TRINITY VI – JULY 24, 2022 – MATTHEW 5:17-26

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
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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. 18 For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass
from the Law until all is accomplished. 19 Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but
whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you,
unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven. 21 You have heard that it was said to those of old, “You shall not murder; and whoever murders
will be liable to judgment.” But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to
judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, “You fool!” will be
liable to the hell of fire. So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your
brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to
your brother, and then come and offer your gift. Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are
going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and
you be put in prison. Truly, I say to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny.

The letter or the spirit of the law. That’s the question that we’re seemingly confronted with this
text for this morning’s consideration. We’ll see that there’s much more involved as we journey through
this chosen Gospel reading for this Sixth Sunday after Trinity. It’s not enough to not murder our brother;
we’re required by the Law that Jesus further clarified for us in the Sermon on the Mount to not wish him
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harm, or even speak anything against him in anger. Jesus takes it to the “nth degree”, and says that if
we have a grudge or a division against our brother, we are to rectify it before coming to the altar with
our gift. The main idea of this text from St. Matthew’s Gospel is that if we insist on living our lives and
thinking that our good deeds are going to get us into heaven, He’s going to show the futility of this
pursuit; painfully and openly if He must. It’s impossible for us, because of our sinful nature, to live a
perfect life – the only perfect man to walk this earth was Jesus Himself. The only way for us to get to
heavenly glory is through the merits and sacrifice of Christ our Savior on the cross of Calvary, and His
resurrection from the tomb on the Third Day. That’s it – nothing else will save us.
But, we’re also given these words from our text; indeed, the theme of this day in the church
year includes the Old Testament reading of the decalogue, or the Ten Commandments. Jesus didn’t
come to get rid of the Law, but to fulfill it. He didn’t come to say that the Law had no point anymore; it
just has a different purpose. Rather than being the way that we earn our way into heaven, as it was
before the fall into sin, it now is a guide for Christian living.; we don’t keep the Law of God because
we’re afraid of the result if we don’t, but because we love Him and want to please Him with our actions
in this life. As James tells us, “faith without works is dead,” after all. We don’t know how many works
faith will produce in our lives, but there will be SOME! The number of these good works usually
increases throughout our lives, as the Holy Spirit gives them birth and utterance.
All three purposes of the Law are presented in this Gospel text – the first, as a curb to stop
violent outbursts of sin; the second, as a mirror to show us our sin; the third, to serve as a guide for
Christian living. You can see why the Savior had the disciples sit down with Him on the grass for the
Sermon on the Mount – He had a lot to share with them, and it was going to take a while! They had
been victims of false teaching for a long time at that point, and it’s always easier to teach to a blank
slate than to “unteach” before “reteaching”. Let’s point out a few false theories on the Law and the
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Gospel that we find in our world today, and what this text has to say to debunk them, all in the name of
a greater understanding of the Word of God and the living out of our lives in light of His teaching.
Some people say, “We don’t live under the Law anymore, ever since Christ came; rather, we live
under the Gospel. So we don’t need to worry about the Law going forward”. This is a dominant theory
in the Christian church today, even as dangerous as it is! Folks think that God is abounding in grace, and
will always forgive us, no matter what we do to transgress His Law. Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this
“cheap grace”, which he condemned along with St. Paul. When Paul was asked if we should go on
sinning so that grace may increase, his response was resounding and absolute: “Certainly Not!” People
think we can live our lives however we please; when the end comes, we can just repent, and be ushered
into heavenly glory. After all, God loves us – He doesn’t want to stop us from enjoying life in His
kingdom. Some even go so far as to posit that hell doesn’t exist, except for the devil and his evil angels
after the fall – it’s mere hyperbole, exaggeration, scare-tactics if you will, that the Bible ever mentions a
place where those who live their lives as if there was no Law will go without repentance
What does this Scripture have to say? Jesus didn’t come to abolish the Law – not in the least! If
the Law was just intended for folks of old, and the Gospel was the only Scripture we needed to worry
about going forward, then why did Jesus come and die and rise again? He came to follow the Law
perfectly and rise again on the Third Day, after receiving the ultimate punishment – death on the cross
of Calvary. He even said that not one jot, not one tittle, of the Law, would be changed. In order to
understand this, you have to know a little bit about how the Scriptures were passed down through the
generations from the earliest days of Moses until today. There was a group of transcribers called the
Masoretes – they were the ones whose job was, day in and day out, to copy over and over again the
Hebrew letters of the Old Testament. This was a slow, laborious process – it wasn’t like the copier that
we have today in the church office, that copies, staples, collates, and folds automatically – I’m waiting
for the function that will make a bologna sandwich and tie my shoes at the same time! They were so
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careful that no changes be made, that if they had a question about a letter or a word, they would record
whatever the word was, and put the question in the margin, rather than change the original text. When
Jesus mentions “jot” and “tittle”, these were little marks on the Hebrew letters that designated one
from another, that might not look like anything by themselves, but had great significance when it came
to distinguishing Hebrew letters. It would be like saying today that we “dotted every I and crossed every
T” – Jesus wanted to make sure to note here that the Law of God remains in effect, because it is His
