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Text 
"Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to 

fulfill them. 18 I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least 

stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. 19 Anyone 

who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least 

in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the 

kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

Introduction 
 What does it mean to be a Christian?  The Gospel of Matthew gives us very clear 

guidance in that.  And it’s so important to realize that it doesn’t start off with ethics.  To 

be a Christian is not, first and foremost, to do certain things.  It’s not! 

Matthew starts off not talking about us and what we must do.  He starts off 

focusing on Jesus and who he is.  He is the centerpiece in the story of the world.  He is 

God in the flesh come to save humanity from its sin.  He is the fulfillment of all the great 

archetypes throughout history that we long for deep down. 

And then Matthew shows us that the only thing you need to get Jesus is to need 

him, that is: repentance.  Jesus is God’s Son who pleases God and we get in on that 

eternal affection and approval not by jumping through all these hoops and passing all 

these tests to make God love us, but by simply repenting and believing in Jesus, being 

united to him by faith, identifying with the One who passed all the tests with flying colors 

for us.  That’s what it means to be a Christian. 

And what’s more, we see in Matthew that Jesus in his grace doesn’t wait for 

people to come to him, he goes to them and calls them to be with him in this thing called 

the kingdom, this realm of God’s benevolent rule where sin’s curse is undone.  To be a 

Christian you don’t have to try hard to follow Jesus’ teaching and then hope he’ll admit 

you into his kingdom.  He comes to you and says, “Hey you, yeah you.  Come to me and 

you’re in.”  What?!  Really??!! 

Now when you’ve been brought into God’s kingdom like that, by pure grace, 

even though you were really an enemy to his throne and have no credentials of your own, 

and when you realize that God’s kingdom means life and life outside it really means 

death, how can you not fall down and pay glad homage to Jesus?  How can you not desire 
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to live for the fame of the King who spared you and gave you a place in his domain?  

How can you not want to start to try to live by the laws of this good King?  When you 

meet Jesus and come to experience his grace you can’t not want to listen to and submit to 

the One who gave everything for you. 

The question then is: where do we hear his voice?  How do we know his will?  

What’s our method of finding Jesus’ words of direction and expectations for life in his 

kingdom, now that he’s not physically with us?  We can’t go gather round him on a 

mount.  This is one of the BIG questions, so it’s important to think through how you 

answer this.  What’s our source of authority?  Is it the community (past and/or present)?  

Well, not really.  Kingdoms aren’t democracies.  Is it our subjective, spiritual, 

impresssions or leadings?  Uh… no!  That’s not the kingdom of God; that’s anarchy.  

That’s everyone doing what’s right in his own eyes.  I’ve heard people say they’ve sensed 

God telling them all sorts of crazy stuff.  And one person hears one thing and another 

hears something else and who’s to say what’s legitimate? 

In short, what we’re going to see today from Matthew 5:17-20 is just this: 

Christians are to be people of the Book. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Main Way to Understand Jesus and the Old Testament 

 Jews have always been people of the Book.  God spoke to Moses in supernatural, 

direct ways but Moses quickly set about writing everything down and making it clear that 

this record was supposed to be read and recited and reflected on by God’s people 

throughout time.  His five books were called Torah or the Law.  Later prophets spoke 

messages from God that were applications of the Law and their messages were quickly 

written down and added to the Book, the canon of sacred writings that were understood to 

be God’s revelation of himself. 

 By the first century this canon was clearly established and commonly referred to 

as the Law and the Prophets (sometimes the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms or 

Writings).  It’s what we call the Old Testament today.  First century Jews were very 

firmly people of the Book.  God had spoken, interpreting his great acts of salvation in 

history and also giving specific teachings on how his redeemed people were to live in 

light of them. 

 Well here comes Jesus assuming the posture of a rabbi and he’s calling these 

blue-collar ruffians, these uneducated fishermen to come be his disciples with no 

entrance exam.  He begins a public career as a religious teacher and miracle worker, 

traversing the Galilean countryside and amassing large crowds of some of the most 

unexpected people, people with diseases and demon possession.  And Jesus seems to be 

welcoming everyone.  There’s a clear note of grace.  And grace makes people nervous, 

have you noticed? 

 So the question was, “Where does this guy stand in relation to the Book?”  And 

the worry was, “He seems to be deconstructing our beloved Law and Prophets; this 

kingdom he’s talking about seems to be subversive to the Scriptures.”  He doesn’t seem 

to be doing things by the Book. 

