Is Old Testament Law for the Church?

It has long been discussed whether or not New Testament believers need to observe Old Testament law or simply New Testament teaching.  What standard should believers live by in their everyday lives?  Does the Old Testament still have a place in the formation of Christian ethics?  The present chapter is devoted to this topic.

А. Biblical Survey

1. The Old Testament Teaching about the Law

The concept of “law” dates back to the beginning of human history.  In the Garden of Eden, God established a law forbidding Adam and Eve from partaking of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:17).  The goal of this command was to test the faith of Adam and Eve, who were expected to trust God completely, and also to provide them an opportunity to express their love for God through obedience.  So then, the law was established as a means of fellowship in the context of personal relationship between God and His creation.

It is remarkable that after this initial command concerning the forbidden fruit, God gave no other specific directives.  Nonetheless, humans possessed an inherent understanding of God’s standards (possibly attained by the act of eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?) which made them accountable to Him.  As a result of violating this standard, Cain was driven from God’s presence (Gen 4:14) and the ancient world perished in the Flood (Gen 6:5).

Aside from the above-mentioned individuals, the Bible also speaks of others who pleased God in their day.  Enoch “walked” with God (Gen 5:22), as did Noah (Gen 6:8).
  In addition, of Noah it is written that he was “a righteous man, blameless in his time” (Gen 6:9).  The words “righteous” (צַדִיק - tsakik) and “blameless” (תָּמִים - tamim) imply agreement with a certain standard.  Also interesting is how God described Abraham’s behavior: “Abraham obeyed Me and kept My charge, My commandments, My statutes and My laws” (Gen 26:5).  The words “charge,” “commandments,” “statutes,” and “laws” also describe the Law of Moses (see 1 Kin 2:3) and imply not only obedience to personal directives given to Abraham by God, but also a lifestyle in conformity to God’s standards.
 

Perception of the “unwritten law” found expression (though imperfectly) in the law codes of ancient peoples, which, in some respects, found resonance with the Law of Moses.  This is especially noticeable in the Sumerian laws and the Babylonian codex of Hammurabi.
  They touch on such Old Testament themes as sacrifices, memorials, purity, tithes, circumcision, appeals to God, holy feasts, vows, marriage laws, inheritance of the first-born, elders, murder, etc.  Nonetheless, significant differences exist between Old Testament laws and Near Eastern ethical codes.  For example, the former tended to favor the rich, while the latter treated all the same, not overlooking the poor.  

Although God’s law existed in one form or another from the start of history, it found a higher expression in the Law of Moses, particularly in the Ten Commandment (Ex 20:2-17; Deut 5:6-21).  The Law of Moses included not only moral laws, but also community rules and instructions for rituals.  Hosea 6:6 outlines the distinction between moral and ceremonial law: “I delight in loyalty (moral law) rather than sacrifice (ceremonial law), and in the knowledge of God (moral law) rather than burnt offerings (ceremonial law).”  Nonetheless, the Law does not divide itself into such categories – all the commandments are mixed together throughout the Law.  Even the Ten Commandments contain a ceremonial law regarding the Sabbath (Ex 20:8). 

The word “law” itself is the Hebrew תּוֹרָה (torah), whose basic definition is “instruction.”  Therefore, the Law of Moses had not only a legal, but also a pedagogical function.  At the same time, one must consider that in the Old Testament context, the Law was used primarily as a legislative tool, and not as an inspirational model.  We note that synonyms to the term תּוֹרָה (torah) also have a legislative connotation: מִצְוָה (mitsvah - commandment), מִשְׁפַּט (mishpat - judgments), חֻקָּה (huka - ordinance), עֵדוּת (aduth - testimony), פּקּוּד (pekud - precept) andדָּבָר  (dabar - word).  All these, except for the last, carry a legal tone.  Additionally, the word תּוֹרָה (torah) is associated with such verbs as “fulfill” (Josh 22:5), “observe” (1 Chr 22:12), “conduct oneself” (Deut 27:26) and “listen” (Isa 42:24).
  Again, the legal aspect is stressed.  Finally, the Septuagint translates the term תּוֹרָה (torah) by the word νόμος (nomos), i.e., “law.”

One must note that the Law of Moses was given in the context of God’s covenant with Israel.
  Long before the giving of the Law, God established a covenant with Abraham and his descendants (Gen 17:7).  In faithfulness to His covenant (Ex 2:24), God delivered His people from their slavery in Egypt, which He mentions when He establishes the Law (Ex 20:2).
  Therefore, it would be mistaken to conclude that observance of the Law was a requirement to enter the covenant.  Israel received that status as a gift of God’s grace.  Keeping the Law was also not a requirement for preserving the covenant.  Israel consistently violated God’s Law, yet God, although He punished Israel’s disobedience, never rejected His people, but remained faithful to His covenant with them.

On the basis of the statements above, many commentators deny that the Old Testament taught salvation by works.  Schreiner writes in this vein, “His gracious redeeming work precedes any commands.  The law must be interpreted in the context of grace.”
  Sprinkle claims, “‘Legalism’ that makes ‘law-keeping’ a means of salvation is not taught in the Old Testament.”
  Motyer concurs, “Grace precedes law; the law of God is not a system of merit whereby the unsaved seek to earn divine favor but a pattern of life given by the Redeemer to the redeemed so that they might know how to live for his good pleasure.”
 

Even the structure of the Torah indicates these covenant relationships.  It has long been recognized that the structure of the Torah resembles the covenant agreement between suzerains and their vassals in antiquity.
  When a suzerain conquered a territory, he would promise the conquered people support and protection, but also dictated to them the conditions for life under his authority.  All the elements of the suzerain-vassal treaty can be found in God’s covenant with Israel.  Therefore, it is improper to view God’s covenant with Israel as a sort of mutual agreement between God and His people.  Rather, it is an expression of God’s authority over His redeemed nation.

At the same time, we note that unlike the suzerain-vassal treaty, God’s commands are not given randomly according to the whim of a suzerain, but reflect His holy nature.  Observance of the Law is simply the imitation of God, as the Law states, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev 19:2).
  Motyer compares God’s reflection in the Law with God’s reflection in humanity: “Humankind is the living, personal image of God; the law is the written, perceptual image of God.”

Although the Law of Moses was given in the context of God’s covenant with Israel, it nonetheless has a universal character.  It is interesting to note that when Gentiles joined the congregation of God’s people, they were required to keep the Law just as Israel did (Num 15:15-16; compare with Lev 17:8-15; 18:26).  In addition, Scripture records that God punished Gentiles for violations for the Law he gave to Israel (Lev 18:24-27; Ps 119:118-119; Prov 14:34; Isa 24:5-6).  Here we see an overlap between the “unwritten law,” accessible to all people, and the “written law,” given to the Israeli people.

It is often felt that the Law is just a burden, which humanity must bear.  Yet, the Old Testament does not speak of the Law in this way.  The psalmist claims that the Law is better than “thousands of gold and silver {pieces}” (Ps 119:72), and leads to peace (Ps 119:165), freedom (Ps 119:45), and consolation (Ps 119:92).  He loves the Law and meditates on it (Ps 119:97).
  Reflection on the Law makes accessible “streams of water,” yields “fruit in its season,” and bring prosperity in “whatever (one) does” (Ps 1:2-3).  According to Moyter, God did not deliver Israel from Egyptian bondage in order to lead it into another bondage under the Law (Ex 20:2).
 

