
EXCEL IN OBEDIENCE 
MATTHEW 5:17-20 

We have been looking at Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom way of life and how the 
authentic Christian ought to look distinct and live differently in this world. So far we 
have given an observation of the entire teaching in Matthew 5-7 and looked at what 
Jesus is doing in the introduction to this teaching — he gives a general description of 
what a Christian is and what a Christian is intended to be in this world.  

As we’ve concluded thus far, we must be reminded of who we are in order to truly be 
what we are intended to be. Now, as we come to this next section in Jesus’ teaching, 
two things are taking place in this transition.  

First, we are now entering into the body of the sermon where Jesus provides us with 
particular examples and illustrations concerning the kingdom way of life. And second, 
we notice that Jesus is going to great lengths to emphasize the relationship between 
his teaching and the teaching of the Hebrew Scriptures (our Old Testament). Matthew 
makes a point to bookend the main body of this sermon with Jesus referring to “the 
Law and the Prophets” — a way of saying “all of the Hebrew Scriptures” (5:17 & 7:12).    

That being said, it is here that we must first stop and consider the vital significance of 
Jesus’ perspective towards the Hebrew Scriptures. So many among the church today 
have little regard for what we call the Old Testament, and they view it as something 
totally separate from the New Testament. They label the Old Testament as a teaching 
about God’s law, but the New Testament as a teaching about God’s grace. They label 
God in the Old Testament as a God of wrath, but God in the New Testament as a God 
of love and mercy. They see the Old Testament as a teaching specifically given to the 
Jews and the nation of Israel but the New Testament as the teaching specifically given 
to the Christians and the Christian church. And so, in making these distinctions, many 
end up viewing the Hebrew Scriptures (our Old Testament) as something that is 
inferior and almost irrelevant to those of us within the church today.  
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However, here in this pivotal paragraph of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5-7, he clearly 
emphasizes the importance of the Hebrew Scriptures in the life of his new kingdom 
people. This statement made here by Jesus and then the vast array of quotations that 
he uses from the Scriptures in his teaching reveal how strongly Jesus regarded the 
entire Old Testament.  

So many people seem to believe that they can faithfully follow Jesus and at the same 
time reject the authority of the Hebrew Scriptures. However, as Jesus makes strikingly 
clear here in this passage, true citizens of his kingdom must carefully consider all that 
the Scriptures have to say to them. We must read, study and cultivate a love for them.  

In fact, I dare say that it is impossible to thoroughly and accurately understand the 
teaching of Jesus and the New Testament authors without also understanding the 
fundamental teachings of the Old Testament. And as this passage makes clear, we 
must realize that when we attempt to criticize or question the authority of the Old 
Testament then we are in essence putting ourselves in the position of criticizing and 
questioning the authority of Jesus himself.       1

Now, in looking closer at what Jesus is saying here, we see two main principles laid 
before us. We see Jesus declaring how his teaching is in harmony and continuity with 
the teaching of the Hebrew Scriptures, and at the same time, we see Jesus declaring 
how his teaching is not in harmony and actually very different from the teaching of the 
religious leaders of his day (scribes and Pharisees).   2

Now why is this such a big deal? 

I want us to try and put ourselves in the shoes of a first century Jew living during the 
time when Jesus first comes on the scene. As a Jew during this time, your whole view 
of God, life, and the world around you is solely based on your understanding of the 
Hebrew Scriptures. They were the authoritative teaching in your life. And you have 
built your entire life around trying to be obedient to the instruction that they give. 

    D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 1641

    Ibid., 1742
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But then one day this Jewish man named Jesus comes on the scene, and things start 
to get confusing. He doesn’t seem to be conforming to this instruction in the same 
way that the religious leaders conform to it and teach it. And instead of recognizing 
their authority, he always seems to speak on the basis of his own authority. This was 
definitely confusing and disturbing to many people during this time.  

So questions were being asked of Jesus, “How does your teaching line up with the 
teaching of the Scriptures? Are you starting something totally new here? What are you 
trying to do or accomplish here, and what are we supposed to make of it?” 

If you were one of the strict religious leaders of the day then Jesus seemed very 
threatening to your worldview and way of life. But if you were someone who didn’t 
care too much for trying to live by the instruction of the Scriptures then Jesus seemed 
to be a revolutionary and your way out of this restricted life of obedience to God Law. 

And the truth is, we attempt to do the same thing with Jesus today. For some of us 
who hold more traditional positions and live by moral codes and strict religious rule-
keeping, Jesus makes us uncomfortable when he increases the amount of wine at a 
wedding reception or hangs out with prostitutes and tax collectors at various social 
events. But then for some of us who hold more compromising positions and don't like 
the idea of strict doctrine or religious traditions, we assume Jesus supports our cause 
and agenda — we fly our flag with the banner of his love, freedom and equality. 

