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JESUS AND THE LAW IN MATTHEW 5:17–48

I. Introduction

In the question of the relationship between the New and Old Testaments, Matt 5:17–48 is a key 

passage. It provides a direct and programmatic statement of Jesus regarding his relationship to 

the Law and the Prophets (5:17), a compact discussion of this relationship (5:17–20), and 

specific examples of what this relationship looks like in practice.

While this kind of passage should have a central place in the discussion of the 

relationship between the testaments, there are a number of ambiguities in the passage that make 

it difficult to say with any certainty what the passage in fact teaches. What is needed is a study 

that seeks to disambiguate some of these issues in the text in order to provide a clearer picture of 

what Jesus claimed for himself in terms of his relationship to the OT.

This paper will attempt to demonstrate that in this passage, Christ claims to fulfill the 

Law and the Prophets in the sense that his teaching fulfills the role in the new economy of the 

kingdom of heaven that is analogous to that of the Law and the Prophets under the Mosaic 

Covenant. However, this does not mean that Jesus teaches a radically different ethic than the 

Law; rather his ethic is consistent with the ethic of the Law, while having distinct emphases that 

are appropriate for the “age of fulfillment” that has arrived with the coming of the kingdom.
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Assumptions

One paper cannot accomplish everything. There are a number of difficulties involved in this 

passage that simply cannot be handled in this paper. In light of that, this paper will assume 

several things. First, this paper will intentionally be working with the canonical text of the 

Gospel of Matthew within the context of the Christian canon. While I assume the veracity of the 

Gospel accounts, I am attempting to understand Jesus’ relationship to the Old Testament law as 

the canonical texts understand and interpret it for us. Second, as a conservative evangelical, I am

assuming that Matthew has a coherent view of Jesus’ relationship to the Law, and that, despite 

different emphases, Matthew’s view ultimately coheres with the rest of Scripture. Third, as there 

are no major textual variants in 5:17–20,1 this discussion will assume the text of the NA27.

Approach

The purpose of this paper is to explain Matt 5:17–48 in such a way that it might shed light on the

relationship between Jesus and the Law. The second section will discuss some introductory 

matters, including the role of the Sermon on the Mount (SOTM) in Matthew, as well as some 

important concepts in Matthew’s gospel and the SOTM. The third section will consist of an 

interpretation of vv. 17–20 that will seek to disambiguate some of the debated elements of the 

section. The fourth section will examine vv. 21–48, commonly called the “antitheses” in order to 

understand their contribution to an understanding of the relationship between Jesus and the Law. 

Finally, the conclusion will draw some tentative applications from the work.

1 As indicated by the lack of entries for this text in Metzger’s Textual Commentary (Bruce M. Metzger, A 
Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament [3rd ed.; London; New York: United Bible Societies, 1975].).
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II. Introductory Matters

This section addresses the literary context of the SOTM and 5:17–20 within that, as well as the 

importance of the themes of “righteousness” and “the kingdom of heaven” in Matthew’s gospel.

The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, and 5:17–48 in Context

Matthew likely wrote his Gospel for several reasons, including to show that Jesus was the Christ 

promised in the OT, and to provide discipleship material for the church.2 His first readers were 

likely, therefore, Jewish Christians.3 The Sermon on the Mount (SOTM) is the first (and longest) 

of five discourses in which Matthew presents the teachings of Christ.4 It has rightly been called a 

“Discourse on Discipleship” because of its clear portrayal of the way of Christian discipleship.5 

Ulrich Luz calls it “Discourse on the Righteousness of the Kingdom of Heaven.”6

The outline of the SOTM is debated.7 The following outline of the sermon is based on the

idea that the sermon presents discipleship to Jesus in the kingdom of heaven as a way of true 

righteousness that fulfills the Law and the Prophets.8

2 Hagner: “The evangelist could have had several purposes. This much at least is clear: Matthew is a 
‘community book,’ written to a considerable extent in order to meet the immediate needs of the evangelist’s church 
or churches during the interim period between the historical events narrated and the return of Christ. In particular . . .
the evangelist intends to help his Jewish-Christian readers understand their new faith as in continuity with the faith 
of their ancestors, as the fulfillment of the Scriptures, and as the beginning of the realization of the hope of Israel. 
The author wrote, above all, for the Church to interpret the Christ-event but also to instruct and edify the Christians 
of his own and future generations” (Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1–13 [WBC, 33A; Dallas, Tex.: Word Books, 
1993], lix.). Nolland agrees, saying that, “In light of the mission charge with which it ends, and which includes 
‘teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you,’ the Gospel is clearly intended to function as a manual for
discipleship” (John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary On the Greek Text [NIGTC; Grand Rapids, 
Mich.; Bletchley: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2005], 20.).

3 Hagner, Matthew 1–13, lxiv.
4 Ibid., 82–83. 
5 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2007), 

153.
6 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary (Trans. by Wilhelm C. Linss; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: 

Augsburg, 1989), 177.
7 See Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 83–84.
8 This outline draws heavily on Luz’s outline (Luz, Matthew 1–7, p. 173). However, while Luz helpfully 

points out the chiastic structure that is found in the SOTM, he presses this so far that he fails to see the emphasis on 
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The Sermon on the Mount: the Way of Discipleship to Jesus 

5:1–2: Frame: “seeing the crowds”
5:3–16: introduction: the blessedness of the kingdom of heaven and the task of 
discipleship

5:17–20: Intro to the main section: Jesus fulfills the Law and Prophets
5:21–7:11: Main Section: discipleship to Jesus as true righteousness

5:21–48: true versus false righteousness in relation to others
6:1–18: true versus false righteousness in religious practices
6:19–34: seeking true righteousness first of all
7:1–11: miscellaneous instructions

7:12: Conclusion of the main section: “this is the Law and the Prophets”
7:13–27: Conclusion: warnings regarding the necessity of discipleship to enter the 
kingdom of heaven

7:28–29: Frame: reaction of the crowds

There is a chiastic structure to the Sermon that is evident in the framing of the sermon 

with Jesus seeing the crowds (5:1) and the reaction of the crowds (7:28–29).9 The intro of the 

Sermon presents the blessing of the kingdom of heaven and the task of discipleship (5:3–16), 

while the conclusion gives the warning that those who will not follow Jesus in discipleship will 

be excluded from the kingdom of heaven (7:13–27). The intro to the main section claims that the 

true righteousness of Jesus’ way “fulfills,” the Law and the Prophets rather than tearing them 

down (5:17–20). The conclusion of the main section says that doing to people what we would 

want them to do to us is an accurate summary of the demands of the Law and the Prophets 

(7:12). 

The heart of the Sermon (5:21–7:11) is largely a discussion of the true righteousness 

required of Jesus’ disciples. Looming large in this discussion is a contrast between the 

righteousness demanded by Jesus’ way  (true righteousness) and the righteousness demanded by 

“righteousness” that is found throughout. Charles L. Quarles’ outline was likewise helpful in constructing this 
outline (Charles L. Quarles, Sermon On the Mount: Restoring Christ's Message to the Modern Church [NAC 
Studies in Bible and Theology, Vol. 11; Nashville, Tenn.: B & H Academic, 2011], 17–18).

9 This description of the chiastic structure follows Luz, Matthew 1–7, 173.
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scribal tradition (false, or hypocritical righteousness). 5:21–48 is a comparison between true 

righteousness and false righteousness with regard to relationships with others (see section IV of 

this paper). There is then a discussion of true and false righteousness in religious practices in 

6:1–18. In 6:19–34, Jesus shows the importance of pursuing this righteousness that God demands

over material well-being. There are finally several other miscellaneous instructions for the 

follower of Jesus in 7:1–11.10 The exegetical payoff of this outline is to show: 1. that Jesus’ main 

point is to instruct his disciples in the demands of discipleship in the context of the kingdom of 

heaven, and 2. that this life of obedience to Jesus “fulfills” the OT, but in contrast to the scribal 

traditions.11

The “Kingdom of Heaven” and “Righteousness” in Matthew and the SOTM

The kingdom of heaven (or kingdom of God) is a crucial concept in Matthew’s gospel and the 

SOTM. Charles L. Quarles sees the kingdom of heaven in Matthew as the outworking of the 

theme of Jesus as the “New David.”12 He says that “The kingdom of heaven/God is that kingdom

over which God rules through the person of the Messiah.”13 

Matthew’s concept of the kingdom of heaven is a complex concept that includes a present

rule “over those who have submitted to the authority of the Messiah” (as with 5:3, 10; 12:28; 

10 It is acknowledged that this section is the least clear in terms of how they fit the passage apart from being
instructions for discipleship to Jesus. France says that “In 7:1–12 the structure of the discourse is less clearly 
coherent, with a collection of sayings on a number of loosely related themes, though reaching in 7:12 a summary 
which brings to a head much of the content of the discourse so far” (France, The Gospel of Matthew, 155).

11 David Wenham confirms this understanding: “The key to the interpretation of the verses seems to me to 
lie in a recognition of the context in Matthew’s gospel and also of the probable context in Jesus’ ministry. In 
Matthew 5 the preceding context in v. 16 is a call to good works, and the subsequent context in v. 20 and the verses 
that follow is a comparison of Jesus’ standards of righteousness with those of the scribes and Pharisees. Matthew’s 
concern then in this section of his gospel, and indeed elsewhere, is for righteous living” (David Wenham, “Jesus and 
the Law: an Exegesis on Matthew 5:17–20,” Themelios 4.3 [April 1979], 94).

12 Charles L. Quarles, A Theology of Matthew (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013), 85.
13 Quarles, A Theology of Matthew, 85.
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16:19 [cf. 18:15–20]; 19:14; 21:31).14 In this sense, the kingdom of heaven is entered, not by the 

righteous, but by sinners who hear the call of repentance and respond (4:17; 5:3; 13:44; 21:31). It

also includes a future rule that is manifested at the second coming when Christ subdues his 

enemies and “Jesus’ followers inherit the kingdom prepared from the foundation of the world on 

the day of final judgment” (as with 7:22; 25:34; 26:29).15 

The kingdom of heaven plays an important part in the SOTM as well. It serves as the 

context for the SOTM in two ways: 1. the near context (4:23–25) describes the kingdom of 

heaven as the content of Jesus’ teaching; 2. theologically, the Sermon opens with a blessing upon

the blessing of the poor in spirit and those persecuted for righteousness sake because “theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven” (5:3, 10). It also serves as the motivation for obedience to the commands

of Jesus, since only those who walk in the way of obedience to the will of God—as expressed by 

Jesus—will ultimately inherit that kingdom (5:20; 7:21).

