Law and the Prophets or Gospel of the Kingdom?
In Matthew 11:12-13, Jesus made a statement that has confused many Bible students. 

And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffereth violence, and the violent take it by force. For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John. 

Luke 16:16
The law and the prophets were unto John; since that time the kingdom of God is preached and every man presseth into it.

These are puzzling words for many Christians. 

Jesus is saying that a big change occurred when John the Baptist began his ministry. The Old Testament was all about God's chosen people, called “the law and the prophets”.  John, however, began a new era, preaching the gospel of the kingdom. Jesus himself continued that task and after his resurrection, he gave his followers what is known as the Great Commission. We are to preach the gospel of the kingdom and make disciples who will do the same.
Jesus was not talking about the Kingdom of David and Solomon or the millenial kingdom of Israel which will come after the tribulation week of Revelation. These kingdoms are earthly kingdoms. John was announcing the arrival of the long-awaited Messiah and the eternal Kingdom of God. 
Definition of “kingdom”

The word “kingdom” is mentioned 150 times in the New Testament. “The Kingdom of Heaven” appears 33 times, but only in Matthew, which is written primarily to the Jews. “The Kingdom of God” is mentioned 69 times in all four gospels and by the Apostle Paul. There are also a dozen or so references to worldly and even satanic kingdoms. 
Kingdoms are mentioned in the Old Testament about 200 times, but nowhere is a “kingdom of God” or “kingdom of heaven” mentioned. It was the Pharisees who introduced this terminology into prophecies concerning the coming Messiah. When Jesus adopted their terminology, he was, in effect, claiming to be that Messiah whose imminent arrival the leading scribes and Rabbis had been predicting! 
The law and the prophets of old promised to give the people what they wanted and needed as long as they did as God commanded. "If you obey, I will protect and provide. You worship me and obey the law and the prophets, and I will pour out blessing upon you." "The law and the prophets" were given to lead us unto faith, but many Jews just played the Law and Prophets Game.

Galatians 3:23-29  But before faith came, we were kept under the law, shut up unto the faith which should afterwards be revealed. Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith. But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster. For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.
When we were kids, Daddy or Mommy said to us, "If you are good, you get candy, but if you are bad, you get spanked." That doesn't work anymore because the kids are educated. Their teachers have taught them, "Your parents are not allowed to spank you." And they are taught that the government will take care of them. 

Getting back to Matthew 11:12, the words translated “violence” and “violent” here are biazo and biastes, closely related to the Greek root “bio”(life). The idea is to put your life on the line. The phrase “to take by force” is the translation of the Greek word, harpazo which means to sieze or snatch. One might loosely paraphrase the verse as follows: 

Ever since John the Baptist, those who will serve in God’s kingdom must put their lives on the line and give it all they've got. 

It's like a football player tackling an opponent or intercepting a pass. Granted, football is not a good comparison to the kingdom of God, but this is about the only thing people seem to get passionate about today! The significance of Matthew 11:12 is made clearer when we read verses 16-17 where Jesus describes the opposite situation: 

But whereunto shall I liken this generation? It is like unto children sitting in the markets, and calling unto their fellows, And saying, We have piped unto you, and ye have not danced; we have mourned unto you, and ye have not lamented.

Notice the analogy to children similarity between this verse and "the law and prophets". The expectation is, "if I do this or that, God must do this or that." Jesus is speaking of a generation that is complaining because the Old Testament rules are no longer working! The gospel is a very different message from the law and the prophets. Jesus taught his disciples to pray, "Thy will be done," but many Christians are still trying to live according to the "law and the prophets," "My will be done."

Here's another paraphrase of verses 16-17:

Some Christians are like kids playing computer games. They are joystick-experts, but if the computer doesn't do what they want it to do, they throw temper tantrums and blame the computer. Then, after playing the game a few times, they yawn and complain, “I’m bored!" 
What an apt description of many Christians today! They are expert critics who know all the rules of the church game. They put their Dollar into the offering plate and expect a good show. The church must be attractive and neat. The music must be pleasing to the ear and have some beat. The sermon should be short and interesting, but woe to the preacher who strikes a bare nerve! If he does it again, either he or they may be looking for another church.

These passages are highly applicable to our times. Many pastors have resorted to preaching “fast food” instead of meaty sermons, and not a few churches have taken to preaching the law and the prophets rather than the gospel of Jesus Christ. They ask for decisions, seek memberships and money, promising health wealth, blessings and heaven when you die.

