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There's something that I've not shared with you 
before from this platform. I think we know each 
other well enough now not to take offense, not to 
know that everything I say is said in love. It's this. 

An English man can always spot an American man at 
a great distance. We used to play a game in England 
when I was in London, spot the American in the tube, 
or the subway, as it would be known over here. Got 
boring. Every time, we could do it. We could pick an 
American man out at the end of the carriage. We 
were very rarely wrong. We didn't need to hear them 
speak. It's nothing to do with accent. It's all based on 
clothing and what the American male wears. 

They're always beautifully turned out, beautifully 
groomed and manicured. In England, we get out of 
bed, put some clothes on, comb our hair, check 
there's nothing stuck between our teeth and head 
out for the day. The American male seems to take 
things a lot further. It's not enough to be wearing a 
shirt and pants. They have to be beautifully pressed 
and ironed, and they have to match. 

The English male is somewhat more eclectic in their 
dress sense. Americans seem to like to have sort of 
things cohering. 

I had a friend in London called Alistair. He was an 
extremely good lawyer, and he was headhunted by 
an American firm, and he knew this, as we all do, 
about the different standards that there are amongst 
Americans. So, he went out before his first day at 
work and bought a new suit. He ironed his shirt, put 
socks on that matched his tie, even polished his 
shoes, thought things were going very well, but at the 
end of the first day, one of the partners pulled him 
over and said, "Alistair, you've got to do something 
about your teeth." 

He said, "What? Is there something stuck in them?" 
He said, "No, no, no, they're not white enough." So, 
he had to go and get them whitened. The partner 
said to him... Well, enough to make Alistair feel 
terrible. He'd ironed his shirt, he'd blow dried his 
hair, he'd polished his shoes, he'd worn matching 
socks, and it wasn't enough. The bar for this 
American firm he was working with was so much 
higher when it came to matters of dress and 
appearance, and the way Alistair felt about his 

clothing, on that first day in the office, was exactly 
the way that the Pharisees felt when they heard Jesus 
talking on the sermon on the mount. 

They too were thinking the bar's being set too high, 
that Jesus was saying that what they were doing 
wasn't enough. They heard his teaching from the 
sermon on the mountain. They'd have thought, "We 
keep the law. We don't murder. We don't commit 
adultery. We don't swear. Are you saying that's not 
enough? There's more? You are raising the bar 
higher?" Because they heard Jesus say, "You shall not 
murder." But I say to you, don't even get angry. The 
law says you shall not commit adultery. But I say to 
you, don't even look lustfully at someone. 

Six times. Jesus says, "The law says this, but I say to 
you," and each time he said, "But I say to you," he 
raised the bar. He demanded more. He set a higher 
standard. If you want to keep the commandments, 
he's saying, what you are doing is not enough, and 
scholars have argued for years about what Jesus is 
doing here. 

Some have thought that Jesus was contradicting the 
law. Others, by contrast, think he's reinforcing the 
law. Is he abolishing the law or radicalizing it? You 
can argue both. Remember last week, Rebecca was 
talking about how Jesus was saying that not one iota 
of the law was to be lost? So, this passage we're 
hearing can be read both ways. We know from the 
rest of the Christian scriptures, the New Testament, 
that the emphasis on the teaching there is on the 
fact... Well, it's less on the need for works and 
obedience to following rules, and it's more on the 
need to accept the gift of faith that's come with 
Christ Jesus. 

St. Paul is very clear that we're saved not by our own 
endeavors, not by how well we keep any law. Instead, 
we're saved by the free gift of God's grace made 
available in Christ Jesus. 

So, if that's the case, there are those who conclude 
that the law must be obsolete, then. But that doesn't 
fit with what Jesus is saying here in the Sermon on 
the Mount where he's quite clear where he's saying, 
"I've come not to abolish the law, not one iota of it. 
I've come to fulfill the law," and the answer to the 
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conundrum that's before us here, I think, lies in an 
acorn. The little seed of those grand oak trees. 

Imagine I had an acorn in my hand. How could I get 
rid of it? Well, I could either take a hammer to it and 
destroy it, or I could plant it in the ground, and if the 
conditions were right, it would grow into an oak tree 
in time. The acorn would disappear as it was taken up 
into something more glorious. An acorn is fulfilled 
when it becomes a tree, and if we stay with this 
image a moment longer, I think we can understand 
the teaching of Jesus here, by thinking of the Old 
Testament law as an acorn. 

Jesus isn't abolishing the law or destroying it. He's not 
saying, "Oh, it's no good." Instead, he's saying, "Plant 
the law in your hearts." He wants to take that law 
and plant it in the hearts of his hearers. He's looking 
to push the people beyond thinking that keeping the 
law is all about doing the right thing and earning 
God's favor. He wants to say following these ways is 
the best way of living, and it needs to flow out from 
the heart, become part of you. He's moving from 
exterior observation to internal transformation. He's 
saying keeping the law is not hard work, it's heart 
work. 

In the Old Testament, under the old covenant, the 
emphasis was on the need to keep the 
commandments so that we could earn God's favor. In 
the New Testament, under the new covenant 
mediated by Jesus, we find that God's favor, his 
salvation, comes to us not as a reward, but as a free 
gift. 

Jesus, on our behalf, has fulfilled all that the law 
required. Those high standards were met in him so 
that we are free to live by grace. That's the shift that 
we see in the teaching of Jesus. Jesus is saying keep 
the law, but not to earn God's favor, but in response 
to God's grace. Receive that grace. Open your hearts 
up to the power of His spirit, and through the 
strength of his spirit, seek to walk this way. 

He's showing us a way to live life. When we accept 
God's free gift of salvation, and when we receive that 
gift of new life and a new heart, then this is how we 
should aspire to live. What we see in the sermon on 
the mount is less of a rule book and more of an image 
held up to inspire us to seek a particular way of living, 

the best way of living, the way of love, the way that 
leads to fulfillment and peace and happiness. 

The ideal of life of the New Testament isn't a life lived 
by the rules. It's a life lived in the knowledge and 
company of God, which is why when we sing hymns, 
we'll never sing a hymn praising how great it is to 
follow God's rules, how well we've kept God's rules, 
but we do sing hymns about grace, about walking 
God's ways, about enjoying company and fellowship 
with him. Our goal isn't to follow any rules more 
closely. Our goal is to walk more closely with God. 
That's what we are seeking to do. The life we are 
called to, the life of the spirit, is a life that flows out 
of a renewed heart, a heart that's been saved and 
transformed by the gift of God's grace. 

So, as I close, I want to return to that image of the 
acorn as it relates to the epistle that we heard today, 
that reading from one Corinthians where Paul says 
God gives the growth. How are we to encourage the 
seed of faith, that acorn that is planted in each one of 
us in our heart? How are we going to encourage it to 
grow? How are we going to grow in God's grace? 

Perhaps Lent, which starts next week, is a good time 
to reflect on those questions, to see how we might 
answer those questions in our own life, what we 
might do to grow in grace, because there are things 
that we can do to encourage our spiritual growth. 

Last week, Mother Rebecca would talk powerfully 
about the Bible, of how it encouraged her walk in 
faith, how she'd grown by reading the Bible and 
taking it more seriously and systematically reading it, 
not necessarily from beginning to end, but finding 
notes and bits that we might focus on in our reading. 
There are lots of ways of approaching the Bible and 
reading it and opening our hearts and inviting God to 
speak to us and strengthen our faith through his 
word. 

So, think about that. Think about ways that you might 
be able to use Lent this year to choose life. Let us 
choose the spiritual life which renews our heart and 
leads us into spiritual growth. Amen. 

 


