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Matthew 5:17-20

I. Introduction


For 30 years Jesus had been rather inconspicuousness.  As far as His friends and neighbors were concerned, He was just a Jewish carpenter.  It wasn’t until He began His ministry, when He was immersed in the Jordan by John the Baptist and started to preach, that He came out of concealment.  By the time He preached the Sermon on the Mount, the people and the leaders of Israel were paying attention to Him.

Jesus’ meekness, humility, gentleness, and love separated Him from the proud, selfish, and arrogant Sadducees, Pharisees, and teachers of the Law.  Some people wondered if He was just another prophet, a special prophet, or even a false prophet.  Some wondered if He was a political or military revolutionary who might be the Messiah they eagerly awaited, i.e., the one who would break the yoke of Rome.  He certainly didn’t talk like anyone else they had ever heard or seen.  Jesus openly and lovingly identified Himself with the outcasts, the sick, the sinful, and the needy of every sort.  He proclaimed grace and mercy.  While the other rabbis and religious leaders talked only about religious externals, He taught about the heart.  The religious leaders focused on ceremonies, rituals, and outward acts of every kind, Jesus focused on the inner man and his heart.  The leaders set themselves above other men and demanded their respect and service; Jesus set Himself below other men and became their Servant.  Those listening must have wondered how His teachings related to what they had been taught all their lives.  What about Moses and the Law?

In the Law and the Prophets, God had revealed His standards for holy living.  The Pharisees defended the law and sought to obey it.  But Jesus said that the true righteousness that pleased God must exceed  “that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.”  Because of all He did, the Pharisees thought that Jesus was destroying the Law.  He deliberately healed people on the Sabbath and paid not attention to the traditions of the Pharisees.  So, to answer all the spoken and unspoken questions, Jesus turned to God’s Law.
II. Regarding the Law

     A. It is fulfilled.  The expression “the Law and the Prophets” was a way of referring to the entire Hebrew Scriptures—the Old Testament.  Jesus made it clear that He had come to fulfill the entire Law—the Moral law, the Ceremonial law, and the Judicial law.  And as He fulfill the Law, He helped God’s people learn it and live it and love it.  But He would not accept the artificial righteousness of the religious leaders.  Their religion was a dead ritual, not a living relationship.  It made them proud, not humble; it led to bondage, not liberty.

Jesus said that He came “to fulfill” the Law and not destroy it.  He fulfilled God’s Law in every area of His life.  Every prescribed ritual for a Jewish boy was done to Him by His parents.  He fulfilled the Law in His life—He was without sin.  He didn’t submit to all the traditions of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, but He always did what God commanded in the Law.  That’s why in Matthew 17:5 on the Mount of Transfiguration God said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.  Listen to him!"


Jesus also fulfilled the Law in His teachings.  He taught that the Law was concerned with reverence and respect.  As the Beatitudes indicated and the rest of the Sermon on the Mount would show, God’s moral Law is about reverence toward God, respect for all men, and respect for oneself.  Unlike the Pharisees, the Law wasn’t based on external actions.  Actually, Jesus wasn’t teaching change; He was getting things back on track.  Turn to Psalm 51:16-17.  Man had changed the intent of the law.  The Law wasn’t based on the external and rituals, but on the internal and one’s heart.


But it was in His death and resurrection that Jesus especially fulfilled the Law.  Turn to Gal. 3:13-14.  Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament Ceremonial Law which prescribed how one came to God.  Now there is a new way to come to God.  As Hebrews 10:19-22 says, no longer are sacrifices of sheep and goats necessary, the perfect sacrifice had been made—Jesus died for our sins.  That’s why when He died on the cross “the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.” (Matthew 27:51)  Jesus was and is the new and perfect way into the Holy of Holies—the way to come before God Almighty.  The Old Covenant was fulfilled and replaced by the New Covenant—Jesus’ body and blood.  


The third part of the Law, called the Judicial Law, was for Israel’s operation as a unique nation.  The laws relating to agriculture, settlement of disputes, diet, cleanliness, dress, and such things were special standards by which God’s chosen people were to live before the Lord and apart from the world.  Now, as 
1 Peter 2:9 says, all those who have made Jesus their Lord and Savior “are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's special possession.”  The Ceremonial Law and the Judicial Law were fulfilled and set aside by Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  The moral law was also fulfilled by Christ but, as the law regarding relationships, it must still be fulfilled by His disciples, then and now.  But only by yielding to the Holy Spirit and letting Him work in one’s life can that be done—Romans 8:4 says, “The righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”
     B. It is eternal.  In verse 18 Jesus said that no matter how people may try to do away with God’s Word through things like book burnings or forbidding people to have it or by making incorrect translations or paraphrases or being “woke,” God’s Law and all Scripture will continue to exist.  Psalm 119:89 says, “Your word, LORD, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens.”  As well as being fulfilled, the Law is eternal.
Jesus was saying that by being eternal, the Old Testament, the Law and the Prophets, is as appropriate today as when it was written.  For that matter when Jesus said in Matthew 24:35, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away,”  He was saying that what is true of the Old Testament is also true of the New Testament.  It is timeless; it is eternal.  God’s Word is just as applicable today as it ever has been.  As Hebrews 4:12 says, “The word of God is living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”  

Jesus was also saying that, in the original form in which God gave it, Scripture was totally without error.  Scripture, the Bible, is God’s own Word not only down to every single word, but down to every letter and the smallest part of every letter.  Scripture doesn’t just contain the Word of God; the words of Scripture are the very Words of God.  And like God, the Law and all Scripture is eternal.
     C. It is to be practiced and handled correctly.  Since the Law, as well as the rest of Scripture, is God’s word to man, it is important how it is handled.  Jesus warned His disciples that they must keep all the commandments.  The Law is to be practiced and handled correctly.  Some commandments may seem to be greater than others, but none are to be disregarded or disobeyed.


