
Matthew 5:13-20: Keeping the Law 
[Paul Blackham, 29/10/2017, St. Crispin’s Bitesize Matthew #4] 

Readings: Deuteronomy 30:11-20 & Matthew 5:13-20 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
 
Matthew 5:13-20 
 
I remember when we lived in a large block of flats in Central London there was somebody who 
would practice the violin for frighteningly long periods of time in a nearby flat.  For long 
hours a terrible squealing sound would float through the walls as that instrument was tortured 
- along with all of us who could hear it. 
 
There was plenty of zeal and endurance in the person who was inflicting these crimes, but it 
was obvious that whatever was going in that flat was NOT how a violin was supposed to be 
handled. 
 
On the other hand, I have seen brilliant musicians with apparent ease stroke a violin with such 
exquisite skill and grace that your spirit soars and you begin to understand what this musical 
instrument is all about. 
 
Yet, even without going to such a high level of accomplishment, I have heard a quite young 
child who has the right understanding and love for the violin produce a simple tune that is 
pleasing and natural. 
 
This is the image that we are to have in our minds when we think of Jesus’ words in Matthew 
5:20. 
 
The Pharisees were like that hopelessly wrong violin player who had plenty of zeal and 
endurance but no real love for or understanding of the violin.   
 
The Pharisees would torture and twist the Law of God making it into a terrible eyesore and 
offence. 
 
Their zeal would drive them across land and sea to make converts - BUT they had no love, no 
compassion - either for God or people.  They were passionate for the idea of the law; for the 
idea of religion - and they wanted everybody to know how much they prayed or how carefully 
they applied their detailed additions to the Law - and YET, the LORD God who actually gave the 
Law in the first place looked at them and pronounced woe and doom on them.   
 
He was more angry with them than any other group of people He ever met. 
 
He described them as tombs full of death that had a coat of paint on the front to make them look 
alive. 
 
In those wonderful blessings at the beginning of this manifesto of the Kingdom, the LORD Jesus 
showed us what the Law of God is really all about - and why He is everything that the Law ever 
dreamed of. 



 
The real and Living God is about mercy and love; compassion and comfort.   
 
The LORD God began by telling us how to be happy - not how to be religious or well-ordered. 
 
His Kingdom satisfies thirst for justice; and He brings even the most spiritually rubbish into 
His perfect and pure Kingdom. 
 
Jesus welcomes the spiritually rubbish and provides answers to the deepest longings of the 
human heart, whereas the Pharisees had no room for anyone with problems and dreams. 
 
The Pharisees - along with all zealots, religious or not - are very far away from the Kingdom of 
God. 
 
However, sometimes people even today treat the Pharisees as if they were a good teachers of the 
Law! 
 
Look at Matthew 5:20. 
 
I have often heard people interpret Matthew 5:20 as if Jesus were saying - “look how very 
righteous the Pharisees are …. BUT in order to enter the kingdom of heaven you need to be even 
more righteous.” 
 
Then the idea is that only Jesus is more righteous than the Pharisees - so we need Jesus to 
enter the Kingdom of heaven. 
 
In one sense that is quite right.  Yes, Jesus is the only way we get into the Kingdom of heaven 
- and Yes, we receive His righteous status before God as a free gift when we trust Him and 
follow Him. 
 
Yet, it is not right at all to hold the Pharisees up as very righteous people.  Jesus Himself 
describes them as money-grabbing, selfish children of the devil!  That doesn’t sound very 
righteous to me! 
 
Zealots - whether religious or not - are usually covering up some dark and twisted things in 
their lives. 
 
No, in Matthew 5:20, Jesus is warning people to stay right away from the kind of 
“righteousness” that the Pharisees were parading about. 
 
Think about the actual ancient Law of God.  Not as the Pharisees and other self-righteous 
moralists have claimed but as the Law really is, as it is written down in the books of Moses. 
 
I don’t know if you have ever really read the ancient Law of God in the first five books of the 
Bible - but if you haven’t, take some time out to do it.   
 
Read Leviticus and Deuteronomy carefully, slowly and thoughtfully.  If you have never read 
these books before, you will find them an amazing surprise. 
 



The majority of the ancient Law is dealing with forgiveness and mercy.   
 
