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The Call to Radical Righteousness 
 
Matthew 5:17-19 
 
Let me give you a brief map of where we’ve been and where we’re going. Jesus described the 
character of the believer in the Beatitudes (v.3-12). Jesus described the influence or function of the 
believer in this world as salt and light (v.13-16). In Matthew 5:17 – the end of the chapter, Jesus 
speaks about the righteousness that should be evident in the life of every believer. What we’ll see 
from here, really through the end of the Sermon on the Mount, is Jesus calling His followers to a 
radical standard of righteousness. We have lots of ground to cover this morning, so let’s turn our 
attention to our text. Matthew, recording Jesus’ words under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
pens the following words: 
 

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. 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. 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. For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Matthew 5:17–20 

 
The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever (Isaiah 40:8) Before 
I say anything about the text, it’s helpful to see the verses before us as broken into two distinct, but 
inseparably connected, sections. Verses 17-18 have to do with Jesus’ relationship to the Law and 
verses 19-20 have to do with the Christian’s relationship to the Law.  
 
I. JESUS CAME TO FULFILL THE LAW, NOT DO AWAY WITH IT. (v.17) 

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. 

 
Dr. Martyn Lloyd Jones said, “The promise to fulfill the Law and the prophets was the most 
stupendous claim Jesus ever made.” I agree! This verse and those that follow shed light on Jesus’ 
understanding of the Law and, subsequently, How we, as believers, should understand it as well. 
We need to understand Jesus’ words in verse 17 if we are to make sense of the rest of the Sermon 
on the Mount.  
 
Up to this point, Jesus hadn’t made mention to the Law. Why do you suppose that Jesus made the 
statement, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the prophets?” It’s probable that 
after His presentation of the Beatitudes and the two metaphors of salt and light that some of Jesus’ 



listeners thought He was in someway advocating an overthrow of the Old Testament Law. John 
MacArthur notes:  
 

Most traditionalistic Jews considered the rabbinic instructions to be the proper interpretations 
of the Law of Moses, and they concluded that, because Jesus did not scrupulously follow those 
traditions, He obviously was doing away with the Law or relegating it to minor importance. 
Because Jesus swept away the traditions of washings, special tithes, extreme Sabbath 
observance, and such things, the people thought He was thereby overthrowing God’s Law. 
From the outset, therefore, Jesus wanted to remove from His hearers of any misconceptions 
about His view of Scripture. 

 
Jesus responds to Scribes and Pharisees misunderstanding with an unforgettable disclaimer, “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.” Here was a man who wasn’t a Pharisee nor was He schooled in the customary 
channels of Jewish religious teaching. He was obviously teaching, but He denied the 
authoritativeness of the religious leaders. He deliberately and unashamedly criticized them for 
their lack of understanding and misguided doctrinal views. He spent time with low class tax 
collectors and sinners, and He didn’t observe and obey all their religious rules and regulations. As 
you can imagine, people began to ask, “Who does He think He is? Does he not believe our 
Scriptures? Does He intend to do away with them? Why does His teaching seem to be denouncing 
the Law and the Prophets? We are the people of God, but He seems to be teaching that there is a 
new way to God. Has He turned His back on our heritage and belief system?” 
 
Far from abolishing (katalu/w) the Law, Jesus came to fulfill it. He was correcting the perversions 
the scribes and Pharisees had made of the Law. Think about this…If Jesus came to set aside the 
Law, what does that say about God’s righteous standards? Furthermore, what kind of predicament 
are we in apart from Jesus’ perfect keeping of the Law on our behalf? How did Jesus fulfill the Law 
and the Prophets? 
 
1. He fulfilled the Law’s messianic predictions.  

The Law and the Prophets (The Old Testament) pointed to Jesus. Jesus literally fulfilled every 
Old Testament messianic prediction. Consider His birthplace (Micah 5:2) and His crucifixion 
(Psalm 22:16).  

 
2. Jesus fulfilled the Law by perfectly keeping all its commands.  

Jesus is our perfect Law keeper! He was born under the Law (Galatians 4:4) At His baptism 
Jesus told John, “It is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” Matthew 3:15. 

 
3. He fulfilled the curse of the Law by satisfying its demands against those who would believe in 

Him. The cross is the greatest testimony that God never abolished the Law.   
 
