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October 25th 2009

Walking with the Master
Lesson 19
“The Sermon on the Mount” 
The Christian and the Law
Matthew 5:17-20
If you have been a Christian for very long you know (maybe all too well) that one of the most sensitive points of theology has to do with the relationship of the “Law” or  “Old Testament” to the life and practice of a follower of Jesus Christ. 
· It is a topic that has produced an enormous amount of theological debate as well as tension and controversy, even division, in the life of the church almost from its very inception. 

Why is this so:

Because our relationship to the Law has significant practical applications for the life of a follower of Christ?


For example how you understand the relationship between the Mosaic Law of the Old Covenant and the “Law of Christ” in the New Covenant influences how we view and practice things like: 
· The Sabbath
·  Tithing



I firmly believe that each and every one of us must have a solid understanding of the relationship between the Christian and the Law. 

· If we misunderstand this fundamental relationship we run the risk of misunderstanding the basic essentials of our faith and our freedom in Christ. 
Now in our text this morning Jesus makes some significant statements that directly concern each of us. 

1. He tells us that His life has a purpose; and that purpose was to fulfill the Law of Moses and the Prophets. 

· In other words we must see his life, his teaching, his death, and his resurrection and everything else he was and did as the culmination and climax of all that the Scriptures spoke of and pointed to.

2. He also tells us that the Law will stand until heaven and earth pass away and everything is accomplished. 

· Most commentators think that this simply is a way of saying that it stands forever. 
· Remember Jesus did not come to abolish or remove the Old Testament but to fulfill it with his coming, his life, his death, his resurrection, his ascension etc. 

3. Jesus also says that our obligation to practice and teach these “Laws” or what he now calls “commands” is still binding. 

· So much so that our obedience to them is directly related to our reward in heaven. 
4. Finally, Jesus says point-blank and without any qualification that our personal existential righteousness must exceed that of the religiously scrupulous scribes and Pharisees or we will not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

In conclusion: It does seem to be quite clear that the Law and the Prophets, the Old Testament, are an integral if not essential part of the Christian life. 



Now if what we have just concluded is true than let me ask a serious question:

Why do we arbitrarily observe some of the laws and commands of the Old Testament but not others?
· Most of us do not observe the traditional Sabbath as the Law requires in the Ten Commandments. 

· I know of no Christian who actually tithes exactly according to the Law of Moses. 
· How many of you are currently wearing tassels at the edge of your garments? 

· The Law also says a woman must not wear men’s clothing nor is a man to wear women’s clothing. 

· We are told in the Law to rise in the presence of the aged (Lev. 19:32). 



If we do not do these things, things that were clearly commanded in the Law and the Prophets, the Old Testament, than why not and what criteria do we use to make such decisions. 

· If Jesus says that we are to faithfully teach and practice the “least” of these commands than we better make sure that if we are not we have a solid reason why not. 



To help us in our understanding of these things I want to begin with a brief systematic look at what the Scriptures teach about the Law and the part it plays in the life of a Christian.

· And as we do we will also see how this informs our understanding and practice of what Jesus says here in Matthew 5:17-20. 

Let’s begin first with a clear statement as to the 
Universal Function of the Law as it relates to mankind.

Romans 3:19
“Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.”

In Paul’s lengthy discussion in the book of Romans he talks about mankind’s accountability to God. 

· He first argues that the person who does not have the Law of God as did the Jews is accountable to the Law of Conscious that is written on our heart. 

· He further argues that for the Jew the written Law itself held the Jew accountable to God to keep it.

· So regardless if it was written on a scroll or stone tablet or known to some degree by the conscious all people are accountable to keep the Law that they know. 
· It is binding! It is required!

Now along with accountability to the law comes also culpability and as Paul reminds both the Gentile who sins against their conscious and the Jew who sins against the written law that they will both perish. For as he reminds all of us:

“All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

· In other words all people whether Jew or Gentile, Pagan or Saint sin against the law of God. 


Paul goes on to tell us something else that is vitally important to our understanding of the law: 
“Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law”

That is pretty clear. 

· God requires absolute righteousness from us. 

· That righteousness is in accordance with his laws written on the heart and written on the scroll. 
· Nobody, not the best Gentile or the most pious Jew keeps it perfectly. Not even close! Therefore no one will ever stand before God on his own merit, on his own righteousness. 

