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“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.



“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ 
But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.



“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 
leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.



“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 
I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”


You may not believe it, but there was a time when I would wrestle all four of my children at once.  Even though now the boys are all taller and much stronger than I am, they used to be much smaller.  They liked to wrestle each other, and I often told them to go outside so they wouldn’t break the house.  And they like to watch fighting movies.  One I remember was called The Best of the Best.  The idea was that the best fighters from all over the world came together to one place to find out which of them was the best of the best.


That’s what Jesus is talking about here in His Sermon on the Mount.  He was talking mainly to the Jews, to people who had God’s law and whose lives were built around God’s laws from infancy to old age.  Among the many peoples in the world, they were the best.  But among them was a smaller group who devoted themselves to keeping even more laws than the ordinary Jews.  “The Pharisees and the teachers of the law” claimed to keep all of God’s laws, and all of their own made up laws as well.  They could be regarded as the best of the best.


But Jesus says, “Unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  In other words, unless you are better than the best of the best, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.  What Jesus is describing here is not possible for us.  He is saying that the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, who were the best of the best, will not enter the kingdom of hea​ven.  He is saying that the Jews, who were the best among all the peoples of the world, will not enter the kingdom of heaven.  And He is saying that we who are not better than the best of the best will not enter the kingdom of heaven.  Not on our own.


This is the primary message of God’s law for us.  God gave us His law to show us our sins.  He gave us His law to show us that we do not measure up to His law.  He gave us His law so that we would see that we are not better than the best of the best.  Far from it.  Martin Luther wrote a hymn about God’s Ten Commandments.  We don’t sing it often, because it has twelve verses.  Nine of the verses about about each of the command​ments.  Here are the last two summary verses:



God gave these laws to show therein,



O child of man, your life of sin,



And help you rightly to perceive



How unto God you should live.




Have mercy, Lord!



Our works cannot salvation gain;



They merit only endless pain.



Forgive us, Lord! To Christ we fly,



Our Mediator on high.




Have mercy, Lord! CW285v11,12.

Actually, God’s law, God’s commandments, serve three purposes.  The one purpose they do not serve is to show us how to earn God’s favor.  That is the one purpose that most people think that the commandments do serve.  Many years ago, a publishing company sent me a sample of Sunday School material, and it was a lesson on God’s Ten Commandments.  It made the point that God gave us His commandments to show us how we can make Him happy with us.  I threw that Sunday School material away, be​cause it was completely wrong.


The one most important purpose God’s law serves is to show us our sins.  It serves as a mirror.  We look into the mirror in the morning to see what we look like.  So we can look into the mirror of God’s law to see what we look like on the inside.  God’s law always shows us our sins, and thus it shows us our need for our Savior.  Then we can go to Jesus, who lived perfectly for us and died innocently for us to pay for our sins.  Jesus really was better than the best of the best, because He kept all of God’s laws perfectly always.


Another purpose God’s law serves is called the curb.  Just as the curb along the road keeps your car on the road, and not in someone’s front yard, so the law keeps us generally where we belong.  The clearest illustra​tion I had seen, and seen often, of the law functioning as a curb is in the car.  You’re driving along the expressway and you see a police car up ahead along the road.  Your eyes drop immediately to see what speed your are going.  The policeman represents the law and serves as a curb to bring our speed down to what is posted.


The third purpose that God’s law serves is to show us how to please God.  Understand the order here: First God’s law shows us our sins.  We see that we need a Savior, and we find our Savior in Jesus.  We receive for​giveness from Him for all our sins, and that fills us with gratitude toward Him.  How can we possibly thank the Lord Jesus for dying for us?  Well, He says, here are ten things you can do.  So the commandments, God’s law, shows us how to say thank you to our Savior.


In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus spoke about the importance and the seriousness of God’s law.  He said, “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. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks 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 practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 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.” Mt5v17-20.

Then He went on to provide some examples of this from the Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth Commandments.  Our text includes the examples He chose to cite about the Fifth Commandment.  Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.”


The Fifth Commandment says, “Do not murder,” or, “Thou shalt not kill.”  But what does that mean?  It means not only not killing, but also not harming another person by your actions or by your words or even by your thoughts.  “Raca” comes from a Hebrew word which means “empty,” as in, “empty-headed.”  “Raca” may not be a very common word in our lan​guage, but “fool” is, and a number of other somewhat similar expressions.


Even if you’ve never committed murder, Jesus says that we are still guilty of breaking the Fifth Commandment.  Consider what goes on inside your car.  Even if you don’t have tinted win​dows, we feel a certain anonymity inside the car.  No one can see us; no one knows who we are.  We are the only ones on the road who know how to drive.  Everyone else is just in our way, and driving much too slowly.  We can feel intense anger toward some other drivers, and may even have some choice words to say to them.  This can even lead to the expression of road rage.  Coming back from a hospital visit in Flint earlier this year, I passed a car on the right, usually an insult to the other driver who wouldn’t move over.  They didn’t like that, and sped up to pass me.  I always set my cruise control, so I know that they then slowed down again, and I once again passed them on the right.  This time, they sped up, passed me, and pulled up alongside a semi so that I could not possible pass.  That was when I got off at Lake Nepessing Road, since I needed to do something in Lapeer.


Jesus cites two illustrations about the Fifth Commandment.  “There​fore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”  How can you come to worship God while “your brother has something against you,” that is, when you have not apologized to your brother for what you have done?  God is not fond of our careful little dis​tinctions.  Dear Lord, please forgive all my sins, except my anger against my brother, for I will never forgive him for what he did.  No, God does not tolerate such distinctions.


“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”  Better not to be stopped by the police, but if you are, it is better not to get yourself arrested.  And if you do, it is better not to come to court.  And if you do, it is better not to be found guilty.  And if that is true of human courts, it is much more true of God’s courtroom.


There is only one who is better than the best of the best, and it certainly isn’t you or me.  There is one who has kept all of God’s laws per​fectly, who has done all that is required and more.  He truly is better than the best of the best.  He is our Savior, who loves us eternally.  He is our Savior who has given us His commandments to show us our sins.  Once we see our Savior, His commandments show us how to thank Him.  It will take us the rest of our lives, and all eternity, to thank Him for what He has done for us. We had better get started. Amen.
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