Jesus warned that the person who teaches others to disobey or break any part of God’s Law is worse than an offender.  He not only breaks the law himself; he causes others to do the same.  Someone may break a law unintentionally but to teach others to break them has to be a conscious and intentional act.  In Jam. 3:1 James wrote, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.”  Every believer is responsible for himself, but those who teach are also accountable for their student’s understanding.  Jesus’ warning applies not only to official or formal teachers, but, actually, to every Christian.  Every one of us teaches by example—both in what we do and what we say.  For this reason, we all must watch our actions as well as our words.  
  
Jesus went on to say that those who hold God’s Word in low esteem will be held in low esteem by God.  To break even a small commandment demonstrates a lack of concern for all of God’s laws.  As 
James 2:10 says, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.”  To break or ignore or reject the least of God’s law is to cheapen the entire Law and to become the least in His kingdom.

III. How can one be righteous enough?


For those gathered around Jesus as He taught, this was tough stuff.  The Beatitudes were going to be impossible to do.  Being salt and light in the world sounded good on paper but . . .  And now Jesus said that all of God’s laws from the greatest to the smallest must be kept.  The thought going through some of their minds must have been, “How can one be righteous enough?”  There is no way an ordinary person can do all this.  


For the disciples, the obvious answer was that a very religious person might be able to do this—someone like the Pharisees.  Much as we may malign them, the Pharisees were very religious and good at what they did.  On the outside they looked and acted and dressed the part.  They were impressive!  But Jesus said that the righteousness of those belonging to the kingdom of heaven must surpass the righteousness of the Pharisees.  As Jesus will say later verse 48, “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Some were going to ask, just like the disciples in Matthew 19:25, “Who then can be saved?”  Jesus’ answer in verse 26 is the same answer He will give in the rest of the Sermon on the Mount, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”


Later in John 14:6, Jesus is going to say “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  No man comes to the Father except through me.”  The righteousness that God requires doesn’t come from external actions, it comes from God.  Turn to Romans 3:21-224  There is only one way to be righteous—to be right with God—believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.

IV. Conclusion


There are people today who teach that the Bible is an antiquated book.  They say things like: “It isn’t of much use anymore—we’ve progressed way beyond those old, outdated teachings.”  Others, even those in some churches, teach that we don’t need to be concerned about the teachings in the Old Testament, we just need to focus on the New Testament—things like the Golden Rule and leading a good life.  

But Jesus, the Son of God, said that this entire Book is God’s Word—every word from Genesis 1:1 to Revelation 22:21.  Since this Book is the eternal Word of the eternal God, Paul’s words to Timothy in 

2 Timothy 2:15 are just as important today, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.”  How well do you know God’s Word?  Are you embarrassed by what you don’t know?
 
Jesus has fulfilled or satisfied the Ceremonial Law and the Judicial Law—He has replaced the old covenant with a new covenant.  This is why Acts 4:12 says, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”   But God’s moral law hasn’t changed.  Later in His ministry in Matthew 22:34-40, Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”  He went on to say, “And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  If you truly loved God in that way, would studying His Word be a chore?  If you truly loved your neighbor as yourself, would you be hesitant to tell him or her about the one way to eternal life?  Do you really love the Lord?
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When Jesus established the Lord’s Table, He changed the Old Covenant’s celebration and remembrance of the first Passover to the New Covenant’s celebration and reembrace of what He did on the cross as He fulfilled God’s Law.  In 1 Timothy 1:15 Paul wrote, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst.”  As we come to the Lord’s Table the most important question one can ask is: What have you done with Jesus Christ?  Jesus said in John 3:18, “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.”


If, as Romans 10:9-10 says, you have made Jesus your Lord and Savior, then your sins have been forgiven, you have received the gift of the Holy Spirit, and the promise of an eternal life in heaven with the One who gave His life for you.  If you have done this, then this table is a time of celebration of the new life you have received.  Whether or not you are a member of TBC, if Jesus is your Lord and Savior, we invite you to join us at His table to celebrate, to remember and to take inventory of your life.  On the other hand, if you haven’t made Him your Savior and Lord, there is nothing to celebrate or remember.  


The bread reminds us of the Lamb of God who purposely came to earth as a servant to offer His body as a sacrifice for sin—for the sins of the world—for your sins and my sins.  Jesus willingly, lovingly allowed His body to be broken for you.  The cup reminds us of Jesus’ blood that had to be shed for the forgiveness of sin.  Jesus willingly allowed these things to be done to Him in your place.   In John 10:10 Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  But you must do your part—as Acts 16:31 says, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.”
To you who have believed, Peter wrote in 1 Peter 2:21, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”  In the quiet time, take time to thank God for His gift but, also, take inventory of your life, are you walking in His steps?  Do you love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind?  Do you love your neighbor as yourself?   Do your actions support your words?
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