Even though the Old Testament speaks very positively about the Law, the history of Israel demonstrates that they rarely observed it.  Even at Mount Sinai, they made an idol to worship.  Such behavior characterized Israel throughout the Old Testament dispensation.  The remnant of Israel, having returned from the Babylonian captivity, gives the following survey of Israel’s failure:

And admonished them in order to turn them back to Your law.  Yet they acted arrogantly and did not listen to Your commandments but sinned against Your ordinances, by which if a man observes them he shall live.  And they turned a stubborn shoulder and stiffened their neck, and would not listen.  However, You bore with them for many years, and admonished them by Your Spirit through Your prophets, yet they would not give ear.  Therefore You gave them into the hand of the peoples of the land (Neh 9:29-30).

God foresaw Israel’s failure and warned Moses: “Behold, you are about to lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the harlot with the strange gods of the land, into the midst of which they are going, and will forsake Me and break My covenant which I have made with them” (Deut. 31:16).  In anticipation of their failure, God provided for His people the sacrificial system for the forgiveness of sins.  Through confession of sin and making sacrifices, God’s people could obtain cleansing from transgressions of the Law.  

However, the Old Testament itself reveals that the Law of Moses could not produce an obedient people.  What Israel needed was a circumcision of heart.  Only an internal transformation would make God’s people a holy people.  God “dreamed” of this transformation of His people: “Oh that they had such a heart in them, that they would fear Me and keep all My commandments always, that it may be well with them and with their sons forever!” (Deut 5:29).  Consequently, God promised: “Moreover the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deut 30:6).  The prophets also predicted that this time of spiritual renewal would come.  God promised through Ezekiel: 

And I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them.  And I will take the heart of stone out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in My statutes and keep My ordinances and do them.  Then they will be My people, and I shall be their God (Ezek 11:19-20). 

Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols.  Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” (Ezek 36:25-27). 

Similarly, through Jeremiah, God spoke of the establishment of a new covenant (Jer 31:31-34): 

“Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares the LORD.  “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the LORD, “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.  They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the LORD, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.”

In this light, we can better understand Deut. 30:11-14, where one gets the impression that Israel was capable of keeping the Law:

For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach.  It is not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will go up to heaven for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?”  Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will cross the sea for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?'” But the word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may observe it.

When one attempts to interpret this passage, one must remember the following.  First, the passage is located in a context predicting the future apostasy of Israel (chps. 30-32).  It would seem to create a contradiction to claim, on the one hand, that Israel’s covenant failure was inevitable, and on the other, that Israel was capable of obeying the Law.  In addition, the surrounding context speaks of a time already after Israel’s apostasy and future political restoration (30:1-5), during which God will accomplish the circumcision of their hearts (30:6-8).  Since there never was a time in Israel’s history comparable to this, in Deuteronomy 30:11-14, Moses must be speaking of a future time of spiritual renewal for God’s people.

In summary, we can say that the law played an important, if not central role in God’s Old Testament plan, even before the days of Moses.  Besides the specific command concerning the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, humans had an inner sense of God’s standards of proper behavior, which made them accountable to God and liable to punishment for its violation.  His universal moral standard found a higher expression in the Law of Moses, which was given in the context of God’s covenant with Israel.  Along with commandments and precepts, God granted the sacrificial system for forgiveness of sins.  Nonetheless, Israel constantly strayed from their covenant and disobeyed God’s commandments.  Therefore, the Old Testament concludes with a promised change in how God will sanctify His people.  He will introduce a new covenant, where a transformation the human heart will occur.

2. The Law in the Gospels 

When we examine the attitude toward the Law that existed at the beginning of the first century AD, we see a marked departure from the Old Testament view.  The first century Jew viewed the Law not so much as a guide for holy living in the context of a covenant of grace, but as a means to gain personal acceptance with God.  People asked Jesus, in fact, what they must do to “inherit eternal life” (Mk 10:17) or “work the works of God” (Jn 6:28).  Similarly, the brother in the parable of the Prodigal Son complained that he did not receive his due (Lk 15:29).
  In response to this misunderstanding of the purpose of the Law, Jesus told a parable about a Pharisee, who tried to justify himself before God, and a tax collector, who relied on God’s mercy.  Only the latter was justified (Lk 18:9-14).

This spirit of legalism reigned in Israel at that time mainly due to the influence of the Pharisees.  They insisted on obedience even beyond the commandments of the Law, building a “hedge” of extra requirements around the Law to prevent anyone from even approaching a violation of the latter.  These extra requirements are clearly reflected in the Jewish Mishna (3rd c.) and Talmud (6th c.), yet the tendency towards legalism was present in the first century as well, as evident, for example, in the stringent attitude of the Pharisees toward Sabbath keeping (Matt 12:1-7; Lk 13:14; Jn 5:10). 

Summarizing the situation in the first century, Jesus reproved the Pharisees that they “tie up heavy burdens and lay them on men's shoulders, but they themselves are unwilling to move them with {so much as} a finger” (Matt 23:4).  Some feel that the “weary and heavy-laden,” of whom Jesus spoke in Matthew 11:29, are those trying to serve God under the yoke of the Pharisees (or possibly the Law itself, cf. Acts 15:10-11).  Jesus promised deliverance from that tyranny: “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (Matt 11:28-30). 

In this light, we also receive insight into Jesus’ attitude to the Scriptures as a whole.  He forbade any addition to the Law or appeal to anything else but Scripture as the authoritative source for spiritual truth, which included religious tradition.  We do not know exactly when the accumulation of Jewish tradition began, but by the third century AD, is was clearly dominant, as reflected in the Mishna, then the Talmud.  Yet, the New Testament testifies of its influence already in the first century AD.  

Jesus consistently reacted negatively to such an estimation of human traditions.  One can understand His objection to changes in God’s commandments regarding important matters such as honoring parents (Mk 7:9-13), yet even in seemingly minor points, like washing before a meal, He opposed such a system (Mk 7:1-8).  Jesus summarized His view: “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men” (Mk 7:8). 

We know that Jesus Himself kept the Law of Moses and so taught His disciples.  A key passage in this regard in Matthew 5:17-20:

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.  Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others {to do} the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches {them,} he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses {that} of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.

Later in this chapter, namely in verses 21-48, Jesus gives commentary on several commandments of God’s Law.  In each case, he presents a deeper, more thoroughgoing application of these commands, creating a higher moral standard than required by the Law of Moses.
  Thus, in verses 21-48, Jesus explains His statements made in verses 17-20.  Unlike the Pharisaical alterations to the Law, however, Jesus possesses divine sanction for raising the standard.  He was also anticipating the introduction of the “new covenant,” which would include heart transformation for God’s people.

In this key passage, Jesus’ first aim is to announce that He came not to abolish the Law, but fulfill it (v. 17-18).  He emphasizes His point by claiming, “Until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.”  In light of the fact that the Gospel of Matthew speaks of Jesus as the fulfillment of the Old Testament, it is fair to assume that He fulfills the Law by His impeccable behavior.  It is not by mistake that He refers to both the “Law” and the “Prophets.”  He fulfills both the same way – by His manner of living. 

