Sermon on the Mount #13

“Christ, The Law and The Christian” (3)

Matthew 5:17-20
People today love a good fight.  They’ll argue about anything.  The more controversial, the better.  (How else can you explain the popularity of television programs like The Jerry Springer Show?)  This morning’s topic is truly a controversial subject—though I don’t think we’ll see chairs flying and words bleeped out here!

One of the most controversial theological issues among Christian scholars, and one that has troubled the Church throughout its history, is the question of the applicability of the Old Testament law to the New Testament Christian.
 The confusion in the Church today regarding this question could be aptly described by the words of John Wesley on the problem: “Perhaps there are few subjects within the whole compass of religion so little understood as this.”
  Over the past two Sundays we have considered the subject of “Christ, the Law, and the Christian,” and this morning we will concentrate on the relationship between the Old Testament Scriptures and the modern Christian.

Let’s turn once again to 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.

Many Christians I talk to have difficulty with the Old Testament.  Aside from familiar stories heard in Sunday school, the average believer today doesn’t know much about the Old Testament—and many don’t want to!  Due to ignorance or misinformation, the pages of the Old Testament remain closed for many in Christian churches today.  “I’m a New Testament believer,” they assert, “and I belong to a New Testament church!”

I believe this is a tragedy.  Without the background of the Old Testament, the New Testament doesn’t make much sense.  The magnificent truths of those thirty-nine books provide us with so much to enrich our spiritual lives, yet for many these truths are rarely, if ever, uncovered.

One message cannot even begin to demonstrate all that the Old Testament offers to us, so I will limit myself to three important areas about which we can learn in the books from Genesis to Malachi.

We Can Learn About the Lord


First, we can learn about the Lord Himself.  The Bible is God’s revelation of Himself to mankind, and the Law “reflects his holy character and his purposes for created human beings. God commands the behavior that he loves to see and forbids that which offends him.”
  How much can we learn about God’s personality by what He loves and what He hates!  As the hymn writer penned in the song, “Break Thou the Bread of Life”:

O, send Thy Spirit, Lord, now unto me

That He may touch my eyes and make me see

Show me the truth concealed within Thy Word

And in Thy book revealed I see the Lord.


Twice in the New Testament Jesus brought out this truth concerning the Old Testament.  He challenged the scribes and Pharisees in John 5:39, “Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me.”  The Jewish leadership was so certain that their possession of God’s Word put them above everyone else, yet they rejected the very One of whom the Scriptures testified!


What “scriptures” do you think Jesus was referring to in this verse?  None of the New Testament had been written at this time, so He had to be talking about the Old Testament.  I am not suggesting that we try to find Jesus in every Old Testament passage (and, believe me, some “scholars” have!) but we can learn an awful lot about our Lord from the pages of the Old Testament.  Dr. Joe Sprinkle, associate professor of Old Testament at Toccoa Falls College, mentions a few of these areas:

Moral and civil laws reflect the righteousness of Christ and his kingdom, while the cultic laws emphasize his holiness. The tabernacle prefigures the presence of Christ among his people; the sacrifices foreshadow the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. The priesthood anticipates Jesus’ priestly function. The whole cultic system with tabernacle, sacrifices, and priests prefigures union with Christ through the atonement. The penalties in the law anticipate Christ’s judgments; the annihilation of the Canaanites anticipates the judgment of hell. Commands concerning occupying the promised land anticipate the future kingdom of God, heaven and the blessings in Christ himself.
 


See how much we can learn of Christ from the Old Testament!


After His death and resurrection, Jesus walked with a couple of His followers on the road to Emmaus.  These disciples were despondent over the events that had just taken place in Jerusalem.  In Luke 24:25-27 Jesus said to them, 

“O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and to enter into his glory?” And beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself.


Jesus took them to task for not knowing better!  He called them “fools,” coming from the Greek word anoetos (ἀνόητος), which W. E. Vine points out “signifies ‘not understanding, not applying nous, ‘the mind,’ …it signifies “senseless,” an unworthy lack of understanding.”
  Nowadays we might use the term “brain dead” or “airhead.”  Jesus wasn’t just upset that they didn’t know; He was upset because they should have known! 

Why should they have known?  Because they had the Scriptures—once again the Old Testament—where God had spelled out what would happen when the Messiah came.


“But what about all those nit-picky laws in Leviticus?” someone might ask.  “And don’t even get me started on those genealogies!”  Reflecting back on our text from Matthew, though, Jesus claims that even “one of the least of these commandments” is important, precisely because it is a commandment of God the King. To break it, or even to relax it—i.e., to loosen its hold on our conscience and its authority in our life—is an offense to God whose law it is.
 


What about those parts of the Law—the ceremonial and civic commands—that we do not practice because they have been fulfilled by Christ or because we live in a different society?  David Dorsey suggests,

Determine the theological significance of the law. What does this law reveal about God and his ways? A law, as mentioned, reveals a great deal about the lawgiver. What does this law reflect about God’s mind, his personality, his qualities, attitudes, priorities, values, concerns, likes and dislikes, his teaching methodologies, the kinds of attitudes and moral and ethical standards he wants to see in those who love him? In spite of the fact that these 613 laws were issued to another people who lived at another time under very different circumstances than ours (again, like the prophetic oracles of Jeremiah), they come from the God whom we too serve, and they represent a vast reservoir of knowledge about him and his ways.

