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Last week we finished the portion of the Sermon on the Mount called the 

beatitudes. Today we are picking up in Matthew 5:17-20. It may appear as 

though we are skipping vs. 13-16, but you may recall that Pastor Nick 

preached on that section on Palm Sunday. There Jesus’ taught us that as His 

followers, we are the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  

 

Let me say just one word of encouragement on those verses before we 

move on. Summer is coming and for many of us that means doing some the 

things we enjoy the most—its also a great time to think about hospitality. By 

hospitality I simply mean opening our hearts and lives to people in such as 

way that we invite them into a friendship with us for the purpose of 

pointing them to a growing relationship with Christ.  

 

Here’s my challenge to you. Consider how you can invite others to join you 

in doing the things you enjoy doing the most this summer. Open your decks, 

open your grills, open your boat docks, open your camp chairs at ball 

games, invite a neighbor walk or run with you this summer. Invite a friend to 

FPU this summer, where they can not only get help with their finances but 

also meet some other believers from Trinity. I’m talking about cultivating 

intentional friendships now so that you can invite them to an opportunity to 

open the word in the near future—or God may surprise you with some 

significant spiritual or life conversations while you are fishing or grilling 

burgers.  

 

Now let’s turn our attention to vs. 17-20.  

 

Perhaps all of us at some point have felt as though legislation has gotten out 

of hand or gone awry. Wouldn’t it be great, if at our next election we could 

elect governing officials who would revive our governing system and 

recover the spirit and intent of our constitution?  
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We are extremely blessed to live in a democratic society—may we never 

take that for granted! Yet, there is a great danger when legislation is placed 

in the hands of any human governing system. When the fear of God does 

not govern our hearts, our attempts to govern society will be driven not by 

what’s right in God’s eyes, but by the lusts of the human heart.  

 

John MacArthur: “If there is no religious absolute there can be no basis for 

real law…An evil, godless society, floating about on a sea of relativism, 

realizes that it has no foundation, no anchor, no unmoving point of 

reference. Law becomes a matter of preference and order a matter of 

power. A democracy where power is ultimately vested in the people is 

particularly vulnerable to chaos.”1 

 

Well the Jewish people of Jesus’ day found themselves in a situation where 

legislation and regulation had become distorted and gotten way out of 

hand.  

 

For example let’s take one law, the Sabbath, which restricted work. The 

Scribes and Pharisees decided that to carry a burden was a form of work. 

But then they had to decide what constituted a burden. “They decided that 

a burden is food equal to the weight of a fig, wine enough wine to fill a 

goblet, milk enough for one swallow…water enough to moisten eye-slave, 

ink enough to write two letter of the alphabet….They would argue about 

whether it was a sin for a tailor to go out on the Sabbath with a needle stuck 

in his robe” or whether it was a violation of the Sabbath to move a lamp or 

for a parent to pick up a child.2 Can you see how the Sabbath soon became 

more of a burden than a day of worship. They decided that it was work to 

heal on the Sabbath. They would make exceptions for grave situations but 

not enough to make the sick person well, just enough to keep them from 

getting worse. Soon the spirit of the law was lost. It became more work to 

keep track of not working than anything else.  

 

But an essential part of Jesus’ teaching ministry, especially here in the 

Sermon on the Mount was to recover the true spirit of God’s law. On the 

one hand, Jesus message in vs. 17-20 is to uphold the authority of God’s law 
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and on the other to expose how the Jewish leaders of the day had deeply 

distorted its application. There are two basic movements in this passage. In 

vs. 17-18, Everything Jesus teaches is in complete harmony with the OT. But 

in vs. 19-20, everything Jesus teaches is in dissonance with the teaching of 

the Pharisees. He’s recovering the true spirit of the OT by teaching God’s 

law in a way that overturns the misguided legalism of the Pharisees. What 

follows in the rest of the Sermon on the Mount will be a true understanding 

of righteousness over against the Pharisees’ application of the law. So in one 

sense Jesus is setting us up for what is to come. He’s laying the groundwork 

so that we will understand that He is actually upholding the OT by 

dismantling the Pharisees’ doctrine.  

 

Let me boil down the message of this passage before we unpack these 4 

verses: Because Jesus validates the OT as God’s enduring word, we must 

embrace its Christ-exalting purpose of calling us to a transformed heart 

through the gospel.  

 

1. The OT Law and Prophets will never be obsolete on this side of 

heaven (17-18).  

 

Why was it so significant for Jesus to make the statement in vs. 17 

that His purpose was not to abolish the law? First, it was important 

because whenever a new teacher arrived on the scene the Jewish 

people (especially the scribes and Pharisees) would ask, where does 

He stand in relationship to the law. The whole society was governed 

by OT law. It was the measure of a true, orthodox Jew. Second, it 

was even more important for Jesus to state His relationship to the 

law because he’s about to radically disrupt the man-centered, 

works-driven religious system that Judaism had become.  

