Following Jesus as the Fulfillment of the Law
Matthew 5:17-26
Three things Jesus tells us about the Scriptures:
1. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Bible.  (5:17-18)
What the prophets predicted, and what the law described, Jesus is.  
Leviticus 19:2 ESV
2 “Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them, You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.
The law of God describes for us the character of God.  This is who God is.  Here in Leviticus 19 we have God’s law applied to all kinds of areas: care for the poor, animal husbandry, planting and harvesting, treatment of the physically challenged, the elderly, your neighbor, and much more.  15 times we read do this, “I am the Lord/I am the Lord your God.”  That is translators putting into English the divine name, Yahweh.  What we hear is something very authoritative, which in one sense is fine.  But in actuality, Yahweh means “I am what I am” (Exodus 3:14-15).  God is saying to his people, do these things because this is who I am, do these and you will be like me.
Jesus is the fulfillment of this law.  He is in human form the character of God, the holiness of God.  (See Alec Motyer, Look to the Rock, p. 77).
But I think there is more.  Yes, the law described God.  But it also predicted Jesus.  
Matthew 11:13 ESV
13 For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John,
Jesus speaking here, and we think of the Prophets prophesying, but here we read that the law did the same.  There was a predictive element to the law, to all of what we call the OT.  It all pointed to and predicted and described Jesus.  Jesus is the fulfillment of it all.  So, if we have problems understanding it we look at Jesus and he interprets it for us.  
This is to be taken seriously
“For Truly”
“Not an iota, not a dot.”
2. Jesus did not fulfill the law in a way to relax it.  (5:19)
Jesus interprets the law for us, but we mustn’t think that means that he makes the law easier.
We struggle with these verses.  In fact, they seem to contradict the clear teaching of the New Testament.  
Romans 8:1-3 ESV 
1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
2 For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. 
3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,
Romans 5:6-8 ESV
6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 
7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— 
8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.
We read these verses about Jesus not abolishing the law and we think, okay then, well he must have fulfilled them in such a way that they no longer really matter.  After all, these verses in Romans and many more tell us that we are not made right with God by keeping the law.  
So, some have tried to interpret fulfillment here to reduce the punch of this passage.  Here are a couple of examples:
· Jesus kept the law perfectly so we don’t have to – this of course has an element of truth: Jesus did live the perfect life and we were unable to.  He did this as our substitute, in our place.  But in doing so, he set us free from sin, not free to sin.  Jesus does not in any way seem to be alleviating our responsibility to living holy lives here.
· There are different kinds of law and Jesus only means part of the law.  For example, Thomas Aquinas most famously divided the law into civil, ceremonial and moral.  There is certainly truth in this view, and we read in Hebrews that Jesus fulfilled the sacrificial element, the ceremonial law, found throughout the OT and made it unnecessary.  So there is an element of truth of this in this passage, but I think there is a much more comprehensive meaning.  Jesus is not speaking here of just part of the law.  He emphasizes all of it – the law and the prophets,… and that not one jot or title will pass away.
Jesus establishes for us the logic behind what he is saying in verse 18: this is the word of God.  Of course it will all be accomplished.  It was given for a purpose, and God’s word always accomplishes that purpose.  It never goes out and comes back without doing what God intended for it to do.  So, it is true, and it is powerful.  The word of God is the power of God, and Jesus is the word of God.  
So, in description, in interpretation, in prediction and fulfillment, in power and accomplishment, in all of this and more, Jesus is standing up and saying I have come to fulfill, to accomplish.
And then what follows is Jesus taking us down a road to help us understand the true interpretation of the law.  6 times he will say in this chapter, “You have heard it said…, but I say to you.”
We may say many things about the Bible and its commands, but we cannot say that Jesus came to relax them.  This leads us to a key and third statement, which really sets the stage for understanding the heart of the sermon.
3. Jesus intends for us to live out righteousness.  (5:20)
The law remains in play not just until it is all accomplished, but until heaven and earth pass away.  There is a role.  Did you notice those parallel statements in verse 18?  Jesus now takes us further and helps us to properly interpret and apply God’s truth.  And the startling reality is that he intends for us to live it.
We are made righteous by faith in Jesus, not by our works.  This righteousness is to be actualized.  We are to live it out.
Certainly this is major in understanding how we are to be salt and light in a tasteless and dark world.  This is how we are to act.  It is described right here in the remaining portions of the sermon.  
In Jesus we see it for the first time, we find a practical example, and we are empowered to do it.
