
The Fulfillment of the Law & the Prophets 
Matthew 5:17-18 

 
I recently heard a pastor do a teaching on the old and new covenants which was a great lesson in many 
ways. I particularly enjoyed his emphasis on the fact that the new covenant in Christ written on the heart is 
not just a new and better version of the old covenant under Moses which was written on tablets of stone. 
Furthermore, I especially enjoyed his conviction that the old covenant was completely fulfilled and fully replaced by 
the new and better covenant in the first century generation. With these points, I could not agree more. However, there 
was one specific aspect of his lesson with which I could not agree, and as we shall see, neither can the 
scriptures. The specific aspect to which I refer is this….  
 
This pastor taught that the entire old covenant, that is, the Law and the prophets, were completely accomplished and 
fully replaced by the new covenant at the death of Jesus in AD33. And as proof this, he cited Matthew 5:17-
18, which we will get to momentarily. 
 
In one sense, he was correct; the entire old covenant, that is, the Law and the prophets, were completely 
accomplished and fully replaced by the new covenant in the first century. But, he was wrong concerning the date; 
this did not take place at the death of Jesus in AD33 as we will demonstrate below. Now, concerning Matthew chapter 
5:17-18, let’s take a closer look….  
 
Matthew 5:17-18 
Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I say 
to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 
 
Matthew 5:17-18 (NLT) 
Don’t misunderstand why I have come. I did not come to abolish the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets. 
No, I came to accomplish their purpose. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not even the smallest detail 
of God’s law will disappear until its purpose is achieved.  
 
At this point we must ask ourselves several important questions:  
 

1. What is the difference between the law being abolished, fulfilled, and passing away? 
2. How did Jesus define “the Law”?  

 
(On a side note, Jesus also said that none of God’s law could disappear “until heaven and earth passed away”. 
For the sake of brevity we will not go down this path in this study; but without a doubt, heaven and earth - 
regardless of how we define it - did not pass away at the death of Jesus in AD33.) 
 

3. When did Jesus say that the law of Moses and the writing of the prophets would be fulfilled?  
 
“…. not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished”. 
“…. not even the smallest detail of God’s law will disappear until its purpose is achieved”. 
 
Understood together, these translations tell us that when all that was contained within the law and the prophets (the 
old covenant) was accomplished they would have reached their purpose. Said another way, the purpose of the law and the 
prophets (the old covenant) would be achieved when all that they foretold and foreshadowed had been accomplished (fulfilled). 
Therefore, according to Jesus, none of the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets could pass away until 
all that it foretold and foreshadowed had been fulfilled, thus achieving its purpose. 
 



But according to this pastor, the entire old covenant, which was the law of Moses and the writings of the 
prophets, was completely fulfilled and totally passed away at the death of Jesus in AD33. But if that’s true, that 
means when Jesus died on the cross in AD33, all that the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets had foretold 
and foreshadowed had been fulfilled and its purpose achieved. Clearly that was not the case, as we shall show.  
 
Now at this point some may say, as this pastor did in his lesson, the entire purpose of the old covenant is identified 
in Galatians chapter 3 where it says, “the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ”. That passage is cited 
below….  
 
Galatians 3:23-25 
But before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which was later to be 
revealed. Therefore, the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith. But now 
that faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor. 
 
According to this pastor’s view, the entire purpose of the law and the writings of the prophets (the old covenant) was 
to act as a guardian or a schoolmaster for Israel only until the system of faith in Christ under the new covenant 
was made available. Thus, as soon as people could be “saved by faith”, the old covenant had completely served 
its purpose, and as result passed away. But the question must be asked, was this the entire purpose of the old covenant? 
Asked another way, was all that was foretold and foreshadowed in the law and the prophets completely 
accomplished and its purpose achieved at the arrival of the new covenant system of faith in AD33?  
 
Furthermore, Galatians 3:23-25 does not teach that when people began to put their faith in Christ the law 
was immediately fulfilled and therefore passed away. It simply teaches that those who put their faith in 
Christ were no longer under the law. I think we can all agree there is a world of difference between the law 
passing away and being delivered from under the law. The fact is, the old covenant did serve as a tutor to 
lead the Jews to Christ, but that was not its entire purpose. In fact, more than thirty years after the cross, the 
law continued to serve the purpose of being a “shadow” of the good things that had not yet fully arrived….  
 
Hebrews 10:1 
For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things [about] to come and not the very form of things, can never, by 
the same sacrifices which they offer continually year by year, make perfect those who draw near. 
 
Colossians 2:16-17 
Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a 
Sabbath day - things which are a mere shadow of what is [about] to come; but the substance belongs to Christ. 
 
Thus, the more complete purpose of the old covenant (the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets) was to 
foretell and foreshadow the good and better things that would come through the consummation of the new 
and better covenant in Christ. Only when all that the law foretold and foreshadowed was accomplished, would the law 
have fully served its purpose and therefore pass away. In other words, the law would continue to serve its purpose as the 
shadow of better things to come until the substance of those things in Christ had fully arrived. 
 
At this point we must ask the question, what “good things” had not yet arrived at that time that the law and the prophets 
continued to foretell (prophesy) and foreshadow? Let’s notice just a few….  
 