I long to see a few genuine "no-holds-barred" conversions, the kind of turn-arounds that you could describe as “new creatures.” I like to see Christians who are simply committed to God in faith. They are convinced that God knows what is best for us. Christians with good healthy spiritual appetites, who want to know and properly understand scripture, in order to put it into practice! They are not seeking sweet talk that tickles their ears.

Jesus did not fit the Jewish Rabbis concept of the Messiah, however. The Jews were looking for a Messiah who would reject Roman rule and set up a kingdom here on earth. The people were also fed up with injustice and high taxation. As Jesus began his public ministry, however, the climate soon changed negatively for the leading Jews. Jesus showed qualities the people were looking for in a Messiah. Unlike the Pharisees and other leading Jews, he related to the common man. His teachings were down to earth and illustrated with parables that helped the people understand. He healed the sick and handicapped. The populace wanted him to be their Messiah and to set up his kingdom here on earth, but the Scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, High Priests and Sanhedrin began to fear that this could actually happen – without them! They tried their best to trip Jesus up in his speech and deeds. 
Meanwhile, Jesus, like John the Baptist, preached the gospel of the kingdom. He painted an accurate picture of his heavenly Father. He made sin out to be what it is in God’s sight – intolerable! And he also made it clear that God expects perfection of man! But he didn’t stop there. He presented him as a God of love and mercy who desires man’s salvation and not his destruction. He preached that the kingdom of God was attainable through faith if man would only repent and believe. 
The gospel of the kingdom confused and confounded both the Pharisees and the common people, however. Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven with temporal things that people were familiar with. In his Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:17, we find a hotly contested and debated verse followed by two dozen verses that illustrate what Jesus meant. 
The KJV text reads, Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil.

The law and the prophets comprised the foundation of Jewish religious belief for thousands of years. The "law," also called "Penteteuch" or "Torah," is composed of the first five books of the Bible (five books of Moses). 

Under "prophets" is understood the collection of prophetical books of the Old Testament. The term "law and prophets" used together, generally references the Hebrew scriptures, known to Christians as "The Old Testament".

The Old Testament taught God's chosen people who they were and how they were to live in this world. The New Testament presents God's grand plan of salvation for all mankind and introduces his eternal kingdom. The Jews had long awaited a promised Messiah or ruler who would come and set up his kingdom. Daniel presented a timeline which caused the Jews to be in a state of expectation around the time of Christ's birth. Many details of the Messiah and his future kingdom were confusing, however, and Jewish leaders filled in the blanks with their own imaginations or simply overlooked difficult passages. Old Testament prophets hinted that the kingdom would be for all and not just the Jews, but most Jews believed that they were referring to Gentiles who converted to Judaism. Prophecies relating to Jesus' birth, death and resurrection 
promised to give the people what they wanted and needed as long as they obeyed God's commandments. "If you obey, I will protect and provide. You worship me and obey the law and the prophets, and I will protect you, make you fruitful and pour out blessings upon you. If you do not obey, I will send judgment." (read Leviticus 26!). 
Getting back to Matthew 11:12, the words translated “violence” and “violent” here are biazo and biastes, closely related to the Greek word for "life" (bio). The idea is to put your life on the line. The phrase “to take by force” is the translation of the Greek word, harpazo which means to seize or snatch. One might loosely paraphrase the verse as follows: 

Ever since John the Baptist, those who will belong to God’s kingdom must put their lives on the line and give it all they've got. 

It's like a football player tackling an opponent or intercepting a pass. Granted, football is not a good comparison to the kingdom of God, but this is about the only thing people seem to get passionate about today! 
The significance of Matthew 11:12 is made clearer when we read verses 16-17 where Jesus describes the opposite scenario: But whereunto shall I liken this generation? It is like unto children sitting in the markets, and calling unto their fellows, And saying, We have piped unto you, and ye have not danced; we have mourned unto you, and ye have not lamented.
Jesus is speaking of a generation that is complaining because the Old Testament rules are no longer working! The expectation was, "if I do this, God must do that." The gospel of the kingdom is a very different message from the law and the prophets. In the Old Testament God taught his chosen people how they were to live in this world. In the New Testament, God is preparing us for his eternal kingdom. Jesus taught his disciples to pray, "Thy will be done," but many Christians are still trying to live according to the "law and the prophets," "My will be done."
Here's my liberally paraphrased idea of what verses 16-17 are trying to get across:

