
Do unto others - 5 Feb 23 

Ye have heard it said, ‘Do unto others as ye 

would have them do unto you;’ I say to you, ‘Do 

unto others before they do unto you - and if 

that doesn’t fix the problem, do unto them 

again.’ 

This is almost certainly not what Jesus said or 

meant in Luke 6:31, or Matthew 7:12, but I 

think it is there in a veiled criticism of the 

Pharisees, both in our Isaiah reading and also 

in the gospel. 

It is easy to get the emphasis completely 

wrong when reading the Isaiah passage 

because the initial questions sound as though 

the answers given should be right, should be 

exactly what God would want; ‘Is this the kind 

of fast I have chosen, only a day for people to 

humble themselves?  Is it only for bowing one’s 

head like a reed and for lying in sackcloth and 

ashes? ‘

‘Well, why wouldn’t it be?’ you  might well ask.  

The answer is there if we want to see it; what 

is happening in this show of piety is all about 

the person themselves and how they look to 

others - appearances, in other words.  ‘If I do 

these things, I will look good to other people, 

and they will think I am holy and righteous.’ 

But the result is that you are looking into a 

mirror and asking the ancient question, 

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the most 
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righteous of us all?”  And then the mirror 

cracks and falls off the wall. 

Let’s take another example from Jesus’ gospel.  

He says that his disciples are ‘the salt of the 

earth.  But if the salt loses its saltiness, how 

can it be made salty again? It is no longer good 

for anything, except to be thrown out and 

trampled underfoot.’ 

I don’t know about you , but I like a bit of 

seasoning with my food - probably more than is 

good for me - but I distinctly remember 

mistakenly putting sugar on my food when I 

thought it was salt.  Not a recommended 

option.  But Jesus is saying something worse; 

he is saying that that salt without its saltiness 

is no better than white powder - might as well 

be chalk - tastes horrible and not good for 

anything, unless you happen to be seriously 

deficient in calcium.  Even then, there are far 

more appealing ways to increase dietary 

calcium - a large chunk of cheese, for instance. 

So if we look more carefully at our Isaiah 

passage, we can see that the emphasis changes 

dramatically when he writes, ‘Is not this the 

kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the 

chains of injustice and untie the cords of the 

yoke to set the oppressed  free and break 

every yoke?   Is it not to share your food with 

the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer 

with shelter—when you see the naked, to 
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clothe  them, and not to turn away from your 

own flesh and blood?’ 

Here the emphasis has shifted away from the 

person themselves and on to their neighbour 

who is in difficulty, trouble, or oppression.  If 

we stop looking at ourselves, we stand a chance 

of seeing what is actually out there and 

needing to be changed.  And does it actually 

matter what my neighbour looks like, how he or 

she identifies themselves, how they vote, 

whether they are as black as night, or so white 

as to be almost translucent?   

Does it matter how they are dressed?  How 

many of you, I wonder, remember a sermon I 

gave at the beginning of my ministry with you, 

telling you of a ragged and dirty man who 

pitched up on the steps of a church just 

before the service started, and getting no 

welcome at all, went in anyway.  The service 

started with the warden saying that they were 

just waiting for the new vicar to show up…and 

the dirty, ragged old man came forward and 

said, ‘I am your new vicar’.  And went on to tell 

his new congregation how he had received no 

welcome, no kind word, no greeting of any kind. 

And only two weeks ago I told you a story of 

the huntsman who got lost in a forest and 

came upon a leprous old man who turned out to 

be Christ. 

It is no wonder then that Isaiah goes on to 

say, ‘ Then your light will break forth like the 
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dawn, and your healing will quickly appear; then 

your righteousness will go before you, and the 

glory of the  Lord  will be your rear guard.  

Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; you 

will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I.’ 

When we get to reading our gospel passage, it 

begins to make more sense, as many people 

have worried that Jesus is telling us here that 

we have to be as fastidious as the Pharisees in 

our observance of the Law.  That’s a pretty 

tall order as there are 613 commandments 

that can be found in the Talmud, which is 

essentially the Old Testament and was around 

in Jesus’ day, although the Talmud - as a 

separate entity, was not complied until the 

fourth century. 

Jesus tells us that he has not come to abolish 

the Law or the Prophets, but to fulfill them.  

He goes on, “For truly I tell you, until heaven 

and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, 

not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means 

disappear from the Law until everything is 

accomplished.” 

What Jesus is saying here is perhaps more 

than it appears at first glance. 

First off, the phrase, ‘…everything is 

accomplished,’ is strikingly familiar to, ‘…it is 

finished!’ which are the last words Jesus spoke 

from the cross.  Second, if heaven and earth 
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disappear - what are we left with?  Only God - 

the natural world - and indeed, the entire 

universe (or the many universes, if you are of 

the multiverse scientific bent) will have gone, 

and we will be left with only what is beyond or 

outside the natural - that is, the supernatural.  

That is one of the things that so infuriates 

the atheists and clever naturalists - they 

would love to be able to explain God within the 

confines of the natural or material world.  

Unfortunately for them, they can’t - nor will 

they ever be able to, because if they could, 

then God would not be God, He would be finite, 

explicable, and no longer able to be the 

creator of the universe, as He would be within 

his own creation.  But we should not spend too 

much time chasing down the rabbit-hole of 

metaphysics just now.  Bring the rabbit next 

Sunday and I will give it a blessing - if Gracie 

doesn’t first. 

So heaven and earth passing away sounds very 

like end times or the apocalypse.  The 

implication then is that these Laws are not 

just a bit important - they are very important. 

When Jesus goes on to say that, ‘…that unless 

your righteousness surpasses that of the 

Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will 

certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.’ you 

have to ask yourself, ‘How on earth can I 

achieve that?’ 
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And the answer is really very simple; why? 

because the Pharisees are not righteous at all.  

They are the posers that Isaiah has been 

talking about who make a show of everything 

by ostens ib l y fo l l ow ing a l l the 613 

commandments, but in effect, not following 

any of them. 

Jesus says as much in Matthew 23:3 and 4; ‘So 

practice and observe everything they tell you. 

But do not do what they do, for they do not 

practice what they preach.  They crush people 

with unbearable religious demands and never 

lift a finger to ease the burden.’ 

We are about to enter the season of Lent, 

which is traditionally a time of fasting and 

prayer in preparation for Christ’s Passion and 

Crucifixion, prior to the celebration of Easter.  

What we need to make sure is that we are not 

putting on a show of self-righteousness, with 

glum faces and airs of penitence over our 

spectacular sins, but perhaps rather try to do 

something in keeping with the Spirit of the 

Law, rather than the letter of the Law - and so 

keep ourselves away from Pharisaical habits. 

We could try looking away from ourselves 

during Lent and trying to be there for 

someone who really needs help or comfort.  

We all know the gospel song, ‘Were you there 

when they crucified my Lord?’ 
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Can we be there for someone who may not look 

like our vision of Jesus, but is in just as much 

need?  Like the ragged old leper, or someone 

rather closer to home. 

Jesus said, ‘In as much as you did this for the 

least of these brothers and sisters of mine, 

you did it for me.’ 

So, will your Lent be real - or just a showcase? 
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