
Epiphany 5 / February 9, 2020 

Matthew 5:20 

“For I tell you that unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you 

will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

The Sermon on the Mount contains some of the most well known and loved passages of the 

gospels. The beatitudes, the golden rule, the Lord’s Prayer and the antidote to anxiety: “Seek ye 

first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.” It 

also contains the hardest proclamation of the law in the entire bible. Jesus says, we must love our 

enemies, not divorce our spouse and not even express anger towards another person. He locates 

sin not simply in the act of disobeying the law, but in the very thought that gives birth to 

breaking the commandments. A person sins simply by wishing he or she could sin. He says, 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you that everyone 

who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” 

The law expresses the righteousness of God and so Jesus says, “You therefore must be perfect, as 

your heavenly Father is perfect.” How’s that going for you? 

The law is the perfect expression of God’s righteousness. When Moses received the two tablets 

of the law, the first thing he did was break them at the foot of Mount Sinai; when he saw the 

people breaking them by committing a grievous sin. The law is easier to break than it is to keep! 

The law expresses the righteousness of God in forgiveness and justice. When God gave the 

commandments the second time He declared, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for 

thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the 

guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children to the fourth 

generation.” God is both forgiving and just. God heals and God wounds. If we forgive too much 

we are not expressing God’s righteousness properly, because we are overlooking justice and 

downplaying the seriousness of sin. On the other hand, if we forgive too little, we are guilty of 

putting the law above the gospel and overlooking the importance of forgiveness. It’s not easy to 

be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect. 

Which is the point Jesus is making in the Sermon on the Mount. It’s not easy to be perfect as our 

heavenly Father is perfect; and keeping the law isn’t as easy as it seems at first. In fact, it is 

impossible to keep the law. Obedience to the law is not simply a matter of action or inaction; 

doing good deeds and not doing bad things. Obedience to the law is having our thoughts and 

attitudes in complete conformity with the mind of the Lord, so that we always desire what is 

good and never even think of doing what is bad. No human being, conceived and born into this 

world broken by sin can be perfect as God is perfect. The religious people of Jesus’ day, the 

scribes and Pharisees, thought they could keep the law and thought that they were righteous, 

because they kept it. Jesus wants us to see that is impossible. 

Jesus said, “…Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus wants us to see that we need another kind of 

righteousness in order to enter the kingdom of God. We need His righteousness! He alone is 

perfect as the Father in heaven is perfect. He alone lived a sinless life in perfect obedience to 

God’s holy law; perfectly balancing justice and forgiveness. He sacrificed Himself on the cross 

to satisfy the law’s demand for justice. In Him we have forgiveness through the washing of His 

blood. We enter the kingdom of heaven through the gift of His righteousness received by faith. 

In Jesus we receive a righteousness that exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees. In Jesus we 

receive a righteousness of forgiveness, cleansing and healing that brings peace with God. 



The scribes and Pharisees were good people, in the sense that they avoided coarse outward sins. 

They didn’t commit adultery; but they freely divorced their wives and married other women as 

they saw fit, as often as they pleased. They didn’t embezzle, rob or otherwise steal; but they felt 

free to abandon all financial obligation to their parents and family, because they had dedicated 

themselves to God. They didn’t murder; but as in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, they felt 

free to walk past strangers, beaten half to death by robbers and left to die on the side of the road, 

because they didn’t want to make themselves ritually unclean. They went to church faithfully 

every Sabbath. They prayed loudly on the street. They held the scriptures in the highest regard; 

but they were offended and angry when Jesus answered prayer, by showing compassion and 

healing the blind and the disabled on the Sabbath. That was their righteousness! That’s why 

Jesus told His disciples that they would need a much different righteousness, if they wanted to 

enter the kingdom of heaven! 

From the outside the Pharisees and scribes looked like good people. They presented themselves 

as good people in a religious society. They fasted. They prayed. They gave a tithe for their 

offering. Everyone looks like a good person, if we set aside the bad and only see what is good. 

