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Jesus and the Fulfillment 
Sermon on the Mount Series – September 25, 2020 

Matthew 5:17-20 

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. 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. 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. 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. 

Breaking Down the Passage 

When we read through this passage, how many of the words make sense to you? If you find 

yourself scratching your head and struggling to make sense of Jesus words here, don’t worry, 

you’re not alone. There is a lot being said in this passage that may not make much sense to us, 

but once we understand all of the pieces we begin to see the message of hope and call to 

Christ-like character that is embedded within this teaching. 

First, let’s define some of the terms and the context of this passage: 

Law (Torah) and the Prophets 

This is the first five books of the Old Testament (Genesis through Deuteronomy) that 

contain the instructions and commandments of God towards His people, Israel, as part of His 

covenant relationship with them. Officially, the Hebrew term for this would be “Torah,” 

which means “teaching” or “instruction.” It comprises God’s will for His people that they are 

to obey. The “Prophets” refers to the other books of the Old Testament that bear the name of 

various prophets of Israel’s long history and the words God spoke through them to His 

people. Together, the phrase “Law and the Prophets” is a way of referring the entirety of the 
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Old Testament, specifically the commands, teachings, and stories of God expressed in them. 

These Scriptures were the foundation upon which Israel’s society and covenant with God 

were built, and together they prophesied of the coming Messiah, Jesus. 

Righteousness 

The biblical idea of righteousness is that of right relationship between God and people as 

expressed through obedience to God’s commands. It is “to do right” by God and others, 

which is the basis for God’s commands in the Torah. 

Pharisees and Teachers of the Law 

These were the religious leaders of Israel during the time of Jesus’ life and ministry, 

specifically those that specialized in studying and teaching the Torah to the people so that 

they could properly worship God and fulfill the terms of the covenant. Over time, various 

systems and traditions were established in order safeguard people against accidentally 

breaking God’s commands; these traditions came to carry a lot of weight in Israelite society, 

which lent itself towards the Pharisees and teachers of the Law emphasizing a strict, more 

legalistic obedience to the commands while in many regards forgetting the spirit behind them 

– an issue that Jesus would confront them on numerous times during His ministry. 

The Context 

So what is going on here behind Jesus words? The Torah was the basis for Israel’s social and 

religious identity, and everything they understood about obeying God was found therein. 

Jesus, however, came teaching about the arrival of the Kingdom of God in such a way that 

people saw He spoke as having an authority above and beyond a mere teacher of the Torah – 

someone who didn’t just interpret, but who could legitimately add instruction and 

commentary alongside the Torah (Matthew 7:28-29). Naturally, people were trying to make 

sense of Jesus’ relationship to the Torah – the fact that He tells them He’s not there to abolish 

the Torah hints that that is exactly what people were assuming He was doing. They were 

probably asking the same question that we are often asking today: What do I look to in order 

to understand and follow the will of God? 
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This passage is important because Jesus is addressing the fact that everything the Scriptures 

were pointing towards, the heart of God found within its pages, and God’s plan for His 

relationship with humanity, find their fulfillment in Him. 

The New Covenant 

If you’ve ever spent time reading the Old Testament, you probably came across a number of 

commands and instructions that seemingly make no sense or feel outdated – laws like how 

you ought to harvest your crops, how to sacrifice animals as an offering to God, and what to 

do when your neighbor’s goat falls in a pit. What we need to understand is that the Torah – 

and all of the Old Testament Scriptures – were given to a specific people group at a specific 

time and place in human history. God’s commands were appropriate to the time and culture 

that He was working with – specifically, an Ancient Middle-Eastern farming community. It 

would take way too long to try and unpack the fascinating role of the Torah in God’s 

relationship to His people. Suffice to say, the Torah, and the law codes therein, captured the 

essence of God’s heart and will. The story of the Old Testament shows us that God’s people 

Israel – chosen to witness to the world right relationship with God and fellow humans – 

failed to follow the commands and keep the covenant. Repeatedly. 

But God made a promise that it wouldn’t always be that way, that He would in fact establish a 

New Covenant with His people that would completely turn things around: 

“This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel after that time,” declares the 
Lord. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, 
and they will be my people. No longer will they teach their neighbor, or say to one 
another, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the 
greatest,” declares the Lord. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember 
their sins no more” (Jeremiah 31:31-34). 

