5:17 Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 

5:18 I tell you the truth, 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. 

5:19 Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same 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. 

5:20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

5:21 You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ 

5:22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell. 

5:23 Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 

5:24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 

5:25 Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 

5:26 I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.

5:27 You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ 

5:28 But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 

5:29 If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 

5:30 And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell. 

5:31 It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’ 

5:32 But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery. 

5:33 Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.’ 

5:34 But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; 

5:35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. 

5:36 And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. 

5:37 Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. 

5:38 You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 

5:39 But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 

5:40 And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. 

5:41 If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 

5:42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

5:43 You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 

5:44 But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 

5:45 that you may be sons 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. 

5:46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 

5:47 And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? 

5:48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

	
	Murder and anger
	Adultery and lust
	Marriage and divorce
	Oaths and truthfulness
	Revenge and rights
	Bitterness and love for enemies

	Outward action/law of Moses
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GOD’S LAW OF THE HEART - JESUS’ FULFILMENT OF THE LAW

Six weeks since we last met! It’s been a long time. We started last time to look at Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, which I called “God’s law of the heart”. For only with a new heart given by the Holy Spirit can we really fulfil Jesus’ commands for the best possible life. Last time we saw how Jesus proclaimed blessing on those who society disregards, but who are great in the kingdom of heaven. He calls his disciples, who accept their need for God in their lives, to be peacemakers, merciful and pure in heart, while warning that they will be persecuted for being his followers. Jesus also called us as Christians to be salt and light, preserving what is good in society and bringing light into dark places where people are lost.

Today we are going to focus on what Jesus has to say about the Law of Moses, in 5:17-48. I’m going to outline the text, giving you two examples and commenting on Jesus’ principles, and then we are going to try to think about some new cases ourselves. Here’s a question to start off – why are MPs being criticised in the press – what should they have done, do you think?

The Law of Moses was given by God to the Israelites on Mount Sinai, when God had led them to escape from captivity in Egypt. It’s from that code that we have the Ten Commandments, like you shall not murder, commit adultery or steal, although actually there are 613 detailed laws. In Jesus’ day the religious people, the Pharisees in particular saw following that code as the only way for Israel to be holy so that God would save it from the Romans. They accused Jesus of laxity in regard of the law. This is the charge that Jesus is answering here. So what does he say? “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, 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. Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same 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. For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

I think the key word is “fulfil”. What Jesus is going to do is show the true way, God’s way of obeying the law. How God really intended mankind to behave as he created them perfect in Eden. We as Christians, as Jesus’ disciples are children of God, with a restored relation with God. This is how that will be expressed in our thoughts and behaviour. Jesus also emphasises that he’s not going to set aside God’s law in any way; the law remains God’s “user manual” for human life. Rather, he is going to show a better way for his disciples to think about and follow the law than the rigidity of the Pharisees. A law for the heart which is superior to simple physical obedience – renewing the mind. A law for those who are poor in spirit, pure in heart and full of mercy. One that any Christian could do better than the Pharisees because, although they tried their best to do what the law said, they had no love in their hearts – so no righteousness! So how does Jesus go about telling us how we should behave? The key is I think to look at the heart, the thought, the intention and not just the act itself. But also to set a higher standard that Christians, led by the Holy Spirit and animated by God’s love, should seek to follow. There are six cases he talks about, but let’s look detail at two examples, murder and adultery.

Murder. Jesus starts from the law of Moses, and clearly agrees with it “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But then he goes on to set out his own deeper command. “But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell”. Jesus is saying, don’t even allow yourself to get angry with anyone, let alone kill them. Don’t criticise, don’t condemn! The word he uses for anger is a pervasive ongoing grudge, deep resentment and contempt a person might hold against someone indefinitely.

And finally he tells us how practically to incorporate his deeper command into our Christian life “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.” Jesus is saying, be a peacemaker, never leave quarrels unresolved, whether it’s an argument with your brother, or someone you have a legal dispute with. For there are bad consequences, even if the quarrel doesn’t lead to murder. If you don’t get reconciled to your brother, your worship won’t be acceptable to God. If you let things fester with your adversary, you might end up in jail. But more deeply, quarrels lead to destruction of relationships as people drift apart. How many of you know of families – maybe your own – where members haven’t spoken for years?