Most of the Law is all about sacrifices for sin, cleansing away uncleanness, finding a way for the 
unholy and the unclean to be brought near to the Most Holy Presence of the Living God. 
 
Let me repeat that as we meditate on it for a moment. 
 
The majority of the Law is dealing with forgiveness and mercy.  Most of the Law is all about 
sacrifices for sin, cleansing away uncleanness, finding a way for the unholy and the unclean to 
be brought near to the Most Holy Presence of the Living God. 
 
Most of the Law is all about saving messed up people - bringing spiritually rubbish people into 
fellowship with the Living God.   
 
THEN, the rest of the Law is telling these “cleaned up people” how they can live out their new 
life with love and justice. 
 
The opening words of the Law are these - “I am the LORD who has redeemed you” - “I am the 
LORD who rescued you from slavery.” 
 
In other words, the Law that God gave to Moses 1500 years before Jesus was born was a perfect 
shadow or copy of the LORD Jesus Himself. 
 
The LORD Jesus is that LORD God who saves His people.  He is the sacrifice who takes away 
our mess and shame.   
 
He is the one who rescues slaves - washes away our uncleanness - brings the diseased and 
dying into the family of the Living God. 
 
In this great Speech from the LORD Jesus, He is telling rescued slaves how to live a truly free 
life. 
 
THAT is what this Sermon on the Mount is all about. 
 
SO - when Jesus saw the kind of mean-spirited and self-righteous legalism of the Pharisees He 
warned His “saved sinners” to stay right away from THAT. 
 
The kind of “righteousness” that the Pharisees had was, in reality, a wicked opposition to the 
Law of God.  Overlooking all the mercy and compassion and genuine righteousness, these 
religious fascists focussed on trying to fix themselves and intimidate others through their 
abuse of God’s law. 
 
A righteousness that surpasses the Pharisees is not some incredible zealous legalism. 
 
A brand new Christian who shows genuine love and compassion has a righteousness that 
surpasses the Pharisees. 
 
A small child who genuinely trusts the Living God has grasped the heart of God’s Law far more 
than any of these religious fanatics. 



In the eyes of the Pharisees, Jesus was a notorious sinner who broke the Sabbath, mixed with 
sinners and Gentiles, touched lepers and dead bodies without washing…!  To the Pharisees 
Jesus was a flagrant and shameless law-breaker. 
 
The person who knows that they are poor in spirit and mourning for their state enters God’s 
kingdom - whereas the person who is proud of their own religious or moral standing always 
stays as deeply messed up as they ever were. 
 
The poor in spirit look at God’s Law and the commandments of Jesus NOT as a ladder to climb 
in order to reach heaven… BUT rather as a picture of Jesus and the way He rescues us. 
 
The poor in spirit read the Law and thank God that there is a way for their sins to be forgiven 
through sacrifice; that there is a washing to make them clean; that they can learn how to 
express their new life and gratitude - a way that is full of love, compassion, justice and 
humility. 
 
The poor in spirit follow the LORD Jesus as their Saviour - as the Lamb of God who takes away 
their sin - as the Good Shepherd who came and rescued them when they were lost - as the 
Fountain of Life who raised them from the dead even when they were spiritually dead and even 
hostile to God! 
 
THAT is the foundation for the way we live the Christian life together. 
 
If the Pharisees represented the real Law of God, then of course it would have to be abolished to 
make way for the Kingdom of God.  BUT look at Matthew 5:17-19. 
 
Jesus had not come to abolish the Law but to fulfil it - and furthermore, those who come to Him 
in that humble and child-like way understand the Law better than all the Pharisees.   
 
The true child of God loves the Law of God - and see the LORD Jesus and His Way beautifully 
and gloriously presented in every single Law. 
 
The child of God sees that ancient law NOT as a tyrant standing over them, making demands on 
them, but rather as a wonderful teacher showing off the LORD Jesus and showing us how to 
follow Jesus. 
 
Sometimes I have heard Christians say things like this - “because I am Christian, I don’t bother 
keeping the Law” - yet when we read this foundational teaching of Jesus, we can see what 
blasphemy it is to speak like that. 
 
Every single Law right down to its tiniest details are to be fulfilled in us - who don’t depend on 
our own ‘flesh’ to be righteous but who trust in Jesus and live by His Spirit. 
 
When the Law tells me that a perfect, spotless lamb must be offered to make atonement for my 
sin - I heartily agree and look to the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world. 
 