As the above discussion shows, it is in the context of the kingdom of heaven that 

righteousness plays such an important role, both in Matthew’s Gospel and in the SOTM. Donald 

A. Hagner gives the following helpful overview of Matthew’s use of “righteousness”: 

In most of its seven occurrences the word [δικαιοσύνη] refers to the ethical conduct to 
which disciples of Jesus are called (5:10; 5:20; 6:1; and 6:33). It is clear that the idea of 
ethical righteousness is extremely important in Matthew. In some instances, however, the 
word may carry another meaning. Thus if 5:6 is read in context, [δικαιοσύνη] can be 
translated ‘justice’. And in 3:15 and 21:32 righteousness in the sense of God’s saving 
activity, rather than ethical behavior per se, may be in view.16

This highlights the importance of “righteousness” in the SOTM (five out of seven occurrences of

the word are there), and that it is, for the most part, concerned there with “the ethical conduct to 

14 Quarles, A Theology of Matthew, 86–87.
15 Ibid., 87.
16 Donald A. Hagner, “Matthew” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology: Exploring the Unity and 

Diversity of Scripture (eds. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner; Leicester, England; Downers Grove, Ill.: 
Inter-Varsity Press, 2000), 266.
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which disciples of Jesus are called.”

Because righteousness is thought of in the context of the kingdom of heaven, it is not 

conceived of apart from Grace, as if the SOTM is simply a higher standard. Again, Hagner 

explains that 

It is indeed the forgiveness of sins that constitutes the essence of grace. But that is 
precisely what the gospel, the story of Jesus, is all about. . . . something as fundamental to
the Gospel as [grace] is, something that underlies the totality and is presupposed 
throughout (even in the passages of ethical demand), may be concluded to underlie and 
serve as the basis of the imperative.17

In Matthew, and the SOTM, indicative and imperative are joined together. Thus in the beatitudes,

the kingdom of heaven (in terms of present rule) belongs to the poor in spirit (5:3); and yet the 

kingdom of heaven (in terms of future inheritance) will only be entered by those who do the will 

of the Father (7:21), as revealed by Jesus (7:24–27), and thus are characterized by a 

righteousness that surpasses the Scribes and Pharisees (5:20). Hagner expresses this relationship 

well: “Entrance into the kingdom is God’s gift; but to belong to the kingdom means to follow 

Jesus’ teaching.”18

In conclusion, the SOTM is the first of five discourses in Matthew, and its subject is the 

way of discipleship to Jesus in the kingdom of heaven. Matthew 5:17–20 serves as the 

introduction to the main section, which deals with the true righteousness of discipleship to Jesus. 

The “kingdom of heaven” is “that kingdom over which God rules through the person of the 

Messiah,” and serves as the context for Matthew’s concern for “righteousness,” which for the 

most part has to do with “ethical conduct to which disciples of Jesus are called.” The kingdom of

heaven serves as the context and motivation for the call to discipleship. Having thus set the 
17 Donald A. Hagner, “Righteousness in Matthew’s Theology,” in Worship, Theology and Ministry in the 

Early Church: Essays in Honor of Ralph P. Martin (eds. Michael J. Wilkins and Terence Paige; JSNTSup 87; 
Sheffield, Eng.: JSOT Press, 1992), 106–107.

18 Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 109.
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foundation of this paper, the next section will examine Matt 5:17–20.

III. Matt 5:17–20

This section will deal with the text of Matthew 5:17–20 in a verse-by-verse manner. In this 

particular case, the major sections of the passage correspond to the actual verse divisions. It is 

important to state that this paper is not an exegetical paper per se, so it is not concerned with 

every aspect of the text, but only those that serve to clarify the relationship between Jesus and the

Law. The last part of this section consists of a semantic structure analysis of the pericope.

Verse 17: Μὴ νομίσητε ὅτι ἦλθον καταλῦσαι τὸν νόμον ἢ τοὺς προφήτας· οὐκ ἦλθον 
καταλῦσαι ἀλλὰ πληρῶσαι.

This passage is rightly noted to be one of Jesus’ programmatic statements concerning his 

mission.19 It opens up with Jesus’ statement, “do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets.”20 This is presented as the wrong view, with which Jesus will contrast the right view as 

to his purpose. Considering the fact that the main charges that were brought against Jesus had to 

do with his supposed violations of the Law of Moses (12:1–14; 26:59–66), and that Jesus 

emphasized his own authority (5:21–48; 7:24, 29), it is likely that some would have questioned 

whether Jesus was in fact overthrowing the Law with “new teaching” (cf. Mark 1:27).21

Jesus claims that he did not come to abolish (καταλύω) “the Law or the Prophets.” This 

19 Warren Carter, “Jesus’ ‘I Have Come’ Statements in Matthew’s Gospel,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 60:1
(1998), 44–45. The other “programmatic statements” are Matt 10:34–36 (“Do not think that I came to bring peace 
on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I came to set a man against his father, and a daughter 
against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s enemies will be the members of 
his household.”) and Matt 20:28 (“the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a 
ransom for many.”).

20 Scripture quotations are from the NASB.
21 W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison suggest that Jesus anticipates that his teaching in vv. 21–48 may raise 

these concerns and thus Jesus tries to preemptively prevent his hearers from thinking that what he is about to say 
will abolish the Law and the Prophets (W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary On
the Gospel According to Saint Matthew I-VII [ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988], 501).
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word can mean to “throw down,” “destroy,” or “put an end to” with the latter being the most 

likely option here.22 Jesus says that he did not come to “put an end to” the Law or the Prophets; 

in other words, to “annul” them or negate their authority.23

With regard to the phrase, “the Law or the Prophets,” Douglas J. Moo rightly states here 

that “the phrase appears to connote the OT Scriptures in the NT generally, but that Matthew 

gives the phrase a particular nuance, stressing the normative or imperatival aspect of the OT.”24 

This is confirmed by the use of the combination “the Law and the Prophets” in 7:12 and 22:40, 

both of which emphasize the commanding aspects of the OT. Jesus did not come to annul the OT,

especially in terms of the “normative or imperatival” aspects. Rather, he came to “fulfill” 

(πληρόω) them. But what does this mean? This is one of the most important and disputed 

questions that this passage raises.

Πληρόω in Matthew 5:17

Probably the most significant problem in this text is what Jesus means by saying that he has 

come to “fulfill” the Law and the Prophets. W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison list nine different 

interpretations of “fulfill” (πληρόω) in this verse.25 Theonomists (such as Greg L. Bahnsen) 

22 William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature (3rd ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 521–22. Hereafter, 
BDAG.

23 Ibid.
24 Douglas J. Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” Journal for the Study of the New 

Testament 20 (1984), 24.
25 “Unfortunately, the gamut of possible interpretations is quite long. (1) The Greek could be a translation of

’osip (= ‘to add to’). Jesus originally said . . . ‘I did not come to destroy the law of Moses nor did I come to add to 
the law of Moses.’ (2) πληρόω is the equivalent of the Aramaic qum, with the meaning ‘establish,’ ‘make valid,’ 
‘bring into effect.’ . . . According to Schlatter, pp. 153–4, qum might also mean ‘to do’, ‘to execute’ . . . (3) πληρόω 
means ‘obey,’ as in Rom 8.4. (4) Jesus ‘fulfills’ the law by observing it perfectly and completely in his own person 
and ministry.” (5) Jesus ‘fulfills’ or ‘completes’ the law by bringing a new law which transcends the old.’ (6) The 
Torah is ‘fulfilled’ when Jesus, explaining God’s original intention, brings out its perfect or inner meaning or 
expands and extends its demands.’ (7) Jesus ‘fulfills’ the law because, through his coming, he enables others to meet 
the Torah’s demands.” (8) When Jesus ‘fulfills’ the law or the prophets, he does it by bringing the new 
righteousness, which is the new spirit of love: love is the fulfilling of the law.’ (9) The ‘fulfillment’ is eschatological:
the telos which the Torah anticipated, namely, the Messiah, has come and revealed the law’s definitive meaning. 
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argue that πληρόω here means “confirm” in the sense of restoration.26 However, this 

interpretation is unlikely.27 BDAG gives the following sense of the word: to “make full,” 

“complete,” “bring to completion,” or “bring to a designed end.”28 Vern S. Poythress comments 

that πληρόω has a “measure of unity in the different senses” of the word, with the core idea being

to “bring something to completion.”29 However, to get more of a sense of its use in 5:17, it will 

be helpful to see it in terms of Matthew’s use of the word.

Πληρόω is an important word in Matthew’s Gospel.30 It is used sixteen times in three 

different senses. 1. Outside of Matt 5:17 it is used ten times in the sense of “to fulfill OT 

prophecy,” as indicated by a fulfillment formula (1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 

21:4; 27:9). 2. Two times in the sense of “to fulfill the Scriptures” (26:54, 56). 3.  Three times it 

is used in the sense of “to fill” something up, “make full” (a container, 13:48; the fathers’ sins, 

23:32; “all righteousness” [i.e. everything God requires], 3:1531). 

These patterns of use in Matthew alert us to one of Matthew’s major themes, that of 

“fulfillment.”32 R. T. France goes so far as to say that “fulfillment” is the “one word that best 

Prophecy has been realized . . .” (Davies and Allison, Matthew I-VII, 485–486). Davies and Allison themselves 
prefer “elements of options 5 and 9” (p. 486).

26 Greg L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics (Expanded ed.; Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 
1984), 53–72.

27 See Vern S. Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 
1995), 363–377. Even Philip S. Ross, who argues for the traditional Reformed understanding of this passage denies 
that πληρόω here means “confirm” (Philip S. Ross, From the Finger of God: The Biblical and Theological Basis for 
the Threefold Division of the Law [Mentor; Christian Focus Publications, Ltd.: Fearn, Ross-shire, 2010], 197).

28 BDAG, 828–829.
29 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 368.
30 See Ibid., 363–377
31 This verse, in which Jesus says that his baptist by John is necessary “to fulfill all righteousness,” might be

better placed with usages 1 and 2 in terms of fulfillment of OT expectations. France Comments on 3:15 that “The 
word ‘fulfill,’ normally used by Matthew in his quotation formula in connection with the completion of a 
scripturally authenticated pattern (see further on 5:17), also suggests that this baptism has a role in the carrying out 
of Jesus’ specific mission” (France, The Gospel of Matthew, 120). However I have placed it in this category because 
it is an unusual use and the third category is the most generic. I would rather understate my case here than overstate 
it.