People who still try to live under the Old Testament law resemble kids playing computer games. They get frustrated because no matter how they move the joystick, the computer doesn't do what they want. So they throw temper tantrums. When that gets no response, they yawn and complain, “I’m bored!"
Many Christians are expert critics who know all the rules of the church game. They put their Dollar into the offering plate and expect a good show. The church must be attractive and neat. The music must be pleasing to the ear and have some beat. The sermon should be short and interesting, but woe to the preacher who strikes a bare nerve! If he does it again, they or he will look for another church. 
These passages are highly applicable to our times. Many pastors have resorted to preaching “fast food” instead of meaty sermons, and not a few churches still preach the law and the prophets rather than the gospel of Jesus Christ. They ask for decisions, seek memberships and money. In exchange they are promised health, wealth, blessings and heaven when they die. 
I long to see a few genuine "no-holds-barred" conversions, the kind of turn-arounds that you could describe as “new creatures.” I want to see Christians who are committed to God in faith. Committed Christians are convinced that God knows what he is doing and will treat his children right. They have healthy spiritual appetites, want to know and properly understand scripture in order to put it into practice! They are not wanting their ears tickled, but rather God's assuring, "Well done!"
Jesus called 12 disciples and some of them had problems. Take the sons of Zebedee for example. Jesus nicknamed Peter, James and John "The Sons of Thunder." It sounds like a motorcycle gang, but there was potential in these guys because whatever they did, they did it with all their heart. This is the first commandment: And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength (Mark 12:30).
Paul’s conversion was fantastic! Read about it in Acts nine. But his conversion story began long before he hit the Damascus Road, seeking to arrest and persecute Christians. As a kid he learned much about the law and the prophets. He determined to please and serve God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength. In his teen years, he studied under the best teacher in the land. In his 20s, nearly everyone in Jerusalem knew of him (Acts 26:4-5). He was running at top speed, but traveling in the wrong direction. God struck him down on Damascus Road with a bolt of lightning. Saul was rendered totally helpless and dependant. God sent his faithful servant, Ananias in Acts 9:15:  But the Lord said unto him, Go thy way: for he is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: For I will shew him how great things he must suffer for my name's sake. And Ananias went his way, and entered into the house; and putting his hands on him said, Brother Saul, the Lord, even Jesus, that appeared unto thee in the way as thou camest, hath sent me, that thou mightest receive thy sight, and be filled with the Holy Ghost.
Paul wrote in 1. Corinthians 3:1-4: 
And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in Christ. I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able. For ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as men? For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal? 

He might also have written Hebrews 5:12-14: 
For when for the time ye ought to be teachers, ye have need that one teach you again which be the first principles of the oracles of God; and are become such as have need of milk, and not of strong meat. For every one that useth milk is unskillful in the word of righteousness: for he is a babe. But strong meat belongeth to them that are of full age, even those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil. 

It is my own personal desire and also my desire for everyone reading this, that we grow up and get out of the kindergarten of law and the prophets and begin living in faith. If we, like Jesus in Gethsemane, learn to say "thy will be done," we can expect someday to hear our Lord say, "Well done!"

The Christian walk is not easy. Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution. (II Timothy 3:12). The life of faith is spiritual warfare and there will be casualties, but those who are faithful are on the winning side. 
Jesus chose twelve disciples who certainly didn’t meet his expectations, but they believed and sought to obey. Jesus enjoyed fellowship with them even though they argued with each other about who would be greatest in the kingdom. They disappointed him, denied him and deserted him when he needed them most. They caused him much anguish and heartache, but he promised never to leave nor forsake them.

"This Generation of Nobodies" 
Matthew 11:16-17 aptly describes this generation in which we live today. We live in a self-centered society. Many nobodies think that they are the center of the universe and the focus of everyone's attention. They are experts at self-promotion, taking lots of selfies and posting them on their Facebook pages. The world should know who they pretend to be, documenting that knowledge by "friending" or "liking" them. The separation of reality and fantasy gets very fuzzy on Facebook. In the present Pokemon Go craze, real GPS images are intricately mixed with animated caricatures so that users fail to distinguish between them. 

