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JESUS AND THE OLD TESTAMENT, PART 2 

Matthew 5:18 

Treasuring Christ Church – November 9, 2014 

 

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

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Last week, we asked the question: how does a Christian relate to OT? 

Specifically, how do we relate to the OT Law? Are we to obey the OT commandments or not? If 

so, which ones? If not, why not? Why don’t Christians performing the sacrifices, keeping the 

Sabbath, and following the 613 laws in the Old Testament? 

The starting point to answer this question is to ask what does Jesus, as the author of our 

salvation, say about the Old Testament? 

In Matthew 5:17-20, Jesus gives us four revelations about the Old Testament that will help us 

answer how we as Christians relate to the Old Testament. 

1. Jesus reveals that he fulfills the Old Testament (v. 17). 

2. Jesus reveals the longevity of the Old Testament in the new kingdom of heaven(v. 

18). 

3. Jesus reveals the enduring applicability of the Old Testament in the new kingdom 

of heaven (v. 19). 

4. Jesus reveals that the Old Testament points to the righteousness required for 

entrance into the kingdom of heaven (v. 20). 

II. JESUS REVEALS THAT HE FULFILLS THE OLD TESTAMENT 

This first revelation we covered last week in v. 17, but let’s read it again and review: 

“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.” 

Here, Jesus tells us that the relevant issue is not how Jesus relates to the Old Testament, but how 

the Old Testament relates to him: the Old Testament was fulfilled by Jesus. It’s important for us 

to review v. 17 because if you read the next two verses in isolation, you’ll misunderstand them. 

If you read v.18-19 without considering the truth of v. 17, you might think you had to fulfill the 

Old Testament Law. But Jesus says he fulfills the Law and the Prophets (that phrase means the 

whole Old Testament.) 
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By “fulfill,” he means that the Old Testament pointed toward him. The Old Testament 

anticipated Jesus. In other words, one of the primary functions of the Old Testament was to lead 

the Jews to their Messiah Jesus. 

This side of the cross and resurrection, it’s much easier to see from this vantage point how Jesus 

fulfilled the Old Testament: 

1. Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecies. 

Jesus Christ either has or will perfectly fulfill everything prophesied in the Old Testament about 

the Messiah. Everything needful for our salvation, he has already fulfilled. Whatever is left to be 

fulfilled as Jesus comes a second time as the righteous judge and rescuer of his church will come 

to pass. 

2. Jesus fulfilled Old Testament Law.  

He kept the Law perfectly. He never sinned. He never entertained sin. He never even intended to 

do sin and then changed his mind. There never was a time that he broke the Law and there was 

never a time when he fell short of the Law. 

Jesus’ holiness is greater than just not doing sin. Jesus fulfilled the Law not just by being 

obedient, but by being the righteousness the Law required. As John MacArthur says in his 

commentary: 

“Jesus fulfilled the law by fully meeting its demands. In his life he perfectly kept every 

part of the law. He was perfectly righteous and did not violate the smallest part of God’s 

law. Jesus, of course, did that. He was utterly flawless in his obedience, and he provided 

the perfect model of absolute righteousness. . . . But more importantly, as the Spirit surely 

intends to emphasize here, Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament by being its fulfillment. He 

did not simply teach it and exemplify it—he was it fully. He did not come simply to teach 

righteousness and to model righteousness; he came as a divine righteousness. What he 

said and what he did reflected who he was.” 

3. Jesus even fulfilled the Old Testament history and writings.  

They act as witnesses to the character of God and the need for a savior and pointed to Jesus as 

the fulfiller of that hope (see Matt. 2:14-15). 

So the whole Old Testament points toward Jesus. He fills up the meaning of the Old Testament 

in a way that hadn’t previously been known. He was, in one sense, the goal of the Old Testament 

(Rom 10:4). 