Before we look in depth at the principles Jesus is using, let’s just look at his second example, about adultery. Again Jesus starts simply with what the Law of Moses says: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ Again Jesus looks more deeply into our inner life “But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart”. The practical commands for the Christian life are more drastic! “If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.” How many one eyed, one handed Christians do we see around? A bit harder to follow than getting reconciled to your brother? But I think the point is rather this – Jesus is using exaggeration for effect, to make a serious point. We need to deal with sin drastically, and not even allow temptation to enter our lives. If that book, that film, that website, those people are leading us to lust after the opposite sex then we have to cut them out of our lives. For many of you this will be irrelevant but I know that many men struggle with pornography, which is so freely available nowadays.

So we can see his basic structure – the Outward action/law of Moses - Inward disposition/Jesus reinterpretation - Practical means/Jesus’ advice. Jesus goes on to outline four more examples of his approach to the law. You can see them on the matrix that is on the back of the text. He says that divorce is inadmissible, unless there has been unfaithfulness, in contrast to the ability of Jews of his day to dispose of their wives, leaving them in poverty. A tendency tragically also present today. We have to take the marriage relation, that is ordained and blessed by God, with the utmost seriousness. Then Jesus says always tell the truth, don’t let the question whether you have sworn an oath or not obstruct your truthfulness. Don’t take revenge or even demand your legal rights when offended, but submit to those who persecute you, while retaining your dignity. This is incredibly radical nowadays when people are obsessed with their rights”. And again don’t be bitter against your enemies (which in fact the law itself never commanded), rather love them and pray for them in the same way that God loves the good and the evil. Some of these have to be done with wisdom and discretion and judgement. I’ve set out schematically the structure of the laws of Jesus, so we can see the repeated pattern and meditate and pray about them in the week.

What is going on here? The laws in themselves are of crucial relevance to our lives, and we are called to obey them – not just by what we do but by what we think and feel. But Jesus is doing showing some important general principles that apply to new situations we may meet in our lives. If you like, they help us to renew our minds and be more like him. 

First, relationships and love for others always take precedence. Jesus summarises the law of Moses in Matthew 22:38-39 - “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,’ and ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ The commands of Jesus are all to do with relationships. We have to be reconciled to our fellow Christians not just for re-establishing our relation with them, but also because quarrels in church disrupt our relation with God. Our worship is not acceptable if we are at odds with someone else in the church, who is God’s creation. And if we treat the opposite sex as objects of lust, as “adultery in the heart” suggests, then again we are offending God by not treating those made in his image with the respect they deserve. The passage challenges us to see people through Jesus’ own eyes, eyes of love and of compassion, of forgiveness and of understanding. To focus on others’ needs rather than being selfish. They reflect how Jesus behaved himself. The aim of Jesus here is not sin avoidance but transformed hearts, that love God and others and just don’t do wrong things.

Second, Jesus highlights the progressive nature of sin. Remember Cain, who got angry with his brother because God found Abel’s offering more acceptable. So he ended up murdering him. Or David, who was out on the balcony and looked lustfully at Bathsheba, another man’s wife on the roof of her own house. He ended up not only committing adultery with her but also having her husband murdered. Thought leads to emotion and then behaviour. So Jesus, with godly insight into human character is saying – don’t quarrel, don’t look lustfully, not just because they are damaging to your relation with others and with God, but because they may have yet worse consequences.  Row two of the matrix all to easily leads us into row one.

James summed up the progressive nature of temptation really well: “When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” We can resist it! In these cases, by being reconciled whenever we quarrel – and by avoiding situations that lead to sexual temptation. Then we won’t have festering arguments and lustful thoughts in the first place! Sin is crouching at the door for all of us but if we follow Jesus, we will keep that door closed. And the same goes for divorce, lying, revenge and bitterness.

