Today, we will continue our walk through the Gospel According to Matthew by looking at at Matthew 5:17-48. We began last week looking at the Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5-7. Having made clear who Jesus is with a variety of different descriptions in chapters 1-4, Matthew now is giving us an example of the “teaching” and “preaching” that Jesus did as part of His public ministry. He came proclaiming the “kingdom of heaven” and this kingdom is the main subject of this grand sermon in chapters 5-7. 

As we saw last week, Jesus began this sermon with a general overview of the kingdom: who gets in, what blessings they receive, and what should motivate them. In short, we saw that the Kingdom is an eternal reality full of eternal blessings that comes to those who humble themselves and pursue God and His righteousness. We saw that Jesus calls those in the Kingdom to be salt and light in the midst of a rotting, dark world. 

Now, in this section, Jesus continues the sermon by relating Himself and His teaching to the Old Testament and its teaching. As we have already seen, the coming of the Kingdom of God was promised in the Old Testament, and the people of Israel looked forward to it with great anticipation. And now that the Messiah had arrived, it was necessary for Him to make clear how He was related to the Old Testament. Did His arrival change the way we handle it? Would He leave the Old covenant laws unchanged? Would He bring some sort of new law? These are all questions that – whether they were being asked or not – should have been asked. And Jesus addresses them in these verses. 

You see, we as Christians face two particular dangers that were also faced by the people of Jesus and Matthew's day. First, there is a danger of failing to see the “big picture” and put all of the pieces together. It is clear from Matthew's gospel thus far that he wants to make sure that we see the connection between the Old Testament and Jesus. This is one grand story, and Matthew – as well as Jesus – wants us to put it together and understand it rightly. Second, there is a danger – often connected to the one just mentioned – of reducing Christianity, and interaction with God, and the Bible, to mere morals – dos and don'ts – when in reality it is far more. At the heart of the Bible is not a moral code telling us what to do and not do but a person. And the reason for this is because at the heart of Christianity is not mere legalism but a relationship. Dos and don'ts are obviously involved but they are not the central focus. We miss the point if we think merely in terms of “What should I do/not do?”. Rather, we should think in terms of “What does it mean to know, and fellowship with, God?”. 

It is these issues that Jesus addresses in this section of the sermon. After laying out some of the basic tenets and norms of the Kingdom, Jesus now makes clear exactly how He (and His teaching) are related to the Old Testament and its teaching. 

In short, Jesus' clear message in these verses is that He is the fulfillment of the Old Testament and that radically affects how we read it, understand it and obey it. He does this by first laying out a general, overarching principle and then illustrating that principle with a number of examples. So we will look at the text by first looking at the general principle and then turning to the examples. 

* The basic principle: Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of the Old Testament (v. 17-20). 

After telling His hearers to be salt and light in the world so that others might see their good works and glorify God, Jesus shifts His attention to a different focus (all the while still focusing on this central idea of the kingdom and what it is like and what it involves): “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (5:17). In the midst of this larger section, this one verse is absolutely essential to understand, and we cannot understand the rest of this text rightly if we miss this verse. 

First of all, notice that Jesus is talking about the whole Old Testament because He says “the Law or the Prophets”. This is a “shorthand” way of referring to the Old Testament. Second, notice that Jesus did not come to “abolish” the Old Testament. The word “abolish” means to “set aside” or “annul” - the idea being that something is done away with because it has no purpose or use. Jesus is clear that He has not come to throw away the Old Testament. Instead, He has come to “fulfill” it. We have already seen, throughout the first chapters of Matthew, that Jesus is the “fulfillment” of various specific prophecies in the Old Testament, but here we have a bigger claim: it is not just specific verses that “prophesy” about Jesus but the entire Old Testament (Law, Writings and Prophets). In fact, later in Matthew, Jesus will make this exact declaration: that the Law and Prophets “prophesied” (Matt. 11:13). Jesus makes this point as well in John 5:39 by telling the religious leaders that the “Scriptures” (meaning, at that time, the Old Testament) bear witness to Him. 

This is a major point that we must understand: ultimately, the Old Testament's purpose was not merely to tell us history or to give us examples of how to live and not live. The Old Testament's purpose was (and is) to point to Jesus Christ. Jesus is the fulfillment of the entire Old Testament – particularly the Law. 