 
 



4. Jesus fulfills the Law in believers by means of the Holy Spirit.  
Paul wrote, “For the Law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the Law of sin 
and death. For God has done what the Law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending 
his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order 
that the righteous requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to 
the flesh but according to the Spirit” Romans 8:2-4. 

 
To fulfill the Law meant perfectly obeying: 
 
A. The statutes of the Law – all of its rules. Let me encourage you to read Leviticus some time! 
B. The standard of the Law – the required level of quality of obedience.  
C. The structures of the Law – Moral, Ceremonial, Civil.  
D. The specifications of the Law – there are over 2,000 pieces of legislation that exist in Exodus 

through Deuteronomy on top of the Ten Commandments.  
E. The strictness of the Law – complete and total obedience without the slightest deviation.  
F. The scrutiny of the Law – which meant a careful keeping of the minutest requirement. Jesus 

would dot every “i” and cross every “t.” 
G. The servitude of the Law – which meant a curse on all who didn’t fulfill its demands (cf. 

Deuteronomy 27:26). 
H. The shadow of the Law – the Law was only a trace of what it pointed to (cf. Hebrews 10:1). 
I. The sacrifices of the Law – they were repeated year after year because they could never perfect 

those who drew near in worship (cf. Hebrews 10:1-4). 1  
 
When Jesus uttered the words, “It is finished” (John 19:30), He was effectively saying, “Mission 
accomplished!”  
 
Jesus fulfilled the Law by His sinlessness.  
Jesus fulfilled the Law by His substitution.  
Jesus fulfilled the Law by His suffering.  
Jesus fulfilled the Law by His satisfaction.  
 
THE OLD TESTAMENT POINTS TO JESUS 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Adam who passed the test in the garden and whose obedience is 

imputed to us. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Abel who, though innocently slain, has blood that now cries out, not 

for our condemnation, but for acquittal. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Abraham who answered the call of God to leave all the comfortable 

and familiar and go out into the void to create a new people of God. 

                                                
1 R.T. Kendall, The Sermon on the Mount (Minneapolis, MN: Chosen Books, 2001), 91-92. 
2 Adapted from a message entitled Gospel-Centered Ministry preached by Tim Keller at TGC conference.  



o Jesus is the true and better Isaac who was not just offered up by his father on the mount but was 
truly sacrificed for us. When God said to Abraham, “Now I know you love (fear) me because 
you did not withhold your son, your only son whom you love from me (cf. Genesis 22:12),” 
now we can look at God taking His Son up the mountain to sacrifice Him and say, “Now we 
know that you love us because you did not withhold your Son, your only Son, whom you love 
from us.” 

 
o Jesus is the true and better Jacob who wrestled and took the blow of justice we deserved, so 

we, like Jacob, only receive the wounds of grace to wake us and discipline us. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Joseph who, at the right hand of the king, forgives those who 

betrayed and sold him and now uses his power to save them. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Moses who stands in the gap between the people and the Lord and 

who mediates a new covenant. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Rock of Moses who, struck with the rod of God's justice, now gives 

us water in the desert. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Boaz who redeems His people as a bride for Himself.  
 
o Jesus is the true and better Job, the truly innocent sufferer, who then intercedes for and saves his 

hardheaded friends. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better David whose victory becomes His people’s victory, though they 

never lifted a stone to accomplish it themselves. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Esther who didn’t just risk leaving an earthly palace but lost the 

ultimate and heavenly one, who didn’t just risk His life, but gave His life to save His people. 
 
o Jesus is the true and better Jonah who was cast out into the storm so that we could be brought 

in. 
 
o Jesus is the seed of the woman who will crush the serpents’ head. He is the ultimate Passover 

Lamb, innocent, perfect, slain for us so the angel of death will pass over us. He is the true 
temple, the true prophet, the true priest, the true king, the true sacrifice, the true light, and the 
true bread that satisfies.2 

 
 
 

                                                
2 Adapted from a message entitled Gospel-Centered Ministry preached by Tim Keller at TGC conference.  
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Friends, Jesus believed that the Scriptures not only pointed to Him, but that they found their 
ultimate fulfillment in Him. The entire Old Testament points toward Jesus as Savior, and if you 
miss that, you've missed the entire point of the Scriptures! All of the figures, all of the types, all of 
the ceremonies, all of the Laws and precepts were but shadows of the things to come, but the 
reality is Christ (cf. Colossians 2:17). 
 