Interestingly, during His baptism, Jesus assured John the Baptism that baptizing Him was appropriate by saying (recorded only by Matthew): “…in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt 3:15).  Here, we encounter the same words attributed to the Lord in Matthew 5:17-20, namely πληρόω (pleroo), “fulfill,” and δικαιοσύνη (dikaiosune), “righteousness.”  Also significant is that Jesus said that He came not to “keep” the Law, but to “fulfill” it.  By means of His perfect obedience to the Law and sacrificial death, the goal and intent of the Law was “fulfilled” in Him, both in its ceremonial, and in its moral aspect.  Jesus is the “incarnation” of the Law.  Consequently, any further application of the Law must be accomplished in the context of relationship with Him.

Jesus’ second aim in this passage was to show the continuation of the sense of the Old Testament law in the new covenant.  He said, “Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others {to do} the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches {them,} he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 19).  We know that Jesus was born at a time when the Law was still in effect (see Lk 2:21-24) and, therefore, He lived in perfect conformity to it.
  

At the same time, while He lived in concord with the Law, He indicated that in the future, He would alter it.  In Matthew 5:21-48, He spoke of the intensification of the Law – that it would concern not only external behavior, but also internal attitude; not only justice, but also mercy.
  Therefore, Jesus expected from His disciples moral living on a higher level than the Sinaitic Law.
  This attitude is also reflected in Jesus’ conversation with a ruler who kept the commandments “from his youth” (Lk 18:18-25).  His rejection of Jesus’ directive: “Sell all that you possess and distribute it to the poor,” revealed that, although he sought to keep the Law, He did not love God more than all else, that is, with all his heart.   

In addition, Jesus demonstrated His authority to change the Law in other respects as well.  He declared Himself the “Lord of the Sabbath” (Lk 6:5), who is exempt from the “two-drachma” tax (Matt 17:24-27),
 and declared “all foods clean” (Mk 7:19).  Blomberg well summarizes the essence of this point:

All of the Old Testament remains normative and relevant for Jesus’ followers (2 Tim 3:16), but none of it can rightly be interpreted until one understands how it has been fulfilled in Christ.  Every Old Testament text must be viewed in light of Jesus’ person and ministry and the changes introduced by the new covenant he inaugurated.

So then, although the essence of the Law in the sense of proper ethical behavior carries over from Old Testament to New, nonetheless, in Christ the expression of God’s moral standard undergoes alteration.  Jesus is greater than Moses, as demonstrated at His transfiguration, when in the presence of Moses, the Voice from heaven declared, “Listen to Him (Jesus)” (Matt 17:5). 

In the strength of His authoritative position, Jesus could say of the Law: “You have heard that the ancients were told… but I say to you…” (Matt 5:21ff).  The apostle John also comments on the alteration in God’s program: “For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ” (Jn 1:17).  Thus, these words of Jesus to His disciples find fulfillment: “Every scribe who has become a disciple of the kingdom of heaven is like a head of a household, who brings out of his treasure things new and old” (Matt 13:52).  Jesus’ disciples find value in the Law of Moses (“things old”), yet apply it in the light of its fulfillment in Christ (“things new”). 

We should interpret Matthew 11:11-13 in this light.  Here, Jesus comments on His predecessor, “Among those born of women there has not arisen {anyone} greater than John the Baptist!”  This means that not only is Jesus greater than Moses, but John the Baptist is as well.  John enjoys this status due to the fact that he lived in this transitional time between the covenants, when the old was exiting and the era of Christ was being introduced.  God’s new order so exceeds the old that even “the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he (John the Baptist).” 

Therefore, the role of the Law among God’s people will not be as it was before, since “the Law and the Prophets {were proclaimed} until John; since that time the gospel of the kingdom of God has been preached, and everyone is forcing his way into it” (Lk 16:16).  Nonetheless, there is still a place for the Law, as noted in the parallel passage in Luke, where immediately after this saying we read, “But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one stroke of a letter of the Law to fail” (Lk 16:17).

Jesus’ third goal in Matthew 5:17-20 is revealed in verse 20: “For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses {that} of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  We know that the Pharisees strove with all their might to observe the Law in every detail.  Yet, Jesus reveals here that to enter the kingdom one must have perfect obedience (Matt 5:48).  If someone fails to fulfill not only the Law of Moses, but the expanded variant Jesus proposed, he is “liable to the court” (v. 22), “guilty {enough to go} into the fiery hell” (v. 22), “to be thrown into prison” (v. 25), and “to be thrown into hell” (v. 29-30). 

This means that a mere human has no hope of salvation through the Law.  However, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.” (Matt 5:3-6).
  So then, salvation comes not to those who seek righteousness through the Law, but to who rely on God’s mercy (Lk 18:10-14). 

We must not neglect to mention possibly the most significant observation Jesus makes on the Law.  In answer to the question, “Which is the greatest of the commandments,” He replies,

The foremost is, “Hear, O Israel!  The Lord our God is one Lord;  and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.”  The second is this, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  There is no other commandment greater than these (Mk 12:28-31).

From Deuteronomy 6:4-5 and Leviticus 19:18, Jesus draws out the heart of the Law, its essence.  In this way, He gives the Law its proper orientation and direction. 

This orientation toward mercy found abundant expression in the ministry of Jesus in contrast to the less compassionate approach of the Pharisees.  When the Pharisees objected to Jesus’ eating with tax collectors and sinners, He retorted, “But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire compassion, and not sacrifice’” (Matt 9:13).  Jesus responded the same way when the Pharisees challenged His disciples for gathering grain on the Sabbath (Matt 12:1-7).  We also recall the well-known incident when Jesus forgave a woman caught in adultery (Jn 8:1-11).
  

One final comment on Jesus’ attitude toward the Law is His recognition, at least in the opinion of many, of divisions in the Law.  It appears that in Matthew 23:23, Jesus divided the Law into categories (i.e., ceremonial and moral):
 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done without neglecting the others. 

Yet, we must keep in mind that, even though we may logically divide the Law into such categories as “moral,” “civil,” and “ceremonial,” we cannot find such divisions in the Scriptures themselves.  Moreover, as a rule, the Bible speaks of the Law as a single entity. 

In conclusion, the Son of God came to earth at a transitional time in the history of God’s plan for His people.  On the one hand, He supported the Old Testament system, keeping the Law of Moses.  On the other hand, He declared Himself greater than Moses and the One who had authority to alter the Law.  As the “fulfillment” of the Law, He became the Law’s “incarnation,” that is, its perfect expression.  This means that in the future, the Law must be understood and applied in relation to the One who fulfilled it.  Jesus also demonstrated that changes were coming in God’s program for His people, especially in the way they were to show compassion.  Finally, our Lord showed that it was impossible for one to justify oneself before God by the works of the Law and consequently opposed the conviction of the day that righteousness was attained through personal obedience. 

