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Jesus came to fulfill the law. It is because Jesus has fulfilled the law that we can be honest about the law.
We can approach the law without bending it or lowering the standards. This is because Jesus fulfilled it.
He has done everything we failed to do. He has loved God above all things and his neighbor as himself.
He has suffered the law’s condemnation against our sin. He has made atonement, satisfying God’s
righteousness, and he credits it all to us. What was impossible for us to fulfill Christ has now fulfilled.
For anyone who trusts in Christ, his faith is counted as righteousness in God’s sight. It is because of this
that we can be honest about the law.

So what does it mean to be honest about the law? First, we recognize that the law can’t give us life. No
one will be declared righteous before God by the works of the law. The law tells you what is right and
pleasing before God. It gives order to your life. But it doesn’t give you those pure desires that it requires.
Instead, it exposes the sinful desires still lurking in your sinful heart. The fact that Jesus has fulfilled the
law and won for us forgiveness of sins, righteousness, and salvation means that we can be honest about
this. We don’t need to pretend that the law makes us righteous before God.

This also means that we can let the law be the law. You don’t need to add anything to it or take anything
away from it. You don’t need to explain anything away from the law or force the law to bend to your
situation. In other words, you don’t need to make the law easier to fulfill. Because Jesus already fulfilled
it. You have security in Christ who is your righteousness. He is your life. What he earned is freely given
to you and credited to your account. So why soften the law? To make yourself feel more righteous? God
considers you righteous for Christ’s sake.

But here is the problem. Your human reason cannot grasp this. Flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God. That Jesus fulfilled the law — that he made atonement for us, redeems us, forgives us,
and that God considers you to be righteous — this can only be accepted by faith. Only faith can lay hold
of this precious truth and saving promise. Only faith can rest and find peace in what Jesus has done,
because only faith adds nothing to the gospel and takes nothing away. It simply rests in God’s Word and
promise. Your sinful flesh and your human reason cannot find rest and peace in this good news.

It is for this reason that your flesh and your reason — your old Adam — continues to seek righteousness
from the law. When your human reason hears the gospel, it hears it as just a softened or less severe law.
That Jesus took away your sin and regards you to be righteous is taken by your sinful flesh to mean that
God doesn’t care that much about your sin. The gospel says, “Jesus has done it all. Christ is your
righteousness, your life, and your salvation.” The sinful flesh responds, “So what you’re saying is that I
just need to live a good life and try my best, and then everything will be ok.” Or the sinful flesh responds,
“So what you’re saying is that God accepts me just the way I am, there’s nothing wrong with me, and ’'m
just fine as long as I stay true to myself.” Or the sinful flesh simply rejects the gospel altogether, calling
it ridiculous that God would declare a sinner to be righteous.

No matter how your sinful flesh responds, it will never treat the gospel as the gospel. It is incapable of
believing and embracing this precious truth that Jesus has fulfilled the law and declares the sinner to be
righteous before God.

It’s for this reason that the sinful flesh can’t be honest about the law. It will naturally try to bend the law,
add to the law, or completely reinvent the law, all in an attempt to gain peace and security by its own
efforts. Consider last week’s lesson. What did Simon Peter do after witnessing Jesus’ miraculous catch
of fish? He fell down at Jesus’ knees and said, “I am a sinful man.” Here, the law had done its work.
Peter was honest about the law and his own standing before it. He’s a sinner. But what else did he say?
He said, “Depart from me, O Lord!” This was the reaction of his sinful flesh. The sinful flesh naturally
pushes God away. As if getting rid of God will make the law more manageable! Peter was honest about
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his own sinfulness. But he still had within himself that sinful flesh and human reason, which can’t face
God.

The sinful flesh, which still dwells in us, remains dishonest. Imagining that it can do without the Author
of life, it seeks to fend for itself. But this only causes us to wallow in our own misery, justify ourselves,
condemn others, conform to the world, and run away from the only one who knows us better than we
know ourselves.

It is only the gospel that can cast that dishonesty out of our hearts. Only faith can face God with the
confidence that Christ is our righteousness. It is therefore only by faith that we can be honest about the
law. We can be honest about our sin, our anger and bitterness, our lust and creed, even our doubts and
despairs. Only faith in the good news that Jesus has fulfilled the law can give us the confidence to face
God’s commandments and walk in them without being put to shame. As Psalm 119 says, “Oh that my
ways were directed to keep God’s Word! Then I will not be put to shame when I consider all Your
commandments.”

The Bible scholars and the Pharisees could not be honest about the law. This is because they relied on
their own righteousness. They could not recognize Christ as their righteousness. So when they
considered the law, they looked only at the outward requirements. Don’t murder simply means don’t
personally take away someone’s physical life. They bent the rules to make it appear that they were
fulfilling the law. When they handed Jesus over to be crucified, they wouldn’t go into Pilate’s court, lest
they become unclean. They wanted the Romans to sentence Jesus, because they themselves didn’t have
the authority. They didn’t drill the nails into Jesus’ hands and feet. They didn’t pierce him with a spear
or whip him with whips. They simply stood by, supervising and mocking him. So when the apostles
were preaching in Jesus’ name, they complained that the apostles were trying to bring Jesus’ blood on
them. They insisted that they were innocent. After all, they didn’t physically kill him. They just had
someone else do it. They found someone else who had the authority to carry out their evil deed for them.