But Jesus, in his teaching is clear – “Do not think that I have come to abolish the 

Law or the Prophets” (v. 17).  “I’m not trying to disparage or do away with the 
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Scriptures.”  Have you ever thought about this?  Jesus Christ was himself a man of the 

Book.  He knew it inside and out.  He quoted it to the devil.  He did things to 

intentionally draw on its imagery.  And here he says in no uncertain terms – “Do not 

suppose I’m here to throw out the Scriptures or to change that fundamental way of 

knowing God – through the written word.”  Jesus held the Law and the Prophets in the 

absolute highest regard. 

 He said, “I have not come [by the way, who talks like that?  “I have come…”  It 

sort of presupposes a pre-existent state, doesn’t it?  Or at least a very clear and important 

sense of mission…]  I have not come to abolish them [Okay, phew!] but to fulfill them” 

(v. 17).  Oh!  What does that mean?  D.A. Carson says, “The nub of the problem lies in 

the verb to fulfill.”
1
  And this nub is the rub. 

 What does Jesus mean that he came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets?  It can’t 

mean to do away with.  It’s in direct opposition to ‘abolish’.  Some would say that he 

means he came to do everything required in the Law and Prophets once and for all.  And 

it’s certainly true that Jesus came to fulfill the Law’s requirements in our place.  We’ve 

talked about that.  But that’s not what’s in mind here. 

How has the word ‘fulfill’ been used in Matthew so far?  Aha!  Here’s the answer.  

Remember the famous fulfillment formula?  “And thus was fulfilled what was written 

through the prophet…”  It’s been used 5x already and it will be used again several more 

times.  There is this sense that the OT writings were all lunging forward towards 

something.  They were all setting something up, creating an expectation, pointing ahead.  

Jesus is simply saying, “Everything written in the Law and the Prophets find their 

fulfillment in me!  I’ve come as the culmination of the great hope of the Law and the 

Prophets!” 

As it says later in 11:13, the Prophets and even the Law prophesied, that is 

pointed forward (cf. Rom. 3:21).  So not just the specific prophecies of a messiah, but all 

the stories of Adam and Noah and Abraham and Judah… Moses interceding for the 

people… the bronze serpent… etc., etc., etc… even they are not stand alone stories with 

some moral like Aesop’s Fables but they look forward to a greater fulfillment.  Types, 

shadows, specific prophecies, and just the building trajectory of salvation history is all 

moving toward a climax.  Jesus is saying that that is he. 

In John 5:39-40 we see Jesus saying to certain Jews of his day – “You diligently 

study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  [Good!  

But] these are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have 

life.”  Jesus is the goal of the OT Scriptures.  That’s what Luke 24 is also saying.  And as 

we said last week, there is no discrepancy between a Gospel like Matthew, John, or Luke 

and what we find later in the NT with Paul.  Paul says the very same thing in Romans 

10:4 that Matthew says in 5:17.  There Paul says, “Christ is the end of the law so that 

there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.”  Not end as in he makes it 

useless and worthy of discarding, but end as in the goal, the telos, that which it is aimed 

at. 

So Jesus is definitely not in his teaching making less of the Law and Prophets.  

He’s not abolishing them.  He’s saying they’re essential.  They’re crucial because… they 

set him up!  Jesus is clear that his era of the kingdom and the era of the Law and Prophets 

“belong inseparably to the same salvation history.”
2
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“I tell you the truth” is a classic and undisputed trademark of Jesus.  It’s 

interesting because the prophets’ phrase was, “Thus saith the Lord.”  The apostles often 

would say, “It is written.”  But Jesus says, “Truly I say unto you…”  Jesus has the very 

authority of God but he doesn’t contravene the OT, which tells us that both the OT and 

Jesus represent God speaking and God does not talk out of both sides of his mouth.  “I 

tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least 

stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is 

accomplished” (v. 18).  You may have heard the idiom – “every jot and tittle”?  That’s 

from this verse in the King James Version.  A jot is referring to the Hebrew letter yod, the 

smallest letter.  A tittle is like a serif, a little tail on a letter.  A tittle is the only thing 

distinguishing the Hebrew letter bet from kaf (compare the Hebrew letter before v. 9 and 

the letter before v. 81 in Psalm 119 if you want to see what I mean).  Anyhow, it’s a 

dramatic way to say, “Not one iota (woops that’s using the Greek alphabet)… not one 

teeny, tiny bit of the OT can be dismissed until hell freezes over!  How’s that for a high 

view of Scripture, inspired and inerrant down to every word! 