3. The Law in the Acts of the Apostles

The early disciples continued to practice the customs of the Israeli people and observe the laws prescribed by Moses.  The believers were “day by day continuing with one mind in the temple” (Acts 2:46), Peter and John went to the temple “at the ninth {hour,} the hour of prayer” (Acts 3:1), and James testified that the believers from among the Jews were “zealous for the Law” (Acts 21:20).  Some of them refused to fellowship with Gentile believers, required them to be circumcised (Acts 11:2-3), and even marveled that God would save Gentiles (Acts 11:18).
  It seems that the early believers were so entrapped in their culture that they failed to recognize the fundamental changes the coming of Christ introduced into the Law.

The Church’s attitude toward the Law begin to change during the ministry of the apostle Paul.  He appears to have been the first to speak of the inadequacy of the system of law for the believer (Acts 13:39).
  He considered believing Gentiles to be fully equal to believing Jews, and did not require the former to be circumcised (Acts 15:1-2).  Paul’s ministry created such a scandal among the Jews that they spread the rumor about him, that he taught “all the Jews who are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk according to the customs” (Acts 21:21).

It is true that, from time to time, Paul himself observed certain Jewish customs (Acts 18:18; 20:16) and agreed to participate in a rite of ritual cleansing (Acts 21:23-24).
  To the Jews of Rome, he claimed to have “done nothing against our people or the customs of our fathers” (Acts 28:17).  Yet, all these instances reflect his missionary strategy of avoiding giving offense to the Jews, so as not to hinder their conversion (see 1 Cor 9:19-22).
  In Acts 16:1-3, we see that he circumcised Timothy, whose mother was Jewish, not out of respect for the Law, but “because of the Jews who were in those parts.” 

However, the defining moment for determining the role of the Law in the Church (at least for the Gentiles) was the Jerusalem Council of 45 AD.  After discussing the issue, the church leaders put forth the following decision: 

The apostles and the brethren who are elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings.  Since we have heard that some of our number to whom we gave no instruction have disturbed you with {their} words, unsettling your souls, it seemed good to us, having become of one mind, to select men to send to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, men who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Therefore we have sent Judas and Silas, who themselves will also report the same things by word {of mouth.}  For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials: that you abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do well.  Farewell (Acts 15:23-29).

Thus, observing the Law was not required for the Gentile believers. 

Many discuss the question as to why the Council specifically required Gentiles to abstain “from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication.”
  Some see in these practices a connection with idolatry and pagan temple rituals, in which, of course, believers cannot participate.  Other, however, think such instructions reflect God’s general order for humanity, established at the time of Noah.  Still others draw a parallel with the rules prescribed in Leviticus 17:8ff for Gentiles living among the people of Old Testament Israel.
  

Another possible explanation is that such behavior by Gentile believers would hinder their fellowship with Jewish believers in Jesus, who would view these practices as reprehensible.
  This would also taint the believing Gentiles witness to unbelieving Jews.  Interestingly, James mentions these taboos in the context of Jewish believers who were “zealous for the Law” (Acts 21:20-25), possibly confirming our suspicion of how the Jews would reaction to such practices by Gentile believers.  

4. The Law in the General Epistles

Among the authors of the General Epistles, only James specifically mentions the Law, although the designation “Law of Moses” is absent.  The apostle John often refers to “commandments,” yet, one cannot be sure that he is speaking of Old Testament commands.  More likely, he is referring to obedience to Christ, as seen in 1 Jn 3:23: “This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as He commanded us.”  We observe the same in 1 John 2:4-5: “The one who says, ‘I have come to know Him,’ and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; but whoever keeps His word, in him the love of God has truly been perfected.  By this we know that we are in Him.”  Verse 6 makes clear that “His word” refers to Jesus Christ. 

James’ teaching on the Law is more extensive.  He speaks of the “law of liberty” (1:25; 2:12), the “perfect law,” (1:25) and the “royal law” (2:8).
  It is important to note that in his first chapter, James uses the terms “word,” “perfect law,” and “law of liberty” in parallel:

But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; for {once} he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he was.  But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the {law} of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does (Jam 1:22-25).

The former context makes clear that the term “word” refers to the gospel: “He brought us forth by the word of truth” (1:18) and, “In humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your souls” (1:21).  Therefore, for James, the “law of liberty” is not the Law of Moses, but the gospel.
 

We may call the gospel the “law of liberty” for two reasons.  First, it is “law” in the sense that there is an ethical aspect to the gospel, which in many cases corresponds to the Law of Moses.  Second, the gospel gives “liberty” from slavery to sin, which enables obedience.  Jeremiah predicted this when he spoke of the new covenant written on the hearts of God’s people (Jer 31:31-34).
 

In his second chapter, James again raises the issue of law with the expression “the royal law.”  Most likely, this phrase does not refer to the command, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” since in Scripture, the term “law” never refers to just one commandment, but refers to the entire law codex.
  The phrase “royal law” most likely refers to the law established by Jesus for His kingdom.  We remember that Jesus adapted the Law of Moses for application to His order (Matt 5:18ff).  Even though the love command is not the “royal law” itself, it nonetheless is its fulfillment.  Those who so conduct themselves “do well.”  The priority given by James to the love command also agrees with Jesus’ view on the God’s Law (Mk 12:28-31). 

Later in the second chapter (verses 8-12), James shows that those not walking in love violate the Law in its entirety, since one violation is violation of the whole.  Notice in verses 9-11, though, that James does not specifically refer to the law here as “royal” or the “law of liberty,” since his reference here is more to the function of the Law of Moses in condemning the sinner, including a direct reference to the Mosaic codex.  The Law of Moses does not liberate, but condemns. 

In verses 12-13, judgment according to the “law of liberty” (i.e., the gospel) is accomplished differently.  An individual must seek justification not by works, but by relying on “mercy.”  To receive mercy from God, though, one must be ready to show mercy to others, which is one expression of the “royal law” of love.  Again, James closely follows Jesus here, who also emphasized the need to show mercy in order to receive mercy (Matt 5:7; 6:14-15; 18:33–35).  Therefore, observing the “royal law” is not for the purpose of being justified before God on the basis of works, but as a means by which those benefiting from God’s mercy through the gospel can demonstrate mercy to others. 

The way James uses the term “law” later in his epistle may confirm our view.  In James 4:11-12 we read, “Do not speak against one another, brethren.  He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge {of it.}  There is {only} one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor?”  Again, James appeals to his audience to show mercy in regard to other’s failings.  In light of our discussion in chapter 2, we can capture still another thought from this passage.  We see here the same word-combination of “law,” “mercy,” and “judgment.”  Whoever wants to be judged by the “law of liberty” must show mercy to others instead of criticizing and judging them. 

The Epistle to the Hebrews makes a significant contribution to the question of the Law’s application to the Church.  This we might expect, since the letter was written to Jewish believers to help them properly relate to the Old Testament as believers in the Messiah Jesus.  In this epistle, Jesus excels the Old Testament in all respects: He is greater than Moses, Levi, and the entire sacrificial system.  