And that is what we commonly do in our lives, without thinking. When we love someone, we sift 

the chaff from the wheat and focus on what is good. When we hate someone, we see nothing 

good in them at all. Our judgements are biased by our feelings of love and hate. We are not very 

good at impartially distinguishing the good from the bad in others and especially not in 

ourselves. 

The Sermon on the Mount in general and our text in particular, shine the light of God’s law on 

the human heart, so we see as God sees! God’s law uncovers the presence of sin, which 

permeates our spirits and affects all our thoughts and actions. There is nothing that is not affected 

by our sinfulness. St. Paul a reformed Pharisee, confessed that when he wanted to do good, evil 

was close at hand. Jesus said that even when people do good things, they are still guilty of sin, if 

they do them for the wrong reasons. What could be more righteous in God’s eyes than praying? 

God want us to pray. He tells us to pray. But Jesus said, “And when you pray you must not be 

like the hypocrites for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners, 

that they may be seen by others.” Our righteousness is always tainted with sin. It may look good 

to our eyes, but is never righteousness in the eyes of God. 

The prophet Isaiah saw the difference between God’s perfect righteousness and our 

righteousness, infected by sin. He confessed for himself and for all the good people in Israel, 

saying, “We have all become like one who is unclean and all our righteous deeds are like a dirty 

garment.” There is a kind of righteousness that is acceptable and even praised by human beings; 

but in God’s eyes it is a righteousness stained by sin and polluted by self-interest. The 

righteousness that is acceptable and praised by God is the righteousness of Christ, received 

through faith in the forgiveness of sins. The righteous that exceeds that of the scribes and 

Pharisees is the righteousness of Christ that covers over our sin and washes its stain away. Paul 

wrote in 1 Corinthians, “God made Him who had no sin to be sin, so that in Him we would 

become the righteousness of God.” When Jesus says we need a righteousness that exceeds that of 

the scribes and the Pharisees in order to enter the kingdom of heaven, He is saying we need Him 

to make us righteous. He calls us to Himself that we may receive His righteousness. He is our 

righteousness! He makes us able to enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 

 



Epiphany is a season of light. When Jesus began to preach in Galilee, St. Matthew said this was 

in fulfillment of the words of Isaiah who said, “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the 

way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles, the people dwelling in darkness have 

seen a great light, and for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them light has 

dawned.” Jesus brings light to the world in the gospel of forgiveness through faith in His Name. 

In our gospel He says that as His disciples, we too are to bring light to the world. Not the light of 

our own personal goodness and glory, but the light of His righteousness, in mercy and 

forgiveness, kindness and peace. He says, “You are the light of the world.” That’s amazing, since 

he is speaking to people, who like Paul and Isaiah, are infected with sin and affected by the 

desires of the sinful nature. 

Yet He says, “A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a 

basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all the house. In the same way let your light shine 

before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” 

Our good works give glory to God and lead people to Christ and His righteousness! We shine the 

light of Christ’s righteousness, which we receive in mercy, by sharing it with others in kindness 

and forgiveness. We are the light of the world in a secondary, reflective sense; as the moon is to 

the sun. Jesus is the true light, who enlightens sinful human beings with the awareness of sin, 

through the law; and the knowledge of God’s love, in forgiveness through the gospel. Jesus said, 

“I am the light of the world. Whoever believes in me will not walk in darkness, but will have the 

light of life.” We reflect the light of Christ’s righteousness, which we receive in forgiveness, by 

forgiving others as we have been forgiven. We shine the light of Jesus’ righteousness which 

covers over our sin and cleanses us from unrighteousness, by leading others to Christ, so that 

they too may receive His righteousness that gains us entry into the kingdom of heaven. His 

righteousness is offered for all to receive! His righteousness is freely given to all who believe! 

God bless us with Jesus’ righteousness through faith in His Name. God bless us to shine Christ’s 

righteous in our lives, so that others may see, receive and with us believe in Him as Saviour. In 

Jesus’ Name. Amen 

 

 