When the Law tells us that we are to share what we produce with the needy in the church 
community, we agree and share life in common together. 
 



When the Law describes how the king must meditate on the law day and night, we look to King 
Jesus as the Blessed Man, the Heavenly King, who always does that with fruitfulness and joy. 
 
This takes us right to the heart of Matthew 5:14-16. 
 
We live as salt and light in the world - allowing the world to see our good deeds - not to show 
off, but simply because we are citizens of God’s kingdom and we have been set free to live the 
way of Jesus. 
 
Later, Jesus will point out that those who do good deeds in order to be seen by other human 
beings have nothing to do with God.   
 
Such people, who like to get an audience for their charity or their prayers, are only ever going 
to be seen and heard by human beings - the Living God has no interest in them whatsoever. 
 
BUT, here Jesus is telling His followers that as children of God, the light of God will shine 
through them whether they know it or not. 
 
In Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats, the sheep had been living out the teaching of Jesus 
in amazing ways, but they were not really aware that they had done anything special. 
 
In the simple acts of love, forgiveness, and justice in holy and self-controlled lives, the light of 
God shines through us - not by our religious zeal but by this simple following of Jesus. 
 
In the Bible, salt has to do with judgement.   
 
You might remember how Lot’s wife was turned into a pillar of salt when she looked back with 
longing to the condemned cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
We rub salt on meat to stop it going rotten. 
 
Salt may give flavour and might preserve what is rotting… but in the Bible the main meaning of 
salt is to do with judgement. 
 
So, one of the things that happens when we live out the way of Jesus, is that people around us 
often feel condemned and judged - even if we don’t say anything at all! 
 
In verses 11-12 Jesus has just spoken about the negative reaction that following Him will bring - 
no matter how gentle, kind and loving we are.   
 
In fact, it is often our love and kindness that makes people feel most uncomfortable. 
 
That is what it is to be salt in the world. 
 
As the light, we show off the goodness of God… but as the salt we show off the rottenness of the 
world.   
 
As the salt of the earth, we are those who in simple holiness and love - even with all our failures 
and faults - allow the world to see the light of God in a dark world. 



Let me conclude by reading from a wonderful book by A W Tozer called “The Root of the 
Righteous”. 
 
“Certain sects, such as the Pharisees, held that God was stern and austere... but their 
righteousness was  
only outward... 
 
Their wrong idea of God resulted in a wrong idea of worship. To a Pharisee, the service of God 
was a bondage which he did not love but from which he could not escape... The God of the 
Pharisee was not a God easy to live with, so his religion became grim and hard and loveless.  
 
Instinctively we try to be like our God, and if He is conceived to be stern and exacting, so will we 
ourselves be. 
 
From a failure properly to understand God comes a world of unhappiness... [If we are like these 
Pharisees] life is thought to be a glum, unrelieved cross-carrying under the eye of a stern 
Father who expects much and excuses nothing. He is thought of as austere, highly 
temperamental and extremely hard to please... 
 
It is most important to our spiritual welfare that we hold in our minds always a right idea of 
God. If we think of Him as cold and exacting, we shall find it impossible to love Him, and our 
lives will be ridden with servile fear. If, again, we hold Him to be kind and understanding, our 
whole inner life will mirror that idea. 
 
The truth is that God is the most winsome, pleasing of all beings and serving Him is 
unspeakable pleasure. He is all love, and those who trust Him need never know anything but 
that love. He is just indeed, and He will not condone sin; but through the blood of the everlasting 
covenant He is able to act toward us exactly as if we had never sinned... 
 
The fellowship of God is delightful beyond all telling. He communes with His redeemed ones in 
an easy, uninhibited fellowship that is restful and healing to the soul. He is not sensitive nor 
selfish nor temperamental... He expects of us only what He has Himself first supplied.  
 
He is quick to note every simple effort to please Him, and just as quick to overlook 
imperfections when He knows we meant to do His will.  
 
He loves us for ourselves and values our love more than galaxies of new created worlds…. We 
please Him most, not by frantically trying to make ourselves good, but by throwing ourselves 
into His arms with all our imperfections…” 
 
Therefore, to God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit be ascribed all the praise, all 
the glory, all the majesty, all the power and all the worship, now and forever.  AMEN. 
 
 


