Sermon on the Mount #11

“Christ, The Law and The Christian” (1)

Matthew 5:17-20
What comes to mind when you hear the word “law”?

Your answer may depend upon your situation at the time.  If you are on the road and someone cuts you off and speeds away, you might wish “the law” was nearby; but if you are the one speeding away, you might hope “the law” is nowhere to be seen.  If the law protects your rights in court, you may have a positive attitude toward it; if, however, you are being prosecuted by the law, your attitude may not be so upbeat!

When it comes to Christianity, the word “law” is greeted negatively more often than it is positively.  Many suppose that Jesus, Paul, and other New Testament writers were against the Jewish law.  After all, weren’t the “teachers of the law” the ones who opposed Jesus and His disciples?  Didn’t Paul struggle against those who insisted on following the law?  Didn’t he write in Romans 6:14, “For sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under the law, but under grace”?

These might be surprised by the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:17-20,

Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil. For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled. Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I say unto you, that except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.

When Jesus spoke of “The Law and the Prophets,” He referred to the entire Old Testament.  Jewish theology divided the Old Testament into three sections: The Law, comprising of the first five books written by Moses; the Prophets, including all of the historical and prophetical books; and the Writings, including the poetic and wisdom literature of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, and more.  Sometimes the Old Testament was called “The Law” (the Hebrew word is torah), while other times it was called “The Law and the Prophets.”

What did Jesus say in this text about the Old Testament?  He was not out to destroy or nullify it, but to fulfill it.  Far from dismissing it as extraneous, Jesus underscores its importance.  But how can we understand other New Testament passages that seem to imply that the Law is not all that important?

Before we can properly interpret Jesus’ positive attitude toward the Old Testament, we need to realize how the Law was being misused by those who should have known better.  Surprisingly, the same is being done today. 

The Perversion of the Law


The Old Testament was completed some four hundred years before the birth of Christ.  During this period—sometimes called “The Silent Years”—Jewish theology developed along a number of themes.  One of the fundamental tenets of Jewish theology dealt with the Scriptures themselves.  Two extremes developed and, as usual, both extremes turned out to be perversions of the Law.


The most prominent perversion stated that the Law was imperative.  Proponents of this view took seriously the words of Leviticus 18:5, “Ye shall therefore keep my statutes, and my judgments: which if a man do, he shall live in them: I am the Lord.”  They believed that salvation had to be earned by obeying the Law.  The Old Testament Scriptures were elevated to a place that practically replaced God Himself.  The religious leaders became so concerned that the “common people” could not live without constantly breaking the Law that they added rules and regulations to act as a hedge or a buffer around the Law, so it would not be violated.  William Barclay describes these efforts:

The Scribes were the men who worked out these rules and regulations. The Pharisees, whose name means The Separated Ones, were the men who had separated themselves from all the ordinary activities of life to keep all these rules and regulations.

We can see the length to which this went from the following facts. For many generations this Scribal Law was never written down; it was the oral law, and it was handed down in the memory of generations of Scribes. In the middle of the third century a.d. a summary of it was made and codified. That summary is known as the Mishnah; it contains sixty-three tractates on various subjects of the Law, and in English makes a book of almost eight hundred pages. Later Jewish scholarship busied itself with making commentaries to explain the Mishnah. These commentaries are known as the Talmuds. Of the Jerusalem Talmud there are twelve printed volumes; and of the Babylonian Talmud there are sixty printed volumes.

To the strict orthodox Jew, in the time of Jesus, religion, serving God, was a matter of keeping thousands of legalistic rules and regulations; they regarded these petty rules and regulations as literally matters of life and death and eternal destiny.

This attitude toward the Law can be called legalism, basing one’s relationship to God on their keeping of His Law.  This is what Jesus and the early apostles had to stand against.  Christ was not nullifying any principle of Old Testament law. He was correcting an abuse of the law found in rabbinical tradition.
  