This helps us understand Jesus' next words: “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (5:18). The reason that not an “iota” (the smallest letter in the Greek alphabet – symbolizing the “smallest letter” of the law) or a “dot” will pass from the Law “until all is accomplished” is because their purpose is to point to Jesus, so they will endure until His work is fully accomplished – meaning, as we now know, after His second coming in glory. Until Jesus fully finishes everything He will do and we reach the new heavens and the new earth, the Law and the Prophets will have a purpose. 

And this helps us understand why Jesus makes His next statement: “Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (5:19). If we throw out the Law and the Prophets, we are throwing out one of the key things that point us to Jesus and what He came to do. If we neglect the Old Testament, we are neglecting Jesus – and this is a serious problem. 

So, of that is the case, how then do we “do” and “teach” the “commandments” as Jesus calls us to? Does that mean we go through the Old Testament and pull out every commandment and literally do everything it says? This is what the Pharisees did. Should we imitate them? The resounding answer is no as Jesus goes on to say: “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (5:20). This is a strong statement that is intended to shock. How could we have a righteousness that exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees? They meticulously obeyed every aspect of the law (at least externally) and called others to do the same. How is their righteousness insufficient? 

The answer, as we will see in the rest of the text, rests on recognizing what Jesus already declared: that He is the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets. The reason the Pharisees' righteousness was insufficient was because they obeyed the “letter” of the Old Testament but missed Jesus. They focused so intensely on the Old Testament itself that they missed its central point: to lead them to Jesus. Moreover, they acted as if the “righteousness” of the Old Testament rested primarily on external actions rather than on internal heart attitudes. They settled for outward conformity and neglected internal reality (Matt. 23:25-26). In short, they neglected Christ and they neglected the heart. 

So, how then do we avoid that issue? First of all, we recognize Jesus as the ultimate fulfillment of the Old Testament. Second, we recognize that if we want to understand the Old Testament, we must submit to Jesus, listen to Jesus and learn from Him how it should be understood, interpreted, and obeyed. We “teach” the Old Testament as important and value it and cherish it because it points us to Him. And we “obey” the Old Testament by realizing that Jesus – though He put Himself under the law to redeem those who were under the law (Gal. 4:5) – is the Lord of the law. Jesus is the central authority, and He understands perfectly what the Old Testament means, what God intended and how we should live if we want to be righteous members of the kingdom. Our final authority is not the Law, per se, but Jesus – and how He interprets and fulfills and applies the Law (Matt. 28:19; John 14:15; 1 Cor. 9:21).

So, then, as the true fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, what does Jesus teach us about understanding and obeying the Old Testament – particularly the Old Testament commandments? 

I. We should concern ourselves not merely with outward action and obedience but with the heart (v. 21-30). 

Jesus begins with two examples intended to show the insufficiency of focusing merely on external realities. 

Murder and Anger (v. 21-26)

First, Jesus declares: “You have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.' But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says 'You fool!' will be liable to the hell of fire” (5:21-22). According to Jesus, It is not merely the act of murder that makes one liable to judgment but the anger that gives rise to that murder, as well as to insults and verbal abuse. The anger makes one liable to judgment – even the judgment of hell. The problem is not fundamentally murder because murder is a fruit that springs from the root of anger. The problem is the root of anger. Jesus is making  clear that “obeying the law” with regard to murder involves not merely avoiding murder but addressing the heart attitudes that bring it about – the same heart attitudes that give rise to insulting and verbally abusing someone else. 

So, what should we do? According to Jesus, we should seek the righteousness that deals with the anger in the heart. Clearly, this means that if someone has done something to us, we need to do everything we can to deal with the frustration and bitterness that can well up within us as a result. Those feelings are not okay – regardless of what the world says. Interestingly, though, Jesus' two examples do not involve people who have made us angry but our making others angry. According to Jesus, “obeying the law” with regard to murder means not only doing everything we can to address the anger in our own hearts but doing everything we can to deal with the anger in the hearts of others as well. As we saw last week, this is the reality of “peacemaking”. If a brother or sister has something against us, we should do everything we can to be reconciled as quickly as we can. As followers of Christ and members of the Kingdom, we do not merely aim to avoid sinful actions. We aim for true, loving, unified relationships in which there is no bitterness or hostility or resentment. It is not enough merely to avoid murder and other sinful action, we must look at the heart. 