Once again, Jesus taught his disciples this truth about himself: 
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Luke 24:27, 44: [B]eginning with Moses and all the Prophets, [Jesus] interpreted to [the 

disciples] in all the Scriptures [Old Testament!] the things concerning himself. . . . [H]e 

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.” 

John 5:39, 46: “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have 

eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me. . . . [F]or if you believed Moses, 

you would believe me; for he wrote of me.” 

It isn’t so much that every verse individually somehow prefigures Christ. But as a whole they 

anticipate him and Jesus came to fulfill the Scriptures. 

So if you are to understand the Old Testament properly, you have to understand Jesus. If you 

study the Old Testament without reference to Jesus, you miss the point. We now view the Old 

Testament differently because we know where it’s headed. If you get Jesus right, you’ll get the 

rest right. If you get Jesus wrong, you’ll get the Old Testament wrong. 

What all this fulfillment means, then, is that Jesus is bringing in a fresh approach to the Old 

Testament that wasn’t know previously. You don’t read the Old Testament like the Old 

Testament Jews did. 

To be sure, the Old Testament is still to be interpreted as it is. To understand the Old Testament 

through the lens of Jesus doesn’t mean you distort the Old Testament into new meanings. But it 

does mean you see the complete picture. 

If you ask, for example, how does God’s law in the Old Testament now relate to the church, the 

only way you’ll get the right answer is to answer it in light of Jesus coming. If Jesus’ coming 

doesn’t affect your answer, then you can be sure you’re on the wrong track. 

That’s very important to keep in mind as we look at verses 18-19, because, although Jesus 

stresses a continuity between the Old Testament and the kingdom age, you have to view the Old 

Testament in relation to his coming to fulfill it. 

Sum: So the first revelation he gives is that he fulfills the Old Testament. 

III. JESUS REVEALS THE LONGEVITY OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE 

NEW KINGDOM OF HEAVEN 

In fulfilling the Old Testament and ushering in the new kingdom of heaven, he didn’t “abolish” 

the Old Testament. He didn’t come to destroy, abandon, ignore, sweep away the Old Testament. 

Jesus didn’t come in opposition to the Old Testament. Nothing about Jesus’ life, teaching, and 
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ministry should be interpreted as opposition to the Old Testament. Instead, he brought the Old 

Testament into fruition in the sense that he fulfilled it. He reinforces that point here in v. 18: 

“For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass 

from the Law until all is accomplished.” 

“For truly, I say to you” is a way of introducing something serious and important. “Truly” is the 

transliterated Hebrew word “amen.” It means to verify a key teaching. Jesus uses it 31 times in 

Matthew at critical points in his teachings. So this is a solemn word Jesus is giving—it is an 

authoritative pronouncement. 

“until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is 

accomplished.” 

Then Jesus says nothing will pass from the Law (“not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the 

Law.”). In other words, there is a kind of durability about the Law. It remains authoritative as 

God’s Law. It remains relevant and applicable. There is a function of the Law that remains, 

despite Jesus coming and fulfilling it. 

Here in this verse, Jesus tells us both the duration and the extent of the longevity of the Law. 

A. Longevity’s Duration 

As far as it’s duration, notice there are two “until statements” in v. 18: 

“until heaven and earth pass away” 

“until all is accomplished.” 

The Law has a purpose to accomplish and until that purpose is accomplished, until heaven and 

earth pass away, nothing passes from it. the longevity is a “not-quite-foreverness.” 

Heaven and earth pass away after Jesus comes back, after the millennial reign of Christ and 

before the new heaven and earth in Revelation 21. 

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and first earth had passed 

away…” (21:1). 

At that point, the Law will cease because in the new heaven and earth all will obey God perfectly 

and know him perfectly and therefore the Law will have no function. 