Some Christians have the mistaken notion that the Old Testament itself promoted legalism.  Dispensationalists speak of the Old Testament era as the “age of law” as opposed to the New Testament era as the “age of grace.”  They believe that Israel was related to God on the basis of the Old Covenant of law, but the New Testament Church is related to God on the basis of grace.  This is simply not true.  As one resource puts it,

All biblical laws are placed in the context of God’s covenant with Israel. Covenant, not law-keeping, establishes a relationship, just as signing a contract, rather than doing the specified job, establishes an employment relationship. The covenant in Genesis 15 was not established by “law” but by God’s gracious offer accompanied by Abram’s faith. Nor did Israel establish a relationship with God by keeping “law.” The commandments are given to a people who are already “saved” through a covenant relationship based on God’s gracious love and despite Israel’s lack of merit. “Legalism” that makes “law-keeping” a means of salvation is not taught in the Old Testament.

The second perversion of the Law essentially states that the Law is irrelevant.  This concept relegates the Old Testament to nice stories we remember from Sunday school but have no real bearing on our lives today.

The first to popularize this view was a man named Marcion.  He and his followers rejected the Old Testament and removed portions of the New Testament that seemed, to them, to be overly influenced by the Old Testament. They rejected all the Gospels except Luke and yet still cut out large portions of Luke.  They dismissed all the epistles except those written by Paul, and even eliminated his letters that did not line up with their theology.  Marcion tried to eliminate all reference to the Old Testament God, who he saw as an evil God of wrath, while Jesus was a God of love.
  Marcion was properly called a heretic and expelled from the Church.

While few today go to this extreme, quite a number of people think the Old Testament focuses on God’s justice and wrath, while the New Testament focuses on God’s love; therefore the New Testament supersedes the Old.  This “neo-Marcionism” goes by the name of dispensationalism.
  One of dispensationalism’s chief apologist, Charles C. Ryrie, writes, “The evidence of the New Testament forces to the conclusion that the law—all of it, including the Ten Commandments—has been done away.”
  He even goes so far as to suggest that the Sermon on the Mount has nothing to do with Christians, but is referring to a future dispensation called “the Kingdom Age.”  I agree with R. C. Sproul’s conclusion regarding dispensationalism’s treatment of the Law: “Nothing could be further from the truth.”
  An editorial introduction to an article in the Evangelical Quarterly observes: “The old heresy that the Old Testament is a book of law as opposed to the New Testament which is a book of grace dies hard.”
   Unfortunately, that heresy is still being taught—and believed—today.

Throughout this section, from verses 17 through 48, what Jesus is contradicting is not the law itself, but certain perversions of the law of which the scribes and Pharisees were guilty. Far from contradicting the law, Jesus endorses it, insists on its authority and supplies its true interpretation.
  We must not fall into either extreme when it comes to the Law, either that it is imperative to be saved, or that it is irrelevant for the Christian.

The Permanence of the Law

Jesus underscored the permanence of the Law in verse eighteen, “For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled.”  Not the smallest part of the Law is to be abolished.  The “jot” is the smallest letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The “tittle” was a very small mark attached to a letter, perhaps to distinguish it from another which resembled it, as in our alphabet G is distinguished from C, or Q from O.
  Nothing from the Law is irrelevant.

In Luke 16:17 Jesus says, “It is easier for heaven and earth to pass [away], than one tittle of the law to fail.”  God’s law is absolute; it can never be changed, not even modified to the slightest extent. It is absolute and eternal. Its demands are permanent, and can never be abrogated or reduced “till heaven and earth pass.”

Why is the Law permanent?  It is a reflection of God’s personality.  We call the Bible “God’s Word.” God is good; God’s Word is good.  God is wise; God’s Word is wise.  God is eternal; God’s Word is eternal.  This applies to all the Scriptures.

