JESUS AND THE LAW
Part 1 Matthew’s Structure of Grace
The coming of Jesus created a significant challenge to central structures of the Old Testament. Who is Israel? What role does the temple now have? What happened to the promise of the land? At stake in each of these challenges is the question of the role and function of the law. What happened to the law when Jesus came? What did Jesus mean when He said ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets. I have come not to abolish them but to fulfill them’ (Matthew 5:17)?
The Gospel of Matthew addresses the question of the law and its fulfillment. It also focuses on the theme of righteousness. To enter the kingdom of heaven, one must have a righteousness that exceeds the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20), must perform good works so that others might glorify God (Matthew 5:16), must be perfect as God is perfect (Matthew 5:48) and must seek God’s kingdom and righteousness (Matthew 6:33). Acting righteously looms so large in Matthew that without righteousness entrance into the future kingdom is denied, even if one has prophesied and performed miracles in Jesus’ name (Matthew 7:21-23). The kingdom of God belongs to those who produce its fruits (Matthew 21:43) and for Matthew the fruit of the kingdom is acting righteously.

Matthew’s passion for works, moral integrity and ethical conduct, sounds perilously close to creating one’s own perfection. If, as Matthew teaches, nothing passes from the law, if one’s righteousness must exceed the righteousness of the scribes, if one must be perfect like God, if such standards hold in the final judgement, who can possibly stand? Matthew’s emphasis on righteousness has so concerned some interpreters that Marcion, a second century teacher, wanted Matthew removed from any listing of the New Testament canon because of its close ties to the law and the Old Testament.
Understanding Matthew’s view of the law and its fulfillment can be best understood around three themes

(1) what is the relationship between law and grace and is righteousness for Matthew a gift or a demand?

(2) what happens to the law in the age of fulfillment?

(3) is the law and its righteousness still foundational for the Church and the world?

Matthew’s Structure of Grace

Matthew’s emphasis on righteousness is more obvious than his structure of grace. This has led some commentators to suggest that Matthew assumed his readers had already heard the gospel and that he did not have to repeat it. This is a possibility and has been presented from the days of the early Church right through until today.
Looking more closely, a definite structure of grace is found in the first chapters of Matthew. Before the Sermon on the Mount the focus falls on the person and mission of Christ. Jesus is the son of Abraham and David, the Son of God, who fulfills the promises of the Old Testament. Jesus is God’s gift of grace, the one through whom the renewal of Israel occurs. Jesus is presented by Matthew as the corporate representative of Israel in whom and through whom the promises to Israel are being fulfilled. Through this renewal the promises reach out to the world. Jesus in His person and mission is the embodiment of the faithfulness of God. He is Emmanuel, God with us. This gift of God both precedes and makes possible Matthew’s demand for righteousness.

Significantly, Jesus describes His mission as fulfilling all righteousness (Matthew 3:15). John’s baptism symbolised God’s standard of righteousness and sinners had to repent before being baptised. But Jesus had no sin and no need for repentance. Instead He said He would fulfill the righteousness symbolised in John’s baptism. He would actively carry out that righteousness and by doing so, establish God’s kingdom-righteousness on earth. So after the temptations in the wilderness, in which Jesus relived Israel’s temptations in the wilderness and displaced Israel’s former disobedience with His own obedience, He announced that light had dawned and the kingdom of heaven was at hand (Matthew 4:15-17).
All of this precedes the demands of the Sermon on the Mount. This beginning of the gospel also anticipates its end and Matthew’s early Christology of fulfillment anticipates a further fulfillment in the cross and resurrection. Jesus’ obedience to the will of God involves the drinking of the cup, the blood of the covenant poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins (Matthew 26). It entailed Him remaining on the cross in the face of temptation to receive God’s own deliverance because only the meek inherit the earth. The fruit of Jesus’ righteousness was the earthshaking announcement that the turning point of the ages had dawned - the inauguration of the general resurrection (Matthew 27:51-54) and Jesus being given all authority (Matthew 28:18). Matthew’s stress on righteousness is surrounded by the righteousness made possible by Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. The theme of fulfillment points to the grace of God that preceeds and makes possible the demand for righteousness. 
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