See, the Torah was incredibly important for teaching God’s people His heart and will. Like 

musical scales, they were essential to training and orienting people towards right relationship 

with God and others. And at the time of the Sermon on the Mount, the Torah was still good – 

but Jesus was teaching that He was there to fulfill it. Its role in the lives of those who love 
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God was changing, from a code of law to an internalization of God’s will. In other words, the 

New Covenant by faith in Jesus brings a renovation of the human heart to where obedience is 

natural because God’s people know His heart and want to follow Him. 

And how does this incredible transformation of our hearts happen? It says it right there at the 

end of the Jeremiah passage: “For I will forgive their wickedness and remember their sins no 

more” (Jeremiah 31:34). 

Love, extended graciously through Jesus even though we don’t deserve it, is what changes 

something in us, changes the nature of our relationship with God. To follow Jesus and day-

by-day have our hearts transformed to live by a totally different set of values – even in the 

face of opposition – is a result of grasping the depth of God’s compassion towards you and 

responding with love and devotion in kind. It’s not obedience in order to earn God’s love and 

favor. It’s love in response to God’s love, a love and devotion towards Him that finds 

expression in obedience. We understand this – think of a time where you messed up, did 

wrong to someone, and yet were forgiven. Did that not motivate you to want to do right by 

that person? When you care about someone, do you think about doing right by them as a 

checklist of dos and don’ts you have to do in order to earn their love? Or, instead, do you do 

right by them because you love them? 

This is the foundation of what it means to walk in step with the will of God, to fulfill His 

commands. It is why Jesus says: 

‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments (Matthew 22:37-40). 

As followers of Jesus, this is where we look to find out how to fulfill God’s will. It’s why 

Jesus could still say citizens of the Kingdom of God should not do away with the Old 

Testament Scriptures – because they were still good and reflective of God’s heart of 

compassion as they pointed to Jesus; their role was just changing in the New Covenant. And 
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it’s why Jesus could say that His followers needed to be more righteous than the Pharisees 

and teachers of the Law – not in terms of being more religious and “good enough” for God, 

but in terms of walking in step with God’s heart and embracing the “love God, love people” 

spirit behind the Torah. 

In the following passages in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus unpacks this very principle by 

pointing out a number of Torah commands and reframing them so that we can understand 

God’s heart behind them – and the values that the Kingdom of God is built on. 

Conclusion 

In the meantime, this is what I want you to think on: have you personally encountered the 

love and forgiveness of God in Jesus Christ? Maybe you’re new to all of this Christianity 

stuff and are exploring faith in Jesus and discovering that you want to know more and follow 

Him. Maybe you’ve grown up in a Christian home and have gone through the motions and 

logged your time at church and checked off all the “good Christian” things you thought you 

had to do to get accepted…and you just feel tired, and like it’s never good enough. Wherever 

you’re at in your faith journey, you need to know that it is by coming to personally know and 

be convinced that you are loved, forgiven, and accepted by God before you lift a finger to 

follow Him that you can enter into the real relationship with God that He wants to have with 

you. Because love comes first, then comes obedience. If your obedience isn’t motivated by the 

love between you and God, then it’s just…empty, and you’ll grow frustrated. But if you 

encounter and become convinced of His love, then you’ll experience the renovation of your 

heart to live as a citizen of the Kingdom of God. 

So I challenge you to think hard about what may be distracting or discouraging you from 

really slowing down to explore God’s love for you. Maybe it’s material stuff. Maybe it’s 

keeping busy so you don’t have time to do any soul-searching. Maybe you’re holding onto 

unhealthy relationships, surrounding yourself with friendships that are opposed to you really 
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exploring faith in Jesus. Whatever it may be, I challenge you to set those distractions aside 

and genuinely seek God in prayer, in the Bible, and in our community. 

Reflection Questions 

 What is your current relationship with Bible reading? What do you find difficult 

about reading the Bible? What do you find interesting about Bible reading, or what do 

you think would motivate you to begin exploring the Bible? 

 What makes it difficult for you to explore faith in Jesus? Or, if you’ve personally 

encountered God’s love, can you describe that experience? 

 In what ways have you seen your heart (or the heart of someone you know) change as 

a result of following Jesus? 


