JESUS AND THE LAW
Part 4 The Law and the Sermon on the Mount
Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount that He had come, not to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them. What did He mean? How much continuity is there between the law of the Old Testament and Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5? This study explores the Matthew 5:21-48 (‘you have heard … but I tell you’) passages and Jesus’ statements about fulfillment in Matthew 5:17-20.
How each of the statements in Matthew 5:21-48 is introduced gives some clue as to Jesus’ intention: ‘You have heard that it was said to people long ago …’ This reaches back as far as the giving of the law to Israel at Sinai, but it would also include those who received and passed on the tradition from Sinai until the time of Jesus. In the Jewish tradition Sinai is not limited to the giving of the written law because it was believed the oral law was also given to Moses at Sinai. So when Jesus says, ‘You have heard’ He is not referring solely to the written law of Moses, but rather to the law as interpreted and understood in the tradition. The contrast between ‘what was said’ and what Jesus says is not between Moses and Jesus but between the tradition’s understanding of Moses and Jesus’ interpretation of the Law of Moses.

This introductory formula explains something of the focus of the contrast but not its nature. Is the contrast relatively mild in which Jesus goes beyond the letter of the law to its ultimate intention (and so breaks with a more literal understanding of the law), or is it more radical, revoking the law is significant parts? 

‘You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgement.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject
 to judgement ...’  (Matthew 5:21ff)
‘You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart …’ (Matthew 5:27ff)
Most agree that in these first two statements there is no abolition of the Old Testament law. Here Jesus intensifies the positive intention of the commandments against murder and adultery.
It is important to see the law as an organic whole and not just as a collection of commandments. The relative weight of a specific commandment must always be determined in the context of the whole. This is why the question about the greatest commandment is critical for Jesus’ interpretation of the law. The greatest commandment shapes the whole law and determines its essence. Proper interpretation of specific commandments can never violate the essence of the whole law.

Jesus is honouring the integral wholeness of the law and is articulating the radical demand of love of neighbour that the specific laws point to. His commandments neither transcend the law nor are independent of it. They are commands limited by the Old Testament commandments they illustrate.
‘It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress …’ (Matthew 5:31,32)

Since divorce is not commanded in Deuteronomy 24:1-4, Jesus’ teaching does not abolish an Old Testament commandment. The question is only whether Jesus revokes an Old Testament permission. Whether He does or not depends on the interpretation of the exception clause ‘except for marital unfaithfulness.’ If ‘marital unfaithfulness’ is restricted to incest, as defined by Leviticus 18, then a Mosaic permission is abolished by Jesus. But if ‘marital unfaithfulness’ is interpreted more broadly, then Jesus, like the law, recognises the destructive impact of certain sins on the marriage relationship, in which case divorce remains a possible response. If this is correct, then Jesus’ teaching was a stricter understanding of marriage and divorce than was current in His day.
In either case, Jesus’ teaching reflects an appreciation of the law as an organic whole. He knows that Moses’ permission is a concession to Israel’s hardness of heart because He knows from the law God’s original intention for marriage. Genesis 1 and 2, and not Deuteronomy 24:1-4, should function as the norm for the marriage relationship. God’s creation-will and not Moses’ permission should control understanding of the righteousness
that governs marriage and divorce.
‘Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Don’t not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.’ But I tell you, Do not swear at all …’ (Matthew 5:33f)

Jesus’ examples ‘Do not swear … by heaven … by the earth … by Jerusalem … by your head …’ (Matthew 5:34-36) seem to be directed against a misuse of oaths used to avoid truthfulness. All the oaths are based on something other than God’s name and so not considered binding. If this is so then Jesus command, as in Matthew 23:16-22, underscores the truthfulness required by the law, whether under oath or not. Jesus is criticising any approach to the law that by its strict literalness, avoids God’s will. His rejection of oaths actually intends to intensify the genuine intention of the Old Testament commandment regarding truthfulness.
‘You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other …’ (Matthew 5:38f)
In the Old Testament the law of retribution was an obligatory commandment and it appears Jesus considers this commandment not to be binding and actually revokes it. Turning the other cheek is the opposite of taking retribution. But looking deeper, Jesus is rejecting conduct justified by an appeal to a specific commandment severed from relationship to the entire will of God. The law of retribution is an expression of the fundamental law of love in the area of justice. Any interpretation or application of the law of retribution that ignores this fundamental will of God becomes an expression of revenge and not retributive justice.
Jesus has come to fulfill the law. He does this in His teaching by expressing the true meaning of the law and very obviously in His life and death. It follows that He invites His disciples to take up their crosses and follow Him (Mark 8:34). In His Sermon on the Mount statements He is pointing His disciples to the justice of God expressed in the cross. The justice of God seen in the cross does not overturn retributive justice but actually fulfills it. The cross also shows a divine justice that is neither anticipated by the law nor demanded by the law of retribution. By telling His disciples to turn the other cheek, surrender their cloaks, walk the second mile and give to the beggar who cannot repay, Jesus is inviting them to go beyond the law of retribution. Disciples who imitate Jesus live from the awareness that in the cross all demands for retributive justice have been met. The law of retributive justice is not actually revoked by Jesus but is fulfilled by His cross.
It is important to remember that Jesus is more than a teacher giving insights into the law. If Jesus was only a teacher then once the correct interpretation of this or any other law was known, it would be possible to have the law and follow it completely apart from Christ. But if Jesus’ own fulfillment of the law is essential for both understanding and obeying the law’s righteousness, then the disciple encounters the law only in Christ and is called to follow the fulfilled law in Him. The focus falls on Christ and the law is relevant for His disciples only in the form and manner by which it is fulfilled in Him. Christ becomes the focal point of continuity with the Old Testament law and of its radicalisation both in His teaching and in His person. That is why Jesus invited the rich young ruler to follow Him (Matthew 19:21). Only by following Christ can the disciple both understand and receive the capacity to perform the greater righteousness. This Christological focus on the law is the end of legalism.
‘You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you …’ (Matthew 5:43-47)

