LAW AND THE PROPHETS OR GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM?
Matthew 11:1-19

In Matthew 11:12-13, Jesus made a statement that has confused many.  
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. John began preaching the gospel of the kingdom. He wasn't talking about the Kingdom of David and Solomon, or even the kingdom of Israel. He wasn't teaching "the law and the prophets" anymore. He was preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Messiah and Savior of the world, the gospel of the kingdom! 

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." Or they are taught that the government will take care of them. 

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, rabbis, priests and Pharisees had been predicting! 
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. 
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: 

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 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." They were the 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 the Scriptures well. He determined that he wanted to please and serve God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength. In his teen years, he studied under the best teachers money could buy. In his 20s, nearly everyone in Jerusalem knew of him. 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 made totally helpless and dependant. When he was finally ready to listen to God, he sent Ananias. Act 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 could 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. 

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! 

Ralph V Harvey, March 29, 2016