Adultery and Lust (v. 27-30)

Jesus then goes on to make the same basic point with regard to adultery and lust: “You have heard that it was said, 'You shall not commit adultery.' But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (5:27-28). According to Jesus, it is not merely the act of adultery that is wrong and should be fled from but the lust that fuels that act of adultery. The lust is as big a problem – and is as sinful – as the adulterous act that follows on its heels. Moreover, the fundamental issue is not the act of adultery but the lust because the adultery is the fruit of the the root of lust. Jesus is making clear that “obeying the law” with regard to adultery involves not merely avoiding adultery but addressing the root of lust that gives rise to it. If we want to be righteous, we should look at the heart level and not merely the action level. 

So what should we do? According to Jesus, we should seek the righteousness that takes whatever measures necessary to avoid temptations – not just temptations to actually commit adultery but temptations to lust after someone in our hearts. Jesus calls us not to make a mere half-hearted attempt at dealing with temptation. We must be ready to make war and take whatever means necessary in this war. Jesus' examples (gouging out the eye and cutting off the hand) should not be taken literally because they would not, in themselves, address the root issue of lust! Clearly, they are extreme examples intended to highlight the need for serious commitment in this battle. If we want to be righteous, we must be willing to pay the price necessary. Sin is serious, so we should take the battle with sin seriously. There is a great deal at stake in this battle – in fact, Jesus declares that the alternative to not fighting temptation and sin is to “go into hell” (v. 30). 

Look at the heart. 

So, the first thing Jesus shows us is that “doing” the “commandments” of the Old Testament involves far more than external conformity – it involves looking at the heart. The “righteousness” of external conformity means nothing without the corresponding righteousness of heart. Jesus will return to this  theme at least twice more in this gospel (Matt. 12:34-35; 15:18-20) and we should be careful to heed not only the specific exhortations regarding murder/anger and adultery/lust but the broader principle on display as well. The “righteousness” (v. 20) of the kingdom is not merely the righteousness of action but of heart and intention. God is not merely interested in people who do certain things but in people who are certain things: pure in heart, hungering and thirsting after righteousness, etc.  

II. We should aim not merely to minimize, and accept, the damage of sin but to seek after the true and pure righteousness that God intended (v. 31-37). 

With His next two examples, Jesus shifts the focus a bit. In this section, He demonstrates that Kingdom righteousness and “obeying the law” is not merely “settling” but involves pushing forward to a higher standard. 

Divorce (v. 31-32)

In the next section, Jesus says, “It was also said, 'Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.' But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery. And whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (5:31-32). Here we see Jesus allude to a particular part of the law that was essentially put in place to deal with the reality of sin. Interestingly, the original context of Deuteronomy 24 does not give instructions for this certificate of divorce. Rather, it assumes such a certificate and then says that if a woman divorces one man and gets a certificate of divorce from him and then remarries and divorces again, she is forbidden from returning to the first husband. By Jesus' day, this allowance of divorce – symbolized by the certificate – had basically become a justification for a husband to divorce his wife for practically any reason (interestingly, when this topic comes up again in Matthew 19:1-12, the disciples respond to this declaration about not divorcing by saying it is better to never marry!). In essence, this was a way to make a bad, sinful situation seem not so bad. 

But Jesus will have none of it. In line with what He has already said, He calls those disciples who would be part of the Kingdom to a higher righteousness. Instead of reinforcing the instructions of Deuteronomy 24, Jesus calls his hearers to avoid divorce altogether - “except on the ground of sexual immorality”. Rather than reinforcing the idea that divorce could be undertaken for pretty much any grounds, Jesus calls His disciples to faithful, diligent commitment to their spouses. We understand the teaching better based on Jesus' words in Matthew 19 where He says that Moses allowed divorce because of “hardness of heart”. The instructions in Deuteronomy 24 were, essentially, a concession to sin. But Jesus calls for something better. He calls us (implicitly in this text and explicitly in Matthew 19) to remember God's ultimate intention for marriage. He calls us to remember that God joins a husband and wife together and is the only one who can decide to change that. The institution of marriage belongs to Him, was created for His glory, and exists under His rules. Jesus is calling for a positive pursuit of righteousness rather than a mere acceptance and mitigation of sin. 