Third, the laws highlight things God is aware of – and which we will be ashamed of even though we are absolved on Judgement Day. We must recall that he knows all our hidden actions – as Jesus says in John 3:19-21 “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.” Since God knows all our inner thoughts, the attitudes of the heart, we as Christians understand that our deeds are all in the light, and accordingly we seek to do and even think things that are worthy of God. Indeed our aim is to be perfect – not never making a mistake but totally integrated with the will of God, and reflecting his character.

Let’s now finish off by doing some practical examples. Remember Jesus wants us to be “perfect as your heavenly father is perfect” in all aspects of life. I’m going to suggest some further “commands” then we can try to find what is the inward temptation or inclination giving rise to them, and how we might avoid them. This is not all direct from scripture – but I believe it’s how God wants us to use his Bible, remember it is the “user manual for life”! It’s seeking “the mind of Christ”.

Lets come back to parliament. The law is “you shall not claim what is not permitted under the regulations”. Well, we gather than most of them did follow the rules, which is why they all claim innocence. But the public reaction shows that the rules were so lax as not to restrict from unreasonable conduct. I think we all agree MPs should not claim for cleaning of moats, or fixing of dry rot. What’s the inner principle? I think it’s avoiding all sorts of greed – as Jesus warns us in Luke 12:15 “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” And the way to avoid it again what Jesus would say, I believe, is only claim what is truly needed to do your work in parliament! Stay honest and only do what you would be happy to see published in the newspapers about you, since as we noted, “whoever lives by the truth comes into the light”! It’s easy to cast stones at MPs, and the Bible warns us not to judge lest we ourselves be judged. We need to consider what we do when the circumstance permit us to overclaim, for mileage, for expenses, when we don’t tell the shop when we are undercharged for something we have bought. Jesus is calling us to scrupulous honesty.

Now an easy one, the command “you shall not steal”. Can you think of the inward command that corresponds to it? Here’s a clue, Exodus 20:17. Yes, it says “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” Or, to bring it up to date, your neighbour’s BMW, his job, his hi-fi, or anything that belongs to Sainsbury’s Asda or Tesco for that matter. Coveting. It says in the dictionary “to desire wrongfully, inordinately, or without due regard for the rights of others”. Can you see that coveting is the inward disposition that leads to the outward act of stealing? And how do we avoid coveting in our Christian lives? I think key is to count our blessings from God. I have a sheet where I wrote mine down, but I ran out of space! And another, which complements it, is to be content with what you have. Remember the wonderful promise in Hebrews “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” Keep away from temptation too, like TV programmes about better houses, cars…..you may not end up stealing, but getting into debt can also be a terrible curse on your lives!

Finally lets do an example absent in Jesus day – driving. The law of Moses of today might well state – don’t crash your car into another one, and cause injury and loss to other people. Easy enough, no one wants to do that. But what about the underlying causes, and attitudes that lead to accidents. I think it often comes down to impatience selfishness and driving aggressively, having an attitude that regards other cars and their drivers as annoying obstacles to our royal progress. And how to avoid that attitude? It could be specific, don’t tailgate, be courteous, let people in when they are waiting. And, a variant on love your enemy for me, let the overtaker in the queue nip in smiling at them! Perhaps we need to consider time as God’s gift, which is just as valuable for prayer and reflection in a traffic jam as when in a beautiful garden!

Let me conclude. Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount shows the true fulfilment of God’s law. Jesus shows how overt sinful acts spring from underlying attitudes and behaviour patterns that we all too often see as inoffensive. He challenges our established patterns of thought and prompts us to examine what evil fruit can arise from things that are perfectly legal, like gossip, backstabbing, pornography, “white lies”, lack of forgiveness and bitterness,,,or even greed, and impatient driving. God wants us to have tools to understand situations in our daily lives and see them through Jesus’ eyes, which is what we have been practicing and I hope you will think more about in the week. We are called to reflect God’s generous love despite pressures and provocation, anger and frustration. When we behave in accordance with the spirit of what Jesus is saying here, when we emulate Jesus’ new way of being human, when our minds are renewed, we shall truly be God’s children – be “perfect”– and people around us will notice it!

