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For centuries scholars have drawn parallels between Jesus’ sermon in 
Matthew’s gospel, and Moses’ giving of the Law in Deuteronomy. Moses himself 
pointed to a time when God would send a prophet like Moses to proclaim God’s word; 
just as the people of Israel were to listen to Moses, so would they be called to listen to 
this prophet who came after him. In fact, one of the things that people expected of the 
Messiah was that he would fulfill this promise of the second Mosaic prophet. And so 
there are many who have noted that Matthew, in his writing of the accounts of Jesus, 
shows that Jesus fulfills this Mosaic role.

Of course, no one was more sacred to the history of Israel than Moses, with the 
lone exception possibly being King David. But it was Moses who led the people out of 
slavery in Egypt; and it was Moses who led the people through the wilderness for forty 
years, where they learned what it meant to depend on God for their provision and their
protection and their existence. And it was Moses who gave the people the Law—not 
just the Ten Commandments, but the whole of the Torah, all the ordinances and 
commands given to the people of Israel.

Before the people of Israel entered the promised land, Moses read the Law to 
them as the renewal of God's covenant with Israel. In the lesson that Bruce read this 
morning from Deuteronomy, Moses sets the choice before the people: either they 
could obey the Law and its commandments, and they would enjoy peace and well-
being in the land that the Lord was about to give to them; or they could choose not to 
obey the Law, and they would find themselves cursed.

The Law represented the precious heritage of Moses. Righteous Israelites 
sought to attain salvation through adherence to the most minute demands of the Law. 
The Law was, in many ways, what set the people of Israel apart from the other 
nations. Even with Roman law imposed on the land, true Israelites would not be 
content with obedience to the Roman law—even more importantly they sought 
conformity to the Law of God.

Just a few verses prior to this morning's lesson from the Gospel According to 
Matthew, Jesus affirmed the importance of the Law; in fact, Jesus intensified its 
importance. He said this: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the 
Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them... For I tell you that unless 
your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you 
will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”1

And then Jesus goes into his vision of this “higher righteousness” that we must 

1 Matthew 5:17, 20
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have in order to enter the kingdom of heaven.
“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago,” said Jesus, referring to

the Law of Moses, “'Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to 
judgment.' But I say to you,” says Jesus, referring to his higher righteousness, “that 
anyone who is angry with his brother or sister will be subject to judgment... Anyone 
who says, 'You fool' will be in danger of the fire of hell.”2

“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.”3

And Jesus continues with a word about divorce, and a word about taking oaths. 
You get the idea, don't you? You only thought that Moses was tough!

It is very easy—natural, even—to view the law of God as a burden that weighs 
us down and condemns us to eternal damnation. It's just a bunch of “thou shalt nots” 
that none of us can fully obey, and so all we are left with is guilt, and more guilt.

Martin Luther was one of those for whom the righteousness of the law was a 
source of torment. He was an extremely dedicated monk, pouring himself into the 
pursuit of righteousness and constant repentance for his sin. According to Christian 
History magazine, Luther 

“plunged into prayer, fasting, and ascetic practices—going 
without sleep, enduring bone-chilling cold without a blanket, and 
[whipping] himself. As he later commented, 'If anyone could have 
earned heaven by the life of a monk, it was I.'

“Though he sought by these means to love God fully, he 
found no consolation. He was increasingly terrified by the wrath of 
God: 'When it it touched by this passing inundation of the eternal, 
the soul feels and drinks nothing but eternal punishment.'”4

Finally, after endless self-torture and despair, the light came on for Martin Luther
as he meditated on the Psalms and Paul's letter to the Romans. He discovered that 
the righteousness of God is not something we can earn, but a gift from God which we 
receive through faith. This is how he described his discovery of grace: “At last 
meditating day and night, by the mercy of God, I... began to understand that the 
righteousness of God is that through which the righteous live by a gift of God, namely 
by faith... Here I felt as if I were entirely born again and had entered paradise itself 
through the gates that had been flung open.”5

I wonder how many of us have felt like the pre-conversion Martin Luther, the one
whose soul “feels and drinks nothing but eternal punishment” because we despair of 
our ability to fulfill the demands of God's law? And why would Jesus, who came so that
we might have life and have it abundantly6--why would Jesus declare that he is not 