32 On Matthew’s theme of “fulfillment,” see Quarles, A Theology of Matthew, 25–30; R. T. France, 
“Matthew,” in George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Rev. ed.; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993),
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characterizes Matthew’s theological perspective.”33 There is a kind of global sense in which 

“Matthew regards the Scriptures, the Word of God, as the message about Jesus. Jesus was the 

focus and fulfillment of the Old Testament message.”34 Whether by commenting on the 

fulfillment of prophetic predictions, or by showing the typological relationships between Jesus 

and “the main aspects of God’s activity in Israel’s past,”35 or by use of subtle allusions and echos,

Matthew’s gospel is an extended argument to show that Jesus is the telos of the OT.

This should play an important part in the interpretation of πληρόω in 5:17. While the 

particular context is the final arbitrator in terms of usage, Matthew’s overall pattern of use and 

theological message should, in this case, play a significant role. It seems safe to say that πληρόω,

used in context with a reference to Scripture or Prophecy, should be presumed to be part of 

Matthew’s eschatological fulfillment motif, unless contextual indicators alert us to a more 

appropriate interpretation.

There is another piece of evidence that supports the prophetic interpretation and renders it

almost certain. In Matt 11:13, Jesus says that “all the prophets and the Law prophesied until 

John,” attributing a prophetic function to the “law and prophets.” France comments that 

Here then is a statement of Matthew’s overriding sense of the fulfillment of Scripture in 
the period of Jesus’ ministry. Until the time of John the Hebrew scriptures (with the 
prophets unusually placed in the foreground) were pointing forward to a time of 
fulfillment (“prophesying”); after John that fulfillment has come. . . . It was not only the 
prophets who pointed forward to what was to come; the law, too, had this function . . .36

This is extremely strong evidence that πληρόω should be taken in the sense of prophetic 

fulfillment. In light of the above noted use of “Law and Prophets,” this makes a strong case that 

218–228; France, The Gospel of Matthew, 10–14, 182–184; Hagner, “Matthew,” 265–266; Poythress, The Shadow of
Christ, 251–286.

33 France, “Matthew,” 219.
34 Quarles, A Theology of Matthew, 28.
35 France, “Matthew,” 219.
36 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 431.
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Matthew presents Jesus as claiming that the commanding and imperatival aspects of the OT had 

a prophetic function in which they pointed forward to Christ’s fulfillment.37

Some people object at this point that πληρόω should be interpreted in a way that is 

consistent with the antithetical nature of its pairing with καταλύω.38 In other words, πληρόω 

should be interpreted in a way that shows that it is the opposite of “abolish,” such as “confirm.” 

However, in light of the fact that Matthew had other words within the Greek language that would

better express the opposite of καταλύω, it would be better to think of Jesus as making an 

unexpected contrast here.39 In other words, rather than either demolishing the Law or confirming 

the Law, Jesus chooses a third way: fulfillment. Jesus in this way upholds the abiding authority 

of the Law, and yet it does not imply that he will confirm the status quo; rather he brings a 

redemptive-historical change, but one that is in line with the Law’s God-given purpose.

This raises the question of how Jesus fulfills the Law and the Prophets. While on a 

theological or canonical level there are a number of specific ways in which Jesus fulfills the OT, 

the question is what Matthew has in mind in this text. Many scholars believe that Jesus fulfills 

the Law and the Prophets by his teaching.40 This line of reasoning is essentially correct. It is 

37 This makes it unlikely that Matthew has in mind here that Jesus fulfills the prophecies contained in the 
Law (contra Quarles, Sermon On the Mount, 93).

38 Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 64–67; J. Daryl Charles, “The Greatest or the Least in the 
Kingdom?: The Disciple’s Relationship to the Law (Matt 5:17–20),” Trinity Journal 13.2 (1992), 149–150.

39 Properly speaking, if Matthew wanted to communicate the idea of “confirm” or “establish,” he could 
have used ἵστημι (21 times, translated “stand” [2:9; 12:25, 26, 46, 47; 13:2; 16:28; 20:3, 6 (2x), 32; 24:15; 26:73; 
27:11; 27:47], “cause to stand,” “put” [4:5; 18:2; 25:33], “confirm” [18:16, OT quote]; “weigh out [money]” [26:15, 
NASB]). See also the use in Rom 3:31; 10:3; Heb 10:9. These testify that there is a use of “establish” available that 
would have been appropriate for the idea of establishing the law. Furthermore, Louw and Nida classify ἵστημι in the 
same semantic domain as καταλύω (semantic domain 76: “power, force,” in Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert 
Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, Vol. 1 [electronic ed. of the 2nd 
edition.; New York: United Bible Societies, 1996], 681.). Matthew is at least familiar with this use as he uses it in 
18:16 (though it is with an OT quote and so doesn’t originate with him). Poythress says that in addition to ἵστημι, 
Matthew could have used βεβαιόω to indicate the idea “to confirm” (Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 366).

40 Robert Banks is one important scholar on this subject. He says “The prophetic teachings point forward 
(principally) to the actions of Christ and have been realized in them in an incomparably greater way. The Mosaic 
laws point forward (principally) to the teachings of Christ and have also been realized in them in a more profound 
manner. The word ‘fulfill’ in 5.17, then, includes not only an element of discontinuity (that which has now been 
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supported by the following evidence: 1. Evidence from context. The placement of this statement 

in the SOTM requires that the teaching of Jesus have some relevance to his claim to fulfill the 

Law and Prophets. 2. The authority of, and intentional focus on, Jesus’ words in the SOTM (e.g., 

5:19; 7:24–27, 28–29). 3. Jesus’ reference to the “Law and the Prophets” which, as I argued 

above, implies the normative aspects of the OT.

However, contrary to much current scholarship, this fulfillment should not be conceived 

of in terms of “altering” the Law. Robert J. Banks, for example, speaks of Jesus’ teaching 

“transcending” the Law.41 Similarly, I. Howard Marshall says that Jesus teaching “internalized 

and radicalized” the Law.42 John P. Meier speaks of some of Jesus’ teachings in the antitheses 

that “seem to revoke the letter of the Law.”43 I will argue below in my examination of 5:21–48 

that there are good grounds for rejecting a view that sees Jesus contrasting his own teaching with

the OT. As I will attempt to show, there seems to be good reason to think that much of what is 

taught by Jesus is actually consistent with the OT.

It seems better to say that Jesus teaching fulfills the law, not by establishing a “new law” 

or “higher righteousness,” but by being God’s commands for living in the present stage of the 

realized transcends the Law) but an element of continuity as well (that which transcends the Law is nevertheless 
something to which the Law itself pointed forward)” (Robert J. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition 
[Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975], 210.). Likewise, Davies and Allison: “So when Jesus 
declares, I came … to fulfill’, he means that his new teaching brings to realization that which the Torah anticipated 
or prophesied: its ‘fulfiller’ has come” (Davies and Allison, Matthew I-VII, 487). J. P. Meier’s work argues along the
same line (John P. Meier, Law and History in Matthew's Gospel: A Redactional Study of Mt. 5:17–48 [Rome: 
Biblical Institute Press, 1976], 168.). 

Two important evangelical scholars who take a similar position are D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo. So 
Carson says that “just as Jesus fulfilled OT prophecies by his person and actions, so he fulfilled OT law by his 
teaching” (D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol. 9: Matthew and Mark [Rev. Ed.; 
eds. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010], 175). Likewise, Moo: “. . . the 
law can perhaps be best viewed as an anticipation of of Jesus’ teaching. Jesus fulfills the law by proclaiming those 
demands to which it looked forward.” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 26).

41 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 210.
42 I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, One Gospel (Downers Grove, Ill.: 

InterVarsity Press, 2004), 119.
43 Meier, Law and History, 140.
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kingdom of heaven in a way that is analogous to the role of the Law and the Prophets under the 

mosaic economy (what we might call, the “age of promise” [Rom 1:2; 9:4; Eph 2:12]). Richard 

S. McConnell helpfully confirms this when he says that “Jesus reveals the will of God valid for 

the present eschatological age.”44 In other words, in the same way that Israel was given the way 

of true life by Moses and the Prophets under the mosaic economy, so those who enter the 

kingdom of heaven are given instruction for life by Jesus.

Underlying this interpretation is an understanding that the kingdom of heaven is present 

in some new way with the coming of Christ. For this reason, George Eldon Ladd, in his 

discussion on the kingdom of God in the Synoptic Gospels, says that “. . . in some real sense 

God’s Kingdom came into history in the person and mission of Jesus.”45 And yet the OT pointed 

forward to this kingdom through the national and religious institutions of Israel, among other 

things. While Matthew is not explicit about the details of this relationship, the relationship as I 

have expressed it here is consistent with his conception of the relationship between Jesus and the 

OT, and confirmed by other books of the NT, such as the book of Hebrews.

This interpretation is also consistent with the way in which Jesus is portrayed throughout 

Matthew. So in 5:21–48, Jesus contrasts (what I will argue is) scribal misinterpretation with his 

own teaching. In 7:24–27, eternal consequences are riding on whether or not one “hears and 

acts” on Jesus’ words. In 7:28–29, The crowds are amazed at the words of Jesus. In 11:28–29, 

Jesus invites his hearers to  “learn of Christ and bear his yoke, a metaphor which suggests a Law 

of Christ.”46 In 24:35, Jesus says that “heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not 

44 Richard S. McConnell, Law and Prophecy in Matthew's Gospel: The Authority and Use of the Old 
Testament in the Gospel of St. Matthew (Basel: Komm. Friedrich Reinhardt, 1969), 91.

45 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Rev. ed.; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 
67.

46 W. D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon On the Mount (Brown Judaic Studies, 186; Atlanta, Ga.: 
Scholars Press, 1989), 94.
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pass away,” a saying that, in light 5:18, implies the superiority of his words over the Law. And 

most importantly, in 28:20, Jesus tells his followers to make disciples, “teaching them to obey all

that I commanded you,” and instruction that surely has in mind the teaching found in the 

discourses of Matthew’s gospel.