So last week we took on the false notion that there’s an irreconcilable difference 

between the Jesus of the Gospels and the religion of Paul and the Epistles.  Today we get 

to clear up another fatal error that finds a stark contrast between the God of the NT and 

the God of the OT.  It’s the same God, the same story, the same message really.  There 

was an early church heretic named Marcion who pitted the OT against the NT.  The 

creator God, he maintained, was a different God than the God Jesus revealed, a meaner, 

less pure God.  That’s heresy and most of us could spot that, but there are many modern 

day functional Marcionites at least who subtly think that Jesus is better than the OT, more 

refined, developed, enlightened and so why bother?  I’ve often shared how the study 

Bible I got in high school had finger-oil smudge marks just on the latter third; you could 

tell where I spent most of my time. 

But Jesus is saying that as long as heaven and earth endures so will the OT 

Scriptures.  The cannot be lost; they cannot be ignored because they stand as a necessary 

witness to Jesus!  You have to have them to understand Jesus; they’re not opposed to 

him.  That’s what Jesus is saying here.  They will always have a vital place in the Book 

as explaining what it is that Jesus has fulfilled. 

When we read the OT this way it becomes anything but arcane, archaic, or 

barbaric.  It is alive and rich.  But it must be read with Jesus as its interpretive key.  I’ve 

remarked to people before that it seems like the times when we’re seeing the most 

spiritual growth happening and conversions and vitality in our church happen to be the 

times when we’re in the OT!  That’s based on a totally unscientific study, but it seems 

that way.  And I think it’s because most people have thought that the OT was an 

irrelevant book somehow opposed to Jesus.  They’ve never seen how Jesus is all over it 

[give examples]. 

Not a jot or a tittle must be lost of this wonderful treasure of Christ centered 

Scripture!  As Martin Luther would say, the OT Scriptures are like the swaddling clothes 

around the baby Jesus in the manger.  Someone else has likened it to the movie The Sixth 

Sense.  What’s revealed at the end makes you want to go back and watch it again to get 

it.
3
  It’s all part of one exquisitely crafted movie. 
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This is the first and most important way to read the Scriptures, especially the OT, 

and why we will always need it – it stands as an eternal testimony to the fulfillment Jesus 

brings. 

 

Another Way to Understand Jesus and the Old Testament 
 So, speaking of the OT Scriptures, Paul could say to Timothy – they “are able to 

make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2Tim. 3:15).  That is how we 

must primarily understand the OT – pointing to Christ.  But the OT does contain a lot of 

laws, expectations for how to live.  How do we understand that?  First, they also drive us 

to Christ by showing us our sin – we are lawbreakers in need of a Savior.  But is that it?  

No.  Right after telling Timothy how the holy Scriptures point to Jesus for salvation, Paul 

says, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every 

good work” (2Tim. 3:16-17).  That’s practical living stuff.  That’s ethics and morality 

and lifestyle.  And Paul’s talking about the OT.  So… 

 We see here in Mt. 5:19 that Jesus upholds the lasting validity of using the OT for 

teaching too.  There are still standards and expectations for living for those who have 

come to Christ for salvation.  And the expression of God’s will in the OT era is not 

altogether different from the expectations now.  Listen to what Jesus says – “Anyone who 

breaks one of the least of these commandments [referring I believe to the OT 

commandments] and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the 

kingdom of heaven” (v. 19).  “The graphic language derives from a play on words 

between the ‘smallest’ commandments and the ‘smallest’ reputation of the careless 

disciple,” writes one commentator.  “It is not helpful to press it into supporting a view of 

the kingdom of heaven as a social structure within which there are first- and second-class 

citizens, a view which Matthew seems at pains to discourage [later (cf. 20:1-16)].”
4
 

 The point is: Jesus is not teaching something called ‘antinomianism’ – that 

because of grace people can just do anything they want and disregard all of God’s 

expressed standards, even those in the OT.  Now it gets a bit tricky here.  Because Jesus 

has fulfilled the Law and the Prophets something has changed (cf. Gal. 3:24-25).  To go 

back to Romans 10:4 and Christ being the ‘end’ of the Law, we said that doesn’t mean – 