However, the truth of the matter is that Jesus never fits neatly into any of these boxes 
that we try to place him in.  

Jesus said, “I’m not here to get rid of the instructions; I have come to fulfill them. I 
have come to carry them out and to carry them forward. And it’s your responsibility to 
do what is taught in the Scriptures and to teach others to do the same. I have come to 
establish a new relationship between you and God, but the wisdom and instruction 
that was given in the Scriptures is here to stay. And so, if you’re going to embrace me 
for who I am, then you’re going to have to embrace the Scriptures for what they are.” 
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God’s grace doesn’t get rid of God’s instructions. Jesus did not come to abolish the 
instructions, but rather has come to personally carry out everything pertaining to 
God’s instructions and to empower the true citizens of his kingdom with a new heart 
that seeks to excel in obedience to those instructions as well. 

So in looking at Jesus’ words here in this passage, we must first consider the 
instruction of “the Law and the Prophets” and then look at the new kind of obedience 
that upholds this instruction and empowers us to obey it.   

The Law and the Prophets 

What does Jesus mean when he says that he has come to fulfill the Law and the 
Prophets?  

When Jesus says that he has come to fulfill the Law and the Prophets, he is saying that 
he has come to pick up the story of God’s plan that the Old Testament (“the Law and 
the Prophets”) left unfulfilled, and that he is now going to take that story forward 
through something new that he is doing. The focus will now be on him and his 
teaching instead of ancient Israel and their Law. That doesn’t mean that God’s people 
can now ignore or set aside God’s Law, but it does mean that they must now view all 
of its commands through the lens of what Jesus teaches. 

We as Christians need to possess the same attitude towards the Old Testament that 
Jesus and his first followers had. Jesus said that he did not come to set aside or to 
replace the Old Testament but rather to fulfill it. He constantly taught from the Old 
Testament, and his followers did the same. Any brand of Christian teaching that 
attempts to undermine the authority of the Old Testament is a brand of teaching that 
Jesus and his first followers would have rebuked. 

So does that mean that we are supposed to obey all the rules and laws in the Old 
Testament today?    
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Well, the laws of Moses given in the Old Testament were given to ancient Israel in the 
context of the covenant that God was making with them at Mt. Sinai. Jesus has fulfilled 
that covenant with the new covenant. And so this means that we are no longer bound 
by the rules and laws of God’s covenant with ancient Israel. However, we are still 
called to uphold their importance in the overall plan of God, and we are commanded 
to learn from them and to even teach them to others.  

Christians need to honor, respect and teach the Old Testament like Jesus. We must 
study and pursue the wisdom of God revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures, and part of 
that process is learning how to filter the laws of Moses through the teaching of Jesus. 

What do we mean by that? 

It means that we have to learn how to read a command from the Old Testament and 
then discern if it should still be obeyed at face value or if there is a wise principal 
underneath the command that should still be obeyed or if the command seems to be 
a custom specific to ancient Israel’s covenant with God that we can learn from but that 
we don’t need to put into practice today. 

To give a couple examples, the commands to have no other gods and to not steal 
should clearly still be obeyed at face value because they provide us with practical 
ways that we can make sure that we are fulfilling Jesus’ command to love God and to 
love others. However, the command to not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain 
is not as clear for us today. While it does seem cruel to muzzle an ox that’s working for 
you so it can’t eat any of the grain that falls, many of us don’t own an ox or a field.  

But this is a particular command where we can still find a principal underneath the 
command that we should still obey today. And this is exactly what Paul does when he 
uses this command about muzzling an ox in two of his letters to point out that 
Christians should not withhold financial support from those who have worked hard to 
help them grow in their faithfulness to Jesus. And so, Christians should still obey the 
principal that this Old Testament command about muzzling an ox teaches us.   
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And so, as Christians, we must have the same attitude towards the Old Testament that 
Jesus had. We must learn how to filter the laws of Moses through the teaching of 
Jesus so that we can obtain wisdom and obey all that God has commanded. And we 
must be what God intends for his people to be and live as the new kingdom people 
who live the kingdom way of life that exceeds the obedience of the religious leaders.   

New Kind of Obedience 

So what is this new desire and motivation that we ought to have towards obeying 
God’s instruction? 

The entire Old Testament is the expression of God’s will and desire for his people, but 
it is now to be observed and taught according to Jesus’ interpretation of its intent and 
meaning. When we embrace Jesus and begin to love him for who he is and what he’s 
done for us, the Spirit of God comes in and obedience to God begins to change from 
something we feel like we have to excel at to something that we now want to excel at.  