To summarize our findings on the meaning of πληρόω in 5:17, Jesus’ words fulfill the 

Law and the Prophets in that they are the commands for living in the kingdom that the OT 

promised. As the Law and the Prophets are the commands for living in the typological kingdom 

of national Israel, so Jesus’ words are the commands for living in the true kingdom that has 

drawn near with the coming of Christ. Just as the Law and the Prophets were the locus of 

authority under the Old Covenant, so under the New Covenant, Jesus is the (primary) locus of 

authority.47 There is continuity in the sense that Jesus is not bringing another ethic that was 

unknown in the OT; however there is discontinuity in that the coming of the new introduces 

changes in what it means to live under God’s rule.

Verse 18: ἀμὴν γὰρ λέγω ὑμῖν· ἕως ἂν παρέλθῃ ὁ οὐρανὸς καὶ ἡ γῆ, ἰῶτα ἓν ἢ μία κεραία οὐ
μὴ παρέλθῃ ἀπὸ τοῦ νόμου, ἕως ἂν πάντα γένηται.

The central idea in v. 18 is that “not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law.” The 

word νόμος is most likely referring to the commanding aspects of Torah since that is the way it is

used in v. 17. This mostly clear statement of the Law’s abiding validity is made difficult by the 

presence of two qualifying phrases that seem to limit the abiding nature of the Law: “until 

heaven and earth pass away” (ἕως ἂν παρέλθῃ ὁ οὐρανὸς καὶ ἡ γῆ), and “until all is 

accomplished” (ἕως ἂν πάντα γένηται). 

47 This is not to say that the OT is no longer authoritative. It is rather to say that the OT continues to be 
God’s word to us as it is now interpreted in light of Christ.
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The first phrase indicates that the Law is seen to last as long as the created order 

(interesting in light of Jesus’ statement, noted above, that “heaven and earth will pass away, but 

my words will not pass away” in 24:35).48 The second statement is more difficult.49 Is it referring 

to the same temporal limitation as the previous qualifying phrase, or is it different? The idea of 

all things being “accomplished” is likely referring to “predicted events” of some kind, though 

without specifying which events are being referred to here (cf. Matt 24:34–35).50

To take the second phrase as referring to a time when the Law will in fact pass away 

before the heavens and earth pass away (such as at the death of Christ) seems to conflict with the 

first phrase that sees the Law lasting as long as creation. However, to make them refer to the 

same time seems redundant.51 Brice L. Martin rightly responds that ἕως ἂν πάντα γένηται is 

expressing positively what is expressed negatively in terms of the Law not passing away.52 In 

other words, while the created order stands, the Law will not pass away, but rather, all of God’s 

purposes will be accomplished.53

If this is the correct interpretation, this raises a serious concern about what is meant by 

the Law not passing away. The rest of the NT has a great deal to say about why Christian should 

not be bound to (at least some aspects of) the Mosaic Law. What is meant here? Many are right 

to say that this most likely indicates the abiding and authoritative nature of the OT Scriptures, but

says less about the particular relationship of the Christian to the Law. David Wenham surely has 

48 Davies and Allison affirm that “until heaven and earth pass away” is “not just hyperbole” (Davies and 
Allison, Matthew I-VII, 490).

49 An excellent discussion on this verse is found in Brice L. Martin, “Matthew on Christ and the Law,” 
Theological Studies 34 (April 1983), 67–69.

50 Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 27.
51 An objection mentioned by Moo (ibid.).
52 Martin, “Matthew on Christ and the Law,” 69.
53 “The sense of 5:18, then, is that nothing is to pass from the law but rather that all of it is to come into full 

force” (ibid.). Moo likewise says that “the second [qualifying phrase] introduces the idea, absent from the first, of 
God’s redemptive purposes” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 27).
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wisdom in recognizing that 

The simple answer to that is that this passage (Matt. 5:17–20) is not a detailed statement 
concerning every single aspect of the Christian’s relationship to the Old Testament law; 
its scope and frame of reference are more limited. . . . [T]he purpose of these verses is to 
answer the accusation that Jesus is an antinomian who favored a lowering of moral 
standards; and the question of whether or not the Old Testament food laws should be 
binding on all is not here in question.54 

In terms of how to match this with the whole of NT teaching, Moo is probably also right to say 

that “the continuing validity if the Law is to be understood in the light of its ‘fulfillment’ (v. 17). 

In all its details, the Scripture remains authoritative, but the manner in which men are to relate to 

and understand its provisions is now determined by the one who has fulfilled it.”55

Verse 19: ὃς ἐὰν οὖν λύσῃ μίαν τῶν ἐντολῶν τούτων τῶν ἐλαχίστων καὶ διδάξῃ οὕτως τοὺς 
ἀνθρώπους, ἐλάχιστος κληθήσεται ἐν τῇ βασιλείᾳ τῶν οὐρανῶν· ὃς δʼ ἂν ποιήσῃ καὶ 
διδάξῃ, οὗτος μέγας κληθήσεται ἐν τῇ βασιλείᾳ τῶν οὐρανῶν.

In v. 19, Jesus declares by his two-sided statement that status in the kingdom of heaven is 

directly proportionate to one’s disposition toward “these commandments.” Jesus refers here to 

the future inheritance of the kingdom, not its present manifestation. There are a number of 

important details in this verse, but in terms of this study, the most important question is what is 

meant by “these commandments” (τῶν ἐντολῶν τούτων)? One good answer to this question says 

that “these commandments” are the OT commandments of the Law mentioned in the previous 

verse.56 

However there are two compelling reasons to reject this in favor of seeing τῶν ἐντολῶν 

τούτων as referring to Jesus commandments (and especially those found in the SOTM). The first 

54 Wenham, “Jesus and the Law,” 95.
55 Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 27. See also Carson’s helpful comments in Carson, 

“Matthew,” 175.
56 “Attempts to restrict the reference to the decalogue, Jesus’ commands, or the antitheses cannot be 

justified. Most likely, the antecedent of τούτων is to be located in νόμος, the whole (v. 18) being broken down into 
its parts (v. 19)” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 28).
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is the relevance of v. 18 and v. 19 in terms of the broader discourse. While νόμος is the closest 

word to ἐντολῶν that is conceptually related, a study of the semantic structure of the passage 

shows that v. 18 finds its significance in the previous passage (it is retrospective in that it 

supports the idea that Jesus came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets), while the ἐντολῶν (and v. 

19 as a whole) are concerned with the following passage (it is prospective in that it is the 

dominant idea of vv. 17–20 and therefore relates to the following passages).57 So while νόμος is 

closer to ἐντολῶν in terms of distance, the “I say to you” sayings of the antitheses are more 

relevant. 

The second reason that τῶν ἐντολῶν τούτων probably refer to Jesus’ commandments is 

that they are the dominant idea of the SOTM. Within vv. 17–20, despite the fact that more 

scholarly articles have been written on it, Jesus’ statement that he came to fulfill the Law and the 

Prophets is used as a supporting statement for v. 19, which is the most prominent section of vv. 

17–20.58 In addition, there is the fact that Jesus ends the SOTM with the parable which 

admonishes the reader to hear Jesus’ words and act on them because eternal consequences are at 

stake (7:24–27). In other words, one’s status in the kingdom will be determined by their 

disposition to Jesus’ commandments.

Verse 20: Λέγω γὰρ ὑμῖν ὅτι ἐὰν μὴ περισσεύσῃ ὑμῶν ἡ δικαιοσύνη πλεῖον τῶν γραμματέων
καὶ Φαρισαίων, οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθητε εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν.

In v. 20 Jesus admonishes his audience that their righteousness has to surpass that of the Scribes 

and the Pharisees if they want to enter the kingdom of God. The “entering” to which Jesus here 

refers is in the future when true disciples inherit the kingdom at the final judgment (cf. Matt 

57 See the SSA at the end of this section.
58 Ibid.
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25:31–46). Jesus says that his followers’ righteousness must “surpass that of the Scribes and 

Pharisees” in order to enter the kingdom on that day.

Contrasted Righteousness in SOTM

An important aspect of the concept of “righteousness” in the SOTM is that, especially in 5:20–

6:18, it is a contrastive notion. In 5:20, the righteousness demanded to enter the kingdom of 

heaven is set in contrast to a hypocritical righteousness demonstrated by the Scribes and 

Pharisees. This is also true in 6:1–18, where Jesus contrasts true righteousness with hypocritical 

righteousness in terms of religious practices. This is first stated in terms of a general warning that

his disciples are not to practice their righteousness to be noticed by others (something that 

accuses the Scribes and Pharisees of in chapter 23), but to please God. He then contrasts true and

false alms-giving (6:2–4), prayer (6:5–15), and fasting (6:16–18).

What is debated is whether this idea of contrast between true and false righteousness is 

also present in the antitheses, or whether they consist of a contrast between Jesus’ commands and

those of the Mosaic Law. The fact that the section (vv. 21–48) comes between two sections that 

are explicitly dealing with the contrast between true and false righteousness is one argument that 

unless there are contextual indicators, a contrast within vv. 21–48 would continue the theme 

begun in v. 20 and continued in 6:1.

However, there is a related point to be made here, since v. 20 serves as a sort of hinge 

between 5:17–19 and 5:21–48. It is at this point that we must ask, “what was deficient about the 

righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees?” In short, was the problem that they had done fine 

keeping God’s Law under the Mosaic Covenant, but had failed to attain to the greater 

righteousness of Jesus’ commandments? Or had they failed to attain the righteousness which is 
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under the Law? 

One’s view on this question seems to affect how one perceives the role of v. 20 in the 

broader discourse. For example, Robert Banks says that 

Since righteousness is for Matthew a comprehensive term signifying the character of the 
instructions Jesus sets before his followers and, as such, the positive counterpart to the 
hypocrisy of the Pharisees, one can rightly view it as forming the theme of the material 
that follows. It is scarcely correct, however despite the frequency with which it has been 
asserted, that v. 20 should be viewed as the introduction to 5:21–48. The antitheses 
themselves are primarily directed at the Mosaic Law rather than at the oral tradition. This 
means that it is rather 5:17–20 as a whole that should be regarded as a preface to that 
which follows.59

Here he seems to indicate that righteousness is the theme of the section, and so Jesus naturally 

contrasts it with hypocrisy, but that this contrast is not the theme of vv. 21–48; rather the contrast

with the Mosaic Law is. But it seems odd to say that the contrast is a different and unrelated one 

in v. 20. This makes Jesus’ statement about the need for his disciples’ righteousness to “surpass 

that of the Scribes and Pharisees” a throwaway comment with little relevance to the flow of 

thought. Based on my SSA of 5:17–20, I actually agree with his comment that it is not v. 20, but 

“rather 5.17–20 as a whole that should be regarded as a preface to that which follows.” However 

Banks’ interpretation seems to minimize the relevance of the contrast in v. 20 to the overall 

discourse.

