
Matthew 5:17-20 *19-20 

What the Lord Requires of Us  

I will never forget the experience of my first international mission trip. My first trip was to a country that 

was closed to the gospel and so we had to take extra precaution the whole time we were there. We 

were coached on what to say to the customs agents as we entered the country; coached on what to 

reveal and what not to reveal when we were out and about in the city; we were even coach on how to 

act. It was truly an unforgettable experience. 

The most tense moment came when we got off the multiple hour flight across the Atlantic from 

Atlanta. Worrying about our bags was the least of our concerns as we got off the plane and headed 

for customs to enter the country. Here we faced an agent sitting behind a glass enclosure with armed 

guards all around. We presented our passports to them and they asked us questions trying to figure 

out whether or not to let us into their country. We had traveled all that way, had raised all the money, 

and now all of our plans came to this one moment where an agent would either stamp our passports 

and grant us a visa, or deny us entry and escort us back to a plane bound for home. On that day, 

thankfully, we were granted access into the country!  

There were many layers behind that one moment awaiting the stamping of our passports. My country 

let me travel, but to travel I had to get the proper passport. This country that we traveled to has an 

agreement of some sort of trade with my country. The whole process of questioning was designed. I 

couldn't just do what I wanted to do, I had to do what everyone required me to do if I wanted to get 

into the country. There was quite a bit behind that moment awaiting a simple stamp.  

In our individualistic society we can be swept into a mode of thinking that suggest that there is such a 

thing as true individualism, absolute autonomy, but as John Donne famously said: 

No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of 

the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away 

by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory 

were, as well as any manner of thy friends or of thine own 

were; any man's death diminishes me, because I am 

involved in mankind. And therefore never send to know for 

whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.  

Behind and upholding whatever we may believe is this truth: God has made the world and has made 

us for himself, and the way that we come to know him is on his terms, not terms of our own.  

I want us to turn to Matthew 5 today and read verses 17-20. Today we will mainly focus on verse 19-

20. In these verses we will see the purpose statement of the Sermon on the Mount as well as learn 

what the Lord Requires of Us.  



READ TEXT - the most profound statement on Scripture  

Two things the Lord Requires of Us  

1. Absolute Righteousness  

Read the truth of verse 20. The truth that it proclaims is meant to take our breath away.  

There was one group who were sure that they had the market on righteousness - the Pharisees. 

“Pharisee” literally means separate, and the Pharisees prided himself on the way that they observed 

the Law. The Pharisees were so zealous about keeping the law that they added their own 

commentary on the law which resulted in thousands of regulations on top of the Law. This may have 

been good intentions by the Pharisees, but as Jesus tells us here, their form of righteousness is 

inadequate for the Kingdom of Heaven. The problem with the Pharisee’s form of righteousness is that 

it was self-righteousness. The problem with self-righteousness is “self” becomes the object of your 

worship. You say, man I'm great, instead of God is great. No wonder the Pharisees had such a 

problem with Jesus. They had dedicated their entire lives to rule keeping and then a fellow who has 

no formal education, someone they saw as inferior, tells them they are doing it wrong.  

(You know what this is like. I remember playing golf one day with a friend’s first time - he beat me!)  

Remember the ministry of Jesus. Jesus has come into a world that is very religious. He came to his 

own people who had been given the Law, who have been given the prophecies about the Son, who 

had the Temple to perform sacrifices. The world that Jesus came into was a very religious world, but 

not a righteous world. A former Pharisee describes the world that Jesus came into. Quoting the Old 

testament to Romans, Paul said, None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks 

for God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even 

one. (Romans 3:10-12).  

Jesus came to get at the root of our problem. The root of our problem is not doing or not doing, our 

problem is desiring. It is not enough to do right, we have to want to do right. Do you see the 

difference? One is an external problem, the other is an internal condition. “Blessed is the man whose 

delight is in the law of the Lord” (Psalm 1). God sees the heart of every man, regardless of how good 

the outside looks, he sees every skeleton and cob web.  

Sometimes I think that we are so silly when it comes to God. We do our best to hide our true selves 

from the God who knows more about us than we know about ourselves. We can be tempted to 

approach God with our own righteousness in something so simple as tithing. This is such a simple 

principle but such a true principle. Such a delicate principle but one that is so exacting. When you put 

your money in the offering plate, why are you doing it? Are you tithing so that God will bless you, or 

are you tithing to be a blessing to God? When you wake up in the morning, do you desire to spend 

time with God in an act of true devotion to him, or are you in it for yourself? Don't get me wrong. 