This is what such a dishonest look at the law leads to. This is the righteousness of the Scribes and
Pharisees. Such dishonest righteousness might look polished on the outside, but inside it is filled with
death and decay.

Such dishonesty about the law exists in everyone by nature. Maybe you want your brother’s money, or
else you feel that he has dishonored you in some way and you want to punish him. So you find someone
who is in a position of authority to carry out your agenda. Drag him before the court and milk him of
what he has. Show him who’s boss. You can do it in a legal way, so that no one can accuse you of
breaking the law. Or maybe you want to enjoy what God only gives to husband and wife. You figure
that you can still look at what is on the menu even if you don’t order it. As long as you don’t act on it,
your sinful flesh convinces you that you can burn in lust for someone who isn’t your spouse. Or else you
can play house and pretend that you are married, enjoying the status and benefits without the public
declaration that God himself instituted. Our sinful nature treats the law as a tool to make us look good
and feel secure without having to face God. He created your neighbor, your brother, your spouse, and
everyone whom he has given you to love. And he will bring all things into judgment.

All of this is to treat the law like the Scribes and Pharisees. Now, we can say that we aren’t like them.
We aren’t mean and judgmental and overly strict. We can sing, “I just want to be a sheep,” and “I don’t
want to be a Pharisee,” or “I don’t want be a Sadducee,” or “I don’t want to be a hypocrite,” but when we
treat God’s law as a tool to bend and manipulate for our own comfort, then we are no better than they are.
Jesus therefore cuts through all of the dishonesty and says, “I tell you, unless your righteousness is much
better than that of the Bible scholars and Pharisees, you will never get into the kingdom of heaven.”
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The law requires much more than an outward show. The law requires pure desires. The law requires love
and mercy and faithfulness. You have heard that murderers must answer for it in court. But Jesus says
that those who stew in anger against a brother must face the judgment. Those who insult and demean
their brothers whom God has given to them to love deserve to be condemn. In other words, those who
have no desire to be reconciled but only want to get even deserve to go to hell. It doesn’t matter how
right you appear to be before this world. God knows the bitterness of the heart. And if we are not honest
enough to face him and be humbled by him, then we will remain blind to the true wisdom of the law.

This is, after all, how Jesus fulfilled the law for us. He had every right to be angry with us. But he left
his throne in heaven to present his offering on the altar of the cross. And such an offering was his own
life, his own body and soul, his own obedience and love for God. All this he offered to reconcile
condemned sinners to the righteous Father. When we were still sinners and enemies of God, Christ died
for us and reconciled us to him. This is what the gospel reveals. This is the righteousness of God, which
faith grasps and in which you remain secure. This is the truth that sets you free from a burdened
conscience, from a deceitful heart, and from everlasting despair. So while your sinful flesh can’t
comprehend this precious gospel, the heart of faith responds with honesty, “Amen! Yes, I know that I
stand condemned under the law. I fall short in every way. I desire to be righteous before God, but I see
that nothing good dwells within me. But Christ has given himself entirely for me. He is my
righteousness. He is my life. And I will live in him and follow him wherever he goes.”

The gospel reveals the righteousness that exceeds all human righteousness. It is a free gift to you, by
God’s grace and for Christ’s sake. Your faith holds onto it even when your sinful flesh remains blind to
it. Such righteousness therefore makes you honest. You are no longer under the law. You are under
grace. You can therefore face the law and take seriously what the law requires. Not because you are able
to satisfy the law’s demands. No, you still have your sinful nature. Not because you can now make
everything peaceful all around you. No, you still live in a sinful world. You can face the law with
honesty, because Christ has fulfilled the law for you. For his sake, your sins are not counted against you.
He has offered himself as the peace offering and the atoning sacrifice for you, and his righteousness
continues to cover all your sin.

So when you seek peace with your neighbor, when you strive to live a chaste and pure life in this world,
you can do so with a conscience that is cleansed, not by your own thoughts and actions, but by the blood
of Jesus. You can be honest about the fact that you often fall in weakness. You often fall short. You also
still have to put up with the misery and enmity of this world. When you seek peace with those who are
angry with you, it often happens that they don’t respond well, and they remain angry with you. This may
bring to mind your own sinfulness. It might even spark a bit of anger in your own heart. You can be
honest about this, but it shouldn’t be a cause for you to despair or give up. Because through it all, your
faith rests in the righteousness of Christ. You can take refuge in him who will never put you to shame.
You live by faith in him who loved you even when you were fallen, and he continues to love you despite
your sinful flesh.

By faith in him, we put to death all these sinful and despairing desires. Because it is by faith that we have
Christ, his kingdom, and his righteousness. Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven,

whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord does not impute iniquity, and in whose

spirit there is no deceit. Amen.



