
Keeping the old in a new way 

Matthew 5:17-20 

 

What’s your view of the Old Testament? I’m talking about the part of the Bible written before 

Jesus was born. Do you find it boring or fascinating? Do you find it disturbing or full of 

amazing grace? Do you find it easy to understand or complicated?  

 

What about the God of the Old Testament? Do you love him or loath him? Would you be 

keen to show him to your friends and family? Or would you prefer to fast forward to the New 

Testament? In fact, how convinced are you that the God of the Old Testament is the same 

as the God we meet in the pages of the New Testament? 

 

Today we’ve reached the section in what we’re calling the King’s Speech, that’s Matthew 

chapters 5 to 7, when Jesus clarifies his connection with the Old Testament. That’s what I 

want to show us this morning. 

 

So if you are someone who is confused or uncertain about what we are to do with the first 

half of the Bible, well I want to give you some answers from the lips of Jesus. 

 

Look at verse 17. Read verse 17.  

 

Why does Jesus need to say this? Surely because some were accusing him of doing the 

very thing he has just denied. 

 

Why might some have thought that Jesus had come to abolish the Old Testament? 

For two reasons.  

 

First, because Jesus loved to use the phrase, “I tell you this…” Therefore, some had come 

to the conclusion that Jesus was here to start up his own new religion and it was only his 

words that should be listened to. Jesus did speak with such autoroty but it wasn’t because 

he had no place for the OT or thought it was something to be jettisoned. But because he was 

the Son of God in human flesh.  

 

Second, because Jesus’ teaching was full of grace, unconditional love and forgiveness. The 

OT is also full of this. But in the day of Jesus, many people had misunderstood the OT to be 

full of commands from a stern God who was always looking for a way to trip us up. And so 

because of this people may have heard Jesus’ teaching as something different from the OT 

and so concluded that he had come to abolish it.  

 

But that couldn’t be further from the truth. Jesus declares in verse 17 without a shadow of a 

doubt that he had not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets (the whole OT) but to fulfil 

them. 

 

What does this mean? Of course it means that Jesus did not come to get rid of the Old 

Testament. Jesus was not embarrassed by the OT. He was not ashamed of its ethical 

standards. He did not think it described a radically different God. He had not come to setup 

some radically new religion that had no relation to what had gone before. 

 

The heretic Marcion in the early 2nd century essentially took a pen knife to the Bible. He cut 

out the OT and then the bits of the NT that mentioned the OT. He didn’t have much left. 

 

This is not the attitude of Jesus to the OT. No he had not come to abolish it but to fulfil it. 

 



What does this mean? Jesus is declaring that he is the answer to every prediction, every 

promise, every pattern and every precept that we find in the pages of the OT. In other words, 

it is all about him. Every expectation is realised, or filled out, in him. 

 

Let’s start with predictions. Jesus fulfils all the predictions in the OT about the future 

Messiah. For example, where he would be born and how we would die. Born in Bethlehem – 

God causes a census to move Mary and Joseph to this little town. Isaiah chapter 53. 

 

It’s more than this. Because in the OT God also makes many promises. For example, he 

promises to give Abraham a vast number of children, greater than the stars in the sky or 

sand on the sea shore? Jesus fulfils this. Galatians 3 tells is that all who have faith in Jesus 

are the children of Abraham! 

 

And then there are the patterns. The Sacrificial system. The kings, the prophets and the 

priests. Jesus fulfils all these patterns! 

 

What about the precepts? Jesus fulfils every rule and commandment. His teaching perfectly 

unpacks the true intention of the OT commandments and he applies them for the life of his 

disciples in every age. And in his own person the Lord Jesus perfectly keeps all of the OT 

commandments for us. This enables him to be punished for the sins of others and also he is 

about to provide the righteousness we need. 

 

Because it is all about Jesus, this means the OT stays as part of the Christian canon. And 

just so we are clear about how much of it should stay, look at what Jesus says in verse 

18. Read verse 18. 

 

Until this current universe is renewed, every part of the OT should remain. Jesus gets his 

point across by talking about the smallest letter of the Hebrew alphabet and the smallest 

stroke of a letter in the Hebrew alphabet. He is talking about what has been written. 

Everything in those original manuscripts is exactly as the Holy Spirit intended. So let’s put 

our pen knives away and actively read and learn from what Jesus says we should treasure 

and keep. It stands and it speaks of Jesus! 