But what about those parts of the Old Testament that don’t seem to apply today?  My father used to ask me, “Did you sacrifice a lamb at the Temple last Saturday?”  How about all of those dietary laws the Israelites were bound to obey?  If God’s Law is permanent, why do we not observe these practices today?  J. I. Packer explains, 

Biblical law is of various sorts. Moral laws command personal and community behavior that is always our duty. The political laws of the Old Testament applied principles of the moral law to Israel’s national situation when Israel was a church-state, God’s people on earth. The Old Testament laws about ceremonial purity, diet, and sacrifice were temporary enactments for instructional purposes which the New Testament cancels because their symbolic meaning had been fulfilled. The juxtaposing of moral, judicial, and ritual law in the Mosaic books carried the message that life under God is to be seen and lived not compartmentally but as a many-sided unity, and also that God’s authority as legislator gave equal force to the entire code. However, the laws were of different kinds, with different purposes, and the political and ceremonial laws were of limited application, and it seems clear both from the immediate context and from the rest of his teaching that Jesus’ affirmation of the unchanging universal force of God’s law relates to the moral law as such.

This does not mean that the civil (or political) and ceremonial laws of the Old Testament have nothing to say to us today.  The ceremonial laws teach us the importance of holiness, the costliness of sin, and the magnitude of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, which fulfilled the ceremonial law “once for all” (Hebrews chapter ten).  The civil laws provide an ideal way to run a society, and much of American law was originally based on this “Judeo-Christian ethic.”  When Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness,” that included all of the Old Testament, including all aspects of the Old Testament Law.  It is all God’s Word, therefore, it is all permanent and it is all profitable to the Christian today.

The Purpose of the Law

Perhaps we would have a greater appreciation for the Law is we understood its purpose.  If the Law was not given as a means of salvation, what purpose does it have?  In fact, the Law has at least three purposes.

First, the Law defines sin.  Paul writes in Romans 7:7-12,

What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.”   But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good [niv].

“Sin” is not a popular subject these days.  Many want to do away with the concept as old-fashioned and stifling of self-expression.  Some want morality to depend upon the circumstances (“situation ethics”) or the individual person (“subjective ethics”).  When this happens, the words of Judges 21:25 ring true, “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes.”  In the absence of an authoritative voice determining morality, the people determined their own ideas on right and wrong.  As the book of Judges teaches, this leads to anarchy and a real mess!

By spelling out what is right and wrong, God gave mankind an objective standard for morality.  The Law defines sin for everyone.
Secondly, the Law declares guilt.  Paul states in Romans 3:19-20,

Now we know that what things soever the law saith, it saith to them who are under the law: that every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight: for by the law is the knowledge of sin.

There had to be the Law before the Gospel could come. Men had to learn the difference between right and wrong; men had to learn their own human inability to cope with the demands of the law, and to respond to the commands of God; men had to learn a sense of sin and unworthiness and inadequacy.
  Before they can accept the remedy, they must realize they are sick.  The Law provides that spiritual diagnosis.

Thirdly, the Law drives us toward Christ.  The Law cannot save, but it can point us toward salvation.  Paul graphically writes in Galatians 3:24, “Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.”  How does this happen?  Consider Romans 7:14-25,

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do — this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God — through Jesus Christ our Lord!  [niv]

The Law proves that we cannot do it on our own.  Once we come to the end of ourselves, then we are forced to look beyond ourselves.  Where else can we look?  Up!

The Law, then, is very practical and profitable for the Christian.  We learn about the character and nature of God through it, we learn about sin and our own sinful nature, and we learn about the remedy for that sin.

Walter Kaiser aptly summarizes this point,

Following our Lord’s example, we should take up the Old Testament once again, confident that not even one passage will pass away until all have been fulfilled. In fact, the Old Testament is so relevant that our Lord warned that anyone who breaks the least Old Testament commandment, or teaches others to do so, will be called the least in the kingdom of heaven! That ought to give us pause!

I recall an article entitled, “Holy Bible—Wholly True.”  Do we really believe that?  Is the Old Testament valuable today?  As God’s Word, it is permanent and it is practical in all times and all places.  It will never end; it should never be ignored.
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