
The Fulfillment of the Law 

17 “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 For truly I tell you, 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 Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and 
teaches others accordingly 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. 

 

If you have a list, let us say a list of chores that you are asked, or in many cases, told to do, why 
do you do it?  What makes you desire to fulfill this requirement?  What would happen if you did 
not do it?  Like I put forward in the young people’s story today, if you have a list of chores and 
you do not complete it fully, well you can be sure there will be some price to pay.  And lets be 
honest that does not change when we becomes adults, if we forget to pay the power bill, well it is 
going to be a dark few months until it gets turned back on. If we forget to take out the garbage 
well, you are going to wish that lived outside, one because it will smell quite terrible and two 
because you will surely have someone quite angry with you! 

We fulfill out duties often out of a need to do so, but also out of a moral responsibility.  When I 
pull up to a red light, and no one is around, and I check to see if there are any police officers, I 
still find that I cannot go through that light, because it is ingrained in our heads that it is wrong.  
And I just assume that as soon as I do so, I will hear the sirens in behind me coming out of no 
where.  We worry that we will be caught, that we will get in trouble if we do something or if we 
leave something undone.  In the Anglican book of alternative services there is a prayer that says 
God forgive me for what I have done and what I have left undone.  We have a guilty conscious 
even with that things that we did not do, because we know that we are not fulfilling the law as 
God has required.   

So this is where we come to our Gospel lesson today, and it comes at an interesting point in the 
sermon on the mount lectures, just after Jesus teaching to let your light shine forth in the world, 
and then he turns to the law.  Why this comparison?  Well at this time the way to shine your light 
forth in the world, could only be done by fulfilling all the requirements of the law.  This was how 
people knew that you were living the God life, this was the measuring stick, the living out of the 
moral and ritual requirements of the law.  Bear in mind that Jesus knew He was not only 
speaking to people who were there because they wanted to hear what he had to say, but also to 
people who were looking to trap him.  In particular the teachers of the Law and the Sadducees 
who used their high positions within the temple in order to gain power and authority over the 
people.   What is the best way to have power over people?  To make them obey whatever it is 



that you say they must do!  And Jesus was threatening this authority by His message up to this 
point.   

Back into our lesson, under the Old Mosaic Covenant the law was emphasized first.  Israel was 
to keep the Law of YHWH and as a result of her keeping the Law she was to receive the 
covenantal blessings which included staying in the land and being recipients of all of the other 
blessings that came with adherence to the sanctions of the covenant.  In the Sermon on the 
Mount however Jesus, the mediator of the New Covenant reverses the order.  He begins by 
dispensing the covenantal blessings without first giving the legal and moral requirements of the 
Law.  If the blessings of the covenant came without the laws of the covenant then it would make 
sense that the people listening to Jesus would have assumed that the Law which Moses gave was 
abolished.  If one can receive the blessings of the covenant without first keeping the Law of the 
covenant then of what use is the Law and what purpose does it serve?  “It must therefore be 
abolished” was their thinking. 

Jesus is also addressing the tension of what he is about to teach concerning the proper 
interpretation of the Law.  Therefore it is important for Jesus to begin this section by stating that 
the Law is still very much in effect, but the emphasis is now going to be placed upon one 
fulfilling the Law through perfect active obedience to not only the outward requirements, but 
also the inward requirements that he is about to explain to them.  The Law is still in effect, but it 
is no longer the requirement to receive the covenantal blessings of the Kingdom.  Jesus 
introduces a major shift in redemptive history, this is the key to the entire Gospel! If this were a 
class, I would now say, please remember this because it will be on the test, and everyone would 
be scrambling to write it down, and anyone who was sleeping, which was usually me, would 
wake up out of their daydream and ask the person beside them what are you writing. 

Jesus goes on to state that he did not come to abolish, but to fulfill.  Fulfill used by Jesus here has 
the idea of fulfilling a law or obligation by deeds.  Matthew also uses this word to speak of 
fulfilling what was spoken by the Old Testament and the prophets.  The promises were fulfilled 
in Christ’s birth and now the obligations will be fulfilled by his life.  In contrast to bringing to an 
end Jesus actually is saying that he is fulfilling through his obedience.  All of the legal and moral 
requirements of the Law are going to be kept perfectly by Jesus.   

And so Jesus continues, Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and 
teaches others accordingly 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.  Now the teachers of 
the Law and the Pharisees would have loved hearing Jesus say this, keep every law and practice 
even the least of these commandments.  They would have heard this in the light of do what you 
are told, and listen to us as we are the authority of the teaching of the law.   



But of course Jesus could not leave it there, 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. 

Now this is the part that would have confused everyone who heard this message.  They would 
have been with Jesus up to this point, okay follow the Law, do as Moses told us to do, but how 
can anyone be better than the teachers of the Law and Pharisees who are the chief instructors.  
How can the students be greater than the teacher?   

And this is the point where Jesus turns from the true significance of the Law, it is not about what 
people see it is about how you live out your life.  And the reality is that up to this point in history 
in which Jesus spoke, no one could live up to all the ritualistic requirements that the Pharisees 
and the teachers of the law said needed to be done.  This is why Jesus was the fulfilment of the 
Law, Jesus completed the chore list, and said that because I fulfilled this list you can reach 
fulfilment as well, and not just on the outside for all people to see.  It is a true fulfilment that the 
Pharisees did not understand. It was not about doing what was right and wrong for an earthly 
reward, no it was about following Jesus example through faith, and faith alone, that we will 
receive something much greater and become much greater than the teachers of the law who keep 
their focus on the earthly rituals and lose sight of why they are even keeping them. 

In these three short verses Jesus changes the entire covenant of the Israelites, and establishes a 
new covenant by fulfilling the law.  Not doing away with the law but by fulfilling it.  No one was 
supposed to be able to fulfill all the requirements, but Jesus said not only will I but you will also.   

This is were the fear of living the kind of life that God requires, meets the grace of Jesus Christ.  
The grace that says, that He has fulfilled the law, and invites us to be a part of this new 
fulfillment.  Where we are not trapped by the law, but where we are liberated and set free by 
God’s grace and able to fulfil the moral values that the law represents. It means that we have a 
high calling, but a great and compassionate teacher and ultimately Saviour who has fulfilled all 
the requirements on our behalf.  This does not let us off the hook, but it changes our relationship 
with God, into a relationship where we can seek true forgiveness, and where we no longer need 
to look for human recognition but only the recognition of God in displaying a faith that needs no 
explanation and will not be shook even in the roughest of seas.   