In general, the epistle speaks of the various Levitical regulations of the Mosaic Law (Heb 7:5, 28; 8:4; 9:19, 22; 10:8).  More importantly for us is a theme that runs through the entire letter – the new covenant replaces the old.   Commenting on God’s promise through Jeremiah of a new covenant, the author states, “When He said, ‘A new {covenant,}’ He has made the first obsolete.  But whatever is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear” (Heb 8;13).  In addition, in Hebrew 12:18-24, believers draw near not to Sinai, but to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant.  It is vital to note here, as was mentioned earlier, that the Mosaic Law was given in the context of God’s covenant with Israel.  The Law was one of the components of the Sinaitic covenant.  Therefore, if the covenant goes, so does the old law.
  

Let us look closer at Heb 7:11-19:

Now if perfection was through the Levitical priesthood (for on the basis of it the people received the Law), what further need {was there} for another priest to arise according to the order of Melchizedek, and not be designated according to the order of Aaron?  For when the priesthood is changed, of necessity there takes place a change of law also.  For the one concerning whom these things are spoken belongs to another tribe, from which no one has officiated at the altar.  For it is evident that our Lord was descended from Judah, a tribe with reference to which Moses spoke nothing concerning priests.  And this is clearer still, if another priest arises according to the likeness of Melchizedek, who has become {such} not on the basis of a law of physical requirement, but according to the power of an indestructible life.  For it is attested {of Him,} “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”  For, on the one hand, there is a setting aside of a former commandment because of its weakness and uselessness (for the Law made nothing perfect), and on the other hand there is a bringing in of a better hope, through which we draw near to God.  

Here, the author speaks of the change in the high priesthood from Aaron to Melchizedek, who is a type of Christ.  However, since the Law was given through the high priestly line of Levi (i.e., through Moses and Aaron), a change in priesthood means a change in the Law as well (v. 12).  This was necessary, because “the Law made nothing perfect” (v. 19).  It served as “a shadow of the good things to come” (Heb 10:1). 

Some say that the author of Hebrews is not referring to changes in the moral law, but just the ceremonial law.  The main thrust of the epistle, as we know, is the inadequacy of the old sacrificial system and the need for the perfect sacrifice of Christ.  A glance at Hebrews 8:7-12, though, is sufficient to convince us that the moral law is also in view:

For if that first {covenant} had been faultless, there would have been no occasion sought for a second.  For finding fault with them, He says, “Behold, days are coming, says the Lord, when I will effect a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah; not like the covenant which I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; for they did not continue in my covenant, and I did not care for them, says the Lord.  For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My laws into their minds, and I will write them on their hearts.  And I will be their god, and they shall be My people.  And they shall not teach everyone his fellow citizen, and everyone his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for all will know Me, from the least to the greatest of them.  For I will be merciful to their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more.

Again, we note that the first covenant was inadequate and is replaced by the new.
  The new covenant includes a change in the Law, namely in its application to participants in the new order.  Obedience becomes possible, since the Law is to be written “on their hearts.”  In addition, new covenant participants will have a personal knowledge of God and a personal relationship with Him.

It is true that a change in how the Law is observed does not necessarily mean that the content will change as well.  We recognize that when the first recipients of this epistle read the words: “I will put My laws into their minds, and I will write them on their hearts,” they thought of the Mosaic Law.  On the other hand, since Jesus fulfilled the old law and during His ministry already introduced certain changes to it, one may conclude that there will be changes not only in the method of the Law’s fulfillment, but in its content as well. 

It is possible that the text from Jeremiah hints at this as well.  There we read not “My Law,” but “My laws,” which may refer to God’s eternal moral standards that find expression in the context of life in Christ.  At the same time, there will certainly be common features with the old law.  

Therefore, the epistle to the Hebrew provides a second reason why one should not apply the Old Testament Law directly to the Church.  It was not only fulfilled by Christ, but also belongs to another covenant, which is no longer in force. 

5. The Law in the Epistles of Paul

The final view of the Law for our examination is the most hotly debated one – the teaching of the apostle Paul.  The most striking feature of his view is the claim that the believer in Jesus is no longer under the Law (Rom 6:14; Gal 3:24-25; 5:18; 2 Cor 3:11).
  Paul teaches that in order to make progress in one’s spiritual life, one must actually be delivered from the Law (Rom 6:14; 7:1-4; Gal 2:19-20; 2 Cor 3:6).  Paul, although he was a Jew, nonetheless considered himself free from the Mosaic Law (1 Cor 9:19-22; Gal 2:19).  By means of this teaching, Paul introduced into Christian faith a radical new element.  If the Jerusalem council decided that the Law did not apply to Gentiles, by his example, Paul showed that the application of the Law has changed for Jewish believers in Jesus as well.

We must clarify from which “law” the believer is liberated.  Many feel Paul is only speaking of the ceremonial law, that is, believers no longer need to bring sacrifices or observe feast days, yet they are obligated to keep the moral aspect of the Mosaic legislation.  In part, this is so, since Paul taught that the ceremonial law was indeed fulfilled in Christ.
 

On the other hand, Paul’s teaching on the Law is not limited to its ceremonial aspect.  He reflects the general biblical understanding that all aspects of the Law are intertwined.  He states, for example, that if a person receives circumcision (part of the ceremonial law), he is obliged to keep the entire Law (including the moral aspect) (Gal 5:3; Rom 2:25-27).
  In addition, in Romans 7:1-4, when Paul speaks of dying to the Law in order to bear fruit for God, he refers to the moral law (see 7:7).  So then, liberation from the Law includes not only the cancellation of sacrifices, feasts, and food laws, but liberation from the Law in toto.   

Even 1 Corinthians 9:19-22, which on first glance seems to indicate freedom from the ceremonial law alone, hints at freedom from the Law itself.  When Paul responds to the anticipated objection that he is “without law,” he does not qualify his statement by stating that he remains under the moral aspect of Mosaic Law, but rather that he is under “the law of Christ.” 

Some object to this interpretation of Paul, claiming that by the phrase “not under the Law,” Paul meant not liberation from the Law itself, but from the Pharisaical distortion of the Law, or that obedience to the Law was required for salvation.  Yet, in every passage in Paul dealing with the Law, the context shows that he meant the Mosaic Law itself.  For example: “The Law (i.e., the Mosaic Law), which came four hundred and thirty years later…” (Gal 3:17) and, “But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones (i.e., the Ten Commandment)…” (2 Cor 3:7).  Additionally, Paul speaks of the Law as of something to be obeyed (Rom 4:15; 5:20; Gal 3:10; 5:3), which would not apply to a distorted version of the Law.
 

Moreover, according to Galatians 2:19, Paul claims that “through the Law I died to the Law.”  It is highly unlikely that in the same sentence Paul would use the term “law” in two different senses: as a reference to the Mosaic Law, and as a reference to a distorted version of it.  In addition, in his epistles, Paul never draws a comparison between those who correctly understand the Law, and those who do not.  The contrast is always between those who fulfill the Law, and those who do not.
  

Furthermore, when Paul is specifically speaking against justification by the Law, he makes that clear in the context (see Gal 2:16, 21; 5:4; Rom 3:21-24; 10:3-4).
  If we reexamine the passages where Paul directly states that the believer is delivered from the Law (Gal 2:19-20; 3:25; 5:18; Rom 7:1-4; 1 Cor 9:19-22), only Galatians 3:25 relates to the question of justification.  The other passages are located in the context of the believer’s sanctification. 

