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WHAT DID JESUS THINK OF TORAH?
SERMON ON THE MOUNT PART 6


Please turn in your bibles to Matthew chapter 5. 

Thus far in our study, we have seen just who the people are through whom Jesus is going to work in order to bring about His kingdom. And once again, it is backwards from the way the world does things. That is a pattern that we see constantly in the Bible. We have to remember that God’s ways are not ours. From the two trees to the law of the firstborn, God inverts and subverts human thinking and institutions to get this point across. We have seen that we are to be the peacemakers, or peace-doers. We can’t withdraw from society. We are to engage society as imagers of God in order to give people a taste of the world to come. After all, we are the salt of the earth. Last week we saw that salt means much more than just acting as a preservative. Salt represented the longevity of covenants. It represented purity and cleansing. Jesus said that is what we are. We are representatives of His covenant with mankind. We are the visible representation of Hid covenant. We are to represent purity and cleanliness, in the sacrificial sense. But how are we to do this? Jesus speaks of it as being possible. Therefore, we are to wok to live in this way, for these purposes. And we are to do this for the glory of God. After all, no one lights a candle and then hides it. What is the purpose of that? And you cannot hide a city on a hill. That is impossible. And that is the point. We are to be seen and heard – not for our own purposes and opinions, but for the glory of God. Going back to the point of being imagers; what good is it to have an image that refuses to be seen? 

Today, we move out of the short introduction to the Sermon on the Mount and move into the main body of Jesus’ lesson. All we have studied thus far has been set-up for the main body of the sermon. And it is at this time that I believe we need to revisit the context and culture of the day. I think you will be able to see that Jesus was wading into a culture or at least conditions that in some way mirror our own, though they were different. 

By the time Jesus came on the scene, the Torah had been given around 1,400 years prior. Keep in mind that they were given to a people who were to possess the land in which they lived. They were to govern the land, not be subjects to a foreign power. This would allow them to keep Torah without any hindrances, other than the human condition of sin. However, Israel lost all this after they were conquered by Assyria and Babylon. They were exiled and forced to live under the rule of the superpowers of the day. They no longer had access to the temple or their land which was to be handed down from generation to generation. 

It was during this time of exile that the idea of the synagogue came to be. After all, how were they to worship as they should without access to the temple. And please keep in mind that the temple was the abode of the very presence of God. What were they to do outside of the “garden?” During this time of exile, there came to be various factions that sought to teach Torah and keep it relevant to the people in order that they may someday return to the land and the temple. Each sect or faction began to interpret Torah in different ways as the culture changed and circumstances differed from those in the land of Israel. It is from the factions and their teachings that the culture Jesus was born into, came. 

We spoke of some of these groups recently. (Explain again briefly) We had the Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, and the zealots. Each had their own take on the Torah and how it was to be practiced – especially since the Jews were in their land, but still under foreign rule. Most of the Jews, who were poor and agrarians, were connected to the Pharisees. 

Now, imagine being brought up under one of these various groups’ teachings and then one day some rabbi comes along with something different to say. How well do you think that would play? There would be some who jump on His teachings, but most would be a little cynical to say the least. This guy was turning the common assertions of hundreds of years of teaching upside down. It sounded great to the poor and disenfranchised. They were to be included. And after all, everyone was looking for the Messiah. But this guy had a different take on how all this was going to come about. And then He just got though saying that the very people with the least power and status were to be the ones who would play the major role in this new kingdom. That is not what they had always been taught. So, you can see that this would be a little disconcerting, even if you liked what you heard. It was different. It was new. Throw into the mix the fact that though not everyone agreed on how to keep Torah, they still agreed that it was important – the common core of their culture and their people. This explains why Jesus said what He said as He moved from His introductory statements to the main body of His message. 


Matt. 5:17   p“Do not think that I have come to abolish qthe Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but rto fulfill them. 18 For truly, I say to you, suntil heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 19 tTherefore whoever relaxes uone of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least vin the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great vin the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds wthat of the scribes and Pharisees, you xwill never enter the kingdom of heaven.

