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• Matthew 5:17-19 

• Matthew 5:17 

When you read this in English, sounds like Jesus is being accused of replacing the law…that isn’t it at all 

He is really being accused of misinterpreting the Torah and thus canceling it out…it is a very typical Rabbinic argument 

 

Literal Translation of the Hebrew Reconstruction: 
"Do not think that I have come to cancel the Torah [the five books of Moses] and the Prophets [the second section of the 

Hebrew canon]. I have not come to cancel but to sustain." 

  

Plain English Translation of the Hebrew Reconstruction: 

"Do not think that I have come to weaken the Torah and the Prophets. I have not come to weaken them but to strengthen 

them." 

  

Dynamic Translation of the Hebrew Reconstruction: 

"Do not suppose that I have any intention of undermining Scripture by misinterpreting it. My purpose is to establish and 

maintain the knowledge and observance of God's Word, not undermine it." 

 

“I came” – tied to Hebrew perfect tense, more literally, “I HAVE COME” 

 

The translators of the KJV rendered the Greek phrase katalusai ton nomon as "to destroy the law." 

But, the Hebrew levatel, (literally, "to cancel"), the probable Hebrew equivalent of the Greek verb translated "to 

destroy," was used in scholarly rabbinic discussions of Jesus' day as a technical term for violating a biblical 

commandment.  

When a sage felt that a colleague had misinterpreted a passage of Scripture, he would say, "You are canceling the 

Torah!" 

In other words, "You are so misinterpreting Scripture that you are negating or canceling part of it. 

His colleague would strongly disagree. What was "canceling" the Torah for one teacher was "fulfilling" it for another. 

Matthew 5:17-19 is a rabbinic controversy. Someone had apparently accused Jesus of "canceling" the Torah. He was 

being charged with so misinterpreting the Scriptures as to nullify their intent. 

To prove His point in the next verse, Matthew 5:18, he used hyperbole to show just how strongly he felt about the 

importance of Torah. 

Not a yod, the smallest letter of the Hebrew alphabet, nor even a kots, the tiny decorative spur sometimes added to the 

yod, would ever be removed from the Torah, he said.  

Not a YOD or even a KOTS OF A YOD: 

 

Jesus adds this argument that the least significant commandment is as important as the seemingly most significant 

• Matthew 5:19 

Obviously, a commandment is not absolutely "light" or "serious," but only so in comparison to other commandments. 

One commandment was so light, however, that it was often noted as such by the sages: "If, along the road, you chance 

upon a bird's nest, in any tree or on the ground, with fledglings or eggs and the mother sitting over the fledglings or on 

the eggs, do not take the mother together with her young. Let the mother go, and take only the young, in order that you 

may fare well and have a long life" (Deut 22:6-7; JPS).  

Here is what the sages said about this "light" commandment: 

The sages said, "If, speaking of a light commandment, which deals with something that is worth 

only an issar, 
[2]

 the Torah has said, 'that it may be well with you and that you may prolong your 

days [Deut 22:7],' how much more [will the like reward be given] for [keeping] the weightier 

commandments of the Torah." (m. Hullin 12:5) 



Jesus adopted a well-known rabbinic approach to the Torah: kalah ka-hamurah (light as heavy), an abbreviation of 

mitsvah kalah ka-mitsvah hamurah, (a light commandment is as heavy as a heavy commandment), in other words, a 

light commandment is no less important than a heavy commandment. 

The reason for being careful about keeping light commandments is that one does not know how God esteems the 

various commandments, and the sages said, "Be as careful of [keeping] a light commandment as a heavy commandment 

because you do not know the reward given for the keeping of commandments" (m. Avot 2:1). The reward that God 

promised for not taking the mother bird with her young—a commandment that the sages called "the lightest of the light" 

(t. Shabbat 16:14)—is the same as for keeping the commandment, "Honor your father and your mother" (Exod 20:12; 

Deut 5:16), one of the Ten Commandments. This approach to Scripture caused Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai to say, 

"Woe unto us that Scripture gave the same weight to the light commandments as to the heavy commandments" (b. 