Therefore, is it misguided to think that when Paul claims that the believer is not under the Law, he had in mind merely the ceremonial law, a distorted version of the Law, or justification through the Law.  Throughout his epistles, Paul consistently uses the term “Law” to refer to the Mosaic Law itself, in its entirety.  

At the same time, in Paul’s ethic, he does make room for the Law of Moses (although definitely not in the sense of being justified by it).  We see that the general moral principles, on which the Law was based, as well as certain concrete commandments are adopted into the New Testament.  For example, he urges obedience to parents (Eph 6:2) and forbids murder (Rom 1:29), adultery (1 Cor 6:9), stealing (Eph 4:28), lying (Col 3:9), and coveting (Eph 5:3).  In Romans 13:8-10, he makes reference to five of the Ten Commandments, and reveals that they are fulfilled by those who walk in love.  Love is “the fulfillment of the Law” (cf. Gal 5:14), which harmonizes with the teachings of the Lord (Mk 12:29-31).  Paul recognizes Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law,
 who passed it on to His disciples in a new form, for which Paul, for the first time, coins the phrase “the law of Christ (Gal 6:2; 1 Cor 9:21). 

In this vein, it is interesting to note that in his extensive treatment of Christian ethics, Paul appeals with relative infrequency to the Mosaic Law as a standard for proper behavior.
  In some of these cases, Paul simply adopts the principle implied in these commands to new conditions.  Paul does appeal to other sections of the Old Testament for moral guidance, but not exclusively to the Torah.
  In addition, when the New Testament advances a list of virtues and vices, the Law is not employed as their basis.
  Moreover, it is also remarkable that in Galatians 5:18-23, Paul contrasts the works of the flesh not with requirements of the Law, but with the fruit of the Spirit.

So then, in establishing the Christian ethic, Paul relies less on the Mosaic Law, and more on other sources.
  These include: the principle of love (Rom 13:8-10; 1 Cor 13:13; Gal 5:6), the leadership of the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:16-18; Rom 8:4, 14), the imitation of God (1 Cor 11:1; Eph 4:32), the believer’s union with Christ (Rom 6:2, 11; Col 2:20; 3:3), the teachings of Jesus (1 Cor 7:10; Acts 20:35), and the teaching of the apostles (1 Cor 14:37; 2 Thes 3:14).  These are the elements of the “law of Christ.”

Westerholm advances an interesting theory that the use of various verbs in conjunction with the word “law” may reflect its special application to the believer.
  When we read about those under the law, the following verbs are used: τηρέω (tereo, “keep”), φυλάσσω (fulasso, “observe”), ποιέω (poieo, “do”) πράσσω (prasso, “practice”).
  Yet, in reference to believers, we encounter different terms: (ἀνα) πληρόω (anapleroo, “fulfill”) and τελέω (teleo, “finish, bring to completion).”
  It seems that the believer does not “observe” the law in the strict sense of the word, but rather “fulfills” its principles in a new form – the law of Christ.  Paul’s words in Romans 8:4 agree: “So that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”
 

Let us return to the question of justification by the Law.  As we have stated, Paul vigorously defends the position that justification comes independent from the Law.  He taught that the main function of the Law was to lead not to justification, but to condemnation, so that people would become aware of their fallen condition and guilt before God (Rom 3:20; 5:20; Gal 3:19).

Since the Law was given in the context of God’s covenant of grace with Israel, Paul could expect that the Jews would seek righteousness by faith, imitating the example of Abraham (Rom 4:11-12).  He writes, “For if the inheritance is based on law, it is no longer based on a promise; but God has granted it to Abraham by means of a promise” (Gal 3:18).
  Instead, the Jews, in general, strove to attain righteousness through personal obedience (Rom 10:1-4).
  They sought “to establish their own (righteousness), did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God” (Rom 10:3), that is, the righteousness by faith. 

Until now, everything we have said about Paul’s theology of the Law coincides with the general biblical teaching on the topic.  Nonetheless, Paul makes his own unique contribution as well.  He feels that the Law is not only ineffective for justifying a person before God, but is also a hindrance to spiritual growth.  We hinted at this earlier when we saw how Paul insisted that one must be delivered from the Law to make progress in spiritual life (Rom 6:14; 7:1-4; Gal 2:19-20; 2 Cor 3:6).  Paul clarifies this point in Romans chapter 7.  There he affirms that the Law itself is holy and spiritual.  The problem, though, is that people in their sinful state cannot observe it (v. 7-23).  The nature of sin is such that, when the commandment comes, sin responds by producing a resistance to it.  This is why Paul states, “The power of sin is the Law.”
  

If the Law is good, then why does the born-again individual need deliverance from it (Rom 6:14; 7:1-4; Gal 2:19-20)?  How, in fact, can applying the Mosaic Law to the believer hinder his/her spiritual growth?  Thomas Schreiner proposes an interesting theory to explain this.
  We will employ his view with some modifications. 

Schreiner proposes that the Mosaic Law was an inseparable part of God’s covenant with Israel, and that one cannot divorce elements of that covenant from one another.  According to that covenant, the Law defined the lifestyle of those in the covenant, and the sacrificial system provided forgiveness of covenant transgressions.  In addition, the Sinaitic covenant created a distinction between Gentiles and the descendants of Jacob.  Finally, the entrance rite into the covenant was circumcision, which is why Paul wrote, “I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law” (Gal 5:3). 

This theory may aid us in understanding why Paul considered Peter’s refusal to eat with Gentiles a rejection of the doctrine of justification by faith (Gal 2:11-16).  Schreiner thinks that if an individual enters into the old covenant, he/she must observe all aspects of it and is eligible only for those benefits that it provides.  Thus, Paul feels that if Peter refuses fellowship with Gentiles, he is reverting back to the old covenant by observing one of its stipulations.
  If one returns to the old covenant, then he/she is deprived of the forgiveness of sins available through Christ (see Gal 5:4), since the old order provided forgiveness only through animal sacrifices, which are no longer acceptable since Christ came.  

Paul’s rebuke concerned not only the threat to the gospel, but also the disruption of unity in the Church between Jews and Gentiles.  We recall Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 2:11-16, that removal of the Law results in the unification of Jews and Gentiles in one Body, the Church. 

If Schreiner is correct, that a person under the old covenant can only gain the benefits stipulated in that covenant, then those who return to the Law forfeit not only forgiveness of sins in Christ, but also the power of the Holy Spirit to overcome sin.  These benefits are available only to those in the new covenant (Ezek 36:26-27; Jn 14:17; Gal 4:6; Rom 5:5).  Thus, we can better understand how the Law can actually hinder one’s spiritual growth. 

We see, then, that in the context of the old covenant (including the Mosaic Law), the Holy Spirit does not manifest His sanctifying power (at least to the same degree) as He does in the context of the new covenant and the law of Christ.  The Law of Moses is powerless to enable obedience (Rom 8:3; Gal 3:21).
  It is part of the “ministry of death,” which, according to God’s plan, must give way to life in the Sprit (2 Cor 3:7-8, 17-18).  Therefore, we now better understand Paul’s rebuke to the saints in Galatia, who were reverting to the Law: “Are you so foolish?  Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (Gal 3:3).