Let me encourage you to never set aside the Old Testament Scriptures as an antiquated, less than 
useful portion of Scripture. The Old Testament is the germ of Christianity. You might think of it 
this way: The Old Testament is the gospel in the bud; the New Testament is the gospel in full 
flower. Learn to cherish the Old Testament. Dive into and devour those pages that are, for many 
of us, less often turned. For in doing so, you will see that they anticipate and point to Jesus Christ, 
the Captain of our Salvation.  
 
 
II. JESUS ASSURES US THAT EVERY DETAIL OF THE LAW WILL BE ACCOMPLISHED. (v.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.  

 
Having stated His purpose, to fulfill the Law, Jesus goes on to tell us the cause. The cause is that 
the Law is permanent until it has been completely fulfilled. By introducing His statement with the 
phrase “truly I say to you,” Jesus established the special importance of what He was about to say. 
The word translated “truly” (Ameœn) was a term of intense affirmation. Jesus was saying, “What I am 
saying comes with the fullest authority.” 
 
In verse 18, Jesus assures us every detail in the Old Testament will be accomplished. How does 
He do this? He says, “Until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota (smallest letter), not a dot (or 
stroke), will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” Matthew 5:18. How much of the Old 
Testament is Jesus talking about here – Every word of it! Look at Genesis 1:1. 
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What does this teach us about Jesus’ view of the Bible’s details?  Proverbs 30:5-6 says, “Every 
word of God is tested; He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him.  Do not add to His words 
Lest He reprove you, and you be proved a liar.” How much of the Old Testament will God fulfill?  
Isaiah says, “So shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, 
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it” 
Isaiah 55:11. 
 
 
 



What is Jesus teaching us here? He is teaching us the inspiration, infallibility, sufficiency, and 
immutability of Scripture. The Old Testament doesn't just contain truth - it is the truth. John 
reminds us in John 10:35 that, “Scripture cannot be broken.” Over and over again in the New 
Testament Jesus quotes the Old Testament by saying, “It is written.” The Greek here has the idea 
that it is written and it will always be written! The Scriptures are more enduring than the created 
universe. Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” 
Matthew 24:35. 
 
 
III. JESUS WARNS THOSE WHO WOULD RELAX HIS COMMANDMENTS. (v.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. 

 
In verses 18-19 Jesus gives us the consequence of His coming to fulfill the Law and the Law being 
permanent until the end. The consequence is that citizens of His Kingdom must abide by or be 
obedient to the revealed Word of God. There is a strong warning here for anyone who thinks that 
it is permissible to dilute God’s Word. But there is also an encouragement for those who uphold, 
obey, and teach others to obey.   
 
There is in each of us the tendency to loosen or relax God’s Word at times. Sin is seen in each of 
our hearts in our resistance to authority. We don’t like others making rules for us or holding us 
accountable for what we say or do. The inevitable consequence is the breakdown of the home, of 
school, of church, of government, and of society in general. When individuals don’t want to be 
accountable to anyone else, they do what’s right in their own eyes (cf. Proverbs 21:2).  
 
Even the church has not escaped such attitudes. Many congregations hesitate or even refuse to 
discipline members who are in sin. The reasons are many: fear of offending, of losing financial 
support, of being thought old-fashioned, legalistic, or even fear of stepping on someone else’s 
presumed rights, there is widespread failure to maintain God’s clear standards of righteousness in 
His own church. In the name of grace, love, and forgiveness, sin is often dismissed or excused.3 
 
It’s important to note that Jesus isn’t referring to a loss of salvation in verse 19. Those who relax 
God’s commandments will be called least, but they will still be in the kingdom of heaven. Having 
said that, blessing, reward, fruitfulness, joy, and usefulness will all be sacrificed to the extent that 
we are disobedient. Blessing follows obedience and discipline follows disobedience – we see this 
theme all throughout Scripture.  
 
 

                                                
3 John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 267-
268. 



Jesus’ warning does not simply apply to official or formal teachers. Every person teaches. By our 
example we continually help those around us either to be more obedient or more disobedient. We 
also teach by what we say. When we speak lovingly and respectfully of God’s Word, we teach 
love and respect for it. When we speak disparagingly or slightingly of God’s Word, we teach 
disregard and disrespect for it. When we ignore its demands, we give loud testimony to its 
unimportance to us.4 Think about this moms, dads, and grandparents. Do you remember what 
Jesus said in the Great Commission? He said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 
And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” Matthew 28:18–20 
 
HOW SHOULD THE CHRISTIAN RELATE TO THE LAW? 
 