 

Jesus said, “do not think I came to abolish the law” because it would 

be easy for people to think that—not because He opposed the law 

in any way, but because there were so many additional man-made 

rules and regulations that God’s law itself had become obscured. 

When Jesus began tampering with Jewish traditions, He wanted to 

be clear that He was doing it to uphold God’s law, not oppose it.  

 

When Jesus says in vs. 18, “until heaven and earth pass away, not 

the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the law until all is 

accomplished,” He’s saying, that nothing God has said is 

insignificant enough to be overlooked, removed, modified, or 

disregarded.  

 

Notice how strong the doctrine of scripture is here in Jesus’s words. 

Scripture is enduring—it will outlast the created order. Scripture is 

relevant and effectual in every age. All that God has said in Scripture 

will be accomplished—it carries His authority. And therefore it is to 

be upheld with reverence.  

 

It’s obvious from what Jesus says here, that to tamper with 

Scripture or to bend its intent or to have a casual attitude toward it 

is to have a disrespectful attitude toward God Himself.  

 

2. When Christ came as the fulfillment of the OT Law and Prophets, 

He did not diminish the importance of the OT, but increased it (17-

18).  

 

Vs. 17 points to Jesus Himself as the ultimate fulfillment of all OT 

scripture. The righteousness that the Law calls for is found in Christ. 

Every promise, every prophecy, every figure and symbol and type is 

fulfilled in Christ. All of the OT points to the supremacy of Christ 

which is articulated and clarified in the NT. So when we see Christ, 

we see the OT with greater significance. Jesus message is not for us 

to see OT revelation as set aside but rather satisfied in the person, 

teaching, and work of Christ.  

 

Yet many believers have the opposite perspective. They see the OT 

as less significant and the NT as the one they really need to study. 

Too often we view the OT as an important document that has 

expired or like old laws that have never been taken off the books.  

 

My point is this. Followers of Christ cannot ignore or minimize the 

OT. We respond to it differently than OT saints because we now see 

it and relate to it through the lens of Christ as its fulfillment. But we 



will never fully understand the supremacy and worth of Christ 

without seeing Him through the lens of the OT.  

 

Illus: The roots of the NT are in the OT and the message of the OT 

blossoms in the NT. No NT theology is independent of the old and 

no OT theology is complete apart from the new. Together the Old 

and New Testaments form one story line with one message that 

Christ is the only Savior who can make a sinner’s heart righteous.  

 

So read the Bible—read all of it!  

� We need Genesis to understand who we are by God’s 

design and as well as our own fallenness.  

� We need the OT historical books (stories) to shape the fear 

of God in our hearts.  

� We need the OT law to reveal the waywardness of our 

hearts introduce the holiness of God.  

� We need the prophets to expose the deceitfulness of our 

hearts.  

� We need the Psalms to lead our hearts in worship.  

� We need the wisdom books like Job and proverbs teach us 

discernment.  

� We need to read the gospels to know Christ as Savior.  

� We need the NT epistles to understand how to live under 

the stipulations of the New Covenant with Christ as our 

Lord.  

� And we need to read Revelation to cling to our enduring 

hope!  

 

3. We must revere OT Scripture according to its intended, Christ-

exalting purpose (19).  

 

[vs. 19] Honor in the kingdom of God is determined by how we 

honor God’s Word. I’ve gone out of my way today to hold up the 

significance of the OT, just as Jesus also did. But what about so 

much of the OT that we don’t practice anymore, like the ceremonial 
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laws regarding sacrifices or the civil law about how Israel was to 

function as a nation? 

 

Do you see the tension in this passage? On the one hand the OT is 

fulfilled in Christ yet on the other even the least of the 

commandments are to be taught and obeyed (19).  

 

Perhaps the best response is to say we don’t abandon these OT 

passages, but we do relate to them differently as being fulfilled in 

Christ. In other words, we still teach Leviticus and Deuteronomy but 

no longer from a Jewish perspective but from a Christian/Christ-

centered perspective.  

 

The sacrifices of the OT point us to a clearer understanding of the 

sacrifice of Christ. The civil laws instruct our hearts so that we 

regard Jesus as King and ourselves as a servant to Him and His 

people. The tabernacle and temple point us to the presence of God 

dwelling in Christ and His people as the living temple.  

 

D.A. Carson: “The entire law and prophets are not scrapped in the 

coming of Jesus. Therefore the commandments…--even the least of 

them—must be practiced. But the nature of [how we practice]” 

them has been changed by Christ’s fulfillment. “The law pointed 

forward to Jesus and His teaching” so we properly obey the law by 

conforming to Jesus’s teaching. In other words, Jesus’s teaching 

redefines what obedience to OT revelation looks like.3  

 

For example, we don’t practice the Passover (in the Jewish sense) 

but we teach the Passover—we preach Christ from the Passover. 