Oaths (v. 33-37)

Jesus deals with oaths in much the same way as he says, “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.' But I say to you, Do not take an oath at all, ether by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black” (5:33-36). Once again, the issue is a practice that exists because of sin and its effects – just like divorce. The Old Testament gave numerous instructions and guidelines regarding oaths and even required them on specific occasions. But, as He has done throughout, Jesus calls His disciples to something higher. He says we should not even take oaths at all. Particular in relation to God, we should not swear by Him – and that really means we should not swear by anything because everything is related to Him. Moreover, we should not take oaths and make promises regarding things over which we have no control. Once again, this was a practice that developed as a way to deal with sin, but Jesus calls us to something more. 

And what is that something more. According to Jesus, “Let what you say be simply 'Yes' or 'No'; anything more than this come from evil” (5:37). Instead of swearing oaths to make clear that we are being truthful, Jesus calls us to simply be truthful people whose words can be trusted. Once again, as we have already seen, the emphasis is moved to the heart. Our goal is to be true, faithful people who have no need to swear an oath because we always speak the truth and keep our word. 

Seek righteousness. 

Essentially, with these two examples, Jesus does seem to set aside parts of the Old Testament law. But He is not doing away with the laws so much as pointing us to a true, pure righteousness that will render these particular laws moot and pointless. If we are seeking to love our spouse and we are committed to them no matter what, there is no need for a law concerning a certificate of divorce. And if we are seeking to be truthful, there is no need for a law concerning keeping oaths because we will not make oaths at all. In short, these examples hold up a standard of righteousness that actually pursues something. Instead of just accepting sin and trying to limit the collateral damage, the righteousness of the kingdom leads us to pursue righteousness wholeheartedly and to live lives of absolute holiness and obedience. This sort of “Kingdom righteousness” seeks hard after the perfection of God with all that entails. 

III. We should love others and sacrifice ourselves, and our desires, for them – even if they are our enemies (v. 38-47).

Finally, Jesus points to two different points in the law and highlights how the righteousness of the kingdom calls us to a higher standard of interaction with those around us – particularly our enemies. 

Retaliation (v. 38-42)

Jesus goes on by saying, “You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil” (5:38-39a). Here again, we encounter an Old Testament reality that was intended to serve as a “fence” of sorts for sin. By prescribing what actions was to be taken in the case of one person wronging another, the Old Testament kept the offended person from lashing out in their own rage and taking what they considered as appropriate revenge. Though definitely a good thing, we can see that it still was an external stipulation that left the heart of the wronged person unaddressed. But Jesus goes straight for that heart by calling His disciples to forego their “right” to take revenge. Instead, He calls us not to resist the one who does evil and not to seek any sort of revenge. There is much that could be said here (this says nothing about the role of legitimate governmental authority but individual interaction), but we should not minimize the true force of what Jesus is saying. Those who are part of the kingdom should not respond to evil with their own “evil” (Rom. 12:17). We should be willing to be wrong instead. 

Jesus reinforces this with a serious of examples. What does true righteousness in this area look life? If a person slaps you (an extreme insult in the Jewish culture), you should refrain from retaliating and be willing to let them slap the other cheek as well. If a person wants to take something from you (like a tunic), you should be willing to part with what might legally be yours – and even willing to give them more than what they are asking. If someone requires you to do something (in Jesus' example, he was pointing to the fact that Roman soldiers could require occupied people to do things for them), do more than what you are required. And if someone asks you for something or wants to borrow something, give it to them. These are all emphatic, extreme instructions that (it seems) were not necessarily intended to be taken absolutely literally. That said, they were intended to call disciples to a far better righteousness than that which the Old Testament had prescribed. Those in the kingdom should be willing to be wronged and should love others enough to serve them – even more than they ask or need. We should consider others better than ourselves (Phil. 2:3) and serve them as a result – even if they have wronged us or are seeking to take advantage of us. 

Loving Enemies (v. 43-47)

Jesus strikes much the same note as he says, “You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (5:43-45). The Old Testament explicitly called God's people to love their neighbor (Lev. 19:18) but not to hate their enemy. It seems that this second part is the way people had come to apply this particular instruction. They loved and cared for those within the community and those who cared for them, but they did not extend that same love to those outside the community or those who did not love them as well. Once again, Jesus ups the ante and calls disciples to something better. 