The second coming of Christ:  
Isaiah 59:19-21 [quoted by Paul in Romans 11:25-27] 
So they will fear the name of the Lord from the west and His glory from the rising of the sun, for He will 
come like a rushing stream which the wind of the Lord drives. A Redeemer will come to Zion, and to those who turn from 
transgression in Jacob,” declares the Lord. As for Me, this is My covenant with them,” says the Lord….  
 



The resurrection of the dead: 
Daniel 12:1-2 [quoted by Jesus in Matthew 13:43, 24:21, and John 5:24-29, and by Paul in 2 Timothy 4:1] 
Now at that time Michael, the great prince who stands guard over the sons of your people, will arise. And 
there will be a time of distress such as never occurred since there was a nation until that time; and at that 
time your people, everyone who is found written in the book, will be rescued. Many of those who sleep in the 
dust of the ground will awake, these to everlasting life, but the others to disgrace and everlasting contempt. Those who have 
insight will shine brightly like the brightness of the expanse of heaven, and those who lead the many to righteousness, like the 
stars forever and ever. 
 
The establishment of the kingdom: 
Daniel 7:13-14,21-22 [quoted by Jesus in Matthew 24:30 and Matthew 22:33-45] 
I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven One like a Son of Man was coming, 
and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him. And to Him was given dominion, glory 
and a kingdom, that all the peoples, nations and men of every language Might serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting 
dominion which will not pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed…. I kept looking, and that horn 
was waging war with the saints and overpowering them until the Ancient of Days came and judgment 
was passed in favor of the saints of the Highest One, and the time arrived when the saints took possession of the 
kingdom. 
 
The arrival of the new heavens and new earth: 
Isaiah 65:17-19, 66:22 [quoted in 2 Peter 3:13, Revelation 21:1] 
For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former things will not be remembered or come to mind. 
But be glad and rejoice forever in what I create; for behold, I create Jerusalem for rejoicing and her people gladness. 
I will also rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad in My people; and there will no longer be heard in her the voice 
of weeping and the sound of crying. For just as the new heavens and the new earth which I make will endure 
before Me,” declares the Lord, “So your offspring and your name will endure. 
 
Thus, the old covenant, that is, the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets continued to foretell and 
foreshadow all these things that had not yet been fulfilled. But, when all these things were fulfilled, its 
purpose would be accomplished and would therefore pass away. This being established, consider the 
following argument: 
 
-According to Jesus, none of the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets (the old covenant) could pass away until their 
purpose was achieved, that is, until what they foretold and foreshadowed had been accomplished. (Matthew 5:17-18) 
 
-But, what the law of Moses and the writing of the prophets foretold and foreshadowed included the second coming of Christ, 
the resurrection of the dead, the establishment of the kingdom, and the arrival of the new heaven and new earth. 
 
-Therefore, none of the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets (the old covenant) could pass away until the second coming 
of Christ, the resurrection of the dead, the establishment of the kingdom, and the arrival of the new heaven and new earth had 
been accomplished.  
 
Now, what’s amazing to me is that everyone (including this pastor) believes that the old covenant did pass 
away and was in fact replaced by a new and better covenant in the first century. And this is true, but notice 
what that must mean: 
 
-None of the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets (the old covenant) could not pass away until the second coming of 
Christ, the resurrection of the dead, the establishment of the kingdom, and the arrival of the new heaven and new earth had been 
accomplished. 
 



-But, according to the universal admission of the church, the old covenant (the law of Moses and the writing of the prophets) 
was fulfilled and did pass away in the first century. 
 
-Therefore, the second coming of Christ, the resurrection of the dead, the establishment of the kingdom, and the arrival of the new 
heaven and new earth must have been accomplished in the first century. 
 
Now, let’s put this position to the test. If our conclusion is correct, what we should find in scripture is that 
the fulfillment of all these things was expected to be accomplished in the first century generation. As we shall see, Jesus 
himself placed the fulfilment of the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets, that is, the fulfillment of all 
that had been written, at the time of the fall of Jerusalem in AD70. Notice the words of our Lord in Luke chapter 
21….  
 
Luke 21:20-22,27-28,31-33 
But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then recognize that her desolation is near. Then those who are in Judea 
must flee to the mountains, and those who are in the midst of the city must leave, and those who are in the 
country must not enter the city; because these are days of vengeance, so that all things which are written 
will be fulfilled…. Then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. But when 
these things begin to take place, straighten up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near…. 
So you also, when you see these things happening, recognize that the kingdom of God is near. Truly I say to you, 
this generation will not pass away until all things take place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not 
pass away. 
 
In conclusion: 
Jesus said that none of the law or the writings of the prophets (the old covenant) could pass away until all 
that they foretold had been fulfilled. All that they foretold included the consummation of all things at the 
second coming of Christ which Jesus himself placed at the fall of Jerusalem in AD70. The old covenant was 
not fulfilled and its purpose achieved at the death of Jesus in AD33. The biblical truth is, the entire old 
covenant, that is, all things that had been written which included all prophecy contained in the law and the 
prophets, was fulfilled and its purpose achieved at the fall of Jerusalem in AD70. At that time, all that the old 
covenant had foretold and foreshadowed had arrived in its new covenant form in Christ. The shadow-world 
of the old covenant had served its purpose and passed away, and the new covenant-world in Christ - the 
new heaven and new earth - was fully established and its’ blessings fully received.  
 
Praise God for of all the “good things” that have now come in Christ through the fulfillment of the old covenant. 