“Now that’s the end of that.”  End is telos or goal, as we said.  But maybe the analogy of 

a race track would be helpful.  The finish line is the telos or goal of the race, but it also 

marks the conclusion of the race.  Something changes when the finish line is reached.  So 

with Christ.  He didn’t come to abolish the OT, but to fulfill it, to be the fruition of all its 

provocations and pantings.  Yet in fulfilling it he brings about a new situation in which 

the regulations and commandments of the OT have to be re-interpreted, and some (like 

the ceremonial laws pertaining to temple and sacrifice) drop out of use and only remain 

as constant pictures of Christ who is the substance to their shadows.  But others will 

remain largely unchanged. 

How do we know how to do this?  The majority of the rest of the Sermon on the 

Mount is Jesus’ application of the OT moral laws for the NT kingdom era.  The mention 

of “the Law and the Prophets” in 5:17 forms the first part of what’s called an inclusio.  

“The Law and the Prophets” is mentioned again in 7:12.  Everything in between contains 

Jesus’ careful and respectful yet authoritative and ultimate explanation of the OT laws.  
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What does “Thou shall not murder” really mean?  What does “Thou shalt not commit 

adultery” really mean?  What should fasting really look like or concern for the poor that 

the Prophets always talked about? 

 So let me bring it all together so far by quoting R.T. France’s comments: 

 

[The Law and the Prophets] remain the authoritative word of God.  But 

their role will no longer be the same, now that what they pointed forward 

to has come, and it will be for Jesus’ followers to discern in the light of his 

teaching and practice what is now the right way to apply those texts in the 

new situation which his coming has created.  From now on it will be the 

authoritative teaching of Jesus which must govern his disciples’ 

understanding and practical application of the law.
5
 

 

“In effect [what we’re talking about is] the keeping of the law as it is now 

interpreted by Jesus himself.”
6
  It’s why Matthew’s Gospel ends with Jesus giving the 

commission to go into all the world and make disciples, “teaching them to obey 

everything I have commanded you” (Mt. 28:20).  It’s why Paul can say in 1 Corinthians 9 

that though he is not under the Law (that is, he’s not in the era of Law set up to point to 

Christ, that race has ended), yet he is “not free from God’s law but [is] under Christ’s 

law” (1Cor. 9:21).  And this Law of Christ is based on and in continuity with the Law of 

Moses. 

 Christians who have been forgiven of all their sin and given a record of 

righteousness (that is, admitted into the kingdom) will now want to follow God’s law, not 

demolish it.  And in understanding what that is and looks like they still use the OT, as 

filtered through Christ.  For first century believers that meant to go sit around Jesus on a 

mount.  Then after Jesus’ ascension it meant to devote themselves to the apostles’ 

teaching (cf. Acts 2:42).  Now for us today it means to go to the NT and to interpret the 

OT in light of the NT.  The NT represents the apostles continuing in Christ’s methods for 

interpreting the OT for the NT era with Christ at the center and the NT represents the 

apostles passing on Christ’s teaching.  Christians are to be people of the Book. 

 We go there to see the beautifully constructed story of salvation culminating on 

Christ, to meet him, to know his grace, to be swept up in his kingdom.  And then we go to 

Scripture to find what God says about life in the kingdom, God’s law, including the OT 

laws as interpreted by Christ.  Ralph Erskine in his Gospel Sonnets put it this way – 

“Freed from law-debt, and bless’d with gospel-ease/Her work is now her dearest Lord to 

please.”
7
  We want to please Jesus.  We love him.  And as he said, “If anyone loves me, 

he will obey my teaching” (Jn. 14:23). 

 One way to tell if you’re a Christian is to evaluate whether you have an urge to 

gladly submit yourself to the Law of Christ?  What does that look like?  Starting every 

day praying and asking Jesus to tell you what to do?  White socks or grey socks?  If that’s 

your m.o. you’re either going to slip into lunacy very soon or you will pretty much 

always hear Jesus telling you to do what you want to do already.  Have you ever watched 

Super Why on PBS Kids?  In each episode the characters run into a dilemma and in order 

to figure out what to do they say, “Let’s take a look… in a book!”  Similarly, Christians 

are to be people of the Book. 
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Going Deeper 

 What does the Bible say we should do?  We’ll be going into it more over the next 

several weeks in the Sermon on the Mount.  Generally, it doesn’t tell you particulars like 

what to wear.  But it does give guidelines like “dress modestly” (1Tim. 2:9).  Often times 

you will find ‘a verse’, like for example – “Do not get drunk on wine” (Eph. 5:18).  

