Jesus and the Law (part 2)

Turn with me to Matthew 5. We are in the middle of a series we’re calling Jesus’ Bible. The premise of the series is that we tend to read Jesus into 21st Century modern culture and make him say what we want him to say. We do it because we forget that Jesus is God made flesh. But he is God made flesh at a particular time in a particular place with particular beliefs. And it’s no coincidence Jesus was born into the story of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses. This is the story in which God revealed himself.

Jesus taught some incredible, challenging things, but we don’t have a lot of his teachings. His public ministry was only three years long and I’m sure we don’t have a record of everything Jesus taught. But we do believe that God made sure we have exactly what we need to know Him, to know who we are as humans and how we relate to him.

One of the reasons can know this is that we have Jesus’ Bible—the Old Testament. This is the story Jesus believed. This is the story that Jesus fulfilled. And knowing how Jesus taught and modeled this story makes his teaching far richer and clearer than if we didn’t have it. We can’t fully understand Jesus unless we understand Jesus’ Bible.


In last week’s episode, we looked at what Jesus said about the Old Testament Law in the Sermon on the Mount. One thing scholars tell us is that it’s no coincidence that Jesus taught all this on a mountain, because and Jew would immediately associate that with Moses going up Mount Sinai to get the Law for the nation of Israel. In essence, when Jesus taught this on the mountain, he was fulfilling the Law with a new Law.

Now we also mentioned that Christians have a complicated relationship with the Old Testament Law. We’re pretty adamant about following some laws, but seem to completely ignore other laws. But if you were to ask most Christians why we follow one law, but not another, they would typically say, “I don’t know, we just do.”

Last week we looked at Matthew 5 where Jesus said, “Don’t think that I have come to abolish the law…I’ve come to fulfill it.” And he said the Law will not pass away until everything is accomplished. And we said that Jesus accomplished it by perfectly fulfilling the demands of the Law and his death on the cross. Now, there’s a sense in which the Old Testament Law applies and a sense in which it doesn’t. So, today, we’re going to try to make sense of Christians’ relationship with the Old Testament Law.

Now, there are a number of things the New Testament refers to when it uses the word Law. It’s never some general law. It’s always referring to something in particular. For instance, sometimes the Jews would refer to the whole Old Testament—the Torah, the History, the Poetry and the Prophets—as the Law.
Sometimes they were only referring to the Torah, which is all of the first five books of the Old Testament—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. So, in that case “the Law” included the Creation story, the story of Abraham and the Covenant, and in addition to all the individual commandments in the Law of Moses. It wasn’t as if the laws were really important, but the story was just background. The stories of the history of Israel were considered to be equally important and authoritative as the Law of Moses. There was just as much to learn from the stories as there was from the rules.

But most often the New Testament is referring only to the Law of Moses in Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy. This is where we see all the food laws, ritual purity, proper worship in the Temple and the civic laws that governed the nation of Israel. The Ten Commandments are a part of the Law of Moses, in fact, they’re the foundation of it. Sometimes the Law even included the oral law, which was basically commentary on the Law that tried to clear up questions people might have about how to obey them.
Now, we know Jesus fulfilled the Law of Moses and actually fulfilled the Law in the broadest sense. Why do we obey some laws, and not others. Seems like we should either obey all of them or none. Either they apply or they don’t. Well, let me explain it this way.
In our country, we have many levels of Laws, Federal, State and Local Laws. And they’re all different. For instance, you can smoke recreational marijuana in Colorado, but not in Minnesota. And you probably know that there are some strange laws on the books. For instance:

· In Missouri, you can’t drive on the highway with an uncaged bear in your car. 

· In Alabama, it’s illegal to wear a fake mustache in Church.

· In Florida if you happen to park an elephant in a metered spot, you are required to pay the same amount as a car. How would you like to give an elephant a ticket?
· In Cleveland, it is illegal for women to wear patent leather shoes in public—apparently because the reflection can unwittingly give guys a peep show.

