Jesus and the Authority of Scripture (Matthew 5:17)

The lawlessness of our society can be tied to the lack of moral absolutes. With the extreme cry for the separation of church and state, the state has lost its legal moorings—religious values. When moral absolutes are abandoned all law becomes a social experiment. Judges are no longer enforcing an absolute truth but experimenting to find the solution to a problem. If a higher court overturns a verdict it does not mean that the original ruling was incorrect only that it was not an adequate solution to the legal problem. In most of our society there are no absolutes because most of society rejects the absolutes of God.

John MacArthur writes, “Rules without absolutes are rules without authority, except the authority of force and coercion. When God is abandoned, truth is abandoned; and when truth is abandoned, the basis for morals and law is abandoned. A consistent, coherent legal system cannot be built on philosophical humanism, on the principle that right and wrong fluctuate according to man’s ideas and feelings.”

He continues, “If there is no religious absolute there can be no basis for real law. People will not respect or long obey laws that are only judicial guesses. An evil, godless society, floating about on a sea of relativism, realizes that it has no foundation, no anchor, no unmoving point of reference. Law becomes a matter of preference and order a matter of power. A democracy where power is ultimately vested in the people is particularly vulnerable to chaos.
”

In a country that questions the existence of absolutes, the Christian must stand up and say, “There is a right and a wrong,” “There is black and white.” Further they must proclaim, “Right and wrong, black and white do not change.” Moral, legal absolutes are found in the eternal Word of God. This is what Jesus is teaching in Matthew 5:17-20. Jesus did not come to change the Law of God but to keep and fulfill the moral absolutes of God’s Law.

Jesus taught that God’s Word is the authoritative, binding truth. Because it is the Word of the God who cannot lie, it is truth (Titus 1:2). Because the Creator of all things is the Author, it is the final authority in all matters (Gen 1:1). Because the sovereign God is the Author of Scripture, it is binding on all humans (Jer 32:27).

Jesus was radically different from the typical Jewish teacher. They were proud, self-righteous hypocrites that looked down upon most. Jesus, on the other hand, was gentle meek, humble and loving. Instead of looking down on the needy, sick, and sinful He was their Friend (Matt 11:19). The Jewish leaders taught outward conformity to their traditions. Jesus taught about the heart. The Jewish leaders put themselves above all others; Jesus became their Servant (Matt 20:28).

Jesus’ stark difference to the Jewish leaders caused faithful Jews to carefully evaluate whether His teaching was in accord with the Old Testament Scriptures. In verses 17-20 Jesus focuses on the Scripture. In verse 17 He affirms the authority of the Word. The Bible is authoritative because God is its Author. The Bible is authoritative because Jesus is the fulfillment.

Jesus began His teaching on the Law by affirming, to His audience, that He was not going to abolish the Law of God. “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the Prophets.” Because the Lord did not obey the traditions of the rabbis most thought He was going to do away with the Old Testament law. Jesus, assured them, He was not doing away with God’s law; only the human additions to the Law. Traditions such as washings, special offering, extreme Sabbath observances, and such came under our Lord’s censure (Mark 7:5-13).

I.
The Scriptures are authoritative because God is the Author (Exod 20:1-6; Mal 3:6)

There can be no doubt to what Law Jesus was referring. The use of the definite article (the) was to make it clear that He was speaking of the Law of God. Consider the Ten Commandments. They were prefaced with these words, “And God spoke all these words” (Exod 20:1). The law was given directly by God to the Israelites (Exod 20:2-6). The Law given is the only law because the Lord is the only God. God’s Law does not change because He does not change (Mal 3:6). Society does not have the authority to change the Law of God according to their whims and desires.

By using the phrase, “law and prophets” Jesus was affirming that the Old Testament was God’s Law and not the rabbinical traditions. Jesus was speaking about the moral, judicial, and ceremonial aspects of God’s Law that He came to fulfill. God’s moral law is based on the Ten Commandments. His judicial law was the constitution of national Israel. The Lord’s ceremonial regulated the worship of national Israel. Jesus came to fulfill all three aspects of God’s Law.

II.
The Scriptures are authoritative because Jesus is its fulfillment 

Jesus perfectly fulfilled the Law. He perfectly obeyed the moral law. With the Lord’s death on the cross the judicial law was fulfilled as Israel lost its identity as God’s chosen nation. The ceremonial law pictured the work of the Lord and found its complete fulfillment in His sacrificial work.


A.
Moral law (Rom 3:28; 5:19; 2 Cor 5:21)

Jesus perfectly obeyed the moral law of God. When tried by Rome He was found innocent. Why? Jesus perfectly obeyed the moral law of God in every aspect. Peter said the Lord was a Lamb without spot or blemish. By Jesus’ obedience He achieved a perfect righteousness that is bestowed upon all who believe (Rom 5:19). Paul says that we are justified by faith (Rom 3:28). The word justified means to declare righteous. By our Lord’s perfect righteousness, imputed to us, we are righteous (2 Cor 5:21). 


B.
Judicial law (Eph 2:14-18; Matt 21:43; Gal 6:16)

The judicial law of God was fulfilled by our Lord’s death on Calvary (Eph 2:14-18). As Israel’s constitution it became obsolete when they rejected their Messiah. National Israel is no longer God’s chosen vessel of bringing light to the world (Matt 21:43). With Jesus’ death, resurrection, and coming of the Holy Spirit the church has become God’s light in the world. The church is now spiritual Israel, consisting of all who believe, from all kindred, tongues and nations (Gal 6:16).


C.
Ceremonial law (Heb 10:19-22; 4:15-16)

The ceremonial law governed Israel’s worship. All its sacrifices and ceremonies were designed to allow a sinful people to have fellowship with the holy God. Jesus death on the cross fulfilled the ceremonial law. With His death the veil in the temple was torn; signifying that the way to approach God was opened through Christ (Matt 27:51). Christ as the fulfillment of the ceremonial law grants all believers access into God’s presence (Heb 10:19-22).

The high priest played a key role in Jewish worship. Only he was allowed into the presence of God; and then, only once a year. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old Testament high priest. He is the perfect High Priest who remains in the heavenly holy of holies and invites His people to enter God’s presence; through faith. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old Testament high priest. He is the perfect High Priest (Heb 4:15-16).

“The judicial law and the ceremonial law were fulfilled and set aside. They ended at the cross. But the moral law fulfilled by Christ is still being fulfilled through His disciples. . . When we walk in the Spirit we fulfill the righteousness of the law, because Christ in us fulfills it with His own righteousness which He has given to us.
”
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