Jesus and the Law
If you didn’t turn there when Joan read the passage, make sure you have your Bible open to Matthew 5, verses 17-20. We’ll spend the morning in these four verses.

We’ve been talking over the last few weeks about our tendency to put Jesus in front of a green-screen and superimpose our preferences and causes onto Jesus to make him say what we want him to say. We all do it. But Jesus isn’t a mythological figure in a made-up world. He was the real God-made-flesh in first century Palestine, who grew up in a particular context with a particular history and specific beliefs. So, what we’re trying to do in this series is look at the Bible Jesus read and see how that adds depth and richness to his life and teachings. As we’ve been saying, “You can’t fully understand Jesus if you don’t understand his Bible.” [The Old Testament]
Today, we’re going back to the Sermon on the Mount to Matthew 5:17-20 and let’s see what Jesus said about the Law. Now, Christians have a complicated relationship with the Old Testament Law. Some Christians want the Ten Commandments placed in their government buildings. But Christians seem to pick and choose which laws still apply. There are laws against homosexuality, murder, wearing clothing with blended fabric, and various food laws. How do we decide which ones to follow and which one’s don’t apply? Well, I’m not going to be able to answer all those questions, but I can at least help you think about them. And actually, we’re going to continue with the Law next week. 
The Law was everything to the Jews. That’s why we see passages like King David wrote in Psalm 19. “7The law of the Lord is perfect, refreshing the soul. The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple. 8The precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the heart…10They are more precious than gold…they are sweeter than honey from the honeycomb. Then he writes about why he values the Law. 11By them your servant is warned; in keeping them there is great reward. 12But who can discern their own errors? Forgive my hidden faults. 13Keep your servant also from willful sins; may they not rule over me. Then I will be blameless, innocent of great transgression.”

It’s like David is writing a love-story to Law and that sounds weird. We tend to think Laws are a necessary evil. But the way the Jews (including Jesus) saw it, the Law is proof that God cares about his people. Parents who don’t care let their kids do whatever they want. Parents who do, place limits on them.
That’s why the Jewish Philosopher Philo wrote this about the Law, “Only Moses’ decrees are everlasting, unchangeable and unshakeable, as signed by nature herself with her seal.” So, when we try to understand how Jesus viewed the Old Testament Law, we have to keep this in mind.
When we do, it makes sense that Jesus starts by defending his teaching the way he does in verse 17 where he says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets…” Now, why would Jesus say something like this? Well, it was because he was about to say some things that might lead people to believe he was out to abolish the Law and the Prophets. It might have something to do with the fact that after this passage, he gives six examples Law where he says, “You have heard it said…but I say…” 
What if I preached like that: “The Bible says, ‘do not lie.’ But I’m telling you, ‘it’s only wrong if you get caught?’” Or, “The Bible says honor your father and mother, but I say forget the old man and do what you want.” If I made those types of statements you would think I believed my teaching replaced the Bible, wouldn’t you?
So, Jesus prefaces his teaching by saying, “Don’t think I’ve come to get rid of the Law.” Jesus loved the Law. In fact, he says a little later in verse 18, “until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.” So already here we have two confusing statements. One of them leads us to believe that the Law will apply until the end (when heaven and earth disappear). But the end of the statement seems to qualify it. He says, the Law won’t disappear “until everything has been accomplished.” 

The question is, what does that mean? Well, the key here is back in verse 17. Notice that Jesus didn’t just deny that he was out to abolish the Law, he said he was out to do something different with it. What was it? [Fulfill it] In one sense, the Law will apply until the end of time and in another sense, when “everything is accomplished,” it will change. “Fulfilling the Law” and “everything is accomplished,” both of them refer to the same thing and it happened in Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. Let me show you.
First, it means that Jesus’ life fulfilled all the demands of the Law by living perfectly according to the Law. A couple of weeks ago, we watched that video that outlined the purpose of Israel and the Law and the Covenants and showed how Jesus fulfilled all the covenants. This is what he’s talking about. Jesus—as a Jew—did what Israel failed to do when he fulfilled the requirements of the Law.

Second, despite the fact that Jesus was the only Jew to follow the Law, he suffered the curse that should have fallen on Israel because of their failure to obey the Law. If you remember, hanging on the cross Jesus said, “It is finished.” (John 19:30) What was finished? Jesus has brought to fruition what the Law and the prophets pointed to.
The Apostle Paul describes it this way. Colossians 2:13-14, “He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has taken it way, nailing it to the cross…” And later in the passage he says this is the result, “16Therefore, do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a new Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.” Jesus cancelled the charge against us, so the Law is no longer binding.
Third, Jesus’ Resurrection vindicated Jesus and proved his authority over the Law. The Resurrection showed Jesus was the lawgiver, so he had the right to say, “OK you guys. Just forget about all that stuff. I’m replacing it with an abstract command to love.” In fact, it’s tempting to believe Jesus did that. You hear a lot of that kind of talk. Jesus was all about love, so love is all we need. But it’s not quite that simple