Hagigah 5a). 

 

Following his statement about the Torah in Matthew 5:17-20,
[3]

 Jesus gave five illustrations of his approach to the Torah 

(Matt 5:21-30, 33-48), in each juxtaposing two commandments, one heavy and one light. For example, Jesus mentioned 

the command, "Do not murder" (Exod 20:13; Deut 5:17), and then added, "But I say unto you, 'Do not hate your brother 

in your heart'" (Lev 19:17). In other words, according to Jesus' approach, to hate or be angry with someone was no less 

serious than to murder someone! 

Employing the same approach, the sages said: "He who violates a light command will ultimately violate a heavy one; he 

who violates, 'Love your neighbor as yourself [Lev 19:18],' will ultimately violate, 'You shall not hate your brother in 

your heart [Lev 19:17],' and 'You shall not take vengeance nor bear any grudge [Lev 19:18],' and even, 'He shall live 

with you' [Lev 25:35], until in the end he will come to shedding blood" (Sifre Deuteronomy, Shoftim 187.11). 

Jesus taught that a disciple who abolished (i.e., misinterpreted) the light commandments, who did not do them, or who 

did not emphasize their importance when teaching, would be considered "light" (i.e., insignificant, inferior of position; 

by implication, not be included) in the "Kingdom of Heaven." 

For Jesus, a "light" commandment such as, "Do not bear hatred in your heart," was as important as a "heavy" 

commandment such as, "Do not murder."
[4]

 A disciple who broke even a "light" commandment would be considered 

"light" (have an inferior position) in Jesus' movement, which he called the "Kingdom of Heaven." 

 

Read Jesus: The Jewish Theologian by Brad Young pgs. 266-267 on Solomon 

 

• Matthew 5:20 

What does this verse tell you about, at least in part, Jesus’ perspective on the Pharisees and scribes? 

Respects them…they actually do walk in a righteous way 

So with this intro by Jesus, let’s now look at His 6 examples of light is heavy… 

1
st
 2 which are from the 10 commandments (6 & 7), 3 from general parts of the Torah, and one from the Essenes 

 

• Matthew 5:21-22 

6
th

 commandment 

3 tiers here…angry, raca, and fool 

angry = court 

“raca” = good for nothing or literally empty headed = “high court” = Sanhedrin 

fool = “fiery hell” = literally Gehinnom fire…we’ll talk about this in a minute 

 

• Matthew 23:17 – Jesus Himself calls people fools = moros – exact same word 

James calls people that don’t live out their faith fools 

So what gives? On the one hand we are guilty of Gehinnom, the next, it is OK 

 

So each of these light/heavy sections has a solution of sorts…let’s see what the solution is that Jesus gives 

And more importantly what God’s true and intended heart is 

 

• Matthew 5:23-24 

What is the picture here? 

A man, standing with an animal in his arms at the railing to be taken by a priest, awaiting to cast himself before the 

mercy of God…then he remembers that he himself has hurt someone else 

What is weird about this solution? 

I am the one that is pissed off…and the solution is GO APOLOGIZE TO SOMEONE ELSE??? 

I think the other person is the fool…and yet all the while I have been the fool and am wrong 



The assumption here is that I have a very limited perspective on the situation 

Driving down Stone Valley, car in front won’t turn right, I think you idiot, then see there is a car in front of it 

I am actually the idiot 

 

Gehinnom = Hinnom Valley, burned constantly with the refuse of the city of Jerusalem 

Was also a place where other abominations took place 

• Jeremiah 7:30-31 

• II Kings 16:1-3 

So Ahaz and the people were burning there babies on the fire as sacrifices 

Babies in this case who haven’t had a full chance to express themselves thru their lives before God 

They are not allowed to fully express themselves as God’s creation 

That is what Jesus is warning against 

And what is REALLY amazing about this…Ahaz was King Hezekiah’s father, one of the most amazing Kings Israel 

has ever known and one of the most faithful men the earth has ever seen 

This baby that was killed was Hezekiah’s brother 

I wonder how he would have turned out if given a full chance? 