So then, Paul’s epistles show a third reason why the Law should not be directly applied to the Church.  It was not only fulfilled by Jesus (according to the Gospels), and not only belongs to another covenant (according to Hebrews), but it will hinder the sanctification of the believer. 

Summarizing our findings from the Acts of the Apostles onward, we see in these books a further development of Jesus’ teaching on the Law.  It seems, though, that in the early history of the Church, Jewish believers held to their previous allegiance to the Mosaic legislation.  At the same time, we see some advancement in that the Jewish believers did not require the Gentiles to observe the Law, and that James described the Law more in line with the teachings of Jesus.  

The Epistle to the Hebrews and the teachings of Paul, however, introduced substantial changes to the application of the Law to believers.  Hebrews informs us that the old covenant, including the Mosaic Law, has passed away and been replaced by the new covenant and the law “written on hearts.”  Paul stresses that no one can be justified by the Law, and that the Law in its original form can even hinder the spiritual growth of the believer.  Nevertheless, the essence of the Law, that is, its eternal moral principles, carries over to God’s new order – the law of Christ. 

6. Conclusions

How, then, should the Law of Moses be applied to New Testament believers?  Our biblical survey has revealed the following.  The law, in the sense of a moral standard which defines correct behavior, exists since the beginning of time and has always had a place in God’s plan.  During the old dispensation, God’s moral standard found expression in the Mosaic legislation, given in the context of God’s covenant with Israel, which defined how one was to live under that covenant.  In some cases, the Law of Moses overlapped with some pagan laws, demonstrating the remainder of moral sensitivities among the Gentiles, which the New Testament calls “conscience” (Rom 2:14-16). 

Nonetheless, God warned His people Israel that they would disobey the law and forsake Him.  Consequently, He promised a future spiritual renewal, during which His laws would be written on human hearts.  This spiritual renewal came through Jesus Christ, who fulfilled the Law by His perfect life and thereby became its “incarnation.”  During His earthly ministry, He already began to introduce changes in the Mosaic Law, annulling some commands, and intensifying others.  In addition, He gave orientation to the Law by establishing love for God and neighbor as the Law’s primary thrust.  The apostles imitated the Lord in emphasizing the centrality of love in God’s plan and recognizing the applicability of God’s moral principles, once expressed in the Law, to those living under the new order.  

The apostle Paul warned believers not to seek justification before God through good works or law observance.  He also taught that the Law of Moses could become a hindrance to a believer’s sanctification.  He urged the saints to live by the law of Christ, which consists of the principle of love, the leadership of the Spirit, the teachings of Jesus and the apostles, and moral principles reflected in the Law of Moses.  The Church observes the Old Testament Law when it is repeated or confirmed in the New Testament.
 

So then, when interpreting Old Testament Law and its application in the New Testament, the first step, as in any exegetical analysis, is to determine what the passage in question meant for its original audience.  When applying it to the New Testament, one should seek corresponding material in the New Testament, especially in the epistles of the apostles, which can guide us in applying the principles of Old Testament law.  

We may compare this process with opening an old computer file on a new system or in a new format.  Even though the essential material may transfer without trouble, not infrequently we encounter changes in font, layout, or in other ways.  Similarly, when we wish to know how to apply Old Testament truth to the Church, we need to “open” that material in a new format – the New Testament.

B. Historical Survey

In the course of church history three main approaches to understanding the relation of the Mosaic Law to the Church have developed: (1) the Lutheran view, (2) covenant theology, and (3) dispensationalism.

1. Lutheran View 

The Lutheran confession divides the contents of Scripture into two categories.
  Every passage of Scripture relates either to law, or to gospel.  If the given passage requires obedience to a command, it is “law.”  If the passage offers salvation to the sinner, it is “gospel.”  According to “law,” one must perfectly keep all commandments to obtain justification before God.  According to “gospel,” salvation comes as an underserved gift of God’s grace to the sinner.  Law reveals the sinful condition of humans, while gospel announces forgiveness to the repentant sinner.  Law also declares God’s punishment of sin and future judgment, while gospel justifies through faith in Jesus Christ. 

We may illustrate the distinction between law and gospel from 2 Sam 12:13: “Then David said to Nathan, ‘I have sinned against the LORD.’  And Nathan said to David, ‘The LORD also has taken away your sin; you shall not die.’”  David’s reply to the prophet’s rebuke, “I have sinned against the LORD,” reveals the convicting power of law.  Then God’s mercy is manifest through forgiveness: “The LORD also has taken away your sin; you shall not die.”  We can also compare law to gospel in Acts 2:37-38, where at the preaching of Peter, people “were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’”  Peter responded, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

What is the role of the Old Testament Law for the New Testament believer?  Lutherans answer, on the one hand, that the Law is no longer necessary, since we are justified by Christ and have no need for justification by law (1 Tim 1:9).  On the other hand, it is useful in practical Christian living to guide the believer in behavior pleasing to the Lord (Rom 7:14-24).  It is valuable in retraining sinful desire (Rom 8:7; 1 Cor 9:27), for consciousness of sin (Rom 7:7, 13; Gal 5:19-21) and for direction in moral living (Gal 5:22-25). 

In comparison to the biblical view described above, we see in the Lutheran view both strong and weak points.  On the one hand, Lutherans correctly emphasize receiving justification by faith apart from the Law, and recognize the convicting power of the Law in bringing the unbeliever to repentance and faith.  On the other hand, when dividing biblical material into “law” and “gospel,” one must pay attention to what covenant the material is taken from.  Old covenant commandments have an indirect application to the believer, whereas new covenant ones apply more directly.  In addition, in claiming that the Law provides “direction in moral living,” they may fail to appreciate the role of “the law of Christ” in that regard.  

2. Covenant Theology 

In comparison to the above, covenant theology provides a more theologically sophisticated theory of the Mosaic Law’s role in the Church.
  Here, it is felt that the Law of Moses (at least in its moral aspect) still applies to the Church and is binding on its members.  Likely, the most well-known proponent of this teaching was John Calvin. 

This theory operates on the following premises.  The covenant that God made with Israel continues to function in the Church.  There is only one, ongoing covenant between God and His people, based on His grace.  The Mosaic Law is not a rival system for obtaining justification before God on the basis of works, but a means of moral guidance for those living in the covenant established by grace.

Furthermore, because of their unbelief, disobedience and rejection of the Messiah Jesus, Israel forfeited its status as God’s people and were excluded from the covenant.  God’s New Testament people, the Church, has replaced Israel in this exclusive covenant with God.  Therefore, according to covenant theology, the Church alone qualifies as God’s people, and all that the Old Testament contains, both law and promise, belongs only to the Church. 

Adherents of covenant theology affirm that the Law consists in three parts: ceremonial, civil, and moral.  The ceremonial aspect is the feast days, temple order, sacrificial system, priesthood, and the like.  This aspect has been fulfilled by Jesus Christ and, therefore, is not binding on the Church.  The civil law relates to administrative of government and also does not relate to the Church.  The moral aspect, which includes commandments relating to a person’s moral behavior and relationship with God and others, is still in force.