 

If that’s the OT as a unit, what are we to make of the OT commands? The OT doesn’t 

only contain commands. There are many other statements about God’s character, his grace 

and his promises. But of course there are many commands as well. That’s good. Love is 

expressed through God’s instructions for life. What are we to do with his instructions in the 

OT?  

 

Look at verse 19. Read verse 19.  

 

Jesus is clear, we are to keep the OT commands.  

 

The question is, how are we to keep the OT commands? Are we to follow the exact details 

as they are written? Or does obedience look different in light of what Jesus has done? 

 

We need to ask these questions with the right attitude. We are not trying to do the 

minimum we can but are trying to be the godliest we can. We’re searching for maximum 

obedience not minimum application. However, we do this the understanding that the coming 

of Jesus Christ has radically changed things.  

 

It’s obvious that it has. For example, take the OT food laws. Jesus declares that all food is 

clean. So he does makes changes.  

 



Where does this leave us? We don’t need to be confused.  

 

The way to follow the OT commands is to trust Jesus and do what he says.   

 

Sometimes Jesus will take an OT command and repeat it. Often he will expand on it. As he 

does it the next few verses.  

 

Sometimes either Jesus or a NT writer will take an OT command and repeal it. That is, he’ll 

say it isn’t valid any more because it’s true intention has already been fulfilled or will be 

fulfilled using a different NT commandment. For example, the Passover has been fulfilled in 

Jesus. Or the sacrificial system doesn’t need to be continued. Or the holiness code from 

Leviticus. Their true intention for the people of God to be different is not abandoned but the 

NT gives us the way this is obeyed today. Or to use the words of the sermon title, we end up 

keeping the old but in a new way! 

 

In short, we take our cue from Jesus.  

 

I like this approach because it saves us from engaging in random pic and mix from the OT. 

And it puts Jesus in the central position that he deserves as the glorious Son of God. 

 

I’ve found that a helpful question to ask is this: Does Jesus or another NT writer restate the 

OT command? If not, then it’s likely that the way we keep it is by not keeping it. Or in 

other words, we will be keeping the true intention of the OT command as we obey another 

NT command.  

 

Let me give you a practical example of what I’m talking about. Should Christians obey the 

Sabbath? The Sabbath command is certainly part of the 10 Commandments but is it 

restated in the NT? It’s not. In fact, the apostle Paul talks in Romans 14 of people having 

different views on special days. The implication is that the way we keep the Sabbath is by 

trusting in Jesus rather than keeping Saturday or Sunday special.  

 

Of course, it’s healthy to rest. If you cannot stop then you have some big issues to deal with. 

You probably have too high a view of yourself and too low a view of God. We need to rest to 

be refreshed. But there is no specific Sabbath commandment in the NT. 

 

Let me suggest why. The church is now global rather than localised in one country where 

the leadership are commanded to order society around the word of God. So in this new era it 

is unlikely that every Christian will find it possible to enjoy a Sabbath day. Can you imagine a 

first century slave demanding a day off work? Enjoy it if you can but it’s not the end of the 

world if you can’t. 

 

In short, let’s take our cue from Jesus. 

 

As a result of doing this, many Christians have divided the OT commands into three 

categories: ceremonial, civic and moral. And then they say that only the moral commands 

continue to be binding on disciples today. 

 

This is how Article 7 of the Anglican 39 Articles articulates this view, “Although the Law 

given from God by Moses, as touching Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind Christian men, 

nor the Civic precepts thereof ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet 

notwithstanding, no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of the 

Commandments which are called Moral.” 

 



Let me promise you something: if we do this we will be radically changed. Look at verse 20. 

Read verse 20.  

 

The Pharisees have a bad press today. But in Jesus’ day they were regarded as the very 

good and holy people. How do we become more righteous than the Pharisees? Certainly 

by faith in Jesus we receive his imputed righteous. But I don’t think that’s what Jesus means 

here. I think he is speaking of a godliness that isn’t just superficial but which is about deep 

heart change.   

 

We’ll look at specific examples over the next few weeks as we work our way through the 

Sermon on the Mount. But the big truth that we are to bear in mind as we listen to Jesus’ 

teaching is that if we put it into practice, by the power of the Spirit, we will we changed at the 

deepest level possible. And this is really good news for us, our church and for the world. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 