Some older nobodies who are not immersed in Facebook technology, publish their profiles in other ways. I recently watched several Harley riders cruise down our street on their bikes. In their sixties or seventies, they were trying desperately to look like members of a tough back street gang.  One in particular got my attention. A cigarette in his mouth, a long flowing beard, white ponytail, studded leather jacket and worn blue jeans let me know who he was -- a fake! Less obvious but just as fake are the nobodies who buy new cars to impress neighbors and friends for a signature and $299 a month. Amazingly, however, many people accept these portraits at Facebook value and even try to emulate or outdo them on their own pages. It is modern idolatry, worship of self.
The Scribes and Pharisees and other Jewish leaders were similar. They not only played the game of law and the prophets, they saw themselves as the key players. They were the law and the prophets. When they showed up in the market place or Synagogue, a hushed and almost worshipful silence and respect came over the crowd of common people. Deep in their hearts, many common people despised these religious bigots, but they were afraid to let it be known for fear of reprisal. They had been taught to respect them as God's representatives. Jesus came along and exposed them for who they were - nobodies playing the law and prophets game.  
The scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses' seat: All therefore whatsoever they bid you observe, that observe and do; but do not ye after their works: for they say, and do not. For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be borne, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with one of their fingers. But all their works they do for to be seen of men: they make broad their phylacteries, and enlarge the borders of their garments, And love the uppermost rooms at feasts, and the chief seats in the synagogues, And greetings in the markets, and to be called of men, Rabbi, Rabbi. ... whosoever shall exalt himself shall be abased; and he that shall humble himself shall be exalted. (Matthew 23:2-7+12)

In John 5:1-9 a lame man at the pool of Bethesda was healed by Jesus.  Here was a man who had been lame 38 years, who could do nothing to help himself and had no one to help him. He was the ultimate nobody. He wasn't happy with his condition and did what he could to get help. His hopes for healing had been dashed time after time, but he still clung to that thread of hope.
Jesus saw his pitiful condition and had mercy on him. After 38 years of being a nobody, he could walk! We can only imagine the joy that filled him as he walked to the temple to give thanks. Jewish rulers spotted him in the temple, one whom they viewed as a nobody, disobeying one of their hallowed laws, and they proceeded to attack him for his "lawlessness" (John 5:10). 
Think about this situation for a moment. A man who had been lame for 38 years is standing, walking and even carrying a bed! Any normal person would have been astounded and asked for an explanation. The Jewish rulers recognized the man and knew that he had been lame and was now healed, but all they could think of was his flagrant disregard for their Sabbath laws. 

According to the Pharisee's understanding of the law and the prophets, human tragedy was God's judgment for evil, either of that person or someone close to him. Even the disciples were infected by this idea, as can be seen in John 9. When they saw a man, blind from birth, they asked, Master, who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind? 

All his life, that blind man had been viewed as a sinner, a nobody. But Jesus healed him! Those who knew him were amazed and took him to the Pharisees. These soon discovered that he had been healed by Jesus -- on the Sabbath! His parents were called in and questioned, but these feared excommunication and said, "he is of age; ask him: he shall speak for himself." The Pharisees now commanded the man to "give God the praise" and condemn Jesus as a sinner (John 9:24-34)! 

The Pharisees first claimed that the man was blind because he was born in sin. He was a nobody. Now that he could see, they excommunicated him because he refused to call Jesus a sinner! 
The Pharisees were the lowest of nobodies, but Jesus came to seek and to save the nobodies, including a man who had been lame for 38 years, a man born blind -- and the lowest of all nobodies, a Pharisee of the Pharisees, Saul of Tarsus!
Sabbath Law
Creating the world and everything in it in just six days was quite a feat, but God did most of that work by speaking. God spoke and it was made. Only on the sixth day do we read of manual activity. God formed man out of the dust of the earth and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. Then followed the most difficult part of all creation. God performed major transplant surgery complete with anesthesia! The result was a woman!  

On the seventh day God had ended his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all his work which God created and made. - Genesis 2:2-3

We were created in God's own image, so if God rested on the seventh day, we too should rest. That should be a no-brainer. But because man is by nature rebellious and legalistic, God gave us the Ten Commandments. 