But to say that the Law has not passed away is not to say that the Law continues all the same 

purposes that it had for the Israelites. Or to state it positively, that the Law remains doesn’t mean 

it continues to have the exact same functions it has had before Jesus came. 
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For the Israelites, the Law had multiple purposes. One purpose or function was to act as a code 

of conduct—a way to live in step with God—through ceremonial regulations, laws about 

relationships, and civil laws.  Another purpose was that the Law functioned to restrain sin—to 

keep people from doing harm or dishonoring God. And third function was that the Law served as 

a witness of God’s holiness and man’s sinfulness. It was like a mirror in that regard. For 

example: 

• Because God values life, do not murder. 

• Because God is a jealous God, have no gods before him. 

• Because God is your great provider, do not steal or covet. 

• Because God is pure, do not commit adultery. 

• Every law reveals something about the character of God or the sinful tendency of man. 

So for Israel, the Law had multiple functions. 

You need to remember that the Old Testament Law was given as a covenant between Israel and 

Yahweh and is closely tied to Israel’s conquest and occupation of the Promised Land. The 

Exodus out of Egypt happens in Exodus 14 and by Exodus 19 Israel is at Mount Sinai and the 

Law is given. The Law is rooted in God delivering his people and establishing them in the land 

he promised. It is firmly connected to Israel. The Old Testament Law was made at a certain time, 

with certain people, for a particular purpose. It was given to Moses for the Israelites; not Adam 

for all mankind. God gave this Law to Israel, not the Canaanites. So the Law was never a kind of 

timeless universal code of conduct. 

Jesus here is teaching that the Law has an enduring purpose, an enduring function; but he is not 

teaching it has the same function it had with Israel. He says that it remains. It stays valid. But he 

doesn’t say that in the new kingdom of heaven (which will include Gentiles), the Law plays the 

same role it had with Israel. To say the Law’s role has changed for the church is not to abolish or 

invalidate the Law. 

In fact, elsewhere in the gospels, Jesus himself hinted that the Old Testament’s function had 

changed. Not that it was invalid, but that its role had changed. 

In Luke 16:16: “The Law and the Prophets were until John (the Baptist); since then the 

good news of the kingdom of God is preached, and everyone forces his way into it. But it 

is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the Law to become void.” 

So in one sense the Old Testament is “past tense” and something new is happening. In another 

sense, the Law endures and hasn’t become void. 

Which is why Paul can say things like: 
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Roman 10:4: “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.” 

Romans 6:14: “you are not under law but under grace” 

Romans 7:4: “brothers, you also have died to the law through the body of Christ” 

Gal 3:19: “Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring 

[Jesus!] should come to whom the promise had been made.” 

Gal 3:23-25: “The law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be 

justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian,” 

The word “guardian” was used of a servant who closely supervises, monitors, and 

watches over a young child. At some point, no guardian is needed. 

One commentator summarizes Paul’s teaching like this: “Paul’s purpose is, then, to show that the 

law had the purpose of regulating the life of God’s people for a set period of time. It imposed 

rules, guarded behavior, and served to reveal, confine under, and stimulate sin. All this was 

intended by God as preparation for the era of fulfillment which has now dawned in Christ.” 

(Moo, 213). 

The point is this: the role that the Law served for the Israelites doesn’t have to be the same as the 

role of the Law today. If it was, we’d still be performing the sacrifices. But now the role has 

changed. 

So why has the role changed? Because Jesus came. He didn’t come to abolish the Law and 

sweep it away. No, he came to fulfill all its demands. And Jesus did this by obeying it perfectly 

and dying on the cross for the sins of the unrighteous who believe. The cross is the final nail in 

the coffin of the Law’s condemnation of God’s people. 

When Jesus came, everything didn’t change; but some things changed in important ways. And 

one of those things is that Jesus did what you never could and that is to obey the Law perfectly 

and becoming your righteousness on the cross. For that reason, the Law no longer functions as 

your code of conduct. 