The law is powerless to save us because we are powerless to keep it.



Now it would appear that the law is a kind of curse since we cannot keep it and yet we are responsible to keep it. 

· So the question might be, “What good than is the Law?” 

· Paul says that indeed the law is good and that it has a specific purpose. 
Romans 3:20 

“Rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”

The law is the vehicle by which we understand that we are sinners. 

· For some that may sound like bad news but really it is good news. 

· When we seriously look at the law of God as it is found in the whole of the Old Testament and then we take an honest look at our self we soon realize that something is not right here. 

· We come to the awful and yet at the same time glorious realization that we are sinners; that we are “poor in spirit.” 

· It is a shocking and horrifying epiphany for some but it is also the first step on the road to salvation. 



Many theologians and biblical commentators see one of the primary roles of the Sermon on the Mount as that of a revealer of sin. 

· It is difficult to read the Sermon on the Mount without coming away with the realization that you fall desperately short of the righteousness that Jesus speaks of. 



But not only does the law show us clearly our sin and how we fall short of it, the law also leads us to the cure. 
Romans 3:21
“But now a righteousness from God, apart from the law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”

“For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law”

Romans 3:28

Both the Law and the prophets testified not only to the righteous demands of the law but also that God would send a redeemer who would fulfill the righteous demands of the law in our behalf. 



It is often wrongly said that salvation cannot be earned or secured by keeping the law of God. 

· That is existentially true to human experience but technically not true.

· Jesus Christ did earn and secure our salvation by perfectly keeping every detail of the law in the way he lived. The righteous demands of the law have been satisfied for us by his perfect obedience. 

· He lived a perfect and righteous life and now that righteousness is imputed to our account apart from our keeping of the law which we cannot keep anyway. 

The bible calls this great doctrine justification.

The salvation formula goes like this:

We are justified by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. 

Conclusion: The law is good and has shown us our sins. And just like a tutor who leads a pupil to adulthood so the law leads us to Christ who fulfilled the entirety of the Law and the Prophets in our behalf.  


This is just a brief look at what the New Testament says about the Law and our relationship to it. 

· There is so much more and not enough time this morning to look at it exhaustively. 



So let’s bring what we now know about the law and synthesize it with what Jesus says here in Matthew 5:17-20. 
First Jesus said:

“Anyone who breaks 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 practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:19 
Now at this point we need to be real careful because none of us wants to be called “least” in the kingdom of heaven. 

· I am quite sure that every one of us desires to not only practice the commandments of God but also to teach them as well through word and example. 

· So I walk here with holy fear and trepidation remembering that I am responsible for what I say about these things. 



That being said let’s seek to understand our Master’s meaning here. 

The key here is once again Jesus’ fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets. 

· As we have said, the Law and the Prophets are a reference not just to the Mosaic Law but the entire Old Testament. 

To begin with we need to remember that much of the Law and the Old Testament directly applied to the Mosaic Covenant and the civil and religious life of the nation of Israel. 

· Even the Ten Commandments are directly linked to the Mosaic Covenant or what we often refer to as the “Old Covenant.” 



Now when Jesus came to fulfill the Law and the prophets he was NOT advocating a continuation of the traditional Jewish approach of adherence to the law and the Old Covenant.  
· In fact Jesus was the author of the New Covenant we now are a part of. 

The author of Hebrews calls this “New Covenant” a better covenant which he also says made the Mosaic Covenant obsolete (Hebrews 8:13). 
· In other words there are vast sections of the Old Testament Law that are directly a part of the Mosaic covenant and the civil and religious life of Israel that are simply not applicable to a New Covenant believer because they are fulfilled and/or find their completion in Jesus Christ. 

This is what Paul meant when he made statements like this in Ephesians 2:14-15: 

“For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments and ordinances.”
These commandments and ordinances that Paul speaks of refer specifically to the sacrificial system and Old Covenant ordinances which Christ fulfilled completely and in fulfilling them made them obsolete. 
Our conclusion than is this: 

“In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus was proclaiming that the Law and the Prophets must be understood and interpreted in light of his coming and in light of the profound changes introduced by the New Covenant.”


So how do we know which laws and commands are still obligatory for the Christian to obey and teach? 

