Sermon on the Mount #12

“Christ, The Law and The Christian” (2)

Matthew 5:17-20
In our last message we began to look at Matthew 5:17-20 under the theme of “Christ, the Law, and the Christian.”  We first considered the nature of the Law—by which is meant the Old Testament—that it is permanent because it reflects the eternal nature of the Lawgiver.  Despite the attempts of some to make the Law more than God intended it to be or (on the other extreme) to make it irrelevant, Jesus underscores the importance of these Scriptures.  In order to correctly understand the Old Testament, though, we must understand its purpose.  God never gave the Law as a means of salvation, but rather to define what sin is and to demonstrate that all people are sinners.

This week I would like to direct our attention toward the relationship between Christ and the Law.  In verses 17-18 Jesus said, 

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.

Notice one word that He repeats in these two verses: “fulfill.”  This one word describes the connection between Christ and the Law.  He came to “fulfill” it.  The word “fulfill” (Greek pleroo) means to fill out, expand, or complete, not to bring to an end (teleo).
  In the words of J. I. Packer, “Jesus has not abolished that law but has merely filled out its meaning.”
  He did so on three levels.

Christ Fulfilled the Law as the Perfect Life

The first way Christ fulfilled the Law was as the perfect life.  Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.”  That little phrase “who knew no sin” is tremendously significant.  It states that Jesus Christ never sinned.  Not once.  Not ever.

This is not the only verse that addresses the sinlessness of Christ.  He alluded to this Himself in John 8:46, where He asks His enemies, “Which of you convinceth me of sin? And if I say the truth, why do ye not believe me?”  The only way Jesus’ enemies could accuse Him of any wrongdoing was to fabricate charges that had no basis in fact.  Peter wrote about Jesus in 1 Peter 2:22, “Who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth.”  Twice the author of Hebrews underscores the sinless nature of our Lord.  In Hebrews 4:15 we read, “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.”  Later, in Hebrews 7:26 the author wrote about Christ, “For such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens….” Finally, 1 John 3:5 tells us, “And ye know that he was manifested to take away our sins; and in him is no sin.”
Why is this point so important?  If Jesus is truly God—and we believe He is—then He has to be sinless, for God is sinless.  To suggest that Jesus ever sinned during His earthly life is to invalidate His claim to be divine.  Another reason why this truth is crucial will be seen in our second point.

Not only did Jesus not break God’s Law at any point; He positively lived out God’s Law in perfect obedience. During His life on earth, Jesus literally carried out every​thing that has been said and stated in the law and in the prophets.
  He was obedient “unto death, even the death of the cross” (Php 2:8).  Many people have the misconception that Christianity is filled with “Thou shalt not’s.”  In fact, God has much more to say about what we should do than what we should not do.  Think about His instructions to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  They could eat of all the trees of the Garden except one.  There were many more positive alternatives than negative ones.
Walter Kaiser writes, 

The law for Jesus was the expression of God’s will. The will of God is eternal and unchangeable. Jesus did not come to modify the will of God; he fulfilled it. The standard of obedience to that will which he set, by his example and his teaching alike, is more exacting than the standard set by the written law. He insisted that the will of God should be done from the heart. But, in so insisting, he provided the means by which the doing of God’s will from the heart should not be an unattainable ideal…. The gospel demands more than the law, but supplies the power to do it. Someone has put it in doggerel but telling lines:

To run and work the law commands,

Yet gives me neither feet nor hands;

But better news the gospel brings:

It bids me fly, and gives me wings.
 

Jesus showed by His own life how life could be lived in obedience to God’s Law.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer pointed out, “He has in fact nothing to add to the commandments of God, except this, that He keeps them.”
  If we need to see an example of someone who constantly lived according to God’s commands, look no further than Jesus Himself.  He fulfilled the Law as the perfect life.

Christ Fulfilled the Law as the Perfect Lamb

Secondly, Christ fulfilled the Law as the perfect lamb.  From the first instance of sin, God allowed mankind to substitute the life of a lamb to be sacrifice in place of the sinner.  But God would not accept just any lamb.  Abel brought the best he could offer; Cain merely brought “some” of the fruit of his labors.  God accepted Abel’s offering.  When the Passover was instituted, the Israelites were told in Exodus 12:5, “Your lamb shall be without blemish, a male of the first year: ye shall take it out from the sheep, or from the goats…” Throughout the books of Leviticus and Numbers, God demands that any animal brought to the tabernacle for sacrifice has to be “without spot or blemish.”  It had to be perfect.

Why?  Why did the sacrificial lamb have to be perfect?  God was teaching a spiritual lesson through this physical reality.  In order for man’s imperfections to be transferred to another entity, that entity had to be perfect in order to take on the imperfections of the man.  Part of the ritual of the sacrifice symbolized this transfer.  Leviticus 1:4 commands, “And he shall put his hand upon the head of the burnt offering; and it shall be accepted for him to make atonement for him.”  The wages of sin is death, but God allowed for a substitutionary sacrifice to “pay” the wage on behalf of the sinner.  The animal took on the sin, then the animal was put to death, taking the punishment due to the sinner on itself.