These few lines, as usual, work together and have a logical structure. But why does Jesus come out of the gate referencing the Torah? He does so because of the context we have been discussing. The Torah was everything. And what Jesus says about it is different. He knows that He will be confronted with the very idea that He is dismantling the foundation of Jewish religion and culture. He anticipates and has probably already heard this very charge against Him. For those familiar with the Gospels, we know that this very thing will happen, and that it will eventually play a big part in why He is killed. Therefore, Jesus is addressing the largest charge that will be levied against Him; namely that He is subverting and dismantling, (abolishing) the very foundation of an entire people. 

But Jesus clearly states that that isn’t the case at all. He hasn’t come to abolish Torah, but rather has come to fulfill, (fill full) the Torah. If we go back to what Jesus said about being the salt of the earth, we can see that just as we are to do, Jesus embodied the Torah. But the rub is still there. And this is practical. Most people don’t like change, or at least what they see as change. And since Jesus’ teaching is different, He will be charged with playing fast and loose with beliefs that have been hammered into the people for generations. But once again, Jesus is stating the contrary. He has come to fulfill, (fill full), embody what the Torah was always meant to be and accomplish. The difference is that since He wrote it in the first place, He has a different hermeneutic, (explain) than the teachers of his day. 

As it is in our own day, there were those who said that the Torah was no longer relevant in the current time and place of the first century under Roman rule. It was ok for way back then, but no longer relevant. Does that sound familiar? Jesus strongly disagrees. He was a practicing Torah keeper. But what had happened during and after the exile was that different groups had come up with different ways to observe Torah under the different conditions – especially since they no longer, (at the time of the exile) had no access to the temple. The Pharisees had gone so far as to mandate that many of the commandments having to do with ceremonial washings for the priesthood were to be practiced by everyone. The Sadducees, on the other hand said these things were not necessary. And so, it went, back and forth from one group to another. Jesus is/ will say that none of these groups has it right. You can imagine how that well that went over with most people – especially the religious leaders. Therefore, Jesus is heading this idea off at the pass. He did not come to tear down the Torah, but to embody it. This tells us that we have to listen to, and watch Jesus in order to know how to embody it ourselves. 

Matt. 5:17   p“Do not think that I have come to abolish qthe Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but rto fulfill them. 18 For truly, I say to you, suntil heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.

Jesus’ next sentence then is meant to calm those who see Him as turning everything on its head. Not one iota or dot, (jot, not tittle – explain) will pass from the torah until heaven and earth pass away. 

If we all look back on our lives, we can see that one of the most stable things we can count on is the rising of the sun. Every day it “rises” and “sets”. It is always there. The sky is always there. These things are so constant that we can set our clocks by them. 


Psa. 148:1   	rPraise the LORD!
	 Praise the LORD sfrom the heavens;
		praise him tin the heights!
2 	Praise him, all his angels;
		praise him, all his uhosts!

Psa. 148:3   	Praise him, sun and moon,
		praise him, all you shining stars!
4 	Praise him, you vhighest heavens,
		and you wwaters above the heavens!

Psa. 148:5   	xLet them praise the name of the LORD!
		For yhe commanded and they were created.
6 	And he zestablished them forever and ever;
		he gave aa decree, and it shall not bpass away.1




Psa. 102:25   	qOf old you laid the foundation of the earth,
		and rthe heavens are the work of your hands.
26 	sThey will perish, but tyou will remain;
		they will all wear out like a garment.
	 You will change them like a robe, and they will pass away,
27 	but uyou are the same, and your years have no end.
28 	vThe children of your servants wshall dwell secure;
		xtheir offspring shall be established before you.



Here we can see how they thought of the heavens and the earth. Some may see a contradiction here. One psalm states that the heavens and earth will pass away while the other says they won’t. First of all, we are reading poetry, so there is some imagery involved. But what the psalmist is getting at is that God created the heavens and the earth. They are stable. They are reliable. But what is even more reliable than the created heavens and earth is the power behind that creation – God Himself. 

We know from reading the bible that one day there will be a new heaven and earth – but that will be in an age to come. The point Jesus is making is that the Torah and its wisdom are more stable, reliable and enduring than even the heavens and earth because they come from God who created all things. You can’t get any more reliable and enduring than that. It is with this statement that Jesus wants to calm their fears of Him somehow undoing or dismantling the Torah. You can see the logic in it. 

Jesus goes on to say more. 

tTherefore whoever relaxes uone of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least vin the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great vin the kingdom of heaven.