Let me give you a simple test. 

Whenever you find an Old Testament law restated in the New Testament it becomes a “command” for believers to obey as a commandment of Jesus Christ. 
For example: 

The Jews were told to love the Lord their God with all their heart, all their soul, all their mind, and all their strength. 
· This same command was affirmed by Christ in the gospels as well as by the New Testament writers. 

Our conclusion then is that the command to love God is binding on us as New Covenant believers. 

· The same is true of the command to love for our neighbors. 

There are numerous examples of an Old Testament law being reaffirmed and restated in the New Testament. 



In addition occasionally the New Testament qualifies an Old Testament Law, either by modifying it or expanding it. 

For example:

· The command you shall not commit adultery is expanded from the physical act to issues of the heart. 

· Murder is expanded to include anger. 
Coming from the opposite direction of this simple test if an Old Testament command is not restated in the New it is not obligatory for the New Covenant believer. 

· This is why a strong case can be made for not keeping the traditional Sabbath. It is never restated in the New Testament as obligatory for the follower of Christ and especially for the Gentile. 

· This is why I can make a strong case for the abolishment of the practice of tithing. It is never restated in the New Testament as a way to give of our wealth. 

· For the same reason we do not offer animal sacrifices, circumcise our children, wear tassels on our clothing or stone an adulterous woman. 


But this simple test does not mean that we should throw large portions of the Old Testament out the window simply because they are not restated or modified in the New Testament. 

· On the contrary we can glean profitable spiritual wisdom by looking for the Universal Principles behind all the Commandments of the Old Testament. 
The apostle Paul did this on numerous occasions. 

For example:

The law says, “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” 

· Paul uses the universal principle behind this law to make the case that material support should be given to the Corinthian leaders of the church (I Corinthians 9:4, 11-12). 

Remember behind every Old Testament law is a Universal Principle which does indeed impact us as believers. 

· These Universal Principles teach us that God is holy.
· These principles teach us that true righteousness is of the heart and not just external. 

· These principles teach us the severity of sin and the need for atonement. 

· These principles teach us the need for moral and spiritual purity. 
· These principles teach us the need for cleansing of sin. 

The bottom line for the New Covenant Christian is this:

“If an Old Testament Law is restated or modified in the New Testament the Christian has an obligation to obey it and teach it as a commandment of Christ.”



“If an Old Testament Law is clearly negated or clearly fulfilled or as Paul would say abolished by Christ than the Christian is not obligated to obey and teach it in its original form.”

· We see this in things like the sacrificial system, feast days, temple worship, and dietary laws.  


“If an Old Testament Law is not clearly restated, modified, or somehow implied in the New Testament the Christian, is not under obligation to keep it.”

· I think this is the category where the keeping of the Sabbath and tithing fall to the wayside. 

· This of course will require that the Christian be very careful and have solid biblical support not to keep or practice an Old Testament law. 
Conclusion: A thorough reading and study of Hebrews, Galatians, Romans, and Ephesians as well as portions of the book of Acts is absolutely necessary for a solid foundation for our understanding of the law and how it relates to the life of a New Covenant Christian. 

In these books we will find that Paul especially is adamant that Gentiles are not to observe the law as a way to be justified before God. 

· In fact in many ways Gentiles are to avoid like the plague things like special Sabbaths, feast days, circumcision and anything else that pertains to Jewish practices and the Mosaic Covenant. 

· These things are only shadows of the good things that have come in Christ. 


Therefore Paul and the other New Testament writers sum up the whole law of the New Covenant in these two commandments. 

· Love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

· Love you neighbor as yourself. 

The particular details of how we fulfill the command of love are found in the New Testament and are called the “Law of Christ” where:
· Hatred is equal to murder.

· A lustful look is equal to adultery. 



For the sake of this study I am concluding that the commands that Jesus says we need to practice and teach are found in the New Covenant writings. 

And let us not forget that our obedience to the commands of Christ is a result of our new birth and not vehicle to gain God’s favor.
We are saved by grace and we are God’s workmanship that we may do good works which God has ordained that we do as his covenant children. 



Now we have not said everything that needs to be said here. 

· We really need to spend more time with this discussion and address the issue of what Jesus calls “our surpassing righteousness.” 

· This we will do in two weeks. 
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