This final section is usually not considered an abolition of any part of the Old Testament because the phrase ‘hate your enemy’ is not there. However we understand where the phrase came from, Jesus’ universalising of ‘neighbor’ occurs in a situation of fulfillment. There are some hints at universalising in Leviticus 19:34 where the command to love includes the resident alien but it is the coming of the universal kingdom of God that removes all limits, both national and geographic. Jesus presents the proper understanding of the Old Testament in terms of its deepest intention. This intention is only fully realised through the fulfillment of the law and the prophets in Jesus Christ with the consequent arrival of the universal kingdom of God. The scope of the disciples’ love of neighbour must reflect the scope of God’s own love.
So bringing all this together, Jesus response to what the people had ‘previously heard’ does not automatically mean Jesus abolished Old Testament law. Instead His teaching radicalised the law in terms of its original intention. The righteousness that Jesus requires stands in continuity with the righteousness required by the law in the Old Testament.
Jesus’ Pronouncements on the law

In Matthew 5:17-20 Jesus makes three pronouncements about the law. First He announces that He has not come to abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfill them (v.17). Fulfillment of the prophets means the reality promised in the prophetic word becomes an actual event in human history. The fulfillment of the law happens when the righteousness articulated in the law becomes a reality in human history. The law is an expression, made under the specific circumstances in which Israel lived, of the righteousness that will cover the face of the earth. So fulfillment of the law entails a realisation in history of the righteousness expressed in the law. Bringing this about was the intention and achievement of Jesus’ mission.
Jesus’ second statement was that historical fulfillment does not negate the ongoing validity of the law (vs.18f). Even the insignificant parts of the law, the iota and the dot, remain valid ‘until heaven and earth disappear … until everything is accomplished.’ The first refers to the permanence of creation which endures until the new heavens and the new earth. The second sounds much like ‘until all these things have happened’ (Matthew 24:34) which in context refers to the fulfillment of God’s redemptive purposes. Both point to the end of the age. So the law retains its validity in the Christian era.
This lasting validity of the law and the prophets must be understood in the light of Jesus’ declaration that He has come to Fulfill the whole of Scripture (Matthew 5:17). Fulfillment itself is an affirmation of the validity of the law and not a cancellation of it. Of course, fulfillment may have the effect of altering the shape of specific commandments or even setting them aside because the righteousness they describe is now experienced in a different form. For example, the new people of God are now incorporated by baptism and not by circumcision (Matthew 28:19). So, even though Jesus affirms the ongoing validity of the law until the close of the age, the Christian cannot view that validity apart from its fulfillment in Christ. The fact that something is required by a specific Old Testament commandment does not dictate the shape of Christian obedience. The shape of that obedience is only understood by flowing the teachings and actions of Jesus. So, Jesus tells His disciples to listen to what He says: ‘But I say to you,’ ‘Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them,’ ‘teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you’ and ‘Come, follow me.’ Only as fulfilled and radicalised in the teaching and life of Jesus does the Old Testament law retain its validity until the close of the age.

In His third statement about the law, Jesus describes the required righteousness as exceeding that of the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20). He criticises both the scribes and Pharisees’ understanding of the righteousness that the law requires and their failure to practice what they preach (Matthew 23:3). The greater righteousness announced by Jesus requires conformity to the entire will of God rather than only observing minimal standards taken from commandments treated in isolation.

Jesus’ relationship to the law of the Old Testament reflects both continuity and radicalisation. His disciples are not yet finished with the structured righteousness of the law and the prophets but this structured righteousness of the Old Testament must always be interpreted and applied in the light of fulfillment in Christ. 
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