perfect will for mankind. Jesus paints the picture here that the Law continues to be crucial for us sinners
to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest. Rather than being passé, the Law helps us understand the
mind and desire of God, and enables us to endeavor to please Him, as our love for Him compels us to
do.
People say, “I’ve kept the Law of God pretty well – better than most. Won’t God be
understanding on the Last Day if I’ve slipped up just a couple of times?” We are told that the standard
that God uses is perfection – “Be perfect, as the Lord your God is perfect.” Jesus spends time in this
Sermon on the Mount showing us that not only must we keep the Law of God in its entirety, but even
keeping the spirit of the Law is part of keeping the letter of the Law. He makes many statements in
which, “You have heard it said…”, and then He responds by making the Law much harsher. It’s not
enough to avoid killing someone, but we must not even wish them harm. It’s not enough to avoid
committing physical adultery with someone, but we must keep our minds pure and far from thoughts of
such unsavory actions. If we wish to be saved by keeping the Law of God, perfection is what is
demanded. That’s why there’s absolutely no hope for sinful men according to this standard – the Law of
God is simply unattainable for us because our every thought, word and deed is stained by sin
In our text, Jesus tells us that anyone who loosens the Law of God will be least in the kingdom of
heaven, but anyone who does and teaches the Law of God in its entirety will be greatest. Jesus has a
high view of the Law of God. He came to free us from that Law, but that doesn’t mean that the Law is
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somehow skewed, or relaxed, in any way. “The Law of God is good and wise, and sets His will before our
eyes,” according to the hymn – the purpose for the Law is different, but the necessity of it still remains.
As we learn from Rev. Dr. C.F.W. Walther, the first President of our LCMS, in his book entitled
Law and Gospel (which I’d encourage each and every one of you to read – it’s not that difficult! We
used it as a training manual for preaching at the seminary, but I’ve heard of some pastors even using it
for youth confirmation instruction), one of the main purposes of the Law is to lead us to the Gospel, the
full forgiveness of our sins by the work of the One, Jesus, that could do something about our sinful state.
He has come and fulfilled the Law of God perfectly in our stead – something none of us could do. He has
come and shed His blood as the sacrifice that our sins deserve – there must be death; blood must be
shed; but instead of our total and eternal condemnation, He did it in our place. Because He was and is
God, He could come back from the dead – the grave could not hold Him. But because He was man, like
us, He was able to die and cause His shedding of blood count for the guilt of all of our sin.
This charge, to teach rightly, is important for us to hear today. We are told the truth of the Law
and the Gospel in the text of Scripture, and are charged to hear it, teach it, learn it, and follow it. Just
because we live after the resurrection doesn’t mean that it doesn’t apply anymore – both the Law and
the Gospel parts. To contradict those today that just don’t like what the Law has to say, we can’t just set
it aside because we want to – we have the command of God to be familiar with, and follow, the Law as
well as the Gospel, because it is His very Word.
Further, Jesus addresses this theory that we can earn enough “merits” to enter the kingdom of
heaven – we can’t! Even if our righteousness exceeds that of the Pharisees and the scribes (of which no
one was holier in all Israel, at least so people thought), only then will you enter the kingdom of God.
This was a slap in the face to the religious leaders – they prided themselves on keeping every aspect of
the Law of God, and thought that they were going to at least get into heaven because they devoted their
lives to right living. But, it was also a reminder to the folks listening – they never thought that they’d
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measure up to these guys that devoted their lives to never breaking any of God’s Laws. If these guys
couldn’t be saved through the Law, then no one could.
Jesus’ purpose here wasn’t to destroy His listeners, or make them think that they were utterly
condemned – He just wanted to change their focus, away from themselves and toward Himself, the
Savior. It’s only when we despair of thinking that we can get into heaven on our own, that we are open
to the possibility that the ONLY way is through Christ and His merits. Or, to put it more simply, good
Law and Gospel preaching preaches the sinful man down to the depths of despair of his sin, in order to
then raise him up to the highest heights of appreciation and trust and faith in the Savior through the
Gospel.
What Jesus set out to do, and what the text before us proscribes, is to lead us to the truth that
He has overcome the world! He fulfilled the Law in our place, so that we wouldn’t have the futility of
knowing that there was no hope for us sinful men. God knew that we would fail every day to keep the
letter of His Law, much less the Spirit of it. That’s why Christ came and bled and died, and rose again –
to take away your sin, to make it so that when the Righteous Judge looks at us on the Last Day, He won’t
see your blemishes, your stains, your filthy rags. Rather, He will see Christ’s perfect obedience, His
death and resurrection that cover over all your sin.
What does He give us today? Where should we look for Him right now, in the middle of a heat
wave? We should look for Him where He has said He will be – in His Word and His Sacraments. He gives
you His Word, whereby you see that throughout the ages, He has never left His people, or left them
desolate, but has provided for their needs, and even some of their wants! He gives you the Lord’s
Supper, the foretaste of the heavenly feast to come when you are brought to be with Him forever in
heaven. He also gives you the present gift of Baptism – as Luther once wrote, when you are feeling
downtrodden and doubtful about your salvation, and the love that God has for you, remember your
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Baptism. That’s the day when God reached down from heaven, washed away your sins, implanted faith
in your heart, and adopted you as His child!
The Law of God is indeed still in force, but He has overcome and fulfilled it. He kept it perfectly,
knowing that we could not, because of our sinful nature. His love is that strong! He taught us His Word
purely, instructed us to continue to do the same, and pronounced the punishment for those who either
refuse or are unwilling to do the same. He truly loves and cares for us as His children. He has done
everything for our salvation! Amen.

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
Now may the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ
Jesus, our Savior and Lord. Amen.
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