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Editorial

I found it a valuable experience recently to preach simultaneously 
through the book of Exodus and the Sermon on the Mount. Readings 
at church from the laws of Exodus 20-24 in the morning services were 
complemented in the evening by Jesus’ teaching on the law in Matthew 
5:17-6:6. Christ’s sermon is most helpful for viewing God’s grace to us in 
Christ. I offer the following observations which I understand follow from 
his teaching.

God’s Law is a central theme in the Sermon on the Mount. In preaching 
the gospel, Christ doesn’t avoid the subject of law, or suppress the law, nor 
does he overthrow the law. Christ addresses the subject plainly, directly 
and unashamedly. The crowds were ‘astonished’ when Jesus finished 
these sayings. In his hands the Law isn’t a recipe for boredom!

God’s Law is his holy standard for all time. Christ distinguishes between 
fulfilling the law and abolishing it. He came to accomplish the former, not 
the latter. Therefore he applies and does not repeal the commands ‘You 
shall not murder’ (the sixth command), ‘You shall not commit adultery’ 
(the seventh command) and ‘You shall love your neighbour’ (the sum-
mary of the law; Matt. 22:36-40; Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14).

Christ faithfully applies God’s Law. He doesn’t strengthen or ease the 
law. He doesn’t add commands or omit them. He faithfully applies God’s 
laws with a view to their true end – each and every part of a person’s life. 
The law has reference to the whole of human life. Accordingly, an appli-
cation of the sixth command is that hatred towards a brother is murder 
(Matt. 5:21-22; 1 John 3:15); an application of the seventh command is 
‘lustful intent’ is adultery (Matt. 5:28) and with respect to the whole law, 
loving your neighbour means, not hating your enemies but loving them 
and praying for those who persecute you. Christ thereby teaches that obe-
dience to God’s law requires heart, soul, mind and strength (Deut. 6:5). 
These applications of the law are not new interpretations or new direc-
tions for the law, nor are they new laws. Simply put, they are the law.

Jesus’ sermon raises the question, ‘Who can do this?’ Jesus addresses a 
series of glosses customarily made to the law that mask the impossibility 
of fallen humans keeping it. Christ, unmasking his hearers, brings to rec-
ollection the questions, ‘Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who 
shall stand in his holy place?’ The corresponding answer is, ‘He who has 
clean hands and a pure heart’ (Ps. 24:3-4). He is the ‘end (telos; the goal 
toward which a movement is directed) of the law for righteousness to eve-
ryone who believes’ (Rom. 10:4). ‘Who can do this?’ was a common ques-
tion raised upon hearing Jesus’ ministry (Mk. 2:7; 10:26; John 6:60). Jesus’ 
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message was not ‘You can do this!’ but ‘Who can do this?’ The answer to 
the question is Jesus. The ointment for law-breaking is not law-easing, but 
the grace of Jesus Christ.

Since the goal of the law is Christ, the law is an instrument of his mercy. 
The law directs us to God’s mercy in Christ for its fulfilment. The prin-
ciples Jesus teaches regarding God’s Law are later applied again in the 
Parable of the Good Samaritan, the story of the rich young man and the 
Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector. The man who wishes to 
justify himself goes home disappointed while the man convicted by the 
law of his transgressions and who calls upon God’s mercy in Christ goes 
home justified.

God’s mercy to us in Christ means a new disposition towards the law. 
A Christian is justified, no longer a sinner only but a justified sinner. It is 
through Christ’s justification that the law is fulfilled – not abolished – in 
a Christian’s life. Now it is a means of honouring and loving God. Expres-
sions of wonder, love and praise (Ps. 119:18; 119:97 and 119:64) abound 
to God for his law. We may join with the Psalmist in praise to God for 
his law, ‘I long for your salvation, O Lord, and your law is my delight’ 
(Ps. 119:174).
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