Similarly, Davies and Allison say that “5:20, in announcing that the righteousness of 

Jesus’ followers must exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees, anticipates that Jesus’ words in 

the subsequent paragraphs will require even more than the Torah itself requires.”60 This is 

puzzling, because it seems to identify the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees with the 

59 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 225. In fact Banks sees this verse as an “insertion” by Matthew at this point, 
though an appropriate one.

60 Davies and Allison, Matthew I-VII, 501.
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requirements of the Torah, implying that they were accurately living up to them. However, if the 

Scribes and Pharisees had kept Torah’s requirements, why did Jesus constantly rebuke them as 

hypocrites?

France likewise seems to imply that the Scribes and Pharisees were accurately living up 

to the standards of the OT: 

For all their scrupulous observance of OT (and other) regulations, the scribes and 
Pharisees are seen as still standing outside the kingdom of heaven. Within that new 
regime different standards apply. Those who are to belong to God’s new realm must 
move beyond literal observance of rules, however good and scriptural, to a new 
consciousness of what it means to please God, one which penetrates beneath the surface 
level of rules to be obeyed to a more radical openness to knowing and doing the 
underlying will of “your Father in heaven.”61

This is again puzzling because it seems to imply that while the OT was satisfied with a 

perfunctory external obedience, Jesus demands a different standard altogether. But Jesus himself 

claims that the whole of the OT is summed up with “You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” and “You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself” (Matt 22:37–39). In fact, he says that “On these two commandments depend the whole 

Law and the Prophets” (Matt 22:40). This standard would hardly be satisfied with external 

obedience; even less does it appear that Jesus is requiring “different standards” from the OT.62

A better interpretation seems to be given by Francois P. Viljoen, who rightly states that 

The discussion as introduced by Matt 5:17–19 continues to distinguish the 
“righteousness” Jesus requires from that of the scribes and the Pharisees (5:20). While 
Matt 5:17–19 refutes a wrong interpretation of 5:21–48 (as to an overturning of the 
Torah), 5:20 supplies another clue of the right interpretation. The announcement that 

61 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 190.
62 Along these lines, while Douglas J. Moo provides a helpful and quite rigorous treatment of this topic in 

his article “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” in an eleven page examination of Matt 5:17–48, there is not 
even a passing mention of v. 20. The omission seems odd in the following statement: “Inasmuch as Jesus’ direct 
statements about the OT in vv. 17–19 are difficult to interpret and can be properly understood only in relation to vv. 
21–48, it will be advantageous to consider the latter passage first” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic 
Law,” 17). It seems strange to use vv. 21–48 to shed light on vv. 17–19 without any mention of verse 20.
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Jesus’ followers must exceed that of the scribes and the Pharisees (5:20), anticipates that 
Jesus’ words in the subsequent paragraph will exceed those of the scribes’ and Pharisees’ 
interpretation of the Torah.63 

We will see below that getting this issue right plays an important role in understanding the 

passage as a whole rightly.

In conclusion, v. 20, while it should not necessarily be seen as the sole preface to vv. 21–

48 because of its tight connection to vv. 17–19, does at least introduce into the context the 

concept of an insufficient righteousness that is to be contrasted with the true righteousness that 

his followers must have if they are to finally inherit the kingdom of heaven.

Semantic Structure Analysis of Matt 5:17–20

Up to this point, we have examined vv. 17–20 with the goal of untangling the many ambiguous 

phrases that are found there. Before moving on to 5:21–48, this section will attempt to use a 

modified semantic structure analysis to help clarify the relationship between the various idea 

found in the pericope.64 

The following is the fruit of an SSA of Matt 5:17–20 and is intended to be read with 

63 Francois P. Viljoen, “Jesus’ Teaching on the Torah in the Sermon on the Mount,” Neotestamentica 40.1 
(2006), 146.

64 Semantic Structure Analysis (SSA) is a method of analyzing discourse that attempts to bring out the 
meaning that is implied in the totality of a discourse rather than focusing on inter-sentence meaning. To illustrate, 
the two clauses in the sentence, “Move the rock; it is in the way” stand in the same relation to one another that the 
two clauses in the sentence, “Move the rock because it is in the way” stand to one another. While the semantic 
relationship between the clauses is indicated grammatically by means of the conjunction “because” in the second 
sentence, the same relation is communicated by the semantic relationship between the meanings of the two clauses 
in the first sentence. This is what SSA attempts to analyze. 

The idea of SSA is communicated in the seminal work on the topic, The Semantic Structure of Written 
Communication (John Beekman, John Callow, and Michael F. Kopesec, The Semantic Structure of Written 
Communication [5th revision. Dallas, Tex.: SIL, 1981].). The main idea of the work is as follows. Language is a 
“form-meaning composite” (p. 6). Just as the form of language is structured, so also is meaning. “The assumption 
underlying this work is that . . . this structure is amenable to linguistic analysis and theory. Indeed, the purpose of 
this presentation is to set forth a theory of the structure of meaning—to give it a technical title, semantic structure” 
(p. 14). I will be using a modified form of SSA because as it is presented by Beekman, Kopesec and Callow, there is,
in my opinion, too much reliance on Chomskian grammar as can be seen by their emphasis on “deep structure” 
versus “surface structure” (see p. 65). It is preferable to use the actual “surface structure” of the text, which I will do 
in what follows.
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reference to Figure 1 (see below). Communication relations in capital letters (e.g., CONTENT) 

are the more prominent idea in the pair; lowercase letters (e.g., grounds) indicate the less 

prominent idea. 

The main idea of 5:17–20 is that because Jesus came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets, 

one’s status in the kingdom of heaven is dependent upon their disposition toward Christ’s 

commandments. The rest of the SOTM fills this out by giving the content of Jesus’ 

commandments (i.e., his teaching in 5:21–7:12). This is supported by the fact that the Sermon 

ends with a call to hear and act on Christ’s words (7:24–27).

To move one level closer to the details of the passage, the most prominent idea in v. 17 is 

that Jesus came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets (in contrast to abolishing them, which is less 

prominent). The most prominent idea in 5:18, that even the smallest details of the Law will 

remain until God has fulfilled his purposes, provides the grounds by which this conclusion is to 

be reached. “Since the Scriptures will remain until God accomplishes his purposes, I have 

obviously not come to abolish the Law and the Prophets; on the contrary I have come to fulfill 

them.” Because v. 18 gives grounds for the conclusion that Christ has come to fulfill the Law and

the Prophets, it is less prominent, meaning that Christ’s fulfillment remains the most prominent 

idea in vv. 17–18.

In v. 19, the two contrasting ideas (whoever annuls Christ’s commandment and teaches 

others to do so will be called least in the kingdom, and whoever does them and teaches others to 

do so will be called great in the kingdom) are equally prominent, because they illustrate the two 

sides of the same concept: that status in the kingdom is directly proportional to one’s disposition 

to Christ’s commands. The presence of the conjunction οὖν indicates that this is a conclusion 
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Figure 1: Semantic Structure Analysis of Matt 5:17–20

orienter 1. Do not suppose that

     contrast CONTENT 2. I came to abolish the 
law or the prophets

     orienter 3. [Suppose rather that]

contrast 3. I did not come 
to abolish,

       grounds HEAD HEAD CONTENT HEAD 4. but [I did come] to 
fulfill

orienter 5. For truly I say to you 
that 

time 6. until heaven and earth 
pass away

grounds   CONTENT HEAD HEAD 7. not one smallest letter 
or one stroke of the pen 
shall pass away from the 
law

time 8. until all comes to pass

contrast 1 9. Therefore whoever 
annuls one of the least of 
these commandments and 
teaches others to do the

CONCLUSION    CONCLUSION same will be called least 
in the kingdom of heaven

contrast 2 10. But whoever practices 
and teaches them will be 
called great in the 
kingdom of heaven

orienter 11. For I say to you that

condition 12. unless your 
righteousness abounds 
more than the Scribes and 
Pharisees

grounds CONTENT    CONSEQUENCE 13. you will certainly not 
enter the kingdom of 
heaven.
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drawn from the most prominent idea of vv. 17–18: because Christ came to fulfill the abiding 

Law, the conclusion drawn is that “status in the kingdom is directly proportional to one’s 

disposition to Christ’s commands.” Interestingly, because vv. 17–18 support this conclusion, v. 

19 is the more prominent. This makes sense of the fact that Jesus’ commandments form the bulk 

of 5:21–7:12, and of the closing warning to hear and act on Jesus’ words in 7:24–27.

Finally, the most prominent idea in v. 20 is the danger of not entering the kingdom of 

heaven, which is portrayed as a consequence of not having a righteousness that surpasses the 

Scribes and Pharisees. In light of the relationship to v. 19, this is likely seen as a result of the fact

that the Scribes and Pharisees have a negative disposition to Christ’s commands. The warning of 

v. 20 is supplied as a supporting grounds for the cluster of statements found in vv. 17–19 which 

have as their most prominent idea that one’s disposition toward Christ’s commands determines 

status in the kingdom. In light of this fact, the most prominent idea in vv. 17–20 is the 

importance of one’s disposition toward Christ’s commands. 

Verses 20 and 21 are connected by asyndeton, indicating that vv. 21–48 have their own 

unity. Because of the presence of the idea of “commandments” in v. 19, and the fact that v. 19 is 

the most prominent idea of the pericope, vv. 21–48 are most relevant to v. 19 and likely should 

be interpreted as (at least some of) the content of Jesus’ commands mentioned in v. 19. This 

supports the fact that while v. 20 contributes the idea of conflicting righteousness to the context, 

it is less prominent than the idea of obedience to Jesus’ commands. This is important for the 

interpretation of vv. 21–48.

IV. Matt 5:21–48: the Antitheses

Having examined Matthew 5:17–20 with the intention of resolving some of the greater 
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ambiguities in the text, it is necessary to briefly examine the so-called “antitheses” of vv. 21–48 

to see what they contribute to an understanding of Jesus’ relationship to the OT. While the actual 

label “antitheses” is debated,65 it refers to vv. 21–48, in which Jesus repeatedly introduces a 

“thesis” with the phrase, “you have heard that it was said” (or some equivalent phrase), and then 

introduces his own teaching as the “antithesis” with the phrase, “but I say to you.” It is the 

relationship between these two sets of statements that this section will try to uncover.

