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† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. This morning’s Gospel reading 

comes to us from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount – no 

doubt the most well known of all the sayings of Jesus. 

And, I might add – perhaps because these words are so 

extreme – that this is also one of the most misunder-

stood of all the sayings of Jesus. To be sure, who is it 

that can possibly even begin to keep all of Jesus’ words 

here? Who could ever do all the things Jesus says one 

must do? The answer, of course, is “no one” – which, 

undoubtedly, is why some have turned these words of 

Jesus into what might be classified as nothing more 

than “godly advice” – certainly not the unchangeable 

Law of God which He requires everyone to live by – 

more like extra credit stuff – things you can do if you 

really want to be good and holy. 

But it’s quite clear from these words of Jesus that He 

is not speaking about extra-curricular activities. If you 

doubt me, then listen again to what Jesus says here: 

“unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of 

the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter 

into the kingdom of heaven.” Quite simply, according 

to no one less than our Lord Jesus Himself, if you want 

to live your life according to – and have it judged by – 

the Law, then this is what you are going to have to do. 

Let’s take, for example, the Fifth Commandment: You 

shall not murder. In the Small Catechism Martin Luther 

explains it this way: “We should fear and love God so 

that we do not hurt or harm our neighbor in his body, 

but help and support him in every physical need.” 

Which is to say that you are not only not supposed to 

murder your neighbor, but also that you are to help him 

with any and every physical need. It means not just not 

harming him, but helping him as well. 

Jesus also asks: Are you angry with your brother 

without a cause? If so, then you are breaking this com-

mandment. Do you speak insulting words against your 

neighbor? Then you are breaking this commandment. 

Do you know about something he has against you and 

yet you refuse to go to him to try and resolve the mat-

ter? Then you are breaking this commandment! Or, 

what about the Sixth Commandment: You shall not 

commit adultery? Again, Doctor Luther explains it this 

way: “We should fear and love God so that we lead a 

sexually pure and decent life in what we say and do, 

and husband and wife love and honor each other.” It 

isn’t just the physical act of adultery, or any other type 

of sexual immorality that’s the problem, but rather lead-

ing a sexually pure and decent life in what you think, 

what you say, and what you do. Jesus says anyone who 

looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adul-

tery with her in his heart – and the same is true for the 

ladies, I might add. Lust of the heart is just as much a 

breaking of God’s Law as physically doing the deed. 

And in regard to love, Jesus says: “Love your ene-

mies and pray for those who persecute you.” Luther, in 

his preaching on the Lost Sheep, said: “Learn here to 

seek your neighbor as a lost sheep, to cover his shame 

with your honor, and to let your sanctity be a cover for 

his sins. But now when people come together they hack 

one another to pieces to prove how fiercely they fight 

against sin. Therefore, you men, whenever you come 

together, do not hack others to pieces. And likewise you 

women, when you come together, cover the shame of 

others and do not make wounds which you cannot heal. 

And if you come across two people in a bed chamber, 

throw your cloak over both and close the door. Why? 

Because that’s what Christ desires – indeed, that’s what 

Christ does. He, too, keeps silent and covers our sin. He 

could most certainly bring shame upon us, and tread us 

under His feet, but He doesn’t do that. And so you must 

do the same. A virgin must place her crown on a harlot. 

A saintly wife must give her veil to an adulteress. And 

all that we have we must make into a cloak to cover 

sinners. For each man will have his lost sheep to recov-

er, and each woman her piece of silver – and all that is 

ours must also belong to another.” 

That, dear Christian, that is the Law of God. That is 

the true righteousness of the Law. And doing this is not 

an option. If you desire for your law-righteousness to 

exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees, then this is 

how far you must go. But, can you do that? Can anyone 

do that? No! Here is where you have to go back to our 

dear Lord’s words in verse 20. “Do not think,” says Je-

sus, “that I have come to abolish the Law or the Proph-

ets. I did not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them.” 

And what Jesus is talking about here is His own right-

eousness, for our Lord Christ came to keep the Law. He 

is the One who did not murder, didn’t get angry without 

cause, didn’t speak reviling words, and always helped 

His neighbor. Jesus is the One who lived a chaste, sex-

ually pure life in all He said and did. Even on the cross 
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He spoke forgiving, not hateful words, for those who 

crucified Him. He willingly took upon Himself the sin-

fulness of all humanity, thereby covering over our sin. 