The following arguments are employed in defense of covenant theology.
  First, the Law of Moses, being based on God’s holy nature, does not change.  As an expression of who God is, it remains unaltered.  We agree that God’s nature is not subject to change, and that the Law is an expression of His nature.  Yet it is mistaken to think that the Mosaic Law is the only or perfect expression of God’s order.  In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus showed that there are yet higher ethical norms than were expressed in the Old Testament.  The law of Christ is a more perfect expression of God’s nature than the Mosaic legislation.  Strickland writes, “God’s moral standards do not change, but the concrete expressions of it may change.
 

Adherents of covenant theology believe that the phrase “the law of Christ” does not refer to changes in the contents of the Mosaic Law, but only to a new way to fulfill it.  The Law remains unchanged, yet the Holy Spirit is now our aid in its observance.
  However, our research on the topic revealed the following: Jesus already introduced certain alterations to the old Law, the Jerusalem Council did not require Gentiles to observe the Law, and that Paul typically refers to other sources for his ethical instruction than the Law of Moses.  Such observations do not support the claim that the Mosaic Law is still in force.

It is also claimed that some passages of Scripture show that God punished the Gentile world for violations of the Law (see Lev 18:24-27; Ps 119:118-119; Prov 14:34; Isa 24:5). Thus, all must keep the Law, not just Israel.  However, covenant theology here neglects to consider that the Gentiles did not know the Law of Moses, but rather were ruled by conscience, which is another, but related expression of God’s order.  If follows, then, that God may express His moral standard in still another fashion in the Church, namely through the law of Christ. 

Covenant theology also appeals to Ps 118:151-152, where we read that God’s Law is eternal.  If it is eternal, then it applies to everyone at all times.  Yet, Hebrews 8:13 reveals that the old covenant has already passed away, which implies that the Law, which is based on it, has also.  Again, we recall that Jesus changed certain aspects of the Mosaic Law.  Thus, the “eternal” nature of the Law relates to the time period and covenant for which God intended it, that is the Old Testament dispensation.  In addition, since aspects of the Mosaic Law carry over into the law of Christ, one may speak in this way of the Law’s “eternal” nature. 

Another argument advanced in favor of covenant theology is that Jesus Himself kept the Law and so taught His disciples.  However, one must remember that at the time of Christ, the Mosaic Law was still in effect.
  The New Testament began after Jesus’ death and resurrection (Lk 22:20).  Sometimes Jesus spoke from the vantage point of the old covenant, and sometimes from the new, since He lived at a transitional period between them.  In addition, Jesus spoke more of obedience to Himself than of obedience to the Law.  His teaching became a new standard.

What about Matthew 5:17-19, where Jesus taught that the Old Testament moral law still applied to His disciples?  When we examine this passage, we note that Jesus alone “fulfilled” the Law, and therefore has the right to adapt it to new conditions in His kingdom, which He does in the following verses.  This is the first step in the development of the “law of Christ.”  

Covenant theology also cites cases where New Testament writers appeal to the Old Testament to define proper ethical behavior for followers of Jesus.  They note references to the Ten Commandments in the New Testament, and to directives to obey God’s commandments (1 Cor 7:19; 1 Jn 2:3-5; 1 Jn 2:7-8; 1 Jn 5:2-3; 2 Jn 5; Rev 12:17; Rev 14:12) or fulfill the Law (Jam 4:11-12). 

On the other hand, as we have already noted above, the New Testament appeals with relative infrequency to Old Testament law, but prefers to draw on other bases for ethics, like the principle of love, the leadership of the Spirit, the believer’s union with Christ, and the teaching of Jesus and the apostles.  Since Jesus and the apostles include in their teachings aspects of Old Testament law, it is no surprise that we see some of the Ten Commandments repeated.  In addition, the word “commandments” in the New Testament refers more to obedience to Christ than to Mosaic Law.  Finally, in James’ epistle, we cannot equate the “law of liberty” with the Law of Moses (see discussion above).

Also in support of covenant theology, some note that Paul called the Law holy and spiritual (Rom 7:14).  If the Law possesses such qualities, it must certainly be valuable for believers today.  At the same, Paul’s main point in this context is not the quality of the Law, but its applicability to believers.  On that account, he claims that the believer has died to the Law (Rom 7:4).  Moreover, the ceremonial law is also holy, but is no longer in force. 

Paul also taught that the gospel does not nullify the Law, but establishes it (Rom 3:31).  In this context, though, Paul is writing not about the Law’s ability to sanctify the believer, but to condemn the unbeliever.  In this way, the Law is “established.” 

Next, covenant theologians argue that Paul agrees with the Law and finds “pleasure” in it (Rom 7:22).  On the other hand, this verse is in a context showing that the Law cannot sanctify a believer, and that he/she needs deliverance from the Law to make progress in spiritual life.

Finally, in 2 Tim 3:16-17, Paul says of Scripture (i.e., the Old Testament) that it is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.”  Yet, these words of Paul do not contradict his general view of the Law, since moral principles contained in the Law transfer into the law of Christ.  In addition, the Old Testament contains more than just the Torah, but also other instructional and inspirational material, like the prophets, psalms, proverbs, etc.  In the light of Paul’s overall teaching, it would be difficult to conclude that here he is requiring the New Testament believer to keep the Law of Moses. 

Some may object that failing to apply the Law of Moses directly to followers of Jesus may lead to moral decay.  Yet, Westerholm notes that, in his day, people accused Paul of the same thing (see Rom 3:8; 6:1, 15; Gal 2:17; 5:13).
  Therefore, if, when we read Paul’s view of the Law, we come away wondering how the believer can be sanctified, then we are reading Paul correctly.  Original readers of Paul came away with the same quandary.  Yet, we have already indicated above in our section on Paul’s view of the Law how he responds to this concern. 

3. Dispensationalism

The rival theory to covenant theology is dispensationalism.
  It rose to popularity in the 19th century, especially through the work of John Darby and Charles Scofield.  The latter published a well-received Bible with commentary advancing this view.  Adherents of dispensationalism believe that in the course of history, God has made various covenants with various groups of people.  Consequently, His covenant with Israel differs from His covenant with the Church.  This means that there are two separate “people of God”: Israel and the Church.

Instead of the term “covenant,” followers of dispensationalism use the term “dispensation,” which indicates a period of time in which God’s relationship with humans is governed by certain conditions unique to that dispensation.  The “dispensations” are as follows: the dispensation of innocence (before the Fall), the dispensation of conscience (from Adam to Noah), the dispensation of human government (from Noah to Abraham), the dispensation of promise (from Abraham to Moses), the dispensation of the Law (from Moses to Christ), the dispensation of grace (from the first to the second coming of Christ), and the millennial dispensation (from the second coming until the day of judgement).

In this system, the Law of Moses in its entirety does not apply to the Church, since it was part of a different dispensation – the dispensation of the Law.  Both the Old Testament law and the Old Testament promises belong to Israel.  The Church has a new law – the “law of Christ,” which consists of the teachings and example of Christ, the teachings of the apostles, the principle of love, and the leadership of the Holy Spirit.  The Church observes the old law only when it is repeated or confirmed in the New Testament.

In evaluating dispensationalism, we applaud its proper definition of the relation of the Church to the Mosaic Law and its recognition of the law of Christ.  There are weak points of this view that we will discuss in the next chapter, but they do not concern the teaching about the Law. 
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