology.  As Stott continues, 

…there is really an enormous difference between the negative and rather grudging maxim of Hillel (“Do not do to others what is hateful to you”) and the positive initiative contained in the instruction of Jesus (“Do to others what you wish they should do to you”). Even then it may sound a rather low standard, like “Love your neighbour as yourself.” Actually, however, it is a high standard because self-love is a powerful force in our lives. Edersheim called such neighbour-love “the nearest approach to absolute love of which human nature is capable.” Also it is a remarkably flexible ethical principle. Self-advantage often guides us in our own affairs; now we must also let it guide us in our behaviour to others. All we have to do is to use our imagination, put ourselves in the other person’s shoes, and ask, “How would I like to be treated in that situation?” As Bishop Ryle wrote, “It settles a hundred difficult points…. It prevents the necessity of laying down endless little rules for our conduct in specific cases.” Indeed, it is a principle of such wide application that Jesus could add, for this is the law and the prophets. That is, whoever directs his conduct towards others according to how he would like others to direct theirs towards him has fulfilled the law and the prophets, at least in the matter of neighbour-love.


As mentioned previously, many tend to view the commands and laws of God as restrictive and negative.  Think of the Ten Commandments: How many begin with the words, “Thou shalt not…”?  How many regulations in the books of Exodus and Leviticus spell out what can not be done in specific situations? It is easy to allow these prohibitions to degenerate into legalism, which focuses more on the negative than the positive.


The apostle Paul has a refreshing view on this in Romans 13:8-10,

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law [niv].


Instead of trying to avoid five hundred prohibited actions toward another person, simply act on one: love.  What Jesus does with the Golden Rule and what Paul writes in Romans 13 “goes beyond passive restraint to active benevolence. Christianity is not simply a matter of abstinence from sin; it is positive goodness.”  That same source goes on to conclude, “If this verse were universally obeyed, it would transform all areas of international relationships, national politics, family life, and church life.”
 

The Golden Rule Is Proactive


Finally, the Golden Rule is proactive.  True love does not sit back and react to what others do.  Christian love takes the initiative to do good, regardless of how the other person has acted in the past or may act in the future.  By this I do not mean to suggest, as some have rewritten the Golden Rule, “Do unto others before they can do unto you”!  I am not suggesting that we “beat them to the punch,” but rather that we act first in love, no matter how deserving or appreciative the recipient may be.


The utmost example of this principle is found in the parable of the good Samaritan.  In Luke 10:30-35, Jesus spoke of a Jewish man who had been attacked by robbers and left for dead.  Two religious leaders—a priest and a Levite—passed by the injured man and did nothing.  In the negative sense, these two fulfilled the Golden Rule: They did not do to the man what they would not want done to them.  But did they really fulfill the words of Jesus?  Can we live the Christian life by not doing things?  If that were true, then the most spiritual of all people would be dead people!  Think about it: No dead person has ever lied, cheated, stole, or killed another person!  If the goal of the Christian life was to avoid all negative activity, then we should all lock ourselves away from society so that we could never do harm to another!


But that is not what the Christian life is all about.  As Barclay suggests,

When this rule is put positively, when we are told that we must actively do to others what we would have them do to us, a new principle enters into life, and a new attitude to our fellow-men. It is one thing to say, “﻿I must not injure people; I must not do to them what I would object to their doing to me.﻿” That, the law can compel us to do. It is quite another thing to say, “﻿I must go out of my way to help other people and to be kind to them, as I would wish them to help and to be kind to me.﻿” That, only love can compel us to do. The attitude which says, “﻿I must do no harm to people,﻿” is quite different from the attitude which says, “﻿I must do my best to help people.﻿”
 


The Golden Rule is proactive.  Christian love acts first and acts positively toward others.  As Ephesians 5:1-2 tells us,

Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children, and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God [niv].


God did not wait for His creation to be deserving or to desire His salvation.  No, the Bible teaches that “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” [Rom 5:8, niv].  In perhaps the best-known of all Scriptures, John 3:16, we read, “For God so loved the world that He gave…” This is proactive love, and this is the kind of love that fulfills the Golden Rule.  In fact, this is the kind of love that fulfills God’s law.


By way of conclusion, I like how Chuck Swindoll summarized this passage in his book, Simple Faith:
It has been said that the only Bible most folks ever read is the daily life of the Christian. If that is true, I believe the world needs a revised version. Our problem is not that too many of us are being ignored, it’s that we are all being observed!

You are writing a gospel, a chapter each day,

By deeds that you do, by words that you say.

Men read what you write, whether faithless or true. 

Say, what is the gospel according to you?

If you think that words fitly spoken are powerful, they are nothing compared to the power of a life fitly lived.


The Christian life is not so much about rules as it is about relationships.  We must first have a right relationship with God, then with one another.  If you have been taught that Christianity is measured by how many rules you follow—most of which tell you what you can’t do—you have been misled.  To borrow from an old Beatles song, “all you need is love.”  When we relate to one another in true, Christ-like love, we are living the Christian life.  And, as Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” [niv]. 
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