Jesus did say that love is the center of the Law. Later in the book of Matthew, he says that love for God and love for your neighbor is the most important commandment. All the other laws hang on these two. (Mt 22:37-40) But he doesn’t say they are the only commandments. They are the light that illuminates the rest of the Law. I want you to see that Jesus’ life, death and resurrection didn’t make the Law obsolete, but it did change our relationship to the Law. 
But this shouldn’t be a surprise. The prophet Jeremiah says to Israel that God will make a new covenant that will not be like the old one. He says, “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.” (Jer 31:33) One commentator said it this way, “Jesus took the Law off people’s backs and put it in their hands.” What he means is that it no longer has legal authority, but it has teaching authority. 2 Timothy 3:16-17 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.” He’s talking about the Old Testament.
That’s why Jesus says in verse 19, “anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and taches others accordingly 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.” Even in light of Jesus, the OT Law is still valuable as a guide. 
Now, here’s where the change comes in. Look at verse 19, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and teachers of the Law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”
What does Jesus mean when he says our righteousness must surpass that of the Pharisees and teachers of the Law? That sounds impossible. The Pharisees and teachers followed every meticulous detail of the Law. They would spend time parsing words. For instance, the official commentary on the Law was called the Mishnah. The Mishnah contains 24 chapters about the proper way to observe the Sabbath! They followed it better than anyone! So how can anyone’s righteousness surpass that of the Pharisees and teachers of the Law?  Simply put, more laws don’t equal more righteousness.
Here are two examples. My wedding ceremony started with words like this, “Kory, will you have this woman to be your wedded wife, to live together in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health; and forsaking all others keep yourself only unto her, so long as you both shall live?”
What if the pastor said, “Kory, will you have this woman to be your wedded wife, to live together…” and I interrupted him and I said, “OK, wait. When you say ‘live together’ what exactly do you mean by that? That seems restrictive. How often can I be gone and it’s still considered “living together?” Can I live somewhere else for 3 months? I mean, 9 months together, that’s ¾ of the time. What do you think, honey?”
So, then the pastor amends it and says, “Kory, will you have this woman to be your wedded wife, to live together for at least nine months out of the year. Will you love her…” and I interrupt again, “OK, now wait—what exactly do you mean by ‘comfort’ her? What all does that entail?” And it goes on and on. 
If you were at that wedding, you might stand up and say, “Don’t do it!” Why? Because when I start parsing the vows, I’ve already failed to fulfill them. You can tell from my attitude when the rules become inconvenient, I’ll try to find loopholes.
And in order to close those loopholes, Ann would make me agree to more rules and I would try to find more loopholes. Pretty soon it gets to be a big game that focuses on the rules. What kind of a marriage is that? 
You’re on vacation and the two kids in the back seat when the boy decides to entertain himself by hitting his sister. Of course, she gets annoyed and says, “Dad, he’s hitting me.” So, dad says, “Stop hitting your sister.” Does he stop? Yep. He stops hitting and starts to poke her. So, dad gets wise and says, “OK. Stop touching your sister.” Does he stop? Sure, he gets his hand as close to her as he possibly can without actually touching her. “DAD!!!” “I told you to stop touching your sister!” And he says, “I’m not.”


So, you see how it works. Dad can go through all the scenarios and make a rule against all the ways kids can annoy each other, but never really deal with the problem. The boy is technically following all the rules, but is he really obeying his dad? No. What dad was trying to communicate was that the son should respect and love his sister. It’s less rules, but a higher standard.
Now that doesn’t mean you don’t need any rules. For instance, you can’t just make traffic signs that say, “Love and respect the other drivers.” You need speed limits and stop signs. But mechanically obeying a law isn’t fulfilling the Law.
Things are not sinful because they appear in the Ten Commandments. God considered murder and lying sin even before the Ten Commandments were written. But the Law reflects the outworking of what God required of the Israelites at a particular time in history in a specific part of the world.

Naturally, there will be many laws that won’t even make sense to us. From sacrificing in the tabernacle, to ritual purity, laws about harvesting our fields (I don’t have one), to how to treat slaves (none of us have one), there are many details of the Law that don’t apply. The sacrificial system is done and Jesus declared all foods clean. But does that mean we should throw them all out? Is God now indifferent about murder, adultery and lying? I hope not. So how do we know what we should follow? 
There are some who answer that by saying that all we need is love. Jesus’ ethic is love. There’s no doubt that Jesus made love for God and love for our neighbor as the central guiding principle. But were the Beatle’s right that all we need is love? Is it that simple? There’s a popular saying today that are on t-shirts and bumper stickers, “Love is love.” Now, of course, that’s in reference to the issue of same-sex marriage, but even beyond that particular issue, is it really true? It seems simple, “just love and you’ll know what to do.” That sounds great, but does that solve everything?
As an analogy, N.T. Wright makes this point, “We all know what happens when a revolutionary party suddenly finds itself in power. It’s one thing to shout angrily from the sidelines, but quite another to form a government and run a country. All sorts of things have to be organized and dealt with which a rebel movement can happily ignore.
When this happens, two questions are asked. First, can this movement really do the basic things that a government can do better than its predecessor?...Second, will it, in turn, become corrupt and just like all other government, starting off in a blaze of glory and good intentions and ending up riddle with corruption in the middle?” It sounds great to say love is all you need. It would be great if it were that simple, but even if your intent is to love someone, it’s not always clear how to do that. In fact, I think the conflict in our society today isn’t about whether we should love people, but how. Is love a feeling or is it an action? 
· What’s the best way to express your love for God? Is it just singing praise songs? 
· What does it mean to love your addict child? Should you keep rescuing him or allow him to reach rock bottom hoping he’ll figure it out? 
· What does it mean to love a spouse who’s had an affair? Or an abusive spouse? 
· What love and sex have to do with each other? 
· Would our society be more loving if we forgave and released every prisoner or do you need justice for love to exist?
· Does love always feel good or can it sometimes be agonizing? Can love sometimes mean people don’t get what they really want? 
· Is it always more loving to put an individual’s needs ahead of the good of a community?
You see, even if it’s no longer legally binding, the value of the Law is that it gives us a glimpse into what God is like, how the world works, and what God wants from us, not legally, but ethically. And when Laws are applied with a foundation of love, it’s a game-changer. But we’ll have to save that for next week.
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