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Homily for Wednesday 10
th

 Week of Ordinary Time 

1 Kings 18:20–39 

Psalm 16:1b–2b, 4–5b, 8, 11 

Matthew 5:17–19 

 

In Matt 5:17–48, we find the most extensive treatment on the relationship between Jesus and the Torah in 

all four Gospels. Jesus lays the foundational principles for his relationship with the Old Covenant law 

(5:17–20), then offers a series of examples that vividly illustrate the lofty conduct to which his disciples 

are called (5:21–48). 

In 5:17 Jesus speaks of the law and the prophets, a reference to the entirety of the Hebrew Scriptures (see 

7:12; 22:40).  

So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the prophets
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On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets.”
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In saying that he has come not to abolish them, but to fulfill them, he claims to bring to realization all that 

the Old Testament anticipated. In Matthew the verb “to fulfill” is rarely used in the sense of “to carry 

out.” Most often it refers to Christ’s bringing Old Testament expectations to fulfillment. Jesus declares 

that “the law prophesied” (11:13), which implies that the law, like the prophets, pointed ahead to a future 

fulfillment. Jesus fulfills the law and prophets in one way through his entire life, death, and resurrection. 

In another sense Jesus brings the law to fulfillment in his teaching, by showing the kind of life to which 

the law ultimately pointed. 

There is also something important about the structure of Matthew that underscores the particular Jewish 

character of this Gospel associated with how Jesus fulfills the Law and the Prophets.  Just as the Torah is 

made up of five books:  

 Genesis 

 Exodus 

 Leviticus 

 Numbers 

 Deauteronomy 

 

There are five major discourses in Matthew: 

 Chapters 5-7: Sermon on the Mount 

 Chapter 10 : The Missionary Discourse 
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 Chapter 13: Parable Discourse 

 Chapter 16-18: Discourse on the Church 

 Chapter 24-25: Last Things Discourse.  

 

Each one ends with a formula that is phrased like this: “When Jesus had finished saying these things.  

Added to this is the phrase: “Truly I tell you”. This is Jesus’ way of solemnly introducing an authoritative 

statement. It is used thirty-one times in Matthew. Here, it introduces Jesus’ teaching about the law’s 

enduring validity. Jesus sees himself and his teaching as being in continuity with Israel’s religious 

heritage. As 5:21–48 will make clear, Jesus is the authoritative interpreter of the Torah, transcending 

some traditional understandings of the law and revealing that to which the law was ultimately directed. 

He explains that true faithfulness to God’s underlying purpose for the law sometimes demands an 

interiorizing of the legal precepts without diminishing their literal force (5:21–30). Sometimes 

faithfulness to God’s purpose requires following a higher standard than is expressed in the law—a 

standard that reflects God’s ultimate intention for his people (5:31–37). It even demands setting aside 

one’s rights under the law (5:38–42) in order to practice charity in imitation of the Father (5:43–48). In 

sum, the law itself is not abolished but its role changes as Christ brings forth its deeper meaning. It is in 

this sense that the smallest letter of the law remains until heaven and earth pass away and until all things 

have taken place. The law retains its status as God’s revealed word, and one must continue to teach and 

obey these commandments (5:19). But disciples must now follow the law in light of Christ’s authoritative 

interpretation. 

Following Christ’s elucidation of the law, his disciples must pursue a righteousness that surpasses that of 

the scribes and Pharisees. In terms of external obedience to the law’s regulations, the scribes and 

Pharisees were known as model followers of the Torah. But Jesus’ teaching calls for “a radical 

interiorization, a total obedience to God, a complete self-giving to neighbor, that carries the ethical thrust 

of the law to its God-willed conclusion.” Thus the standard of righteousness demanded of disciples goes 

beyond that of the scribes and Pharisees. It requires much more than external conformity to the law’s 

regulations. Jesus calls his followers to wholehearted trust and obedience toward the heavenly Father that 

radiates God’s love to the world and so Jesus says:  

You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
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Tomorrow we will begin to hear in detail how Jesus does fulfill the Law and calls us to radical 

discipleship.  
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