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First Presbyterian Church February 5, 2017 

Rev. Jesse Garner Isaiah 58:1-9a; 1 Corinthians 2:1-13; Matthew 5:13-20 

Fulfilling the Law 

 On March 28, 1968, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King came to Memphis, Tennessee, to lead a 

march there in support of striking workers in the city’s sanitation department.  The workers had 

gone on strike several months before to protest the blatantly unequal treatment of black and white 

employees in that department.  As usual, the city had dug in its heels and refused even to 

negotiate with the workers, much less to recognize their union, and it was to rally support for 

their lagging cause that Dr. King came to town.  Unfortunately, the march that day quickly came 

unraveled when a few young men broke windows in some of the department stores along Main 

Street, and the police immediately responded in force, harshly dispersing the marchers, in the 

process killing one young African American protester, and roughing up many more people, both 

black and white, among them at least one Memphis housewife, that being my mother. 

 Dr. King was deeply disturbed by what happened that day, since a cardinal rule of all the 

protests led by Dr. King and others in the civil rights movement was non-violence, an absolute 

insistence that the actions of the protesters always be non-violent, even in the face of what was 

very often violent provocation.  In fact, that was the point, because the purpose of such protests 

was never merely to challenge unjust laws by breaking them, and certainly not by breaking 

windows, but rather by acting in accord with a higher law out of a deep sense of obedience to a 

higher authority.  You didn’t break a law just because you didn’t like it.  You broke it if obedience 

to God demanded that response.  Because Dr. King felt so strongly that some of those involved 

had betrayed that higher standard by their conduct during the march, he vowed to come back a 

week later to lead a second march, determined that it would be peaceful.  Of course, it was on the 

eve of that second march the following week that Dr. King was shot and killed. 

 It seems to me that the point that Dr. King was determined to make, the point in fact that he 

died making, is that it’s not enough merely to challenge unjust or ill-advised laws by breaking or 

disavowing or expressing one’s contempt for them, but that instead one must appeal to a higher 

law in the service of a higher authority.  That ultimately it is the moral authority that comes from 

fulfilling that higher law that itself de-legitimizes the unjust or ill-advised law, far more so than 

the fact that someone has merely broken or refused to obey it.  It strikes me that in the years since 

the civil rights movement, we’ve lost sight, even in the church, of that very important insight, by 

which I mean the importance of holding ourselves to a higher standard out of a deep sense of 

obedience to a higher authority.  That it’s not enough simply to oppose a law or a rule or a 

tradition, whether in one’s family or one’s church or even one’s nation, and certainly not enough 

merely to break that law, in order to challenge its legitimacy.  No, that legitimacy has to be 

challenged on the basis of a higher standard and a higher authority. 

 That is exactly the point being made in both our Old Testament and Gospel lessons this 

morning from Isaiah and Matthew.  Interestingly enough, the parts of both of these books that 
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we read today date from times when the Jewish people were struggling to re-constitute 

themselves as a people in the aftermath of a disaster, in both cases that being the destruction of 

Jerusalem and the dispersal of its residents.  The portion of Isaiah we read today dates from the 

period following the return of the people from exile in Babylon as they attempted to rebuild 

Jerusalem and its Temple, in the process re-forming their religious life. 

 The gospel of Matthew, on the other hand, was written in the years following the destruction 

of Jerusalem yet again, this time by the Romans, and against the background of attempts within 

the Jewish community—and at this point Christians in Palestine still very much thought of 

themselves as belonging to the Jewish community—once again to re-form their religion, now in 

the absence of a Temple for worship.  Within the Jewish community, both during the life of the 

prophet we know as 2nd Isaiah and during the time that Matthew was composing his gospel, there 

was, and not surprisingly given the circumstances, a considerable amount of circling the wagons, 

no doubt even some settling of scores, and the result of all this in both cases was a stricter 

delineation of what it meant to belong to the chosen people of God. 

 Along with that came rules, rules and laws that were intended to preserve the people’s 

distinctive identity.  As is often the case, these rules also had the effect of reading some people 

out of the people of God.  Among those read out of the community in Isaiah’s day were Israelites 

married to foreign women, that is, to non-Israelites.  Among those read out in Matthew’s day 

were Jewish followers of Jesus Christ, who were now no longer considered to be true Jews.  

Confronted by such rules, and their effect, what was one to do? 

 For Isaiah, the question came to a head over the issue of certain religious rituals, including 

the practice of fasting, which were the community’s response to hard times, a response which 

notably did not challenge the status quo in any serious way.  In the face of considerable suffering, 

particularly among the poor in Judea, the prophet clearly had no time for what were in his eyes 

empty rituals, and he all but mocks those who do.  But he didn’t just ridicule the rituals, or those 

who did follow them.  He didn’t flaunt his disagreement with such practices, for example, by 

staging a public display of his contempt for them.  No, he called for a higher standard, a much 

higher standard. 

 You call this a fast, he said, this bowing your head, donning sackcloth, and lying in ashes?  

What good is that going to do?  No, if you want to fast, then try this:  how about loosing the bonds 

of injustice, undoing the thongs of the yoke, and letting the oppressed go free?  How about 

sharing your bread with the hungry, sheltering in your own house those who have no place to 

live, no longer turning your back on fellow Jews?  Doing that—and not just saying that, but doing 

that—would actually amount to something.  Doing that might even accomplish something.  It’s 

an appeal to a higher standard. 

 In Matthew, the evangelist seems to be quoting these famous words of Jesus to defend the 

Christian community in Palestine against charges that they had disavowed the law of God and 

taught that obedience to the law was no longer binding, and this at a time when that law and its 

demands were more important than ever as the glue which held the community together.  What 
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was not said but clearly understood is that the law had become the glue that held the community 

together by excluding others, and specifically the followers of Jesus Christ. 

 Which is why Jesus had responded to such charges in his own lifetime by denying that he had 

come to abolish the law and the prophets, but rather to fulfill them.  As becomes clear, he meant 

by “fulfilling” the law aiming for a higher standard of righteousness, a more demanding standard 

of righteousness, seeking to fulfill not merely the letter of the law, but more importantly its spirit.  

A spirit that held the community together, but not by adopting rules that included some and 

excluded others, rather by challenging all to aspire to a higher standard.  As we will see next week 

in our gospel reading, Jesus goes on then to suggest exactly what this means, offering an 

interpretation of the ten commandments, insisting for example, that it’s not enough just to refrain 

from killing someone, that the spirit of the law demands turning the other cheek, and not allowing 

hate to fester in your heart against another.   If aiming for a higher standard in order to fulfill the 

spirit of the law means on occasion that it’s necessary to break the letter of the law, for example, 

by healing someone on the Sabbath, then so be it. 

 So be it, not because it’s OK to break any law you want, perfectly OK to pick and choose 

among the laws you’re willing to obey, but because sometimes obedience to God’s higher law 

demands it.  In Isaiah’s case, his contempt for the religious rituals of his day by which the 

community had simply closed its eyes to the very real suffering in their midst, and in Matthew’s 

case, his disgust with religious rules and traditions whose real effect was to keep some people 

out, in neither case did their feelings ever take the form of contempt or disgust for the law itself, 

and certainly not for the spirit of the law, and least of all for the one to whom all obedience was 

ultimately due.  It was their appeal to a higher standard, in the service of a higher authority that 

endowed their actions with a true moral authority. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