In light of Jesus’ statement, “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,” how are we as believers to understand our 
relationship to the Law? When we speak about the Law and our relationship to it today, we need 
to understand it as having three facets: 
 
1. With regard to the Ceremonial Law – Jesus has fulfilled it completely.  
 

All of the Old Testament Ceremonial Laws were fulfilled in Jesus. He is our High Priest, He is 
the offering and the sacrifice presented once and for all; He has presented His blood in heaven 
for those who believe (Hebrews 9:12).  

 
2. With regard to the Judicial or Civil Law given to the Nation of Israel – Jesus has fulfilled it 

completely.  
 
God’s judicial Law applied primarily and especially to the Nation of Israel who were God’s 
theocracy. We know that Israel is no longer a theocratic nation. Jesus, in one of the most 
important New Testament verses as it pertains to His fulfilling the Law, said of Israel, “Therefore 
I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people producing its 
fruits” Matthew 21:43. It’s interesting to note what Peter says in 1 Peter 2:9-10 concerning the 
Church. He says, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 
own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness 
into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you 
had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”5 Nation here is the word ethnos 
(people). While the Church is not a physical nation like Israel, we are the people of God.  

 
 
 

                                                
4 John MacArthur, 270. 
5 Note: Peter is not saying that the church has replaced Israel (Replacement Theology). 



3. With regard to the Moral Law - We are to heed and obey its righteous demands! 
 

The moral Law of God is permanent and perpetual. Jesus summed up the moral Law in Mark 
12:30-31 when He said, “And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” We should 
note that in 1 John 3:4 we are reminded that sin is anomia - a transgression or violation of the 
Law. We are to obey the Law, but we are not to trust in our obedience to the Law.  

 
Do you remember what Paul said in Galatians 3:10? He said, “For all who rely on works of the 
Law are under a curse; for it is written, cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things 
written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” That is a devastating blow. That is the verdict 
and the sentence that has been issued to each one of us. But thanks be to God that Galatians 
3:10 isn’t the end of the story. Paul continues on verse 13 saying, “Christ redeemed us from the 
curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us – for it is written, cursed is everyone who is 
hanged on a tree. 
 
We can’t truly understand the cross unless we understand it in terms of the Law. On the cross, 
Jesus was enduring in His body the very penalty prescribed by the Law. The Law demands 
perfect obedience – but we have all failed. Paul writes, “For all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God” Romans 3:23. Not only does the Law demand perfect obedience, but it also 
condemns sin and demands death for all who disobey its requirements (Romans 6:23). Sin 
demands death and therefore, someone must to die. Jesus not only perfectly met the Law’s moral 
demands, but He also willingly paid the Law’s penal debt - a debt that He didn’t owe. 
Forgiveness only comes because sin’s penalty has been exacted in the person and work of 
Christ. For those of us who know Him – He has died your death. Hallelujah, what a Savior!  

 
LAW OF MOSES OR LAW OF CHRIST 
 
How are believers in the church age to think about the Old Testament, the Mosaic Law, and 
particularly the Ten Commandments? There are godly believers who believe that the church is still 
under various regulations of the Mosaic Law. On the other hand, there are godly believers who 
believe the entire Mosaic Law was fulfilled in Christ, and we are now under the “Law of Christ”. 
Paul mentions the Law of Christ twice (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:21, Galatians 6:2). In Galatians 6:2 he 
says, “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the Law of Christ.” What is the Law of Christ? 
Most teachers would say, and I would agree, the Law of Christ is Great Commandment in Mark 
12:28-31. 
 

And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that 
he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus 
answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 



and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There 
is no other commandment greater than these.”  

 
While I believe that we are no longer under the Law of Moses, but under the Law of Christ, it is 
important to note that all godly standards announced under Moses are repeated in the church 
Epistles with the exception of the ceremonial Laws, dietary restrictions, and the Sabbath. I believe 
the Sabbath was fulfilled in Christ.  He is our Sabbath. In Colossians 2:16-17 Paul said, “Therefore 
let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a 
new moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to 
Christ.” Likewise in Romans 14:5-6 he says, “One person esteems one day as better than another, 
while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. The 
one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the 
Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and 
gives thanks to God.”  
 