Structure

As Robert Banks has noted, 5:17–20 serves as a kind of preface to the antitheses.66 France 

indicates that vv. 17–20 should be seen as “general principles” that introduce specific examples 

in what follows.67 5:21–48 breaks down further into “two sets of three” as follows:68

Two triads of specific instruction (5:21–48)
(1) The first triad (5:21–32)

(a) On murder (5:21–26)
(b) On adultery (5:27–30)
(c) On divorce (5:31–32)

(2) The second triad (5:33–48)
(a) Do not swear (5:33–37)
(b) Turn the other cheek (5:38–42)
(c) Love your enemy (5:43–48)

The examination of this section will be guided, as above, by the concern to understand 

the relationship between Jesus and the Law and the Prophets. The most important question is 

“what is being contrasted?” Is Jesus contrasting his words with the OT Law? Is he contrasting his

words with Jewish interpretation?

65 See Quarles, Sermon On the Mount, 104–105.
66 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 225.
67 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 178.
68 From Dale C. Allison, Studies in Matthew: Interpretation Past and Present (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker 

Academic, 2005), 182. See his excellent explanation of the structural features of the antitheses (pp. 182–184).
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The Introductory Formula

There is some variety in the way that the antitheses are introduced, but likely the difference is for

stylistic reasons. The introduction, “You have heard that the ancients were told . . . but I say to 

you . . .” is given in full in the first antithesis and again at the fourth, probably to group them into

two groups of three. The other four have a shortened version, but probably the same meaning is 

intended.69

There seems to be three basic components of the full introductory formula: 1. “You have 

heard.” Quarles comments that this phrase “implies that the disciples of Jesus had not had the 

opportunity to study the OT for themselves but were largely dependent on the teaching of the 

scribes for their knowledge of the Scriptures.”70 2. “The ancients were told.” This likely refers to 

the giving of the Law at Sinai. Quarles says about this phrase that “the term ‘people of ancient 

times’ is probably the Greek equivalent of a Hebrew term used both in rabbinic literature and the 

Dead Sea Scrolls to refer to the Sinai generation.”71 3. “But I say to you.” This phrase contrasts 

Jesus’ teaching with the interpretation that they have received. Understanding these three parts of

the introductory statement inclines us to expect (or at least be open to finding) a contrast between

Jesus and scribal tradition. While some have interpreted the introductory statements to the effect 

that Jesus is contrasting his teaching with the Law,72 John Murray helpfully points out that “Jesus

elsewhere does not use such a formula when he refers to the Old Testament. He uses, rather, such

69 Thus Blomberg’s comment, “The introductory formulas have grown successively shorter, each one 
presupposing the fuller, previous introduction” (Craig L. Blomberg, “Matthew,” in Commentary On the New 
Testament Use of the Old Testament [eds. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson; Grand Rapids, Mich.; Nottingham, 
England: Baker Academic, 2007], 23). See also the chart of parallels between the various antitheses in Allison, 
Studies in Matthew, 184.

70 Quarles, Sermon On the Mount, 105. Hagner, similarly says, “The repeated formula [‘you have heard’] 
means ‘you have received as tradition’” (Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 115).

71 Quarles, Sermon On the Mount, 107.
72 As with Davies and Allison, Matthew I-VII, 506.
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a formula as ‘it is written.’”73 

The First Antithesis: On Murder (5:21–26)

The first antithesis is as follows:

v. 21: You have heard that the ancients were 
told,

v. 22: But I say to you that

‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever 
commits murder shall be liable to the court.’

everyone who is angry with his brother shall be
guilty before the court; and whoever says to his
brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty
before the supreme court; and whoever says, 
‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the
fiery hell.

The phrase “you shall not commit murder” is a clear citation of the sixth commandment 

from Ex 20:13 and Deut 5:17. The phrase ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court’ 

is not a specific quote from the OT, but it does reflect the demands of the Law that people who 

murder were to be tried by judges (Deut 16:18).74 Banks interprets this to mean that Jesus 

contrasted his own teaching with the teaching of the Mosaic Law on this point.75 On the other 

hand, Murray suggests that the addition was supplied by scribal tradition to imply that “Only he 

who commits the overt act of murder shall be liable to the judgment.”76 

Jesus contrasts this saying with a his own saying that prohibits anger. Banks says that 

“His teaching is thus something new which speaks on an altogether different level to the OT law 

that preceded it. It does not merely affirm it nor does it explicitly abrogate it. Yet it certainly 

73 John Murray, Principles of Conduct: Aspects of Biblical Ethics (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1957), 
158.

74 Carson says that “the threat of judgment was part of the Mosaic legislation dealing with murder” (D. A. 
Carson, The Sermon On the Mount: An Evangelical Exposition of Matthew 5–7 [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book 
House, 1982], 40).

75 Banks says that “the whole of v. 21 must be considered an expression of the Old Testament position” (
Banks, Jesus and the Law, 187).

76 Murray, Principles of Conduct, 160.
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surpasses it.”77 While it is true within the Decalogue that the sixth commandment explicitly deals

with murder and nothing else, there are other OT laws that also address the internal dimension. 

Lev 19:17–18 says that “You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may 

surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him. You shall not take 

vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor

as yourself; I am the LORD.” So the OT itself prohibits the sinful attitudes that lead to murder.

However, while the OT threatens to punish the murderer, Jesus warns that the angry man 

is in danger of eternal punishment. Poythress helpful explains: 

Now that the kingdom of heaven is near, the copy is about to be superseded by the reality.
The preliminary is about to be superseded by the final. Jesus therefore speaks of the final 
judgment, the judgment of hell, rather than merely the preliminary judgments embodied 
in portions of the law of Moses. . . . Jesus here confirms what we argued with respect to 
punishments of the law, namely, that the external punishments enjoined by Moses 
foreshadow the ultimate punishments to be executed by God.78

In speaking this way, there is a sense of advancement from the OT to Jesus’ teaching. However it

is not on the level of a “new ethic,” but a significance to sins of the hear that was not as clearly 

known before.

The first antithesis, then shows us that while Jesus’ teaching goes beyond the literal 

commandment, it is not an advance beyond the OT as a whole, because similar teaching can be 

found there as well. However, his teaching on eternal punishment is a new concept that makes 

sense in light of the coming of the kingdom.

The Second Antithesis: On Adultery (5:27–30)

The second antithesis is as follows:

77 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 189.
78 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 258–259.
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v. 27: You have heard that it was said, v. 28: but I say to you that

 ‘You shall not commit adultery’ everyone who looks at a woman with lust for 
her has already committed adultery with her in 
his heart

Here Jesus contrasts the seventh commandment, which prohibits adultery (Ex 20:14; 

Deut 5:18) with his own teaching, which prohibits lustful glances. Robert Banks says that “there 

is no question of scribal interpretation being involved. . . . Jesus was demanding a new 

relationship which actually transcended the requirements of the Law.”79 On the other hand, Philip

S. Ross points out that “It is not even necessary to go beyond Exodus 20 as the tenth 

commandment [not to covet your neighbor’s wife] on any ‘fair exposition’ demands no less than 

Matthew 5.”80 This seems to be a sound reasoning. 

In light of this, when contextual factors are taken into account (v. 20 and the introductory 

formula discussed above), it seems plausible to interpret this verse as Jesus contrasting his own 

teaching, which fulfills the Law, with that of the Scribes and Pharisees, which perverts the Law 

by reducing the definition of adultery “to the overt act.”81 However, while Jesus demands find 

precedent within the Law itself, what seems new is the insistence that the internal lust will be 

punishable by eternal hellfire. This advance can be accounted for by the presence of the kingdom

of heaven that has drawn near with the coming of Jesus.

The Third Antithesis: On Divorce (5:31–32)

The third antithesis is related to, but distinct from, the previous.82 It is as follows:

79 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 190–191.
80 Ross, From the Finger of God, 224. See also Prov 6:25.
81 Murray, Principles of Conduct, 55.
82 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 191–192.
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v. 31: It was said, v. 32: but I say to you that

‘Whoever sends his wife away, let him give her
a certificate of divorce’

everyone who divorces his wife, except for the 
reason of unchastity, makes her commit 
adultery; and whoever marries a divorced 
woman commits adultery.

Jesus here quotes Deut 24:1, which is a part of a larger section prohibiting a man from 

remarrying a woman he has previously divorced.83 Interestingly, the passage as Jesus quotes it is 

saying more than the original, which, in the context of Deut 24:1–4 merely assumes the divorce 

(“when . . .”) rather than condoning it (“. . . let him . . .”):

When [or “if,” as with the NIV] a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that 
she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes 
her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house, and 
she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, and if the latter husband 
turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends 
her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her 
former husband who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife . . . 
(emphasis added).

This strengthening of the original quotation makes it plausible that he is dealing with a 

misinterpretation of the OT law.

While Jesus’ teaching is distinct in that he declares remarriage to be adultery, it is helpful 

to note that the framework upon which this view is based is actually found within the Old 

Testament. Matt 19:3–9 fills this in. There, Jesus responds to the question of whether divorce is 

permitted “for any reason at all.” He responds that 1. on the basis of the creation narrative we 

know that marriage is the bonding of two people, so that the divorce and remarriage constitutes 

adultery against the original spouse, and 2. the laws regarding divorce in the OT are by 

concession, “because of your hardness of heart” (Matt 19:8).

On the other hand, Jesus seems to confirm some kind of “exception clause” that takes 

83 Blomberg, “Matthew,” 23.
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into account human sinfulness (5:32; 19:9), which may parallel Deut 24:1. In other words, while 

Jesus recognizes that divorce may be permissible in certain circumstances, it is always less than 

ideal and often sinful. His teaching is based on the OT witness to God’s intention for marriage in 

creation (Gen 2:24), and consistent with God’s stated hatred of divorce (Mal 2:16).

The Fourth Antithesis: Do not swear (5:33–37)

The fourth antithesis is as follows:

v. 33: Again, you have heard that the ancients 
were told, 

vv. 34: But I say to you, 

‘You shall not make false vows, but shall fulfill
your vows to the Lord.’

make no oath at all . . . 

The first half of this antithesis is summarizing the OT concept of keeping vows made in 

the name of the Lord. Though this exact wording is not found in the OT itself, there is possibly a 

connection with the third commandment, and at least some verbal similarity to Lev 19:12: “You 

shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the Lord.”84 By 

contrast, Jesus commands that his disciples “make no oaths at all.”