· In my home state of South Dakota, it’s illegal to sleep in a cheese factory.
So, what’s the point? Let’s talk about state laws. If I’m in Minnesota, Wisconsin state law doesn’t apply to me. Now, it’s illegal to murder someone in Wisconsin. Does that mean it’s OK for me to murder someone if I’m in Minnesota? Nope, because it’s a universal law. It’s not wrong for me to murder someone just because it’s against Wisconsin law, but because it’s universally wrong. Similarly, if there’s no law against adultery in Minnesota, that doesn’t mean it’s OK for me to commit adultery anywhere. 
The Law of Moses was a covenant God made with the people of Israel, no one else, so it has never applied to you. And yet there are things in the Law of Moses we’re all required to obey, not because they’re in the Law of Moses, but because they are universally wrong. That’s why you should never try to prove something is wrong according to the Bible by pointing to the Law of Moses or Leviticus. You need to show that the Bible considers it universally wrong. How do you do that?
The short answer is that if it was wrong before the Law was given to Moses or if the New Testament repeats it as immoral, then you know it’s universal. 
There was a time when the Jews were required to follow it, but Jesus fulfilled the Law of Moses, and made the Law obsolete even for them. But even though the Law isn’t binding on us, it is still useful to us. A few examples. Without the Law we might tend to think of God as our buddy, but the regulations for worship and purity can teach us about God’s holiness and our need to approach God with reverence. 
Some laws served as identity markers for the Jewish people. When they lived, worshipped, and dressed a particular way, the nations around them could distinguish them and see God blessing them for it. While those laws don’t apply to us they show us that the distinctive way we live in the world is our greatest witness to the world.

Many of the Laws were given because they created a good and just society. They’re good for us. Deuteronomy 10:12-13, “12And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God ask of you but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, 13and to observe the Lord’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good?”
The Sabbath laws teach us that our bodies need rest and that God will provide for us when we trust him. There are laws against harvesting the edges of your field so the poor would have something to eat. Laws against using deceptively weighted scales in the market show that God cares about honesty in business. They make a fair society.
And of course, there were also universal moral principles that apply to everyone, not just to Jews. Even though we believe the moral laws apply to us, the Church doesn’t punish like Israel because we are not bound by the Law. We might have some consequences, especially for repeated, willful sin, we believe God is the ultimate judge, so we leave it up to him to make those judgments. Even though the Law of Moses doesn’t apply to us, it’s still useful to us. 2 Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 
But the Law is only useful for us when we read it through the lens of Jesus. Now, we sometimes get the idea that Jesus changed the purpose of the Law as if when God gave the Law, he was just interested in making the Jews behave. But Jesus didn’t change the intent or purpose of the law. He clarified it. He brought it to light. Jesus’ probably with the Pharisees wasn’t that they loved the Law, his problem was with how they taught it and practiced it. In this way, Jesus was kind of a fundamentalist in that he went back to the fundamentals of the Law, which was never about perfect rule-keeping. It was always, from the beginning, to be motivated by love for God and love for neighbor. You see it at every point in the Old Testament. So, Jesus brought us back. What does that look like? Let’s take a look at the examples he gives here in Matthew 5.

First, reading through the lens of Jesus means moving from outward conformity to godly integrity. God wants us to go beyond conforming to the outward laws. In verse 21, Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister without cause will be subject to judgment.” If you get rid of anger and contempt, you’re not likely to murder.

He does the same thing in the next example. Verse 27, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” Jesus doesn’t say inner lust is just as bad as adultery, so if you lust, you might as well do the real thing. It’s just that God is interested in our heart-orientation.

 A third example starts in verse 33, “Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows you have made.’ But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all,” then down to verse 37, “All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.” What he’s saying is his disciples must be people of unyielding integrity. The only reason to take a vow is if you’re known to be someone who isn’t trustworthy. The details matter, but it has to begin with a heart that’s oriented the right way.

The second way to go beyond the righteousness of the Pharisees is to move from doing the least to going beyond. Look at verse 38, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.” Now, people sometimes think that “an eye for an eye” meant that the Jews were required to exact a punishment at least as severe as the crime. But the intent of the law was actually limit retaliation and to keep things from escalating.

But Jesus takes it even further. He says instead of retaliation, we should have a generous spirit of forgiveness. Now, I don’t think this is meant for governments to follow, I think Jesus is giving us an ethic for our personal relationships.