2 Matthew 5:21, 22
3 Matthew 5:27, 28
4 http://www.christianitytoday.com/history/people/theologians/martin-luther.html 
5 See note 4.
6 John 10:10
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doing away with this millstone around the neck, but making it even heavier?
I have thought about that, myself. It doesn't make sense that the Jesus whom 

we have encountered through Scripture and in Spirit every Sunday, would want to 
weigh us down even more. It was in the midst of wondering about this that a light 
came on for me when I came across what Moses says about the Law in Deuteronomy,
and what David says about the Law in the 119th Psalm. When Moses urges the people
to obey the Law, he equates the Law not with a burden or a drag, but with life: 
“Choose life,” he says, “that you and your children may live and that you may love the 
Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life...”7 
Then in that most beautiful 176-verse tribute to the word of God, David declares in the 
119th Psalm that the Law of God is the source of blessing: “Blessed are those … who 
walk according to the law of the Lord... and seek him with all their heart... I will praise 
you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous ways...”8

Don't you see—the law is life, not death. The law itself is a gift from God, so that
the people of God can live life to the fullest as he intends us to live. In a fallen and 
broken world, the law is put there to protect us, and to show us how to live—really live.
I have to read both Jesus' call to the higher righteousness, as well as his promise that 
he has come that we might have life, and have it in abundance—you have to take it 
together. It seems to me that what Jesus is saying in these hard teachings before us 
this morning, is that there is more to the Law than rigid external obedience, that when 
we search deep into the heart of the commands what we see are instructions for life. 

Don't simply be satisfied with obeying the letter of the law, says Jesus. You can 
do better than simply avoiding things like murder and adultery and the like. Choose 
life!

Think about it. Is the prohibition against murder only about killing someone else?
Of course it isn't. That's why Jesus points us beyond the act of murder, and tells us to 
probe deeper and look at how the anger that leads to murder will also rob us of life 
when we don't deal with it. It goes deeper than simply avoiding the guilt of taking 
someone's life: it's also about the death of relationships and friendships and love. 
Even our relationship with God is damaged when we carry our anger around instead 
of dealing with it.

Let me get personal with you here. As the pastor, when there is something that 
someone doesn't like about the church, more often than not I'm the one who hears it. 
And sometimes the way they tell it isn't very pleasant. And even though they might be 
displeased with something in the church, because they have shared their displeasure 
with me, I sometimes take it personally. And if I'm not careful, I let anger and 
resentment well up inside me, to the point that it doesn't matter that everything else is 
awesome and amazing—I just let anger pull me down, and down, and down.

Now, I don't say this as a way of telling you to stop letting me know how you 
feel, because it's my call to hear the concerns of my flock. But I do speak of this as a 
way of pointing out how anger and hurt and resentment can sap the life out of you, 

7 Deuteronomy 30:19-20
8 Psalm 119:1a, 2b, 7
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and take your focus on all the life-giving, joyful things you have to be thankful for.
Choose life!
The same goes for the other commands that Jesus expounds in this morning's 

lesson. It's about more than simply avoiding extramarital relations, or seeking an easy 
divorce, or covering up your lies. It is about all of those things, but it also goes much 
deeper to address the things that rob you of life.

Now, I know that the verses about divorce raise strong feelings of pain for many 
people. While the Bible's teaching on divorce is not my focus this morning, I do want to
recognize the sensitive nature of the issue. And I also want to acknowledge that 
divorce is very rarely what someone wants, but mostly it is the last option they ever 
want to consider. And most of all, I want to assure you that the love and grace of God 
is more than sufficient to provide you with healing, and with new life.

The point that I want to lift up in all these teachings this morning is that when all 
we do is seek to obey the letter of the law, we are settling for much less than what God
intends for us. Elsewhere Jesus tells us that all of the commands—all of the Law—are 
summed up in two simple commands: Love God with your whole being, and love your 
neighbor as yourself. 

Why does God give us the law? Why does God tell us not to murder, commit 
adultery, and the like? He gives us the law and the commands so he can show us how
to love him with our whole being and to love others as ourselves. He gives the law so 
that we can live, really live.

Thank God for the law, for it is life itself!
Choose life, my friends. Choose life!
Amen.