  
IV. JESUS CALLS EVERY BELIEVER TO THE HIGHEST STANDARD OF RIGHTEOUSNESS. (v.20) 

For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 
never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 
Jesus goes on to say that entrance into the kingdom of heaven requires a righteousness that 
surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law. Obeying the Law is important, but the 
way in which it is obeyed is absolutely crucial. 
 
SCRIBES AND PHARISEES 
 
What do we know about the Scribes and Pharisees? The Scribes were those who recorded, 
studied, and interpreted Jewish Law. As “teachers of the Law” they spent their days expounding 
and instructing others in the Word of God. In many respects they were considered to be the 
foremost authority when it came to matters of the Law of God. Of all the people they were the 
most saturated in the Scriptures, specifically the Law of God. They gave themselves to studying 
and to the accurately copying God’s Word, but unfortunately, despite all of their exposure to the 
Word, they missed its profound spiritual intent. 
 
The Pharisees were well known for their religious sanctity. It’s interesting to note that the word 
Pharisee means “separatist”. As their name suggests, they set themselves apart from the common 
man in that they lived according to a rigid set of rules and regulations which often times exceeded 
that which was demanded by the Old Testament Scriptures. An example of this is recorded in 
Luke 18:9-14. Jesus told a parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, 
and treated others with contempt: “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and 
the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I 
am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a 
week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his 



eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ I tell you, this man 
went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”  
 
The Old Testament never demanded that a man must fast twice a week – only once a year in 
preparation for the Day of Atonement. Not only did the Pharisees create and hold themselves to 
this stringent code of Law keeping, but they held their self-righteous standard over others as well. 
In Matthew 23:4 Jesus says of the Pharisees, “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay 
them on people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.”  
 
The common man would have looked at the Pharisee and thought he could never attain the level 
of righteousness possessed by the Pharisees. They were regarded as the upper crust of 
righteousness! As if the Pharisees’ standard wasn’t weighty enough, Jesus came along and made 
the real measure of righteousness seeming unattainable. He said, “For I tell you, unless your 
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven” Matthew 5:20. The point that Jesus is trying to make is that as righteous as the Scribes 
and Pharisees appeared to be, their standard wasn’t based on the righteousness of Christ. They 
possessed an external righteousness, but not the righteousness of Christ.  
 
In the text before us this morning, Jesus directly confronts the false teaching of the Scribes and 
Pharisees - more specifically the false teaching of salvation by self-effort. Matthew 5:20 is a 
penetrating text. Here, in one sentence, Jesus draws a line in the sand between man-made religion 
and God-initiated salvation. Hell is full of human righteousness (goodness). The error of the 
Scribes and Pharisees was not a new error. Ever since the fall of man in the garden, man has 
erroneously tried to carve out a path to heaven by his own striving. The problem is that God will 
never be satisfied even by the highest standard of human righteousness. It’s been said that outside 
of sin itself, the Bible opposes nothing more vehemently than the religion of human achievement. 
Why is that? Because a doctrine of salvation by human achievement denies any need for saving 
grace. If we could appease God and get to heaven on the basis of our own merit - our own Law 
keeping - then Jesus died in vain.  
 
Let me ask you a question…what is the purpose of God’s Law? Paul asks us in Romans 7:13, “Did 
that which is good (the Law), then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, producing death in 
me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the 
commandment might become sinful beyond measure.” The primary purpose of the Law was to 
honor God, but the Law also stands to highlight or expose the exceeding sinfulness of sin. In doing 
so, it was also meant to function like a guardian or a schoolmaster pointing us to our desperate 
need for a Savior. Paul told the Galatians, “The Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so 
that we may be justified by faith” Galatians 3:24. The Scribes and Pharisees saw the Law as the 
end to itself instead of a means to point us to grace.  
 
 
 



JESUS’ CHARGE AGAINST THE PHARISEES 
 
1. The religion of the Pharisees was entirely external and formal instead of sincere and from the 

heart. 
 
