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Rev. Dr. Peter S. Perry Epiphany 5A 
St John’s Lutheran Church, Glendale 4-5 February 2017 

 
Not Abolish the Law, but Fulfill  

Matthew 5:13-20 
 
Sermon Point: We are saved by grace, that is, our relationship with God is established by 
Christ not us. But the Law plays an important part in how we live as God’s people: it gives 
order in our lives for peace and love of neighbor, and it convicts us of our sin. 
 
Do you know how to play “Connect Four”? Let’s have a couple of the children come up to 
help show me how to play the game. Can I just do this? (Put  pieces in by myself.) Oh, I need 
other people to play too? (Play a couple of moves.) Now, I didn’t win. So we have to play 
again until I win, don’t we? Some important things to pay attention to: we were invited to 
the game before we knew the rules. Rules are essential to play the game. Playing with 
others is essential to the game. “Winning” is not really the goal. 
 Let me tell you about two people. At the remembrance of the 500th anniversary of 
the Reformation last week, there were many people from different backgrounds and faiths. 
One woman said to me, “we all believe that there is one God. It doesn’t matter what we do 
after that as long as you are a good person.” But who decides what a good person is? Every 
individual? That’s like each person making up the rules to the game. A second person: I met 
a young man who serves as a music minister for a church as well as a full time job and he 
told me that he wasn’t sure he was doing enough for God to accept him. Two people—one 
who believes she can make up the rules for life; another who thinks the rules are 
impossible. Both of them are too focused on human action rather than God’s action. 
 I’m going to tell you the end of the sermon now because it’s so important: A central 
insight of the Lutheran Reformation is that we are saved by grace, which is to say, our 
relationship with God is established by Christ and not us. We’re right with God, sisters and 
brothers, and it’s not because we are “good people.” We’re right with God, not because 
we’ve done enough, but because God did it all through Jesus. 
 This is why Jesus says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the 
prophets; I have come not to abolish but fulfill” (Matt 5:17). He fulfills God’s expectations, 
God’s Law. God did it for us. 
 But does that mean that God doesn’t have any expectations for us? Not at all! Jesus 
did not abolish God’s Law—it still has a role. As Lutheran Christians, we believe God’s Law 
still helps us love God and our neighbor and it still convicts us when we sin. 
 First: the Law shows us the rules of the game: how to love God and neighbor. This is 
why we need to know the Ten Commandments. For example, when we think of the first 
commandment—you shall have no other gods—it helps us let go of money, jobs, 
relationships that sometimes we worship. When we think of the fourth commandment, 
“Honor father and mother,” it leads us to respect and obey our parents and others in 
authority. This is the positive work of God’s Law to guide us to love God and neighbor. 
 Second, God’s Law convicts us when we’ve strayed off the path. Nobody likes to be 
corrected or told we’re wrong, but we need that voice outside of ourselves to correct us 
when we go astray. The second commandment is “you shall not take the name of the Lord 
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your God in vain,” which should get our conscience fired up when we swear or lie using 
God’s name.  
 The most important part: How are you right with God? Only Jesus. 
 Does God only want us to be “good people”? No, God wants us first to trust Jesus. 
When we start to claim to be “good people,” we’re probably trying to let ourselves off the 
hook from hearing God’s Law. 
 Can we ever do enough without Jesus? No. It is Jesus who fulfills the Law in us. 
 We need to explain this better to non-Christians. They look at the various 
denominations and ask, “who’s right?” First, we need to say that even though human beings 
disagree, God still provides absolute Truth, God’s Law. The problem is that human beings 
don’t have a clear picture of it. So, the second thing is to say, that because of our human 
limitations, Christians will agree on the Ten Commandments but disagree how to apply 
them. So, third, rather than trying to find just one interpretation, rather than either 
claiming we’re “right” or abandoning the commandments altogether, we need to invite 
people into a struggle to apply them, the struggle to follow Jesus in God’s way. We can’t just 
walk away—Jesus did not abolish the Law but fulfill it. 
 And that’s the main point that all Christians can agree on: Jesus fulfilled the Law. So, 
when you’re talking to people about what you believe, be sure to emphasize first: Jesus did 
it. We are saved by grace, by the gift of Jesus, to all who will receive him. 
 You may have an opportunity to talk about this today: the Super Bowl is on. While 
you have the sound muted between commercials (the commercials are the best part!) This 
is an opportunity to talk about God teaches us the rules, fulfills the rules through Jesus, and 
who invites us to life—the most exciting and challenging game ever! 