No matter what area of the Old Testament you may find yourself in, you can learn about the Lord.  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.”  He didn’t say “some” Scripture; he said “all” Scripture is profitable.

We Can Learn About Life

Secondly, we can learn about life through God’s Law.  The Old Testament is filled with real-life examples of men and women struggling with the basic issues of life.  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 10:11, after citing the Israelites’ experience in the wilderness, “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come” [niv].  Later we read in Hebrews 4:11, “Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience” [niv].

How often have you heard the phrase, “learn from your mistakes”?  We can also learn from the mistakes of others.  I had two older brothers, and I learned a lot from them—like how not to get in trouble with our parents!  I would watch as they got into trouble and think to myself, “I’m not going to try that!”  The same ought to be true in the spiritual realm.  God preserved a realistic portrait of the Old Testament characters, warts and all.

There are positive examples we can follow from the Old Testament as well.  James wrote in James 5:10-11,

Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. As you know, we consider blessed those who have persevered. You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy [niv].

Later in the same chapter he added, 

Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops [5:17-18, niv].

I love that first line: “Elijah was a man just like us.”  The biblical characters were not supermen (or superwomen); they were average, ordinary people.  We’re not called to be great men and women of faith; we’re called to be men and women of faith in a great God.

The Old Testament records life lessons from a variety of vantage points.  We see personal relationships, principles of leadership and work, financial matters—the same kind of stuff we deal with all the time!  The great thing about truth is that it is timeless.  No matter how much changes over time and space, God’s truth is still true no matter what.  The Old Testament has a lot to say about life.

We Can Learn About Love

Thirdly, we can learn about love in the Old Testament.  That may surprise some who don’t usually think of “love” and “Old Testament” in the same sentence.  The Marcion heresy of the Old Testament god of wrath opposed to the New Testament god of love rings quite familiar in many Christian’s theology.

Yet when Jesus was approached with the question, “What is the greatest commandment of the law?” He answered, 

“‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.’  This is the first and great commandment.  And the second is like unto it, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.’  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” [Mat 22:37-40].


Of all the commandments of the Law—the Jews counted 613 of them—Jesus did not point to the sacrifices or the Sabbath or tithing or ceremonial washings or clean and unclean food.  No, He pointed to love.  J. I. Packer notes, 

Jesus summarizes the moral law in the two great commandments, love your God and love your neighbor, on which, he says, all the Old Testament moral instructions “hang” (depend). The moral teaching of Christ and his apostles is the old law deepened and reapplied to new circumstances—life in the kingdom of God, where the Savior reigns, and in the post-Pentecost era of the Spirit, where God’s people are called to live heaven’s life among themselves and to be God’s counterculture in the world.


Love God, love others—that is the whole Old Testament requirement in a nutshell.  That doesn’t sound too hard, does it?  But what does love mean?  How do I know how to demonstrate love?  That is where the specific commands come in.  How can I love God?  By making sure that nothing or no one comes before Him in my life.  By not making any image and paying allegiance to it.  By not taking His name in vain.  By obeying His commandments.


How do I know how to love others?  Paul answered that in Romans 13:9-10,

The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”   Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law [niv].

If you want to know how to love your husband or wife, the Old Testament can tell you.  If you want to know how to love your children, read the Hebrew Scriptures.  If you want to know how to love your neighbor, look at the examples throughout the Old Testament.  Love is not depicted as a mushy emotion that comes and goes as it pleases.  Love is active, and the commands of God tell us how to act in love.

Love also becomes our motivation for Christian living.  As Warren Wiersbe writes, “We do not obey an external Law because of fear. No, believers today obey an internal Law and live because of love.”
  That doesn’t sound like a legalistic, negative, big-list-of-do’s-and-don’ts religion that most outsiders view Christianity as, does it?  In fact, it was that kind of legalism that Jesus (and later His apostles) were so opposed to.  This is what Jesus meant when He said in Matthew 5:20, “Except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.”  John Stott comments, 

Our Lord’s statement must certainly have astonished his first hearers as it astonishes us today. But the answer to these questions is not far to seek. Christian righteousness far surpasses pharisaic righteousness in kind rather than in degree. It is not so much, shall we say, that Christians succeed in keeping some 240 commandments when the best Pharisees may only have scored 230. No. Christian righteousness is greater than pharisaic righteousness because it is deeper, being a righteousness of the heart. There has been much talk since Freud of ‘depth-psychology’; the concern of Jesus was for a ‘depth-morality.’ Pharisees were content with an external and formal obedience, a rigid conformity to the letter of the law; Jesus teaches us that God’s demands are far more radical than this. The righteousness which is pleasing to him is an inward righteousness of mind and motive. For ‘The Lord looks on the heart.’


When the Lord looks on the heart, what does He hope to find?  Love—His love reflected through us to those around us.  Only then do we fulfill the Law the way He intended us to.


The Old Testament, then, holds a wealth of truth for today’s Christian.  We can learn about our Lord in its pages—His character as well as His commands.  We can learn about life as we read about the lives of familiar persons who were just as human as we are.  We can learn about love for God and for one another in very practical ways.  Far from being irrelevant or impossible to understand and apply, the Old Testament is very valuable.


Perhaps that is something we can all agree on.
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