2. The religion of the Pharisees was one of man-made rules and regulations. 
 
3. The Pharisees were more concerned with the ceremonial than with the moral. 
 

The Pharisees were meticulous with things like hand washings, but they were flexible when it 
came to matters of morality. Look at Matthew 15:1-9 for example: 

 
Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do your disciples 
break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat.” He 
answered them, “And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your 
tradition? For God commanded, ‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Whoever reviles 
father or mother must surely die.’ But you say, ‘If anyone tells his father or his mother, “What 
you would have gained from me is given to God,” he need not honor his father.’ So for the 
sake of your tradition you have made void the word of God. You hypocrites! Well did Isaiah 
prophesy of you, when he said: “‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far 
from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’”  

 
4. The Pharisees were primarily concerned with their own self-righteousness, which led to the 

tragic result of becoming self-satisfied. The ultimate aim of the Pharisees was not to glorify God, 
but to glorify themselves. 

 
COULD I BE A PHARISEE? 
 
Why is this teaching so important for us to consider? It is important to consider because there is a 
very real possibility that we might deceive ourselves by looking to our moral attainment instead of 
Christ’s righteousness on our behalf. There is the possibility of our relying and resting on the 
wrong thing. We, evangelicals, are not above this. Lest we be smug, we should remember that 
there is a little Pharisee in all of us. Do you remember what Jesus said in Matthew 7:21-23? He 
said, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one 
who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, 
did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty 
works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you 
workers of Lawlessness.’”  
 
 
 
 
 



James Montgomery Boice says: 
 

You can pile human goodness upon human goodness upon human goodness upon human 
goodness; you can refine and perfect it and polish it, but no matter how hard you try you fall 
short of God’s standard because human righteousness is qualitatively different from the 
righteousness of God. It belongs to a different realm entirely. For instance if human goodness 
can be compared to light, then God’s goodness (righteousness) must not be compared to light, 
but to something like mathematics… For that reason, God says, He cannot work with the good 
deeds that come from men, however much we may think of them, and instead [says that we 
must] receive the righteousness of Christ.6   

 
PAUL: A PICTURE OF HUMBLE, HEART WORSHIP 
 
The Apostle Paul was once a Pharisee. Let’s look at Paul’s personal testimony in Philippians 3:4-9 
 

If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the 
eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the 
Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the Law, 
blameless. But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his 
sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain 
Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the Law, 
but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on 
faith… 
 

As we read Paul’s testimony we see something of a balance sheet. Under the assets column were 
all of his positions and achievements. He had no liabilities in his own mind (cf. Matthew 5:3). As 
to righteousness under the Law – he considered himself to be blameless. But when Paul 
encountered Christ on the Damascus Road he was forever changed! His hard, self-worshipping, 
Pharisaical heart was broken. For the first time in his life he got a glimpse of what true 
righteousness looked like. He saw all of his accomplishments as filthy rags before God (Isaiah 
64:6). What was once an asset to Paul became a liability and in comparison to Christ, he counted 
them as rubbish that he might gain Christ. Instead of boasting in his own self-righteous resume, he 
now said, “Far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the 
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither circumcision counts for anything, 
nor uncircumcision, but a new creation” Galatians 6:14-15.     
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 James Montgomery Boice, The Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5-7 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1972), 88. 



OBEDIENCE MATTERS 
 
Jesus isn’t teaching moralism- that is obey to be saved. But neither is He teaching antinomianism – 
the idea that since salvation is granted on the basis of Christ’s righteousness alone, it doesn’t 
matter what we do. Jesus isn’t saying, “Because I have done it all, there is nothing for you to do… 
The emphasis of this text as well as the entirety of the Bible is the practical carrying out of the 
moral standard of God. Remember what James said in James 1:22-25? He said, “Do not merely 
listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but 
does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at 
himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But whoever looks intently into 
the perfect Law that gives freedom, and continues in it - not forgetting what they have heard, but 
doing it - they will be blessed in what they do.” 
 
[Human goodness] although it will see a man through this life, often with flying colors, it will not 
see him to heaven. Our hope, and confidence and boast must be in Christ alone. He is our 
righteousness. We obey God’s Law, not to be loved, but, rather, because we are loved in Christ.  
We must confess with Augustus Toplady: 
 

Nothing in my hands I bring,  
Simply to thy cross I cling;  
Naked, come to thee for dress,  
Helpless, look to thee for grace;  
Foul, I to the fountain fly;  
Wash me, Savior, or I die.  
Rock of Ages, cleft for me;  
Let me hide myself in thee!  

 
 