 I’m sure that any Pharisees within earshot would have been comforted by this. They, after all, were the most stringent and the most literal of the teachers within the community. The Essenes were perhaps more stringent in some ways, but they were a small minority sect sequestered away in their compound near the Dead Sea. The Pharisees held the majority of the people’s loyalty. They were the most conservative and were the ones who taught and dealt with the common people on a daily basis. This is why Jesus had the most confrontations with them as opposed to the Sadducees. Therefore, the Pharisees, who thought of themselves as master Torah-keepers, would have been happy with this pronouncement from Jesus. However, Jesus’ statement tends to strike fear in many today – not to mention the theological debates His statement has brought about with people trying to put Jesus in opposition with Paul. This needn’t be the case when you take all Jesus said into account and then understand what Paul was trying to say to an audience mixed with Jews and Gentiles. You can’t get around what Jesus just said. 

It is important to note that Jesus, as a rabbi, as the Messiah, is a wisdom teacher. Wisdom literature and wisdom teachers expect you to take any one statement as part of a whole. Any one line is the be placed into the whole of the teaching. Keep things in context. Sound familiar? This also means that Jesus, as any wisdom teacher, uses hyperbole in order to sometimes make His points. We will later hear Him say things like, “hate your mother and father; cut off your hand; pluck out your eye.” No one takes these things as literal commands. They are the use of hyperbole that is meant to have some shock value in order to get a point across. 

Jesus’ statement that anyone who violates or minimizes even the least of the commandments will be the least in the kingdom of Heaven can be scary. It is a powerful point.  Jesus will constantly use the language of least and greatest – whether He is speaking of people, status or rewards. We will see this as we go through His message. Nevertheless, Jesus is making it clear that He is all for Torah and its observance. This will put Him in good with the Pharisees for a little while. The rub is that He will interpret it a different way. And we see this from the next line. 

 20 For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds wthat of the scribes and Pharisees, you xwill never enter the kingdom of heaven.

No one saw this coming. How could anyone be more righteous than a scribe or a Pharisee? These guys devote their lives to doing nothing but studying, observing and teaching others about Torah. For goodness sakes, they even write commentaries on how to tithe the spices grown in their gardens! How can you top that? 

The key to understanding this is to understand what Jesus means by righteousness. We have talked about it previously. Righteousness means to do right by others and by God. It means to be in a right relationship with God and thereby others. The problem is that the scribes, (explain) and the Pharisees worry more about their own style/ type of righteousness and trying to get others to comply than anything or anyone else. And therein lies the problem. 

They major on the minors and push the majors aside. This is what Jesus means in chapter 23.

Matt. 23:24 You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing ia camel!

They worry about themselves and more minor points of the Torah and will walk right by someone in need. They tithe of their spices – that is nowhere mentioned in Torah. It simply says to give a tithe. They have come up with all these sub-rules in order to get every detail right, or guard against missing anything, but they have missed the forest for the tree. Now, remember that Jesus just warned against leaving out any jot or tittle – so He’s not saying the little things can be ignored. However, there are still more major points of Torah – and the scribes and Pharisees, for all their careful scholarship have missed them. 


Matt. 22:35
35 dAnd one of them, ea lawyer, asked him a question fto test him. 36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” 37 And he said to him, g“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the great and first commandment. 39 And ha second is like it: iYou shall love your neighbor as yourself. 40 jOn these two commandments depend kall the Law and the Prophets.”

Jesus answered the man’s question with the shema. Love god with all your heart. But He went further to emphasize living one’s neighbor as himself. You can’t say you love God without loving your neighbor. This is the core of Torah and the prophets. The Pharisees, as we will see in the rest of the Gospel have neglected this weightier matter and other like it and have majored on counting seeds from their gardens. 

Jesus is telling the people that righteousness, as they have learned it, is not the proper way to think about it. Righteousness is about doing right by others. It is about being right relationship with others and God. It isn’t about counting seeds. Counting seeds is ok but do right by others before concerning yourself about lesser matters. God is about mercy, justice, and love. These are the core of Jesus’ message and the core of Torah. Jesus will go on to explain the way this all works as we move further into His main body of teaching. But for now, we need to focus on the larger idea of what Jesus calls righteousness and how He defines it. 
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