In the same way Jesus was our perfect sacrifice.  John the Baptist twice identified Jesus as “the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world” (Joh 1:29, also 1:36).  Peter wrote of this truth in 1 Peter 1:18-19,

Forasmuch as ye know that ye were not redeemed with corruptible things, as silver and gold, from your vain conversation received by tradition from your fathers; but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot.
This is another reason why it is essential to acknowledge the sinlessness of Christ.  If Jesus had ever sinned, then He would have had to die for His own sin.  He could never have died for the sins of others if He had sin in Himself.  But because He had never sinned, His death could be credited toward others.  Paul wrote about this in Galatians 3:13, “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, ‘Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree.’”  

Not only did the Old Testament define sin; it also defined the penalty of sin.  Jesus took that penalty on Himself.  As Bonhoeffer put it, “The only way for him to fulfil the law is by dying a sinner’s death on the cross. There he embodies in his person the perfect fulfilment of the law.”

Most Christians recognize that Jesus died on the cross for the sin of all mankind.  But the death of Jesus accomplished even more than this.  His sacrifice fulfilled all of the sacrifices required by the Old Testament Law.  He was not only our sin offering, but also our guilt offering, our peace offering, our burnt offering, our meal offering, and our drink offering. As we learn about the various sacrifices mandated in the Old Testament, we gain a greater understanding of what Christ did for us when He died on the cross.  Thus, the climax of His fulfillment of the Law was His death on the cross in which the whole ceremonial system of the Old Testament, both priesthood and sacrifice, found its perfect fulfilment. Then the ceremonies ceased.
  That is why we don’t bring a lamb to church when we worship.  The Perfect Lamb has already been sacrificed once for all.

The book of Hebrews expounds this theme of how Christ fulfilled the ceremonial law.  (Some day I hope to preach through the book of Hebrews!)  Hebrews shows how Jesus Christ was the perfect sacrifice and the perfect high priest, combining both aspects of the ceremonial law into Himself.  Consider the following passages:

And they truly were many priests, because they were not suffered to continue by reason of death: but this man, because he continueth ever, hath an unchangeable priesthood. Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them. For such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens; who needeth not daily, as those high priests, to offer up sacrifice, first for his own sins, and then for the people's: for this he did once, when he offered up himself (Heb 7:23-27).
But Christ being come an high priest of good things to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of this building; neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own blood he entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us. For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of an heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh: how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your conscience from dead works to serve the living God? (Heb 9:11-14).
For the law having a shadow of good things to come, and not the very image of the things, can never with those sacrifices which they offered year by year continually make the comers thereunto perfect. For then would they not have ceased to be offered? because that the worshippers once purged should have had no more conscience of sins.  But in those sacrifices there is a remembrance again made of sins every year. For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should take away sins…. By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. And every priest standeth daily ministering and offering oftentimes the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins: but this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God; from henceforth expecting till his enemies be made his footstool. For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified (Heb 10:1-4, 10-14).

Since Jesus was sinless, He could be the perfect high priest (not needing to sacrifice for His own sin) as well as the perfect sacrifice itself (not needing to die for His own sin).  Christ fulfilled the Law as the Perfect Lamb.

Christ Fulfilled the Law as the Perfect Lord


Finally, Christ fulfilled the Law as the perfect Lord.  By that I mean that Jesus, because of who He was, had the authority to explain and expound what was intended in the Law of God.  The Preacher’s Commentary explains,

Jesus Himself is the fulfillment of the revelation or self-disclosure of God. He says that He did not come to destroy the Law or the Prophets but to fulfill them; that is, to make their meaning full, or complete (plērōsai). Throughout the sermon we discover what it means for Jesus to “fill full” the meaning of Scripture.

In verses 21-48, Jesus takes on several specific areas of the Law and provides His own insights.  At first glance it may appear that He is attacking the Old Testament—and some interpreters teach that He was.  But this is not the case.  When He began His ministry, Jesus found the Living Word of God encrusted with man-made traditions and interpretations. He broke away this thick crust of “religion” and brought the people back to God’s Word.
  Like someone restoring a piece of furniture that has been painted over, bringing back the original beauty of the wood, Jesus restored the true meaning and magnificence of God’s Law. As the Messiah He provided authoritative interpretation.

The relationship of Christ to the Law is summarized by the word “fulfill.”  This speaks of fulfillment in the same sense that prophecy is fulfilled. Christ was indicating that He is the fulfillment of the law in all its aspects. He fulfilled the moral law by keeping it perfectly. He fulfilled the ceremonial law by being the embodiment of everything the law’s types and symbols pointed to. And he fulfilled the judicial (or civil) law by personifying God’s perfect justice.

Yes, there are those who point to Romans 10:4, “For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that believeth,” and say that Christ brought an end or conclusion to the Law.  Yet Jesus Himself said, “I have not come to destroy the Law.”  The word “end” in Romans 10:4 needs to be understood in the same was as in 1 Peter 1:9, “Receiving the end of your faith, even the salvation of your souls,” and in 1 Timothy 1:5, “Now the end of the commandment is charity out of a pure heart, and of a good conscience, and of faith unfeigned.” 

Jesus Christ did not reject the Law; He restored it.  In every aspect He fulfilled the Law, demonstrating how God had intended all along to deal with the problem of sin.  Christ is the perfect Lamb, sacrificed for our sins.  Christ is the perfect life of obedience, and those of us who have found forgiveness are called to live as He lived.  Christ is the perfect Lord, setting the rules for our behavior and providing us the strength as well as the example of how we are to live.
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