Okay, that’s pretty clear.  Drunkenness is wrong.  Sometimes there’s not ‘a verse’ per se.  

But, I want you to see this, the point is not mere outward conformity to a rule but an issue 

of the heart. 

 So far Jesus has been largely agreeing with the scribes and Pharisees of his day 

that we should be people of the Book, that there is a lasting validity to the Law and 

Prophets (although as it will turn out most people to don’t like his interpretation of the 

Book).  But now he says something offensive to them and jarring.  As one person has 

said, “He is in no way contradicting the Mosaic Law, though he is opposed to the 

legalistic type of religion that the scribes had built upon it.”
8
  Look at our last verse – 

“For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  “Jesus is not 

talking about beating the scribes and Pharisees at their own game but about a different 

level or concept of righteousness altogether.”
9
  For you see, the Pharisees and teachers of 

the law had settled for a ‘righteousness’ that was legalistic and external. 

 What Jesus is about to lay out is a righteousness that is substantial, that is deep, 

that deals with the insides of a person.  “Verse 20 does not establish how the 

righteousness is to be gained, developed, or empowered; it simply lays out the demand,” 

notes one person.
10

  So where does this kind of superior righteousness come from?  It 

comes from a personal, intimate encounter with Jesus, a heart that has been touched by 

his grace and transformed.  People that have let the Scriptures bring them to Jesus and 

have met him as their Savior are people who are not afraid to look deep inside their 

hearts, at their motivations and own up to their sin, repent, trust in the imputed 

righteousness of Christ, and thereby in such a fashion grow in an imparted righteousness, 

that is, a Holy Spirit wrought change that happens at the root that produces fruit.  Without 

this kind of thing happening, you can’t be in the kingdom.  As Jesus declared elsewhere, 

“I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again” (Jn. 3:3).  

There has to be a spiritual rebirth, not just a cosmetic surgery. 

 Which means it’s not just about wearing ankle-length dresses and being a 

teetotaler.  The kind of lifestyle that Jesus’ followers will have is not mere outward 

conformity to certain rules, but “faith expressing itself through love” (Gal. 5:6).  Many 

people through will power or fear of consequences or social pressures can “not get drunk 

on wine.”  But that’s not where the NT leaves it.  It follows it up with – “Instead, be filled 

with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18).  It’s talking about having a heart that is finding Christ to be 

lush and flavorful and full-bodied and satisfying.  It’s not looking to deaden pain or find 

pleasure in other things apart from him, but rather is pursuing an experience of Jesus that 

surpasses all else. 

 Anytime the NT addresses behavior it’s operating on this understanding.  There 

may be ‘a verse’ – you’re free to marry anyone you wish, “but he must belong to the 

Lord” (1Cor. 7:39).  There’s a clear apostolic teaching on the subject.  But the point is not 

arbitrary or just to be exclusionary, a rule to restrict you but if you really want to be a 

Christian you have to suck it up and submit.  It’s aimed at a heart of “undivided devotion 
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to the Lord” (1Cor. 7:25) and the deeper reality is being enraptured with the conjugal 

love of Christ for his church and wanting your life to reflect that.  Do you see how this 

works? 

 

Conclusion 

 Has that happened to you?  Have you experienced (not just intellectually assented 

to, but experienced) the love of Christ melting your heart?  Do you know the kingdom 

power coursing through your veins?  Have your eyes seen eternal realities and changed 

your perspective?  Or are you just keeping the rules, going through the motions?  Maybe 

you say you believe the Bible because you’re supposed to or maybe you even read your 

Bible because you have to, but do you really delight in hearing God’s Word?  “When 

your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight” (Jer. 15:16).  Do 

you eat it up because it gives you Jesus in all of his sweet saving benefits?  And does it 

get digested and metabolized into acts of obedience and service springing from a heart 

transformed? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Use this time not as a chance to recommit yourself to trying harder and doing 

better.  Use this time to meet with Jesus.  He has promised to meet us at his Table and 

show us the extent of his love, that his body was broken and blood was shed… 

 

Benediction 

May the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with 

all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your 

hearts to God.  And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of 

the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. (Col. 3:16-17) 
 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 26, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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