We celebrate Christ Himself as our Passover lamb.  

 

Or what about the 4th commandment?4 Why don’t we continue to 

observe the Sabbath? Almost all of us work on Saturday! According 

to Hebrews 4 Jesus Himself is our Sabbath rest. OT saints focused on 

4 Ex 20:8-11 



ceasing from their labor, but now believers regard every day as a 

day of worship, every day as holy to the Lord.  

 

Col 2:16 – “Therefore let no one act as your judge in regard to 

food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a 

Sabbath day--things which are a mere shadow of what is to 

come; but the substance belongs to Christ.” 

 

I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t have a proper rhythm of 

weekly sabbath and worship, but I am suggesting that we should 

not be Seventh Day Adventists. The point is that all OT Scripture 

must be honored and observed through a proper Christ-exalting 

lens.  

 

4. Through Christ, the Law points us beyond external behavior to a 

righteous heart that ultimately comes from Jesus (20).  

 

[vs. 20] In the previous verse, Jesus was talking about the distinction 

between those who are least or great in the kingdom of heaven 

based on their obedience to God’s Word. But now He says you can’t 

even get into heaven unless your righteousness is better than the 

Pharisees.  

 

It’s as if He’s saying, you can’t get into the kingdom if you annul or 

minimize the commandments as badly as the Pharisees. But wait a 

minute! Weren’t the Pharisees meticulous about law-keeping? 

Didn’t they tithe not only their money and crops, but everything 

right down to their spices! Who could possibly do a better job of 

keeping the law right down to the letter, than the Pharisees? They 

were legalists when it came to the law. They even added additional 

regulations—and lots of them!—to ensure that they kept the law. 

The Pharisee wrote down all their additional rules and regulations in 

the Mishnah which is about 800 pages in English. Then they wrote 

two sets of commentaries on the Mishnah totaling 72 volumes.5  

 

                                                           
5 William Barclay, The Daily Study Bible, pg. 126. 

I explained it to someone this week like this. Think of God’s law as 

the fence around your yard. You don’t want to cross the fence and 

break God’s law so just to make sure, you build another fence inside 

the fence. Then to make doubly sure, you build another fence inside 

that one. This is what they did with the Sabbath. Can you see how 

restrictive that would be? Not only did they begin to think they 

were righteous because they stayed inside the inmost fence, they 

taught others to do the same. But was it God’s law they were 

keeping or their own? They were actually distorting and annulling 

God’s law.  

 

From the beginning God’s law was always intended to be lived from 

the heart, as a response of love for God. Twenty-one times, the 

Bible uses the phrase “with all your heart,” and every time God is 

the object of that phrase.  God is the only one we are to love, serve, 

follow, fear with all our heart. Yet it may surprise you that 9 of 

those 21 occurrences are found in the book of Deuteronomy, which 

is the book of the law. Deuteronomy is about the heart. God has 

always wanted us to obey and worship Him from the heart.  

 

The problem with the Pharisees is that they were so focused on the 

letter of the law that they fenced out the spirit of the law. Their 

religion became one of mere external behaviors while the heart 

failed to love God. By adding to the law they actually minimized the 

law. They made less of it by making “righteousness” something of 

man’s doing rather than God’s Spirit. They were not pour in spirit. 

They were proud. The were self-centered and man-centered rather 

than God-centered. They lived for the praise of men rather than the 

pleasure of God. They were white-washed tombs—bleached clean 

on the outside but dead on the inside. What they missed is that the 

law issues a call for a changed heart.  

 

Jesus is warning us of the same thing. Don’t define your spirituality on the 

basis of external religious activities, but on a radical transformation of the 

heart that is born out of a love for God and a righteousness that is not your 



own—Christ’s righteousness which becomes yours when you are made one 

with Him in faith.  

 

How much of your faith and spirituality has become defined by what you do 

rather than what Christ has done for you. Have you begun to believe that 

you are good Christian because you go to church or serve in a ministry or 

live by biblical morals? What if you changed test. Is your heart in love with 

God? Is your heart overflowing with gratitude for His grace? Are you living 

for His pleasure rather than man’s praise. Is your identity as a Christian 

defined by work of the cross rather than your works of goodness? 

 

To enter the kingdom of heaven, you need a changed heart. But the change 

of heart doesn’t come from working harder or living better—to don’t need 

to prove yourself to God and you can’t. The only righteousness you can 

present to God is a righteousness that didn’t originate with you, the 

righteousness of Christ which becomes yours as you become one with Him 

in repentant faith.  

 

[vs. 20] 

 

 

 

 

 