As with the other section, there is considerable debate as to how to understand Jesus 

prohibition. Robert Banks says with reference to this prohibition that “any attempt to weaken its 

force by reference to the distinction between public and private life, its limitation to a prohibition

of false swearing, or the restriction of its application to the casuistic examples of oaths that 

follow in vv. 34b-36, must be rejected.”85 Banks therefore sees this antithesis in terms of Jesus 

contrasting his own teaching with that of the OT and going beyond it. Similarly, D. A. Carson 

says that “It must be frankly admitted that Jesus formally contravenes OT law. . . . But if his 

84 Blomberg, “Matthew,” 24–25.
85 Banks, Jesus and the Law, 194.
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interpretation of the direction in which the law points is authoritative, then his teaching fulfills 

it.”86

But is it accurate to say that Jesus’ teaching merely shows the direction of the OT law? 

While it is granted that Jesus does in fact “formally” (as Carson says) speak in contrast to the 

law, it seems better to says that Jesus’ teaching is in harmony with the law as it existed in the OT 

itself. For example, in Jer 9:5–6, God laments that his people are filled with deceit and do not 

speak the truth. Similarly, in Zech 8:16–17 God says, “‘These are the things which you should 

do: speak the truth to one another; judge with truth and judgment for peace in your gates. Also let

none of you devise evil in your heart against another, and do not love perjury; for all these are 

what I hate,’ declares the Lord.” It seems more likely in light of these and other passages in the 

OT, that God actually revealed the standard to be truth-telling, and that Jesus is merely affirming 

what was intended all along.

The question is then, “why then does Jesus forbid oaths when the OT clearly allows 

them?” Is it possible that Jesus is here, as with previous antitheses, not contrasting his teaching 

with the OT itself, but with a misinterpretation of the law? This seems likely to be the case for 

two reasons. First, it is widely recognized that there developed in Judaism a system of oaths that 

was manipulated to sometimes avoid truth-telling, rather than uphold it. Carson explains, 

. . . by Jesus’ time the Jews had built up an entire legalistic system around the Old 
Testament teaching. In the Jewish code of law called the Mishnah, there is one whole 
tractate given over to the question of oaths, including detailed consideration of when 
they’re binding and when they’re not. For example, one rabbi says that if you swear by 
Jerusalem you are not bound by your vow; but if you swear toward Jerusalem, then you 
are bound by your vow. The swearing of oaths thus degenerates into terrible rules which 
let you know when you can get away with lying and deception, and when you can’t. 
These oaths no longer foster truthfulness, but weaken the cause of truth and promote 

86 Carson, “Matthew,” 188.
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deceit. Swearing evasively becomes justification for lying.87

This understanding of the background of Jesus’ words makes sense of the examples that he gives 

in vv. 34–36 (not swearing by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, or the hairs on one’s head) as well as the 

similar criticism Jesus levies against the scribes and Pharisees because of their oaths in 23:16–

22.

The second reason that this is likely the best interpretation is that Jesus’ prohibition does 

not seem to be intended to be taken literally, or at least not absolutely. First, as Craig L. 

Blomberg says, “there are other NT texts that call into question an approach that would 

absolutize Jesus’ words . . . Paul twice invokes God’s name to assure the truth of his claims (Gal. 

1:20; 2 Cor. 1:23), while Heb. 6:13–14 refers to God himself ‘swearing’ in his own name. In 

Matt. 26:63–64, Jesus will reply to the high priest’s question ‘under oath.’”88 These texts make it 

unlikely that Jesus intends us to understand his prohibition absolutely.

In addition, several commentators point out the importance of taking seriously the mode 

in which Christ is communicating. Moo draws attention to the “undoubted examples of 

hyperbole in the Sermon” as an important aspect of the text to take into consideration (for 

example, Jesus instruction to mutilate ourselves in order to prevent sin in vv. 29–30).89 France 

likewise denies that the commands of the Sermon are “to be treated as if they were a new set of 

literal regulations to replace those of the scribes and Pharisees.”90 In fact, there are some 

circumstances in which the refusal to take an oath “convey quite the wrong impression.”91

For these reasons, it seems best to understand that Jesus, rather than being concerned with

87 Carson, The Sermon On the Mount, 47.
88 Blomberg, “Matthew,” 24.
89 Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 21.
90 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 216–217.
91 Ibid., 216.
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prohibiting the oaths absolutely, was taking aiming at a system in his day that was used for 

promoting deceit rather than truthfulness. On the other hand, while we may not be required by 

Christ to abstain from oaths absolutely, as those who follow the Lord Christ we should take 

seriously his call to be such people of the truth that we have no need to take an oath before we 

can be considered trustworthy.

The Fifth Antithesis: Turn the other cheek (5:38–42)

The fifth antithesis is as follows:

v. 38: “You have heard that it was said, vv. 39: But I say to you,

‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps 
you on your right cheek, turn the other to him 
also.

The phrase that Christ quotes from the Mosaic Law is found in Ex 21:24, Lev 24:20, and 

Deut 19:21. Jesus appear to contradict the command by commanding that a person who is 

slapped ought to allow the offender to slap the other cheek rather than giving an equal 

retribution. There are three more examples given in vv. 40–42 (giving one’s coat to the one suing

for the shirt; going two miles when pressed into service to go one; giving to the one who asks).

There seem to be three approaches that most scholars take in dealing with these verses. 

They tend to see Jesus as revoking the Mosaic Law and setting up a “new law,”92 or simply 

dealing with a perversion in which a public method of administering justice was brought into 

private disputes and used with vindictive motives,93 or that Jesus wanted to change our values 

92 “We may conclude, then, that here once again Jesus brings a new norm which altogether transcends that 
embedded in the Law and reiterated, in however qualified a manner, by its interpreters” (Banks, Jesus and the Law, 
199); Moo quotes (and here disagrees with) John P. Meier to the effect that this antithesis is “perhaps the clearest 
and least disputable case of annulment in the antitheses” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 22).

93 “The lex talionis was part of the Mosaic jurisprudence; it was one of the measures instituted for the 
penalizing of injury inflicted. It was part of the order of public justice and not of private revenge. It is easy to see 
how this distinction could be overlooked or discarded and two distortions would readily result: (1) the transfer to 
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and not necessarily to establish a new set of rules.94

While there are many (today and historically) who say that Jesus was establishing a “new

law” in terms of a new ethic in contrast with the OT law, there is good reason to be hesitant about

that view. First, there seems to be some strands of OT teaching that include such things as 

generosity and openhandedness with the poor (Lev 25:35–38; Deut 15:7–11) and prohibiting 

vindictiveness and grudge-bearing (Lev 19:17–18).95 Consequently, only if Jesus’ teaching is 

taken in an absolute sense would this be an advance over the OT, and if it is taken this way, the 

resulting position suffers from a number of serious objections.96

Second, positively speaking, the fifth (along with the sixth) antithesis relates in a special 

way to what it means to follow Christ. As many passages point out, the Christian way is marked 

by a willingness to suffer and do good to one’s enemies as an imitation of/identification with 

private life of a rule which applied only in the sphere of public justice; (2) the misappropriation of the provision to 
justify personal vindictiveness” (Murray, Principles of Conduct, 174). “The law was thus being dragged into the 
personal arena, where it could scarcely foster even rough justice, but only bitterness, vengeance, malice, hatred” 
(Carson, The Sermon On the Mount, 49). “Jesus does not question the legitimacy of this policy (nor does he oppose 
it), but prohibits his disciples from using the principle in personal relations. Inasmuch as application of the lex to 
private parties is not envisaged in the OT, it is likely that Jesus is opposing a misuse of the law among his 
contemporaries” (Moo, “Jesus and the Authority of the Mosaic Law,” 22).

94 “Here more than anywhere in this section we need to remind ourselves that Jesus’ aim is not to establish a
new and more demanding set of rules to supplant those of the scribes and Pharisees. It is to establish a ‘greater 
righteousness,’ a different understanding of how we should live as the people of God, an alternative set of values. In 
place of the principle of retribution he sets nonresistance; in place of the defense of legal rights he sets uncalculating
generosity; in place of concern for oneself he sets concern for the other. The disciple may be forced to conclude that 
in an imperfect human society Jesus’ illustrations of these principles could not work as literal rules of conduct, that 
unlimited generosity to beggars would not only undermine the economic order but also in the end do no good to the 
beggars themselves” (France, The Gospel of Matthew, 217).

95 Ross, From the Finger of God, 232.
96 To name a few, absolutizing these verses would suggest that 1. it is wrong to resist an evil person when 

they are attacking a weak and helpless person, even when it is within your power to stop it; 2. it is wrong to use 
force to prevent being robbed, even if one’s family were to suffer because of it; 3. it is wrong to turn away someone 
who asks you for money to spend it on drugs that will harm them; 4. ultimately struggles to make sense of much of 
the Bible’s ethics—especially the OT and God’s final victory in the Book of Revelation. Carson helpfully says that 
“no matter how much we wish to follow Jesus seriously, we discover, sooner or later, that seriously following Jesus 
entails hard thinking about what he said and what he did not say. We may not come to perfect unanimity on all 
points; but we must agree that absolutizing any text, without due respect for the context and flow of the argument, as
well as for other things Jesus says elsewhere, is bound to lead to distortion and misrepresentation of what Jesus 
means” (Carson, The Sermon On the Mount, 50–51).

37



Christ and the way of participation in his mission (see esp. Rom 8:17; Col 1:24; 1 Pet 2:13–20, 

21). Poythress explains why this is:

. . . Jesus invokes the principle of balanced recompense in an altered way. The old rule 
said that if Al does damage to Bill, Al must in turn suffer equivalent damage and restore 
the damage that has been done to Bill. Jesus’ new principle makes a subtle alteration. If 
Al does damage to Bill, Bill willingly has Al do it again. The damage goes twice in the 
same direction rather than being reversed. The intentions, however, are reversed by Bill’s 
willingness to suffer loss and to do good to Al. . . . Jesus’ exhortations to give back good 
for evil are appropriate for those who are constantly renewed inwardly. As heirs of the 
kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:3, 10) they are not merely to operate in terms of normal 
earthly patterns of retribution, but a heavenly pattern of giving good for evil because 
Christ did the same for them.97

In other words, while the prohibition of vengeance and grudge-bearing and the command to be 

generous are found in the OT, they receive a special prominence in their fulfillment in the NT 

because it underlies the logic of the cross: God himself bears the cost of our sin against him in 

order to restore us to himself.