The Sermon on the Mount interprets for us the better part of the second half of the 10 commandments, what we call the second table.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, among others, believed that this was crucial to understanding how we are to live.  I would say that the 10 commandments and this sermon are great places to start, great foundations, for knowing how to live our lives.
The First Example
And so let’s quickly look at the first of these sections as Jesus teaches us about anger.  (5:21-26) Jesus takes the 6th command and expounds upon it and clarifies it for us.  He will contrast here the common teachings of his day, the teachings of the scribes and Pharisees, and indeed at times what our common understanding might be, with the true teaching of God’s word.
Jesus tells us that not murdering is just not sufficient, but that anyone who is angry with his brother, anyone who insults another, and anyone who calls his brother a name, like Raca (meaning empty headed), or fool, anyone doing these is in danger of the same judgments as the one who murders.
The Judgments: liable to judgment, liable to the council (the Sanhedrin), liable to the hell of fire, these are not some form of levels, and neither are the three-fold description of sin, but simply a description here of the general judgment that awaits the one guilty of any of these.
Such Absolutes!  Jesus teaches us through emphatic and absolute categories.  We find a similar example in:
Luke 14:26 ESV
26 “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.
We know that Jesus does intend for us to hate literally here, but to follow him above all else.  And we have a similar thing throughout the Sermon on the Mount.  It troubles us at times because it gives us no wiggle room.  And yes, it is a style of communication that is not always to be taken overly-literal.  But be careful, because we may do the opposite here of what Jesus intends by this style.  Surely Jesus speaks in such emphatic ways because he wants us to take him seriously.  He means this.  This portrays for us what God thinks about most of our anger.  Surely Jesus employs this style to cut through our excuses to say to us, ‘stop giving yourself permission to mistreat others.’
Not all anger is the same, we know that.  We would call what Jesus speaks about here “personal anger.”  It is not the anger against injustice.  Jesus himself got angry at times and appropriately so.  But 99% of our anger is the kind that is forbidden here.  And often, when we have the right kind of anger and are defending the innocent or the truth, before it is over if the disagreement intensifies we get in the flesh and mix the wrong kind of anger with the right!
Not all killing is the same – Jesus is addressing murder here, not the subjects of capital punishment or the taking of life in war.
So, let’s make some summary statements here:
1. See your anger as the murderous thing that it is.
Jesus is making a point here that your anger, insulting and name-calling has the same root as murder.  It is hate in action.
Is Jesus saying all sin is the same?  I think we know this not to be the case.  He makes a distinction back in verse 19 between lesser and great commandments.  Murdering someone is worse than calling them a fool.  But the spirit is the same.  Hate is behind both.  And we maybe actually wishing in that moment that they were dead, or treating them like they are dead.
Jesus is addressing a belief and practice that says personal anger is no big deal.  We all do it and often the person on the receiving end has it coming.  In fact, they deserve it!
Do not assume that God is okay with it.  Repent of it.  Seek him for grace to walk in freedom.  Deal with the roots of our sin.
2. Be a Peacemaker.
Jesus gives two word pictures to clarify what he is teaching.
One is of worship, the other of debtor’s prison.
It is almost as if Jesus is anticipating our objection that this is just too difficult.  What can we do?  There is no way to live this out.  And his counsel to us is to pursue peace.
Word Picture #1 worship service – teaches the priority of people and being right.  We are told that reconciling with your brother is more important than religious sacrifice.  Unforgiveness and broken relationship impacts worship!
Word Picture #2 debtors’ prison – the urgency of making peace.  Do it now.  Do not wait to make peace.
These two word pictures help us to take three actions to make peace – three “A” words:
3. Accept that we have hurt others with our anger.
Word Picture #1 – the priority of people and being right.
That is a good application point for us.  Admit.  Leave your offering.  God seek to get right.
4. Avoid Bitterness
We avoid by responding to the urgency of the moment.  We will not cultivate unforgiveness.  Bitterness will destroy.
5. Agree with your Adversary.
Illustration: Keeping your spirit open…
Trust God who judges justly; this does not mean you justify what others have done.
Conclusion:
Matthew takes the teaching of Jesus and brings out a certain emphases where the image of debt is connected to sin.
Matthew 6:12 – forgive us our debts
Matthew 18:21ff – the parable of the unforgiving Servant
He does it here at the end of the anger section.  Our sin is a debt we cannot pay.  We do not earn forgiveness by not being angry.  The debt is cancelled by Jesus.  He, therefore, frees us to relate to others who may owe us.   Our debts are cancelled and he requires us to release others.
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