Feb 13, 2011		Matthew 5:13-26		not abolish but fulfill


BEFORE THE GOSPEL IS READ

We will remain seated for this morning’s gospel.  This lesson comes from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount; this is the section that immediately follows the beatitudes.  In this opening section, Jesus will teach us about being faithful--being a part of the kingdom—using the images of salt and light.

Remember last week how Luke told us, through Simeon and Anna, that the old and the new are both needed to be faithful.  Listen to Jesus, as he proclaims directly, “I did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill.”

READ verses 13-20

SING “Bring Forth the Kingdom” 2190, chancel choir takes “leader” role

A few weeks back, I said that if you take scripture seriously, there will be passages that keep you awake at night.  This next section in the Sermon on the Mount is such a passage for me.  Jesus is going to teach about this relationship between the old and the new.  He will use a three part formula.  First, he will state the old law.  In most cases, he uses the phrase, “You have heard it said.”  In one instance, Jesus introduces the law with “It was also said.”

Jesus then re-envisions the law, introducing it with “But I say to you…”  

Finally, Jesus gives some further insight into his interpretations, often as with an example of how it is applied.  If you were to take this formula and apply it to our times, it might sound something like this:

You have heard it said that you should travel 12 miles per hour over the speed limit on Fisher Avenue at either end in Poolesville you will receive a picture of your vehicle in the mail along with a $40 fine.  But I say to you, always obey the speed limit and when it is raining or snowing, slow it down even more.  If you do, you need not worry about speed cameras or radar, you lessen your chances of an accident, you will get better gas mileage and people will know you as a respectful, courteous driver.

Listen for those three steps as Jesus teaches about anger.

READ verses 21-26
	This is the gospel of the Lord
	Praise be to you, Lord Jesus Christ.

In the remaining verses of this chapter, Jesus continues to use this three part formula as he teaches about adultery, divorce, making oaths, seeking revenge, and loving your enemies.  As with the teaching on anger, they are all challenging and difficult lessons.  But with these teachings, Jesus is bring us beyond a rote obedience to the law—a series of “thou shalt nots” to an understanding that faithful living springs from the heart and the way we choose to live, the “thou shalts.”  To Jesus, it is the principle within that matters.  We remember that as we stand and sing Charles Wesley’s hymn, “I Want a Principle Within.” #410


“You have heard it said…”  “But I tell you…”  Just the very nature of that exchange drives most of us crazy.  When we hear that today, it is generally from politicians; the Democrats and Republicans going after each other; the left and the right attacking each other.  “You have heard them say such and such, but I tell that is not true.  Let me tell you the truth.”  And political truth is very subjective and dependent upon the person offering the definition.

One of the reasons we come to be a part of the body of Christ is to touch base with a truth that is objective and eternal.  A truth that remains true.  Jesus was certainly the embodiment of that—he directly states that he did not come to abolish the old law but to fulfill it.  Fulfill it means more than just merely affirming the old law; he reinterprets it from a series of prohibitions—don’t do this-- to a set of principles for living—do this; and then he gives examples to apply the principles for their day and age.

“You have heard it said…”  Jesus is referring to the law in the scripture that was read in the temple and synagogues.  In that old law, righteousness was defined as avoiding sinful actions.  Do not murder.  Do not commit adultery.  Do not divorce on a whim.  Do not seek revenge.  Do not lie.  Do not hate your enemies.

When Jesus says, “But I tell you…” he is doing more than just affirming the laws but saying the law should point us to a way of life that goes beyond the mere avoidance of sin.  Avoiding sin is the way we “do no harm.”  But Jesus is teaching that faithful obedience to the law is a way of life, it is transformed from creating a void in our lives that is empty of sin to filling the void with positive actions.  We move from “do no harm” to “do good.”  Faith should be more than just motivation to avoid sin; it should be motivation to actively engage in the good.  Faith should be more than just strict observance of the law but should be an inspiration for truthful, righteous living.  Faith should be more concerned with what we can accomplish in the long run that it is with the consequences of breaking a commandment in the short term.  

And we will all fall short in the short term.  That is why this passage may keep you up at night.  We’ve failed in the past and it will happen again.

In this sermon, Jesus calls us to live in that tension.  Being followers of Christ, being part of the body of Christ, does not exempt us from being human.  And there are elements of being human, such as anger, sexual attraction, and judgment that have positive roles to play.  Pain may be harmful and avoided, but it is positive when it tells the brain, “Move the hand off the burner NOW.”  There are fools in life, and we need to teach our children how to avoid them.  There are judgments that we must make.  And there are enemies that we must confront.

Jesus teaches that there is an inner core of faith; an inner core of principle; that must guide the ethics of human conduct.  Jesus teaches that it is not enough just to go through the motions—just obey the law.  Jesus teaches that faithful living takes the principles to heart and seeks to apply them to everyday life—not just once but each day.

So if Jesus teaches that it is not enough to take the old testament law and blindly apply it to his day and age, so it is wrong to take the applications that Jesus buts forth in this sermon and blindly apply it to our day and age.  To do so would be ludicrous.  Just as we reject the legalistic view of scripture that requires animal sacrifice in order to worship, so we should reject attempts to take literally examples Jesus puts forth.  In teaching about avoiding revenge, Jesus says that we should never resist an evildoer.  If you take it literally, does that mean if someone breaks into your house you should invite them to share a cup of coffee with you rather than call the cops?  In that same teaching, Jesus says if someone wants your coat; give them your shirt, too.  And to all who want to borrow from you, give it to them.  If you take the literally, how soon will it be before Allegheny Power turns off your electric for lack of payment?

It is wrong to take Jesus’ applications to a society 2000 year old apply them literally to modern life.  That is evident just in the way Jesus goes about these lessons.  He states the law, reinterprets it for the inner core of our being, and applies it.  That is what we are called to do as faithful people.  It is the truth of Jesus’ teaching that is important rather than the specific application.

We are called to touch base with the eternal truth and make that eternal truth into principles that guide our lives.  We are called to struggle how to apply those principles for they will not always be the same.  We are called to live in the tension that comes from combining the law with the revelations of Jesus.  We are called to be the body of Christ and to do good.

Parents know that there will be times when children obey the strict interpretation of the law but do not do what is right.  “You said I could not eat the Snickers bar.  You didn’t say anything about the “Three Musketeers bar.”  But you know that they are good kids and you help them get beyond literal obedience to what is right and good.

That’s the way to understand Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus believes in us, perhaps more than we believe in ourselves.  And he is calling us to live in that light, to be the salt of the earth, to be more than just people concerned with finding ways of avoiding the consequences of breaking a law.

We will fall short.  We have faults and we have failures.  We will not always handle the tension correctly.  But Jesus believes in us.  And the miracle of this sermon is that when we start to believe in ourselves, those times of sin grow farther and farther apart and hold less and less consequence for our lives.  We move from being persons victimized by the consequences of sin to disciples living victoriously in the grace of a loving God.  

Join me in a prayer of confession.  It is printed in the bulletin.
