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JESUS AND THE OLD TESTAMENT, PART 1 

Matthew 5:17 

Treasuring Christ Church – November 2, 2014 

 

The following is a copy of Pastor Boyd’s preaching notes lightly edited. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

One of the enduring questions that Christians have had is how we relate to the OT. Should we 

follow the commandments in the OT? If so, which ones? If not all of them, how does God want 

us to sort them out? 

Why, for example, do we say we have to follow Exodus 20:13: “You shall not murder,” but not 

Leviticus 19:19: “You shall not sow your field with two kinds of seed, nor shall you wear a 

garment of cloth made of two kinds of material.” 

It won’t do to say that Christians are supposed to obey the 10 Commandments, but not the other 

ones because Leviticus 19:18 (“you shall love your neighbor as yourself”) is not part of the 10 

Commandments and yet we know we should obey that. Furthermore, keeping the Sabbath was 

the 4
th

 commandment, but Paul seems to negate it when he says: 

Col 2:16: “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or 

with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.” 

Rom 14:5: “One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all 

days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” 

So how do we know which commands of the Old Testament to obey? Why don’t we have to 

obey all of it? It’s God’s Law, after all. 

This issue is problematic also because unbelievers criticize Christians by pointing out that there 

are commands in the Old Testament that we aren’t obeying and therefore we’re hypocrites. They 

say we’re cherry-picking the commands that fit, perhaps, our conservative sensibilities or 

traditions. For instance, Leviticus 20:10 says kill the adulterers—where do you find any faithful 

Bible teacher advocating we bring back that law? We say that all Scripture is God-breathed and 

that the Old Testament Law was God’s law—but clearly the church doesn’t follow the vast 

majority of the 613 laws in the Old Testament. 

Why? 

So we face an issue of Christians relate to the Old Testament. 
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What’s interesting is that Jesus faced a similar issue with his critics. 

Many times in the Gospels, Jesus clashed with the scribes and Pharisees. These were people who 

claimed strict observance of the Old Testament Law. They developed elaborate systems to 

showcase their supposed obedience to Yahweh’s Law. 

For example, one commentator notes that the scribes decided that you couldn't carry something 

too heavy on the Sabbath because then it would be work and work was forbidden on the Sabbath.  

But how heavy is too heavy? So they made additional laws and the scribes said: as to food, no 

more than the weight of a dried fig; as to wine? no more than enough for mixing in a goblet; 

milk? enough for one swallow; honey? enough to put on a wound; oil? enough to anoint a small 

part of your body; water? enough to moisten an eye salve; paper? enough to write a customs-

house notice; ink? enough to write two letters of the alphabet; reed? enough to make the pen. 

So here comes Jesus and he treats the Old Testament differently than they did—his followers 

picked grain on the Sabbath. His followers didn’t do a ceremonial cleansing before they ate. 

Jesus healed on the Sabbath. 

Jesus says in Matthew 12 that he is Lord of the Sabbath. He sets himself above the Sabbath. He 

is the master of the Sabbath. He is the commander of the Sabbath. 

In fact, as you read through the Gospels, you realize that Jesus is intentionally provoking the 

scribes and the Pharisees on the issue of the Sabbath. He purposely heals on the Sabbath. 

The Sabbath was a sign of the covenant between the Lord and Israel. Israel was called upon to 

observe the Sabbath as a reminder of God’s work in delivering them from slavery in Egypt (Deut 

5:15). Out of all the issues Jesus could have picked a fight with the scribes and Pharisees, he 

picks the Sabbath. He picks the sign of God’s covenant with Israel. To the scribes and Pharisees, 

this was a full frontal assault on the God’s Law. And it wasn’t just that Jesus healed on the 

Sabbath—he had crowds of disciples who were also, in their view, profaning the Sabbath. 

So what, then, is Jesus’ view of the Old Testament, particularly the Law? It looks like he is 

negating some of it. On the one hand, he gets baptized and it says that it is fitting to fulfill all 

righteousness. But on the other hand, he works on the Sabbath. Was Jesus’s actions and teaching 

in step with the Old Testament? More importantly, was Jesus himself in step with the Old 

Testament? 

We see this tension even in the content of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus gets up on a hillside 

and rather than opening up a scroll of Scriptures to teach (as would be expected for a Jewish 

teacher), it says in 5:2, he opened up his mouth and taught them. The scribes and Pharisees 

appealed to an authority outside themselves. Jesus doesn’t have to—he is acting as though he is 

the authority. This wasn’t lost on the crowds. At the end of the sermon, in 7:28, it says, “the 
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crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and 

not as their scribes.” 