That is what Jesus is asking us to call to mind…if you don’t have a full view…be very careful 

 

My dad and my argument in living room…said I was too smart to talk with anymore…really calling me a fool, and in 

this case he was correct…he had the full view, didn’t just call me this after my first mistake or two 

When Jesus calls the Teachers of the Law fools in chapter 23, HE HAS THE FULL VIEW 

 

By the way, what does reconciliation come before in this passage? 

WORSHIP…incredible! 

Scene is almost comical…where are Jesus’ listeners? 

They are in Galilee…THIS IS A 3 DAY WALK! 

And what a tough statement for the Jews…they longed for their day in court…Jesus says don’t think like that 

How important is this to God? 

Mishnah – “Yom-Kippur (Day of Atonement) atones for a person’s transgressions against God, but it does not atone for 

his transgressions against his fellow man until he appeases him.: Yoma 8:9  

Forget for a second about how you feel theologically about this…listen to their heart in how seriously they take their 

relationships 

 

• Matthew 5:25-26 

And oh by the way, don’t just do this with your friends, do it also with your enemies 

 

Now let’s look at light is heavy number 2…the 7
th

 commandment… 

• Matthew 5:27-28 

Looks = gazes  

Lust = with the intent towards passion 

Not just saw a beautiful woman, that is just life…can even have an appreciation for God 

This is a gaze, keep on looking 

Don’t think Jesus is saying you should never feel the impulse of lust…or be stricken by beauty 

 

Look at His answer 

• Matthew 5:29-30 

Answer is harsh – really a call to deal ruthlessly with the issue 

Meant to be an absurd solution, even more absurd than leaving an animal, or carrying it for 6 days 

People don’t look at this in context either 

Why would he say eye? Gulp, how about the hand? 

And again, with what we have learned, what is the link to Gehinnom? 

Hand and the eye were meant, were created for WAY more…don’t minimize them 

Marriage context, my hand e.g. was meant for my wife…I am cutting our relationship short 

Likewise ladies, by pushing away your husband and participating in this kinda solution, you are doing the same 

 

 

Let’s look at number 3… 



• Matthew 5:31-32 

• Deuteronomy 24:1-4 

So clearly first, the scriptures teach Divorce was possible under certain circumstances 

Marriage and the family were super high in importance in Jesus’ day and beyond 

In the ancient near east, women risked suffering greatly when the family was broken up due their reliance 

This passage in Deuteronomy is trying to preserve the family 

Speaking to men willy nilly leaving, wanting her back, literally, divorcing your wife BECAUSE you want to marry 

someone else, doesn’t work out, so you want back in…called an abomination to God 

SHOWS DIVORCE AND ADULTERY ARE NOT SYNONYMOUS 

Prohibiting Divorce would be misinterpreting the Torah and thus invalidating it 

 

Now for a little more background, turn to Luke 

• Luke 16:18 (verse 17 – notice context, same as Matthew, I am interpreting correctly) 

2 parts – first part… 

Both verbs, “divorce” and “marry” are present tense 

In Hebrew the force of the expression would have pushed these 2 thoughts together in a continuous motion 

Literally = “Everyone who divorces his wife IN ORDER to remarry…” 

Second part… 

Same thing = “anyone who marries someone who gets a divorce IN ORDER to get remarried commits adultery.” 

DIVORCE USED TO MARRY SOMEONE ELSE IS ADULTERY…not divorce itself 

• Mark 10:11-12 

 

This is a great background to the verses in Matthew 5 

• Matthew 5:31-32 

Not saying divorce is adultery, otherwise He might have included in the last section…its not 

But divorcing to remarry… 

 