He is the One who dealt with our sinfulness and set 

aside the wrath of God we rightly deserved. 

So then, because of all that, it is now possible for 

your righteousness to surpass that of the scribes and 

Pharisees – because it is a different kind of righteous-

ness about which Jesus here speaks. It isn’t the kind of 

righteousness you earn for yourself. It is, rather, the 

righteousness of Christ our Lord Himself which is re-

ceived only from Him. And how does this happen? It 

happens when the righteousness of Christ is applied to 

you by faith in the promise given to us in Holy Baptism 

– where through water and the Word God the Holy 

Spirit unites you with Christ and His righteousness. As 

Paul reminds us, it is there where Christ’s death and 

resurrection becomes death to your sin, where you are 

connected to His resurrection, and given a new life. 

And that is precisely why we celebrate Good Friday 

and Easter so vigorously. It isn’t just so that we can re-

member all the things that happened to Jesus. It’s so 

that we might also remember what happened to us in 

our own Baptism. For in Baptism – and in our daily re-

turn and remembrance of that Baptism – we are taken 

from the realm and the kingdom of sin, and brought into 

God’s realm and kingdom of holiness. 

This is what Paul was writing about in Titus chapter 

3 when he said: “At one time we too were foolish, diso-

bedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions 

and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated 

and hating one another. But when the kindness and love 

of God our Savior appeared, He saved us, not because 

of the righteous things we had done, but because of His 

mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and 

renewal by the Holy Spirit – Baptism –  whom He 

poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our 

Savior, so that, having been justified by His grace, we 

might become heirs, having the hope of eternal life.” Or 

again in I Corinthians 6 Paul writes: “Do you not know 

that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? 

Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral, nor 

idolaters, nor adulterers, nor male prostitutes, nor ho-

mosexual offenders, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 

drunkards, nor slanderers, nor swindlers will inherit the 

kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. 

But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the 

Spirit of our God.” 

St. Peter in his first epistle compares Baptism with 

the water of Noah’s flood that destroyed the sinful 

world. So also says Peter, Baptism now saves you, 

since it washes away your sin and connects you to 

Christ’s resurrection. In Galatians 3, Paul gives us yet 

another image of Baptism, that of clothing. He writes: 

“You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, 

for all of you who were Baptized into Christ have 

clothed yourselves with Christ.” And in Revelation 3 

John quotes a portion of the letter from Jesus to the 

Church of Sardis, in which He says: “Yet, you have a 

few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. 

They will walk with Me, dressed in white, for they are 

worthy. He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed 

in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of 

life, but will acknowledge his name before My Father 

and His angels.” In other words, all those who walk in 

the newness of the Baptismal life are no longer consid-

ered by God to be slaves to sin, but alive to God in 

Christ Jesus 

For an example of this from the Old Testament, con-

sider Ruth, who was determined to stay with her moth-

er-in-law, Orpah. In like manner, you and I, we are also 

called to be dedicated to the God who has called you by 

name in Holy Baptism. So also Ruth’s words to Orpah 

become your plea to God: “Entreat me not to leave 

You, or to turn back from following You. Wherever 

you are, there I want to be. Your people will be my 

people, and your God my God.” Or, to use the very fa-

miliar words of the offertory, where we pray: “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within 

me. Cast me not away from Your presence, and take not 

Your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of 

Your salvation, and uphold me with Your free Spirit.” 

You are called by God, dear Christian, to be clothed 

by Him in the robe of the righteousness of Christ. And 

that is the reason why you are to live a God-pleasing 

life. That is why you struggle against sin, and do what-

ever you can to avoid it. That is why you and I pray, in 

the words of this morning’s Collect Prayer, that while 

we must justly suffer the consequence of our sin, we 

might also, at the same time, be mercifully delivered by 

the goodness of God through His Son, Jesus Christ – 

and all of this to the praise and glory of His most holy 

name, as He increases in each of us true religion, and 

brings forth in our lives the fruit of good works.” May it 

always be so, for Jesus’ sake. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 

true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