And why wouldn’t they be astonished? Look at the seemingly outrageous way he continues this 

sermon in chapter 5 (v.21 “You have heard that it was said to those of old…”; v. 22 “But I say to 

you.; cf.. v. 27 with v. 28; v. 31 with v. 32; v. 33 with v. 34; v. 38 with v. 39). 

Do you see why people would listen to Jesus and say, “No one ever spoke like this man”? (Jn 

7:46). 

So how does Jesus relate to the Old Testament? If Jesus is the Messiah—and he is—what does 

he think about the Old Testament? If we are going to know how we as Christians should relate to 

the Old Testament, we need to first understand how Jesus relates to it. And what we discover in 

5:17 is that the clarifying issue isn’t how Jesus relates to the Old Testament. The issue is how the 

Old Testament relates to Jesus. 

II. JESUS CAME TO FULFILL THE OLD TESTAMENT 

Jesus begins, “Do not think…” This is a strong, emphatic statement in the Greek (“Don’t even 

entertain the thought…”). Right from the start, Jesus says loud and clear—I’m not here to 

abolish the Law or the Prophets. 

Abolish means to destroy. It’s used to talk about destroying a building. For example, in Matthew 

24:2, Jesus said, “You see all these, do you not? Truly, I say to you, there will not be left here 

one stone upon another that will not be thrown down.” “Thrown down” is the same word Jesus 

uses here for abolish. 

Jesus did not come to destroy the Law or the Prophets. If anyone interpreted Jesus’ actions or 

teachings to mean that Jesus didn’t care about the Law and Prophets, they were misinterpreting 

him. 

What does Jesus mean by “Law or Prophets” (we could say, “Law and Prophets” since the word 

“or” is there because the sentence is written in the negative)? “Law and Prophets” was a well-

known way to refer to the entire Old Testament. That’s important. Jesus isn’t just speaking of the 

legal parts—like the 10 Commandments and the laws given to Israel—but the entire Hebrew 

Scriptures that we call the Old Testament. 

We have many examples of this in the New Testament. For example: 

John 1:45: "Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him of whom 

Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 
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Acts 13:15: “After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the rulers of the 

synagogue sent a message to them, saying, “Brothers, if you have any word of 

encouragement for the people, say it.” 

Romans 3:21: " But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the 

law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—" 

So it was a very well-known phrase among those of Jewish background to refer to the entire 

Hebrew Scriptures. 

Another way to refer to the whole of Hebrew Scriptures was to refer to it in a three-fold division 

of the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms. For example: 

Luke 24:44: “He said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 

with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the 

Psalms must be fulfilled.” 

Finally, sometimes the whole Old Testament is just referred to as the Law: 

John 15:25: "The word that is written in their Law must be fulfilled: ‘They hated me 

without a cause.’" 

What’s interesting about that verse is that Jesus calls it their Law. But he doesn’t quote from the 

books we’d call Law—he quotes from Psalm 35:19 or 69:4. He quotes the Psalms and calls it 

Law. That’s because in those days you could refer to the Hebrew Scriptures as the Law. 

Another example is: 

1 Corinthians 14:21: “In the Law it is written, “By people of strange tongues and by the 

lips of foreigners will I speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says 

the Lord.” 

Paul, an expert himself in the Hebrew Scriptures quotes what he calls “Law” but when you go to 

find that quote, you realize he is quoting Isaiah 28:11-12 (which is in the Prophets section, not 

the Law section). So, again, you could call the Hebrew Scriptures Law and mean the Prophets. 

All that said, when Jesus says that he didn’t come to abolish the Law or the Prophets, he means 

the entire Old Testament. That is, the Old Testament isn’t irrelevant to us now that Jesus has 

come. It doesn’t lose its significance. It can’t be ignored. 

If you ever wondered whether the Old Testament was Christian Scripture; if you ever wondered 

whether we have the right books in the Old Testament, know this: Jesus affirmed the Old 

Testament. The Old Testament is yours, Christian. It is more yours than it is the Jews’. 
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If he didn’t come to undo the Old Testament, then what did Jesus come to do? 