Nevertheless, even though the Law doesn’t function as the Christian’s code of conduct, it still 

has an enduring role in the life of a Christian. The Law remains an enduring witness to the 

holiness of God and the sinfulness of man. As we read the Old Testament Law, that doesn’t 

change. The Old Testament Law is a rich source of understanding the character of God and the 

nature of man. It remains a rich source of understanding our need for a Savior. It remains a rich 

source of hope and comfort and exhortation and encouragement. You can share the gospel from 

the Old Testament now that you know Jesus came. So read the Old Testament. It is the 

Christian’s Scriptures. It will always be that way until heaven and earth pass away.  
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C. Longevity’s Extent 

The Law’s longevity also extends to all of its parts (“not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the 

Law”). Every part of the Law remains. Jesus didn’t abolish even the tiniest part. 

“Iota” is the smallest Greek letter and would correspond to the smallest Hebrew letter the yod 

(looks like a comma in the air). “Dot” (other translations: tittle, stroke) is the tiniest of marks. 

Did you know that if you add one stroke—the tiniest of marks—to Deut 6:5, it goes from, “the 

Lord is one” (a statement that we have only one God) to “the Lord is another” (a statement that 

God is just another God). It goes from monotheism to heresy with one stroke. 

We’ve been focusing on the Law, but Jesus is affirming all of the Old Testament. If you ever 

wondered what Jesus thought of the Old Testament, here it is. You should affirm all the Old 

Testament as true and authoritative because Jesus affirmed all the Old Testament as true and 

authoritative. From six literal days of creation to a literal, real Adam and Eve, to every detail, 

and every prophecy—it’s all true and authoritative. Jesus doesn’t come in and nullify any of it. 

All of the parts are upheld, even down to the tiniest of letters. 

Sometimes it’s taught that the Old Testament Law is divided into three parts: moral laws, 

ceremonial laws, and civil laws. And that Christians don’t have to obey the ceremonial and civil 

laws in the Old Testament now that Jesus died on the cross; but we do have to obey the moral 

laws of the Old Testament.  

While that view is helpful in thinking about the breadth of laws Jesus fulfilled, it falls short 

biblically. That view has to be rejected in light of what Jesus said in v. 17-18. 

Let me briefly give you six reasons why it doesn’t hold up biblically: 

1. Jesus says he fulfilled the whole Old Testament (v. 17). The Law and the Prophets is all 

the Old Testament—not just ceremonial and civil commands. 

2. Jesus says all of the Law remains—there aren’t parts that stay and parts that go. (v. 18). 

If he were to make a distinction about which laws he would fulfill and which laws he 

wouldn’t, you wouldn’t think he’d say it this way. 

3. Nowhere in the Old Testament or NT are the distinctions made between moral, 

ceremonial, and civil laws.  

Rather, the Law is always treated holistically—as a unit; never a divided mass. 
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4. The categories don’t work because all the commands by definition are issues of morality. 

If you don’t obey the ceremonial laws as an Israelite, it is immoral. So the moral category 

could be applied to every command. 

5. On a practical level, there is no standard to categorize commands in the Old Testament as 

moral, ceremonial, or civil. 

There are no hermeneutical rules to follow to sort out the commands. Try it yourself and 

you’ll realize that it’s not that easy to discern which category a command belongs. 

6. Paul argues that the whole Law must be obeyed if you try to obey any part of it as a 

means of salvation. 

In Galatians 5:3 he says, “I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision [a 

command in the Old Testament Law] that he is obligated to keep the whole law. You are 

severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from 

grace.” For Paul, either all of the Law applies as a code of conduct, or none of it. It won’t 

work to split it up. 

So that’s why I haven’t argued that the Old Testament’s moral commands come through to the 

NT and are applicable to Christians, but the other commands do not. 

Having said that, the Old Testament still applies to Christians as a moral guide. Not because the 

commands come through, but because they are witnesses to God’s righteous standards. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

So far we’ve seen that Jesus fulfills the Old Testament and that the Old Testament remains—

until all is accomplished and down to the very smallest part. 

Next week, we’ll wrap up with vv. 19-20 and dig down a little bit more on how the Old 

Testament applies to the church in light of Jesus’ coming. 