The Ten Commandments are composed of 297 words, one third of which pertain to the Sabbath rule. Basically, the Sabbath day was to be a day of rest and worship. It was not to be a work day or considered like any other day of the week, but God didn't make the rule cumbersome or complicated. The Sabbath law was given and defined by God, but Jewish leaders formulated entire catalogs of rules and regulations governing what was permitted and forbidden on the Sabbath. When Jesus asked the Pharisees if it was lawful to do good on the Sabbath (Mark 3:4; Matthew 12:12-14; Luke 6:9-11), they refused to answer. For them, man was to do absolutely nothing, yet they made many exceptions for themselves. 
We know a missionary who was a good worker and very dependable, but he was difficult to work with. He was an absolute stickler for accuracy and keeping rules.  If you ask most missionaries how many souls were saved through their ministries, they probably couldn't give a definite answer, but our friend kept accurate records. But he would always indicate a lower number along with the limiter "about" to allow for possible error. It was not just God's rules that he kept exactly, but also man's laws. He had every service on his car performed exactly when the service book required it. If  he was driving his wife to the hospital to have a baby and her contractions were coming fast, he would not exceed the speed limit. He never started his car until he had ascertained that all occupants had securely fastened their seatbelts. Once, he was in a minor accident and the police discovered that he didn't have his seatbelt fastened. He was devastated and wondered if his testimony might have been permanently damaged. 

I am certainly not contending that we need not take God's commandments seriously, but neither should we make them impossible for most people to obey or even understand. Every time I load a new program onto my computer I am asked to check a little box stating that I have read and agree with all the conditions of usage.  Because I don't have lawyers and unlimited time at my disposal, I check the box like most users. Strictly speaking, I probably sinned in doing so, but I paid for the program and wanted to get my work done! 
I repair and sell small sailboats to supplement Social Security income. The government requires me to register them as "motor vehicles" even though they never had nor ever will have a motor. So I am a legal liar. It's okay to cross out "mileage" on the title, but if I cross out the word "motor", the title is voided. 

Over and over, God looked at the people he created and was not happy with them. He destroyed the world except for Noah and his family. He destroyed Sodom except for Lot and his daughters. Most of the occupants of Canaan were destroyed. In II Peter 3:7, we read that the present world will be destroyed by fire.  But none of these judgments were for disobeying the 4th commandment. Only God's chosen people were punished for not keeping the Sabbath law. The 70 years of Babylonian captivity was God's punishment for not keeping the Lord's Sabbath (2 Chronicles 36:21). 
There are a number of instances in the gospels where Jesus and the Pharisees had arguments regarding the Sabbath law. Take the cornfield incident for example. At that time Jesus went on the sabbath day through the corn; and his disciples were an hungred, and began to pluck the ears of corn, and to eat (Matthew 12:1). 
Jesus was walking through a cornfield with his disciples. They were not alone in the cornfield. The Pharisees were not far behind, looking to find some fault in Jesus. They may have been measuring the distance that they covered on foot, or perhaps they expected the disciples to pluck some corn. They probably would have done the same if they thought no one was looking. Jesus came to the defense of his disciples. Would he have done that if they had sinned? 
In Matthew 24:20, Jesus described the final judgment and said, Pray that your flight might not be in the winter, neither on the sabbath day (The word "day" is not in the Greek text). Many commentators think that Jesus knew that those Jews, who didn't believe in him, would stone the believers for traveling farther than allowed on a sabbath. 
Jewish leaders did allow violation of sabbath laws where life was in danger, and defense against an enemy on the sabbath, but --- 

Our Rabbins teach, that he that is pursued by Gentiles, or by thieves, may profane the sabbath for the sake of saving his life: and so we find of David, when Saul sought to slay him, he fled from him, and escaped. Our Rabbins say, that it happened that evil writings [or edicts] came from the government to the great men of Tzippore; and they went, and said to R. Eleazar ben Prata, evil edicts are come to us from the government, what dost thou say? "shall we flee?" and he was afraid to say to them "flee"; but he said to them with a nod, why do you ask me? go and ask Jacob, and Moses, and David; as it is written, of Jacob, Hosea 12:12 "and Jacob fled"; and so of Moses, Exodus 2:15 "and Moses fled"; and so of David, 1 Samuel 19:18 "and David fled, and escaped". 

This is my own personal desire and also my desire for everyone here. That we all together grow up and get out of the kindergarten of law and the prophets and begin living in faith. When we learn to say, "thy will be done," we can know that someday we will hear our Lord say, "Well done!"

What about those who faithfully obey and serve the Lord? Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution. (II Timothy 3:12). The life of faith is spiritual warfare and there will be casualties, but those who are faithful are on the winning side, dead or alive! 
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