There are tangible blessings that come from obedience, but are you the center of your desires? God 

sees the heart of every man, woman, boy, and girl, and God demands absolute righteousness.  

If something is righteous it is good. If someone has righteousness then they are faultless. God has 

come to us and told us that what he demands of us is absolute righteousness. How does absolute 

righteousness come? If it is not something that we can produce, no matter how hard we try, how can 

we achieve righteousness? In a word, righteousness is not something that can be achieved. If we 

could achieve righteousness on our own then there would have been no reason for Jesus to come. 

And (don’t miss this) Jesus is not just showing us the way, Jesus is the way. Jesus is not merely an 

example to follow, he is the Lord to love. Jesus is the object and enabler of our affections.  

Think about it. The way to righteousness has been given to us. Where? The Law and the Prophets. 

What did Jesus say about the Law and Prophets? He said, he didn’t come to abolish but to fulfill. The 

reason that he doesn’t abolish the Law and Prophets is because it all points to him. Christ is the way 

that righteousness is fulfilled. Don’t dice the Old Testament up like some do and concentrate on the 

Ten Commandments only or just the prophecies about Jesus, or the Psalms and Proverbs only. The 

Law, Prophets, and the Writings, are a theological work that reveal God and the way to 

righteousness. And the way to righteousness, the way to fulfilling all that God desires and commands, 

is summed up in one person - Jesus.  

How did Jesus begin his ministry? Do you remember? Jesus gets baptized under the ministry of one 

who was looking forward to the coming Son - the baptizing prophet, John the Baptist. When Jesus 

came to John to be baptized John was hesitant to baptize him. But what did Jesus say? (Don’t miss 

this). Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness (us because there is no 

Christ apart from the proclamation of his coming - the Law and Prophets). Then what happens after 

Jesus is baptized? The heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a 

dove and coming to rest on him; and behold a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with 

whom I am well pleased. (Matthew 3:13-17). And Jesus would later show that the only thing that he 

could do was whatever pleased the Father (John 8:29).  

Christ has come to fulfill all righteousness for us. He is righteous, we are not, he has come to give us 

righteousness, and the way that he does so is the heart of our faith. How has he done it? He who 

knew no sin was made sin so that we could become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:21) 

As one hymn writer put it, Because the sinless Savior died, my sinful soul is counted free; For God, 

the just, is satisfied to look on Him and pardon me. 

We want to enter the kingdom of heaven and the only way to enter is with absolute righteousness, a 

righteousness that cannot be achieved, and a righteousness that is given to all who trust in the one 

who has come to fulfill all righteousness.  



What does God require of us? Absolute righteousness, a righteousness that is his gracious gift to us. 

But, that gracious gift does not absolve us from responsibility. The second thing that this text teaches 

us that God requires of us is in verse 19.  

2. Utmost Effectiveness  

God has given you his righteousness to make you the salt of the earth and the light of the world. This 

life that he has give us is meant to be lived out before others in worshipful devotion to God so that 

they will see our good works and give glory to God. God gives you righteousness all at once 

(justification) and now the rest of our lives are to be lived in conformity to this righteousness 

(sanctification). The rest of our lives are us not being conformed into the image of this world, but 

being transformed by the renewing of our minds. 

I hope that you see how revolutionary this salvation that God has give us is. Christ has given us a 

new life and a new nature. We can’t just speak Christian, we have to be Christian. The problem with 

the Pharisees was they were good at performing external duties, but on the inside they were rotten. 

They were coming at it the wrong way, the way that many do today. They though that what is one the 

outside would eventually make its way to the inside (think happy thoughts), but the way of Jesus says 

that what is on the inside always shows itself on the outside.  

God has come to make you holy, to set you apart for himself as his treasured possession. He has 

come to take us from darkness to his light. We are to walk in this light. How do we know if we are 

walking in the right light? The Bible tells me so. Which part of the Bible? All of it. Look at the text. 

Verse 19 tells us that we cannot relax or loose any of Scripture. Why would Jesus say this? The 

reason that we cannot loose any Scripture is because it all reveals Christ.  