Jesus was on a mission (“I have come”)—and the mission was “to fulfill” the Law and 

Prophets—to fulfill the Old Testament. The word here in the Greek is plerow. Matthew used this 

word frequently in his Gospel. You could make a case that it is a theme of Matthew’s Gospel. 

The thread that runs through Matthew’s Gospel is that Jesus came and fulfilled prophecy. There 

are at least 19 references to the Old Testament in Matthew that demonstrate that Jesus fulfills the 

prophecies about the coming Messiah. In 12 of them, Matthew quotes the Old Testament 

prophecy and says that Jesus “fulfilled it.” For example: 

In 1:22-23, Matthew tells us that Jesus was born of a virgin and says that his virgin birth 

fulfills Scripture and he quotes Isaiah 7:14: “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord 

had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they 

shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).” 

In 8:17, Matthew says that Jesus healed people of many diseases and says that it fulfills 

the prophet Isaiah in 53:4: "This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: 

“He took our illnesses and bore our diseases.” 

In 21:4-5, Matthew tells how Jesus, as Israel’s King, rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. 

Matthew says that this event fulfills Zechariah 9:9: "This took place to fulfill what was 

spoken by the prophet, saying, “Say to the daughter of Zion, ‘Behold, your king is 

coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a beast of 

burden.’ ”" 

So plerow means “to bring to its intended meaning,” “to fill up its meaning.” The prophecies 

pointed to Jesus and those prophecies were brought into their intended meaning by the coming of 

Jesus. We now know clearly what those prophecies meant because we’ve seen them played out 

in Jesus’ life. 

Yet, it’s not just the prophecies that Jesus fulfills because even the Law portions of the Old 

Testament point toward him. He fulfills the Law. In Matthew 11:13, Jesus says, “For all the 

Prophets and the Law prophesized until John…” So the whole Old Testament was a kind of 

prophecy—a kind of pointing forward to one who would come to fulfill it. 

In summary, when Jesus says that he came to fulfill the Old Testament, he means that the entire 

Old Testament is pointing towards him. He fulfills it. As one writer says, “Christ fulfilled the 

Old Testament by obeying the Law perfectly, by fulfilling its prophecies, and by paying the full 

penalty of the Law as the Substitute for sinners.” 
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You need to grasp what a radical and bold statement verse 17 is. Jesus is saying, “All of the 

Hebrews Scriptures find their fulfillment in me.” No one else would dare say that. Jesus is either 

God or he is blaspheming. 

If you want to understand the Old Testament, then you have to understand it with the view that 

the whole of it points toward Jesus. That doesn’t mean that we nullify Old Testament passages in 

a way that goes against what the Old Testament writers originally intended. We don’t reinterpret 

the Old Testament. We don’t alter the meaning of the Old Testament. That would be abolishing 

the Old Testament. The passages meant what they meant. But now we know that the Old 

Testament had another final purpose and that was to point to the words and works of Jesus. 

So we gain a new perspective by Jesus’ coming. He came to be the fulfillment of the Old 

Testament. He came as the one to whom the Old Testament pointed. He met all its demands and 

all the prophecies have been fulfilled or will be. 

This is helpful for us because one danger could be that you ignore the Old Testament. Jesus says 

he didn’t come so that you have the option. He didn’t abolish the Old Testament. The other 

danger is that you lift high the Old Testament, but do so without viewing it as finding its 

fulfillment in Jesus. Both will lead you astray. Paul says in Romans 10:4, “Christ is the end of 

the law.” That is, he’s the goal. He’s the consummation. If you don’t begin with the end in mind, 

you miss the point. 

Jesus is the once hidden, now revealed, theme of the Old Testament. Jesus knew it and he taught 

that truth. Consider, for example these two passages: 

On the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:27, 44: “And beginning with Moses and all the 

Prophets, [Jesus] interpreted to [these disciples] in all the Scriptures the things 

concerning himself….Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you 

while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the 

Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” 

Jn 5:39 Jesus said: “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have 

eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” 

III. CONCLUSION 

We began by asking the question, how do we relate to the Old Testament as Christians? It’s a 

long answer. We are building our answer brick by brick over the next two weeks. 

But the foundation of the answer that guides us in the rest of the answer is that Jesus’ mission 

was not to destroy the Old Testament—not to ignore it, treat it as if it didn’t matter, not to 

disregard it. The prophecies had to be fulfilled; the righteous demands of the Law had to be met. 

He came as the One whom all the Old Testament pointed towards and fulfilled it. 