The righteousness of the kingdom does not hate enemies but loves them. As disciples of Jesus, we are called to love both those who love us as well as those who do not love us. Later on, Jesus will redefine the concept of neighbor to be anyone who has need – even enemies. The righteousness that honors God and characterizes the kingdom loves even when love is not returned. What will this look like? At the least, it will involve praying for enemies and doing good to them as we are able. But why should we do this? First, we should do it because God does it (v. 45). He is good and kind even to those who do not deserve it, and if we are going to be His children, we should imitate Him. Second, we should it because we are called to be different. Even wicked people love those who love them, but we are called to a higher righteousness than that of the wicked (v. 46-47). We are called to love all people – regardless. In fact, the New Testament routinely speaks of love as the true “fulfillment” of the Old Testament law (Rom. 13:8). We are called to love and serve others – even enemies – and in this way, we will be “obeying” the Old Testament. 

* Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.

So, there we have it. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old  Testament – He is the One to whom it pointed, and He is the One who teaches us how to understand it and obey it as God intended. And here is what He calls us to. Here is the righteousness that exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees and ensures entrance into the Kingdom. Here is the call, aptly summarized in the last verse of the text: “You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). 

And, no doubt, the first response is, “Are you kidding? How am I supposed to do that? Where do I get that sort of heart? How in the world do I live up to that standard?” To which I would say, “Exactly. That is the point.” 

Remember, the Old Testament was never intended to be merely a rule book of dos and don'ts. It was intended to be, first and foremost, a guardian that caused us to see our need for Christ (Gal. 3:21-29). Ultimately, the hope of the Old Testament was not that people would be able to obey God's laws and honor Him by themselves. Ultimately, the hope of the Old Testament was that God would usher in a New Covenant in which His people had new hearts and new spirit that would want to obey. And the hope of the Old Testament was that this would all come through a King who would come and save God's people from their sins and give them God's Spirit so that they could be born again and, then, able to obey. 

The glorious good news of the gospel is that Jesus Christ perfectly obeyed God's law, died on the cross to take God's punishment in the place of all God's people who did not perfectly obey that law, and then came back to life to guarantee that everyone who repented of their sins and trusted Him would be saved from their disobedience and transformed in such a way that they would now be able to obey. God made Him who knew no sin to be sin so that we could become the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21). By sending Jesus in the flesh, God condemned (our) sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement of the law would be fulfilled in us – first in Jesus and then in us, as we walk in obedience to the One who rescued us. 

So, how do we deal with this text? First of all, we recognize that Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old Testament. It is all about Him. It is intended to highlight that we need someone to take away our sin and set us free from Satan. Jesus came and lived and died and rose from the dead, so that whoever believes in Him would be saved. If we miss him, we miss the point – just like the Pharisees. It's not primarily about doing certain things but about knowing Christ and submitting to Him. If you have never repented and believed, then do so. Quit trying to justify yourself and cast yourself on Christ. The Old Testament Scriptures bear witness about Him – that He is the One who gives life. 

Second, if you have repented and believed, this text is both encouraging and challenging. On the one hand, we rejoice and are encouraged because we are reminded that Jesus Christ has done what we could never do and given us what we could never have earned. We rejoice because His righteousness counts for us. And we rejoice because His death counts for us. On the other hand, we are challenged because we are reminded that – as disciples of Christ and members of the Kingdom – we are called to be holy as our heavenly Father is holy (1 Pet. 1:15-16). We are called to obedience – not just the external rule-keeping of the Pharisees but purity of heart. We should be seeking, by the Spirit, to put to death what is earthly in us. We should be looking behind mere behavior to the heart. We should be actively pursuing righteousness. And we should be loving and serving those around us – even enemies. This is our call – to live a life worthy of the calling to which we have been called (Eph. 4:1). And the good news is that God – in Christ – not only calls us to this but equips us for this. We have the Spirit who helps us put to death the deeds of the flesh. So, brothers and sisters, be holy because God who called you is holy. “Strive...for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). And rejoice that God has saved you and made it possible for you. Amen. 