Law (Torah) 

In Genesis, He is the end from the beginning  

In Exodus, He saves his people for the serpent king  

In Leviticus, He is the propitiation for sin  

In Numbers, He is the blessing of his people  

In Deuteronomy, He is the God who loves his people and commands them to love him  

Prophets (Nevi’im)  

In Joshua, He is the conqueror of his enemies  

In Judges, He is faithful even when his people are faithless  

In Samuel, He is the King of his people  

In Kings, He is present in the midst of his people  

In Isaiah, He is the future hope in the midst of present sin  

In Jeremiah, He is the bringer of a New Covenant  

In Ezekiel, He is the resurrection and the life  



In the Twelve, He is the God of mercy and salvation 

Writings (Ketuvim)  

In the Psalms, He is the indescribable God  

In Proverbs, He is the wisdom of God  

In Job, He is the healing for our hurt  

In the Song of Songs, He is the lover of our souls  

In Ruth, He is our kinsman redeemer  

In Lamentations, He is hope in the midst of hopelessness  

In Ecclesiastes, He is the meaning of life  

In Esther, He is the secret worker of salvation 

In Daniel, He is the one coming to rule the nations  

In Ezra-Nehemiah, He is the object of his people’s worship  

In Chronicles, He is the one whom we believe in to be saved 

He has not come to abolish the Law (Short-hand for OT), he is the fulfillment of the OT.  

Every story whispers his name.1 

We have the responsibility believe the message of the Scripture - faith in the finished work of the sent 

Son. Faith in the Son is not just believing something about Christ; faith in the Son is a life lived for 

Jesus. Everything we do is worshipful adoration of Him. 

Notice, we do before we teach. You know why many don't teach? They don't do. Granted, many need 

to stop teaching who aren't doing, but far too many aren't teaching others about the greatness of a life 

with Jesus because you are not living a life of faith in Jesus. 

The Bible says those who are great in the Kingdom are those who do and teach. Those who are least 

are those who relax the commandments of Jesus. We should understand these terms not as 

exclusive or inclusive - these people are in the kingdom of heaven, but they are least. 

  

If you have a choice between great and least when it relates to eternity which would you choose? The 

heart of a worshipper of God is going to be so overwhelmed by his greatness and grace that they will 

do whatever it takes to bring God the most glory!  

Let’s be honest. There are some of you who aren't living a life of greatness for God because you 

haven't discerned what Jesus is saying here. You are conflicted by the teaching you have received, or 

your misinterpretation of it, thinking that righteousness is something that is achieved instead of 

something that is given by grace. Some of you don't believe the gospel. The way of salvation, all the 

way back to Genesis, is faith in the finished work of the Son. This means that you are not resting on 

                                            
1 Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Zonderkidz, 2007). 



what you can do, you are trusting in what he has done as the sole means of satisfaction for your soul. 

You are a Christian not because of anything you can or can't do. You are a Christian because of all 

that Jesus has done. The life that you now live is a life of faith. Every action you take is an act of faith.  

There are others who know the grace of God, but you are using the freedom that you have in Christ 

as a covering for evil (1 Peter 2:16). You are presuming grace instead of being overwhelmed by 

grace. (Guys, if you would look at your wife and be amazed that she loves you it will change your 

relationship. If you would be overwhelmed by grace it will change your relationship.) I am not talking 

about the struggle with sin, I am talking about those who have given over to their sin and are using 

grace as a covering for evil. There is no grief over sin, instead you dismiss it as just the way that you 

are, etc. You are relaxing the law. Remember the fulfillment of the Law is faith in the Son, and by faith 

in the Son you are enabled to love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your 

neighbor as yourself. By faith in the Son you live a life that is pleasing to God.  

Without faith it's impossible to please God.  

Sin will keep you ineffective for God. Why are you not making disciples? Why are you not witnessing? 

There is something in your life that you love more than Jesus. You are not living a lie of faith in the 

Son - trusting him, turning to him, loving him with all your heart.  

There is a passage in Peter that I want us to look at to encourage us to be effective for God. 2 Peter 

1:3-11: 

His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge 

of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and 

very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having 

escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire. For this very reason, make 

every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-

control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with 

brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. For if these qualities are yours and are 

increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. For whoever lacks these qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he 

was cleansed from his former sins. Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to confirm your calling 

and election, for if you practice these qualities you will never fall. For in this way there will be richly 

provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (ESV) 

What does God require of us? Absolute righteousness, utmost effectiveness. This is achieved in only 

one way - faith in the Son who himself is the fulfillment of the Law and Prophets; who himself is the 

end of our sin and the satisfaction of our souls. Look at your life. Ask God to look at your life. Are you 

living a life of faith in the Son?  


