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November 8th 2009

Walking with the Master
Lesson 20
“The Sermon on the Mount” 
Our Surpassing Righteousness
Matthew 5:17-20
Jesus Christ is not only the Master with whom we walk but he is also the “master” of shock therapy. He used “shock therapy often throughout his ministry to make a point. We see this especially in his parables which we will study in a few months. 

· In our text this morning I think we have Jesus at his most shocking!

We may not pick up on it immediately or realize fully the irony of his words since we live 2000 years removed from the situation in which they were spoken but there is something shocking about what Jesus has said here and especially considering the audience to whom he was speaking.

· Jesus says that the personal righteousness required for entrance into the kingdom of heaven must exceed or surpass that of the deeply theological scribes and the scrupulously righteous Pharisees of the day. 


Let’s keep in mind that the Scribes and the Pharisees were the serious practitioners and teachers of the Mosaic Law in Jesus day. 

· And although we often think of them in negative terms because of Jesus’ oft denunciation of them, they were, according to James Boice, highly regarded by the people.  



How might we put this shocking statement into context?

· It would be like someone saying to you that unless your righteousness exceeds that of John Wesley or Billy Graham you cannot enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Now of course this analogy breaks down in many ways but it does make the point. 
· Most of us think of Billy Graham and John Wesley as people who lived their faith to the fullest.
· They have a good reputation in the Christian world as godly men. And in this case they certainly were. 

· The high esteem that we hold for these truly righteous men was certainly matched by the esteem that the Jewish people had for the Scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day. 



So for Jesus to say to his listeners that their righteousness must exceed that of the religious elite of the day was certainly disturbing and was seemingly setting the righteousness bar extremely high. 
· But it was also a scathing indictment to the superficial religion that was so prevalent in Jesus day. 
· And that same warning of religious superficiality is still sounding out against those who practice a lukewarm and shallow from of Christianity. 

Now some commentators and theologians believe and teach that when Jesus speaks of a righteousness that surpasses that of the Scribes and the Pharisees he is cryptically and/or even prophetically referring specifically to the righteousness of which the apostle Paul will later write so much about in Romans and Galatians. 
· And in truth we must acknowledge that our standing with God is not based on our own righteousness and never will be but upon the free gift of righteousness which God makes available to the Christian through faith in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 


But if we look at the context of this statement and especially of what precedes it and what follows I think it is clear that the righteousness of which Jesus is speaking has to do specifically with our inward character and the way we live our lives on a day to day basis.
· And what follows throughout the remainder of this Sermon is a description of what that surpassing righteousness looks like in a real life experience. 

Conclusion: And so it is vitally important given Jesus’ words here that we know what this surpassing righteousness looks like and how we can put it into practice. 

But let me repeat once again for the record and so there is no misunderstanding that Jesus is not saying that by living this “surpassing righteousness” we somehow gain or earn our salvation. 

· We know from other Scriptures that this cannot be the case. 
But Jesus does indeed expect and even demand that as their Lord and King his disciples live each and every moment as citizens of the kingdom of heaven. 


With this being said I now want to return to Jesus’ statement: 
“Whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”

Let me begin with a rhetorical question? 

· How important is our knowledge of Scripture, our knowledge of the bible to our life as followers of Jesus Christ? 

It is tremendously important.
· For the Christian the Scriptures are as important to our daily lives as air and food is to our bodies.
Jesus says about the Scriptures that:

“Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”

God’s word is our food and if we do not feed upon it we will surely starve to death spiritually. 

· And sadly I would suspect that many Christians are experiencing spiritual starvation due to lack of spiritual food. 



Paul also reminds us:

“All Scripture is ‘God breathed’ and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”
2 Timothy 3:16-17
The Scriptures are a gift to us from God and they form the basis of our teaching, church polity and discipline and individual training in daily righteousness. 
· To neglect the word of God is a tragedy of such monumental proportions that words truly fail to describe the enormous loss incurred by those who do not know it, meditate on it, and memorize it. 

Now this being said we must face the reality that there is also a great danger associated with knowing the Scriptures. 

· Or more precisely stated: There is a great danger in:
“Just knowing the Scriptures”

You see knowledge of the Scriptures, as fundamentally important as it is, is really only the first person in the trinity of practical Christian living. 

· The second and third persons in this trinity include practicing the word and teaching the word. 

· And this is a point that Jesus stresses heavily in this Sermon and for good reason. 



There is, and I know from personal experience, a real tendency among some people to replace practicing and teaching with mere head knowledge of the Scriptures. 

They are like James says:

“Hearers of the word only”

They may read the bible every day and memorize hundreds of Scripture verses and even have a bible college or seminary degree but if it ends there they are only “hearers” of the word and self-deceived. 
· But our Lord Jesus tells us that greatness in the kingdom of heaven is not based on our knowledge of the Scriptures but on whether we practice and teach the commandments of Scripture. 


Now as we go through the body of this Sermon over the next few months it is vitally important to keep in mind that Jesus is not just informing us of what kingdom righteousness looks like, he is also commanding us, to live it out in our daily experience as his disciples. 

· This is why he ends this Sermon with a dire warning that if you call him Lord, Lord you are obligated to do what he says. 

· And if you do call him Lord, Lord, and everyone here did so in the songs we sang this morning, and not do what he says, his last word to you on judgment day will be:

“I never knew you.”

There is this dangerous misunderstanding out there in the church world that if you went to the front of the church and “gave” your life to Jesus or said a “salvation prayer” you are saved. 
· I have heard people say, “Well old George may have lived the last thirty years like a devil but thank God he gave his life to Jesus when he was a boy. 

· No, No, No. If you want evidence of a born-again life look at the fruit and look for obedience. If there is no fruit and obedience there is likely no spiritual life. 

We simply cannot let people believe for one moment that making Jesus your Savior is somehow different than making Jesus your Lord. 

· And Lordship requires obedience and obedience and fruit are the biblical evidences of a changed life.  



So as we go through the body of the Sermon on the Mount over the next several months we must pay close attention to what we hear and diligently heed these commands and put them into practice. 

· As citizens of the kingdom of heaven and as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ our practical righteousness must be a surpassing righteousness and should be and must be in accordance with who we are and who he is.
In the remainder of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is going to show us exactly what a surpassing righteousness looks like in yours and my life. 


Now our homework or weekly preparation going forward will be the same for the next several weeks. This is what I would suggest we all do to prepare for our Sunday gatherings. 
1. First read throughout the week the section that we will be discussing on that given Sunday. 

· For example next Sunday we will be looking at Matthew 5:21-26 and Jesus’ discussion on Murder. 

· For the first couple of days just read it over slowly and prayerfully and jot down any thoughts and insights that come to mind. 

2. Second, make a list of any practical ways (in your own experience) that you can apply this text to your life. 

· Do not, and I repeat, do not apply this to your wife or husband or church brother or sister. This is about you and how you respond to Jesus’ word. 

· It may be helpful to make some notes on how you have applied this Scripture in the past and also areas where you need to ramp up your response. 

· It also will be helpful to look at the biblical historical record as well as church history and see how this command was obeyed and how it was disobeyed. 

3. Finally, Jesus speaks not only of practicing these commands but also teaching them.

· There are numerous ways in which this aspect of obedience can be lived out other than formal instruction. 

· Make note of how you, with the gifts that God has given you and the situations that you find yourself in, can teach these commands. 

If you prayerfully go through these three exercises before our Sunday gathering I think the message that morning will be that much more meaningful. 
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