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“The Sermon on the Mount” 

Matthew 5:17-20 

Part 4 

Introduction: Three weeks ago in our study of the Sermon on the 

Mount we came to Matthew 5:17-20. These four verses are very 

important and are full of spiritual riches. When you first look at these 

verses they seem to be out of place because they are given to us on 

the heels of 5:13-16 where Jesus gave the description of how the 

believer’s life is to be lived. Jesus told His disciples they were to be 

the “salt of the earth” and the “light of the world”. Then He speaks 

the words we find here and they just seem to be out of context but 

they are not. In these verses Jesus is addressing a thought that was in 

the minds of many that were around Him that very day. Because his 

teaching was so different than that of the religious leaders they 

wondered where He stood when it came to the Old Testament 

Scriptures or the law and the prophets. So here in Matthew 5:17-20 

Jesus addressed their thoughts and at the same time He has laid a 

foundation for what we will see in the verses that follow this section.  

The Scribes and the Pharisees were all about traditions and “looking” 

righteous to those around them. They were guilty of binding people 

with their teachings of legalism. When Jesus came on the scene He 

spoke of mercy and forgiveness. His message was about freedom from 

legalism. He focused on a righteousness that came from within. This 

contrast in teaching was the reason for the verses that we find here in 

this section.  

He addressed the questions in the minds of His disciples and He took 

the thought about the law and the prophets and expounded upon it 

giving to them and to us one of the richest passages in the entire Bible. 
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Jesus here has expounded upon the Word of God and in these four 

verses we can find four points concerning the Scriptures. 

1. The Preeminence of the Word of God. 

Notice Matthew 5:17 

Jesus tells us here that He had not come to destroy the Old 

Testament but He had come to fulfill the law and the prophets. When 

He spoke these words He was showing the Scriptures were the 

Absolute Authority by which He was living His life. Therefore, He was 

telling us that God’s Word is preeminent. This means that it comes 

before everything else. It is first in all things. This tells us that the 

Word of God is to also be preeminent in our lives. It is the Absolute 

Truth and the final Authority and therefore it is to have first place in 

our lives.  

We are not to operate upon feelings, the opinions of mankind, or the 

wisdom of men but we are to live our lives by the written Word of God. 

Regardless of what others may say or what they may do, our Guide 

through this life and the Standard by which we are to live by is the 

Word of God. It is to have first place in our lives. 

2. The Permanence of the Word of God. 

Notice Matthew 5:18 

Here in this verse Jesus speaks of the permanence of the Word of 

God. He tells His disciples the Word of God will ALL be fulfilled right 

down to the very “jot” and “tittle” and there will be nothing that will be 

missed. Jesus tells all of us here that when the end of this world 

comes the Word of God will have been all fulfilled. That is every 

promise, prophecy, and pronounced judgment.  
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Therefore we that are God’s children can hold tight to the promise 

that pertain to us as we go through this old world knowing that it will 

all come to pass. We may lose our possessions or even our lives but we 

will never lose what we have in Christ for it is permanent.  

3. The Importance of the Word of God. 

Notice Matthew 5:19 

Here Jesus tells His disciples that every commandment found in the 

Word is important. He also points to the fact that as the children of 

God we are to live and to teach the significance of every command 

found in God’s Word. 

Last week we considered the importance of living and teaching every 

command. The Law was given for the purpose of showing people their 

true condition and then leading the sinner to Christ. For you and me to 

break one of the Commandments or to teach others to do so is to dull 

the edge of the Sword (Word of God) which in doing so does not allow 

the Word to do what God intends it to do.  

Now tonight we have finally come to the last verse of this section and 

in this verse we will look at yet another point concerning the Word of 

God. 

4. The Purpose of the Word of God. 

Notice Matthew 5:20 

I want to first consider a couple of questions. 

Why did God give the Scriptures? Why do we have the Old Testament 

Law? Why has God over the years used men to write this Book and then 

preserved it so carefully from the days of Moses until now? What is 

the purpose of the Old Testament Law? 
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The answer is found in verse 20 but Jesus does not state it directly 

but instead it is found in the statement Jesus made. “For I say unto 

you, That except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of 

the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of 

heaven.”  

The purpose of God’s Law was to show all of mankind that in order to 

be accepted by God our righteous had to exceed the righteousness of 

the scribes and the Pharisees or to make it easier to understand, God 

requires a righteousness that we are not able to produce. This is what 

we talked about last week. The purpose of the Law was to show us what 

God requires and at the same time it reveals our inability to produce an 

acceptable level of righteousness which would be pleasing to God. 

Romans 7:7 

7 What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God forbid. Nay, I had not 

known sin, but by the law: for I had not known lust, except the law 

had said, Thou shalt not covet. 

Therefore, the Law was not given as a way of salvation but it was given 

so that we could be made aware of our true sinfulness. 

Why did Jesus use the scribes and the Pharisees as an example in this 

verse? The reason was because they were the most “religious” people 

of that day. They knew the law of God inside and out. They were people 

whom others of Jesus day looked up to as models for righteousness. 

They were held in the highest esteem. So when Jesus pointed to them 

and said, “Your righteousness must exceed the righteousness of the 

scribes and the Pharisees”, He was really doing two things.  