The third example of Jesus’ lens is to move from generic “love” to hesed. Later in Matthew 22, a teacher of the Law approached Jesus and asked him, “What commandment in the Law is the greatest?” Jesus answered him, “’Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and mind…and the second is like it ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.’” Like I said, this wasn’t anything new. Jesus took these commands from the Old Testament. But the key is that Jesus doesn’t allow us to define love for ourselves. This isn’t green-screen love. He has something particular in mind.
Verse 43, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
For Jesus, the foundation of the Law is love. But without Jesus bringing us back to the Law, we can make love whatever we want. Love is a word without definition today. We say, “Jesus loves everyone,” and then we superimpose our own idea of love. 
For some Christians, it means Jesus “loves the sinner, but hates the sin.” For others, “love” is a romantic feeling you have for someone when you’re standing at the altar, but in a few years when it’s not working out, you move on to the next love. For others love means live and let live. For others, it means that nothing is ever wrong with anyone and Jesus just thinks everyone is A-OK. While for others, love means tolerating sinners because God says I’m supposed to love them even though I don’t want to.

But when Jesus talks about love, he means something very specific. Matthew uses the Greek word agape, but what Jesus would have been thinking of—and he probably used the Hebrew word, “hesed.” Hesed is sometimes translated as lovingkindness, sometimes it’s covenant faithfulness. Neither of these is strong enough to capture what hesed is. I like how the New Testament scholar, Scot McKnight says it, “It a rugged commitment to be with others and for others that leads to transformation.” That’s closer. Hesed isn’t fluffy and sentimental, it’s relentless and courageous. It goes beyond what’s expected and is fiercely loyal. And it comes straight from God.

The Covenant given to Moses doesn’t apply to us. But there’s another Covenant that does. Early in the book of Genesis, God tells Abraham he wants to bless the world through him. He tells Abraham that he would bless him and that he would become a great nation and all the people on earth will be blessed through him.

Abraham said, “So, how can I be sure?” God said, “Bring me a heifer, a goat and a ram, each three years old, along with a dove and a young pigeon.” If God said this to us, we would be confused, but not Abraham. Abraham knew this was a covenant ceremony.

In Abraham’s day, whenever a king or lord would make a covenant with a peasant, they would cut animals in half and arrange them with a path through the middle. They would pronounce the terms of the covenant and the blessings that would come from the covenant if they kept the covenant. Then the peasant would walk through the pieces of the animals to essentially say, “May this happen to me if I break the covenant.” 

So, Abraham would have figured that if God was making a covenant with him, Abraham would have to walk through the pieces at some point. But Abraham waited and just kept waiting all the way until sundown, when a thick and dreadful darkness came over him. And God made an oath to him and then a smoking firepot, the symbol of the presence of God appeared—and it passed through the pieces. But the most amazing thing was that Abraham was never called to go through the pieces.

What God was saying was, “If I don’t keep my promise, then I will take the curses. But I will also take the curses if you don’t keep your promise.” Love is whatever you want it to be, but this is hesed. This is Jesus’ love. And he didn’t just teach it, he lived it. 


Because one afternoon centuries later, a thick and dreadful darkness came down on Jerusalem. And Jesus body was broken and the Bible tells us that when it was, Jesus fulfilled both covenants—with Abraham and with Moses. And when he did, while we were still sinners he invited us into hesed—into rugged, courageous covenant love. 
Romans 8:1-2 says, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death.” And we don’t enter that covenant by obeying the Law, we enter it by faith in Jesus Christ.

If Jesus did that for us, how can we not love God with everything we have? If Jesus showed that kind of hesed for us while we were still sinners, how can we not love others—even our enemies—with that same kind of love? How can we withhold forgiveness? How can we give up so easily? Hesed doesn’t erase right and wrong. It doesn’t mean there’s no sin. What it means is that sin cannot break our love for others. What it means is that despite how people live, whether we approve or not, we are always for them. The details of the Law are important, but if we ever allow our debates on all the little details to cause us not to love, we’ve missed the point. Study the Law to get to know God and above all else, always love. 
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