JESUS AND THE LAW
Part 2 The Beatitudes and Righteousness: Gift or Demand?
In Matthew’s gospel the beatitudes precede Jesus’ explicit demand for greater righteousness. The beatitudes are blessing in form but are they a bestowal of gifts or a veiled demand for ethical conduct?
Interpreters see the promises of Isaiah 61 as shaping the first four beatitudes. Because (as we’ve already seen in the first study ‘Matthew’s Structure of Grace’), Matthew strongly presents a Christology of fulfillment, we should expect the same with the beatitudes. In the beatitudes Jesus presents Himself as God’s anointed Servant who bestows the promised blessings. If Isaiah 61 is the promise fulfilled in the first beatitude, then the ‘poor in spirit’ refers not only to spiritual poverty and sorrow for sin but also includes social, political and economic affliction. The poor of Isaiah 61 are the afflicted ones. To these Jesus announces that the blessings of the kingdom are already at hand, not just blessings of forgiveness of sins but also of righteousness and justice, even if their fullness is still in the future. 
This theme of righteousness as blessing is continued in the fourth beatitude: ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled’ (Matthew 5:6). Righteousness is a broad biblical category embracing both the actions of God and humanity. While there is in Matthew a strong emphasis on righteousness as the standard of conduct that God wants for humanity (Matthew 5:10,20; 6:1), in the fourth beatitude those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are desiring something that lies beyond their ability to achieve. Even the passive form, ‘they will be filled’ makes it clear that righteousness will come to them as a gift from God.

What is this promised righteousness? Isaiah 61:10 explains:

‘I delight greatly in the Lord;
my soul rejoices in my God.

For he has clothed me with garments of salvation 

and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness’ 

This robe of righteousness is the gift of salvation, a restored covenant relationship with God. But the righteousness of the covenant is never passively received. Isaiah describes restored Israel as ‘oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord for the display of his splendor’ (Isaiah 61:3) and promises that ‘the Sovereign Lord will make righteousness and praise spring up before all nations’ (Isaiah 61:11). God’s gift of righteousness becomes an expression of historical obedience before the nations. Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness look to God for His gift of righteousness which makes possible their own historical obedience.

This same emphasis on righteousness as both a gift and a task is found elsewhere in the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus tells His disciples and the crowd to seek first His Father’s kingdom and righteousness (Matthew 6:33). This kingdom is God’s redemptive rule which comes as Christ’s gift. God’s righteousness is the righteousness that God Himself shows both in His mercy and in His demands. Righteousness then sounds extremely similar to the salvation and justice found in the kingdom of God. Significantly, Jesus’ call to seek God’s kingdom and righteousness is given as a contrast to seeking food and clothing. This doesn’t mean Matthew isn’t interested in material necessities. In harmony with Old Testament covenant teaching. Matthew emphasises that these material necessities provided by creation are actually gifts from the God of righteousness. The foundation for economic prosperity is righteousness. Matthew’s focus again falls on righteousness as both a gift from God and a duty to perform, resulting in the provision of all things necessary for life. 
Jesus’ blessings in the beatitudes are directly linked to the kingdom of God and its righteousness, which have already arrived but which await final manifestation. The beatitudes bestow both a present and a future blessing. The ethical conduct described in the beatitudes is already a response to the manifestation of God’s kingdom, and that conduct in turn becomes a manifestation of the righteousness that entrance into God’s kingdom requires. Both with righteousness and with the kingdom of God, the movement of grace goes from divine action 
to human response through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Obedience is motivated, enabled and shaped by hoped for participation in the new reality of the kingdom unleashed in history by the righteousness of Jesus.
Matthew’s Christology of fulfillment brings humanity in Christ across the threshold into a new era but without rupturing the ties to what was right and true in the past. The law of righteousness is maintained without legalism and the demand for righteousness becomes an easy yoke and a light burden (Matthew 11:30).
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