In light of these concerns, it seems plausible that Jesus is contrasting his own teaching to 

a misinterpretation of the OT that appropriated the lex talionis as a way of dealing with personal 

offenses.98 In kingdom of heaven, the way of life that fulfills the Law and the Prophets is one in 

which we follow our master and demonstrate in our own lives the forbearing love of the cross.

The Sixth Antithesis: Love your enemy (5:43–48)

The sixth antithesis is similar to the fifth one, and is as follows:

97 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 260–261.
98 Thomas R. Schreiner’s summary is helpful here: “Jesus is not suggesting that governments cease using 

this principle of justice, for it is the only basis upon which punishment can be meted out righteously. Arbitrary 
punishments for crimes undercut any moral standard for a society. What Jesus speaks against, then, is the arrogation 
of this command into the personal sphere” (Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Fulfillment of the Law,” An unpublished 
paper presented to the Dispensational Study Group of ETS [1993? http://www.sbts.edu/documents/tschreiner/ETS-
Law.pdf. Accessed 3/13/15], 24).
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v. 43: You have heard that it was said, v. 44: But I say to you, 

‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy.’

love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you . . . 

Davies and Allison rightly state that 

The evangelist has chosen to save until the end, as the sixth and last of the paragraphs 
introduced by 5:17–20, the material on love of one’s enemy. The section is thus the 
climactic section, and it contains the most important—and surely most difficult— 
command (cf. 7:12). This is why 5:43–7 issues in 5:48, the exhortation to be perfect as 
the heavenly Father is perfect.99

“You shall love your neighbor” is a quotation of Lev 19:18. Many scholars agree that 

“hate your enemy” is not an OT quotation but is mistakenly implied from “love your 

neighbor.”100 Poythress agrees, although he notes that “in a certain sense the Israelites were 

indeed to hate God’s enemies, the Canaanites. The practice of holy war and the separation from 

evil peoples introduced an element that might properly be called ‘hatred.’”101 Banks seems to 

imply that the phrase is intended to be a summary of the OT on the issue.102

What does the OT teach? Does the OT teach hatred for enemies and the NT love for 

enemies? Carson says that it is 

unsound to conclude that the OT requires harsh terms for an enemy but that the NT 
overcomes this dark portrait with new demands for unqualified love. Counterevidence 
refutes this notion: the OT often mandates love for others (e.g., Ex 23:4–5; Lev 19:18, 
33–34; 1 Sam 24:5; Job 31:29; Ps 7:4; Pr 24:17, 29; 25:21–22 [cf. Rom 12:20]), and the 
NT speaks against the reprobate (e.g., Lk 18:7; 1 Cor 16:22; 2 Thess 1:6–10; 2 Tim 4:18; 

99 Davies and Allison, Matthew I-VII, 549.
100 See Carson, The Sermon On the Mount, 52; Ross, From the Finger of God, 234; Quarles, Sermon On the

Mount, 158–159.
101 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 261.
102 “Since additions to the theses in v. 21b and v. 33b were summaries of the OT position, it is more than 

probable that the same is the case here, but there is still the difficulty encountered by the presence of the word ‘hate’,
which seems too strong for some of the evidence (e.g., Ex. 23:4–5), though certainly some passages approach it in 
spirit (Deut. 7:5; 20:16–18). As elsewhere in the gospels, however, most probably it possesses a comparative rather 
than antithetical significance and therefore its meaning should not be too literally pressed (cf. Matt. 6:24; 10:37; cf. 
Rom. 9:13)” (Banks, Jesus and the Law, 200). Blomberg likewise indicates that it is “possible that Jesus is 
summarizing in the second clause of his ‘quotation’ a very natural inference that could be drawn from the original 
meaning of various OT passages” (Blomberg, “Matthew,” 27).
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Rev 6:10).103

In other words, there are places in the OT that are consistent with what Jesus teaches about love 

for one’s enemies, just as there are places in the NT where judgment upon God’s enemies is 

anticipated with approval by his people (e.g., Rev 6:10).

There are two reasons for the confusion regarding this issue. One is that the character of 

the OT administration under the Mosaic Covenant was distinct in that God’s people were 

constituted as a nation-state with authority to carry out God’s judgments through temporal 

punishments, whereas the authority given to God’s people under the New Covenant is strictly 

spiritual.104 The temporal judgments given to the nation of Israel under the Mosaic Covenant 

were given to “foreshadow God’s final judgment” on his enemies, not as a picture of how God 

wanted them to treat their enemies.105

The second reason is that people often notice how the theme of love is more prominent in

the NT, but fail to see how God’s judgment is likewise more prominent in the NT. Carson says 

that 

Just as the love of God becomes clearer as one moves from the history, literature and 
types of the OT to the revelation of the NT that culminates in Jesus and his cross and in 
the kingdom he brings, so the wrath of God becomes clearer as one moves from the 
history, literature and types of the OT to the revelation of the NT that culminates in Jesus 
and his cross and in the final sanctions that await all who reject the gospel.106

Thus many people misunderstand the prominence of the emphasis on Love in the NT as an 

ethical difference between the Testaments, rather than viewing it as part of a developing story 

103 Carson, “Matthew,” 192.
104 Though human government in general is still given the authority to carry out temporal judgments (Rom 

13:4).
105 Poythress, The Shadow of Christ, 121.
106 D. A. Carson, “Love,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology: Exploring the Unity and Diversity of 

Scripture (eds. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner; Leicester, England; Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 2000), 647.
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that involves not only love, but also judgment.

In light of these factors, it seems warranted to see Jesus as contrasting his teaching with a 

misunderstanding of the law, rather than the law itself. While the NT fulfillment in the kingdom 

of heaven is more prominently characterized by love than the mosaic economy, this may be 

attributed to the difference in the nature of the two economies rather than a “new ethic” that is 

vastly superior to the old.

Conclusion: Does Jesus Contrast His Teaching with the OT?

Having examined the antitheses briefly, as well as looking at various interpretations of them, it 

seems that a strong case can be made that Jesus is contrasting his interpretation with scribal 

misinterpretation of the Law, rather than the Law itself. The evidence is as follows:

1. In 5:20, Jesus warns his followers that their righteousness must “surpass that of the 

Scribes and Pharisees.” While we noted that a SSA indicates that the more prominent idea

in 5:17–20 is that “status in the kingdom is directly related to one’s disposition to Jesus’ 

commandments” rather then the contrast with the Scribes’ and Pharisees’ righteousness, 

we also noted that this places a contrast with Jesus’ teachings in the immediate context. In

light of the contrastive notion of righteousness in 5:20 and 6:1–18, a contrast with the 

Scribes and Pharisees in 5:21–48 is likely.

2. Within the introductory formula, the phrase, “you have heard” can plausibly be 

interpreted as alluding to the reception of interpretive tradition.

3. In examining the antitheses themselves, several of the OT quotations have additional 

material or other evidence of being a combination of quotation and scribal interpretation 

(antitheses 1, 3, and 6).
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4. With all of the antitheses, a plausible case can be made that Jesus’ teaching is at least 

consistent with the OT, and in many of them, there are clear OT antecedents or 

dependencies. With regard to the prohibition of oaths, there is good reason to think that 

Jesus did not intend it to be taken in an absolute sense.

5. Where there are new dimensions of Jesus’ teaching, they can best be explained, not so 

much a “new ethical system” that surpasses the ethics of the Law, as different emphases 

that are a result of the presence of the eschatological kingdom (antitheses 1, 2, 5, 6).

For the above reasons, it seems that the best position to take on the antitheses is that Jesus 

contrasted his own teaching, which is the definitive word for his his disciples as the fulfillment 

of the Law and the Prophets, with the scribal traditions of his day, which were perverting the way

of righteousness rather than leading God’s people into it.

V. Conclusion

The conclusions of this study are as follows. First, as section III demonstrated, Jesus fulfills the 

normative and commanding aspects of the Law and the Prophets by means of his teaching. This 

is not so much to say that Jesus’ ethic is vastly superior to the OT ethic, as it is to say that Jesus’ 

teaching plays a role in the age of fulfillment that is analogous to the role that the Law and the 

Prophets played under the “age of promise.”

Second, Jesus’ fulfillment of the OT is not viewed in terms of “transcending,” 

“radicalizing,” or “internalizing” the OT. Jesus’ teaching is seen to be in continuity with the OT 

(though no doubt with its own emphases and changes appropriate to the age of fulfillment). 

Third, the differences between the OT laws and Jesus’ commandments seem to highlight 

especially 1. a difference in the primary locus of authority (Jesus versus Torah), and 2. 
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differences in emphasis that have to do with the differing nature of the two divine economies.

Approaching the rest of the Bible, these conclusions have the following two implications.

First, if Jesus is the primary locus of authority under the present economy, then the words of 

Jesus and his apostles are the starting point for instructions regarding life with God in the “age of

fulfillment.” As Graeme Goldsworthy says, “no longer is it Moses on Sinai that is the beacon to 

guide us; rather it is Christ on Calvary. When the Ephesians needed warning over the temptation 

to go on living as ‘gentiles,’ Paul does not rehearse the Ten Commandments, but he says, ‘That is

not the way you learned Christ.’”107 This is supported by other passages in the New Testament. 

For example, Rom 7:4–6 portrays the believer as “dead” or “released” from the Law Covenant 

and joined to Christ. Paul seems to have a concept of a “Christ-Torah” that consists of Jesus’ 

actions and teaching that serves as the basis for Christian ethics (1 Cor 9:21; Gal 6:2). Paul also 

speaks of believers “fulfilling the law” by the Spirit through love, which seems to imply living 

out the righteousness set forth in the Law without being under the yoke of the Law (Rom 8:4; 

13:8, 10; Gal 5:14). Similarly in the NT, Christ’s life becomes a pattern to follow in such a way 

that he himself becomes “the way” for his followers (John 13:34–35; 14:6; Eph 4:20; 1 Pet 2:21–

23).

Second, if Jesus is not “transcending,” or “radicalizing,” or “internalizing” OT laws but 

rather teaching in such a way that is consistent with the ethical demands of the OT, then we 

should see the OT and NT as mutually informing. While Christ fulfills the OT, the OT explains 

Christ. They are both mutually interpreting and mutually supporting. While we see the revelation

of God in Christ and through the apostles as the primary locus of authority, for instructions for 

107 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible As Christian Scripture: The Application of Biblical 
Theology to Expository Preaching (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 160.
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living under the New Covenant, “until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or 

stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt 5:18). The OT remains God’s 

inspired word to us, and it is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 

3:16–17).
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