You'll want to stop being selfish, you'll want to be more generous and compassionate. 
You'll want to be a better husband, boyfriend, father or man and serve those around 
you. When you are truly touched by the Spirit of God, you’ll have a new natural desire 
to do the things that please him; not to gain anything from him but purely out of love 
and gratitude for who he is and what he has done for you. As Sinclair Ferguson writes: 

“That is often one of the first discoveries a new Christian makes. Whereby 
before he struggled against God’s law, now he finds that he has a heart to 
obey it.”  3

At home, for the most part, I don’t clean the kitchen, change diapers and help around 
the house because I feel like I have to. I do those things because I love my wife. I’m 
thankful for her, and I want to bless her. I want to show my appreciation for her by 
honoring her and serving her by doing the types of things that I know will please her 
and make her happy. 

     Sinclair Ferguson, The Sermon on the Mount: Kingdom Life in a Fallen World, (Banner of Truth: 1987), 743
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And this is what Jesus is getting at when he talks about a righteousness that exceeds 
that of the religious leaders. Religion focuses on strictly modifying your behavior to 
try and uphold religious rules and requirements. But righteousness is a free gift from 
God that leads to a changed heart and a new nature that now wants to obey him out 
of love and gratitude for what he's given you.  

True righteousness according to Jesus is an inside-out kind of righteousness that 
exceeds beyond what we do into why we actually do it at all.  

A good measure of your Christian condition is this heart to obey God’s commands 
found throughout the entirety of Scripture. Does the instruction of God seem to be 
woven into the fabric of your being and written in the very foundations of your heart 
(Jeremiah 31:33)? Do you hunger and thirst for more and more righteousness? Can 
you honestly say like Jesus said that, “My food is to do whatever God wants me to do 
and to accomplish the assignment that he has given me” (John 4:34)?    

The current climate of our world and culture is one of complete moral decay and 
constant pressure on the church to follow suit. Moral revolution is the preferred diet 
of choice, and many among the church are altering their menus accordingly. Recently, 
a declaration from the Catholic Church was given that said individual conscience may 
in certain situations take precedent over church tradition and doctrine.  

Now, whether or not we are in agreement with all matters of Catholic doctrine is not 
the point worth making here. What we need to see is the great temptation being 
brought upon the church to compromise the difficult instruction of Scripture in order 
to better accommodate the moral preferences of our culture. We are trading in truth 
for tolerance, conviction for compromise and righteousness for relevance.  

However, Jesus offered no apologies for what God commanded. Jesus didn’t come to 
abolish instructions but to make certain that instructions were accomplished. Jesus 
condemns those who seek to relax any detail of any command whatsoever (5:19). He 
came and suffered on a cross so that we would be empowered to truly obey God; not 
so we could be free to discuss the relevance of the Hebrew Scriptures.   
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In the words of Saint Augustine, the Word of God ought to “strike the ear, not with the 
uncertain sound of a philosophical discussion, but with the thunder of God’s own 
oracle pealing from the clouds.”   4

Jesus has been strikingly clear. He has not come to abolish God’s instructions; he has 
come to fulfill them and to help his people flourish in keeping them and teaching 
them to others.  

The standard of righteousness that Jesus sets before us is much more challenging 
and demanding than any rule-keeping religious system could ever be. But, as many 
come to experience, it is also much more rewarding as well. It is in fact the way you 
were designed to live.  

It’s a standard that immediately confronts you with your own spiritual inadequacy, and 
it lays the foundation for the doctrines of justification and sanctification later laid out 
by the apostle Paul. We are declared righteous by grace through faith in Christ alone, 
and we live out this righteousness through the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit 
who helps us do it. It is no wonder that Jesus’ standard of righteousness would lead a 
former Pharisee like Paul to later write, "But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for 
the sake of Christ.” (Philippians 3:7) 

So how do you know if you possess this righteousness that excels all other kinds of 
obedience? 

If you are motivated by what God has done for you then you will desire to know more 
about what he desires from you. If you are motivated by what God has done for you 
then you will naturally desire to excel in what he desires from you. And if you are 
motivated by what God has done for you then you will seek his help in actually doing 
what he desires from you. 

You’ll want to know. You’ll want to excel. And you’ll want his help. 

     Saint Augustine of Hippo, The City of God, (Hendrickson Publishers, Inc: 2011) 534
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So examine yourself and ask yourself: Can you honestly say that you desire to do 
everything that God commands you to do no matter what it may end up costing you? 

Jesus declares that a casual approach to the commands of God is unacceptable and 
unfit for the kingdom of God. God’s grace does not eliminate God’s instructions. 
Instead, it should captivate us and motivate us to excel in obeying all that he has 
commanded.    
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