1. He was calling out the religious leaders and stating that as 

“religious” as they appeared on the outside they were still not 

good enough to be accepted by God. 
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2. He was telling all others no matter how “good” they thought they 

were they were not “good” enough to earn God’s acceptance.  

There are many people today that are trusting in their own 

righteousness in order to get them to heaven. The majority of people 

that I speak with about salvation believe they are good enough to earn 

God’s forgiveness. You most likely know someone who believes the very 

same thing. The words that Jesus speaks here were meant to open the 

eyes of the people in His day and they are meant to open the eyes of 

people today. He pointed to the most “religious” people of His day, 

people who studied the Scriptures, people who prayed, people who 

fasted, people who taught others about God’s law and then He made 

clear that all of this was not enough to gain acceptance from God. 

Allow me to raise a question, “How righteous were the Pharisees?” To 

answer this question let me show you a passage out of the book of 

Luke. 

Luke 18:9-14 

9 And he spake this parable unto certain which trusted in themselves 

that they were righteous, and despised others: 

10 Two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a Pharisee, and the 

other a publican. 

11 The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, 

that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or 

even as this publican. 

12 I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess. 

13 And the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his 

eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to 

me a sinner. 
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14 I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the 

other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that 

humbleth himself shall be exalted. 

Here Jesus tells a parable to help people see that good works will not 

get anyone to heaven. By the way a parable is an earthly story used to 

teach a spiritual Truth. Jesus tells the story of a Pharisee who lived a 

life that was “really good” (humanly speaking) in the sight of those 

around him and also in his own eyes. Notice this man’s accomplishments. 

11 The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, 

that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or 

even as this publican. 

12 I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess. 

He was not guilty of: 

1. Extortion - robbery 

2. Being unjust – deceitful 

3. Adultery 

He fasted twice a week and the law only required one fast a year. He 

gave tithes of all that he owned.  

This man was what many would call a very “religious” person. But 

religion will not get anyone to heaven. 

The other man in the story is a publican. Now publicans were tax 

collectors. They were people who sold out to the Romans and were 

hired by the Romans to collect taxes. The tax collectors were known 

for charging too much for taxes and they would then keep the excess 

for themselves. They were seen as people who had deserted their 
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nation for the love of money. They were people that were considered 

the “lowlife” of the society. A publican was not someone that others 

seen as an example of righteousness. In Jesus’ day there was a common 

belief among the people and it was this – if there were only two people 

that would go to heaven it would be a scribe and a Pharisee. The 

publican would never even make the list of possibilities. 

But in this parable Jesus again turned the teaching of the Pharisees 

upside down for he said the publican went away justified but not the 

Pharisee. Now let me make something very clear. The man was not 

justified because he said a prayer. He was justified because he 

humbled himself and saw himself for what he really was. He was a 

sinner in need of God’s grace and mercy. He had placed his faith in God 

as his Savior. The publican stands in contrast to the Pharisee who 

refused to see his true spiritual condition. He believed himself to be 

above the publican in his spiritual standing but in reality he was no 

different. This parable does not teach the way of salvation but it 

teaches us the attitude that is required to be saved. In other words a 

person must see themselves for what they really are, sinful and unable 

to please God, desperately in need of grace and mercy. 

There are many people just like the Pharisees today. They know they 

cannot keep the Law but they live in denial. They believe they are 

righteous but they struggle with God’s standards so they change the 

standards and they make their own rules, which they can keep. That is 

what every self righteous person does today. They change the 

standards to fit their own sinful lifestyle. If they believe there is 

something after this life then they configure their own system of rules 

and standards they can keep and it makes them feel righteous and so 

they are living in personal deception and refuse to admit it. 
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They may live an upright moral life but the problem is on the inside, 

deep within the heart. The heart is wicked and sinful. God is concerned 

about the heart of man and the “religious” life of the unsaved does 

nothing to change the heart. 

Notice the words of Jesus which He spoke to the Pharisees. 

Luke 16:13-15 

13 No servant can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, 

and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the 

other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon. 

14 And the Pharisees also, who were covetous, heard all these things: 

and they derided him. 

15 And he said unto them, Ye are they which justify yourselves before 

men; but God knoweth your hearts: for that which is highly esteemed 

among men is abomination in the sight of God. 

Matthew 23:25-28 

25 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean 

the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are full of 

extortion and excess. 

26 Thou blind Pharisee, cleanse first that which is within the cup and 

platter, that the outside of them may be clean also. 

27 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto 

whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are 

within full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness. 

28 Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye 

are full of hypocrisy and iniquity. 
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The Pharisees were so deceived by their own hearts. They knew they 

could not keep the Law of God but they could keep their own rules and 

standards and for that reason they convinced themselves they were in 

excellent standing before God. What they fail to realize and to accept 

is that God requires perfection. In other words if a person could get to 

heaven by their own righteousness it would need to be a perfect 

righteousness. 

Leviticus 11:44a 

44 For I am the LORD your God: ye shall therefore sanctify yourselves, 

and ye shall be holy; for I am holy: 

Matthew 5:48 

48 Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is 

perfect. 

James 2:10 

10 For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, 

he is guilty of all. 

Conclusion: 

God gave the Law so that man would see his need of a Savior. If you 

are trusting in your good works to get to heaven you will not make it 

for you are just as the Pharisees were. You need to see and accept 

your true spiritual condition, repent of your sin and receive Jesus 

Christ as your Savior. 


