
“Keeping the Word”
May 7, 2006

Psalm 119:89-96; Matthew 5:17-20

Introduction:  As I was pondering this passage, I realized I have a mixture 
of feelings about the Law.  Is it still valid?  How does Jesus affect or alter the Law? 
 Some people today say that the NT is all about grace and that grace negates the 
Law.  In pondering this, I was struck by Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s explanation of 
grace, of the difference between cheap and costly grace. In The Cost of Disciple-
ship, he discusses two types of grace, cheap and costly grace.  Cheap grace is the 
preaching of God’s love and forgiveness without a call to repentance, a justifica-
tion of sin rather than of the sinner.  Costly grace, on the other hand, is costly for it 
has cost Jesus His life, and costly because it we must obey Christ alone. Costly 
grace leads to obedience, which is the one thing that matters most to God.  Let us 
ponder this morning, how we can keep God’s Word and embrace costly grace.

Jesus Fulfills The Law

Jesus says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Proph-
ets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”  This comment would 
have surprised the disciples, for His critics often complained of His disregard of 
the Law.  The term for the Law included: the Ten Commandments; the first five 
books of the Bible (the Pentateuch); the law and the prophets (or all of the Old 
Testament); and the scribal law.  If Jesus was not following all of the Law (such as 
hand washing and Sabbath restrictions), then how can we make sense of His state-
ment?  Jesus differentiated between the Mosaic Law and the scribal law.  The 
scribal laws were developed as a commentary based on the OT, and later collected 
in the Mishnah.  Later scribes produced a further commentary on the Mishhah 
called the Talmud.  These were thousands of rules and regulations to help the Isra-
elites avoid breaking the Law.  Over time, the scribal law took on a life of its own, 
obscuring and becoming more important than the original Law they were based on. 
 Jesus still viewed the Ten Commandments and the Law to love God and to love 
one’s neighbor as eternally valid.

Jesus says that He has come to fulfill the Law, that He has come to bring out 
the real meaning of the Law.  The verb for fulfill, or plerosai, means to fill.  Jesus 
has come not to ignore or abolish the Law, but to fully share with Israel the law and 
the will of God for their lives.  Jesus commonly used Old Testament language and 
imagery to reveal the Law of God to Israel, in terms of who they were, of who God 
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is and of how we are to be saved.  Jesus fulfilled the Law by fulfilling the prophe-
sies of the prophets.  If we want to know what the Law requires, we must examine 
the life, death and resurrection of Christ.  No further sacrifices are now required. 
Another interesting aspect of this statement is that Jesus provides a strong sense of 
continuity between the Old and New, between the Law and grace.  Marcion was an 
early church heretic, who sought to eliminate every mention of OT in the NT.  
Marcion even changed the wording of this text, to suggest Jesus came to abolish 
the Law.  We know however, that Jesus came to fulfill and to reveal the true and 
deepest meaning of the Law, and will of God.

The Lasting Impact of the Law

Jesus makes it clear that God’s Law is still in effect and even eternal.  Jesus 
says, “I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, 
not even the least stroke of  a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until 
everything is accomplished.”  Jesus refers here to yod, the smallest letter in the 
Hebrew alphabet, almost as small as a comma, and a stroke of a pen, or keraia (like 
an apostrophe that distinguished some letters from others).  Jesus is stressing that 
every part of the Law, even those deemed as small or insignificant must be fol-
lowed.  The Law is as enduring as the universe and will not pass away until all of 
life is done.  We see this truth reinforced in Psalm 119, where David says, “Your 
word, O lord is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens.  Your laws endure to this day, 
for all things serve you.  To all perfection I see a limit; but your commands are 
boundless.” God has given us His Law, to show us who He is, who and whose we 
are, and of our need for grace, for costly grace.

Who We Are to Be

Just as costly grace demands something of us, so too does the Law demand 
that we change our lives.  Jesus tells us, “Anyone who breaks the least of these 
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the king-
dom of  heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called 
great in the kingdom of heave.  For I tell you that unless your righteousness sur-
passes that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law, you will certainly not en-
ter the kingdom of heaven.”  All of the commands and Law of God are authorita-
tive and important because of the character and authority of God.  The eternal 
authority and trustworthiness of our God demands our obedience to His Word and 
Law.  Obedience distinguishes who belongs to God, and who belongs to the world.  
The comment about righteousness is interesting because Pharisees and teachers 
were widely seen as holy men in Jewish society.  The Pharisees were considered to 
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be good people, who lived holy lives distinct from the world around them.  The 
early historian Josephus said that the Pharisees tried to live for God in every mo-
ment and were respected by all.  So where did they go wrong?  

Jesus says our righteousness is to flow from within, from being right in our 
hearts and souls with God.  Life is not about doing the right thing or doing good, 
but by being right with God, through faith and through costly grace.  God’s de-
mands are more radical than what we do, for God cares about what we think, feel 
and dream of.  Righteousness in the kingdom flows from the deepest and most in-
ner core of who we are, from our souls and hearts.  God promises us that the Law 
will be written on our hearts, as the Spirit dwells within us (Jer 31, Ezekiel 36). 
What must we do?  Jesus tells us in Matthew 22:37, we must love the Lord with all 
of who we are, with our heart, soul and mind.  We must also love our neighbor as 
ourself.  Jesus showed us how, in giving of His life to save and to extend costly 
grace to others.  Of course, as we do so, we will keep the Ten Commandments, 
which center on reverence for God and loving respect for others.  Let us keep the 
Law, by being led by the Spirit.
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