THE MOSAIC LAW AND THE CHRISTIAN

Understanding Covenant

Since the creation of the world, God’s relationship to mankind has been defined by covenants – specific requirements God has set for how He wants people to live, and specific promises about how He will act toward man, depending on how man responds.

While the word “covenant” is not used of God’s dealings with Adam and Eve, God’s instructions to them contain all the essential parts of a covenant. Hosea 6:7, in referring to the sins of Israel, reinforces this covenant element, “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant” inferring Adam had transgressed the covenant between himself and God. The term “Adamic Covenant” or “Edenic Covenant” is often used of this first understanding between God and Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden.

When man failed to obtain the blessing offered in this first covenant, it was necessary for God to establish another means by which humanity could be reunited with Himself and enjoy relationship life with Him. This second covenant, begun in the garden of Eden with our fallen forebears, is sometimes called the “Covenant of Grace” or “Covenant of Redemption.”

Although the essential elements of the Covenant of Grace have remained the same throughout the history of God’s people, the specific provisions of the covenant have varied from time to time in history. At the time of Adam and Eve, there was only the bare hint of the possibility of relationship with God found in the promise about the seed of the woman in Genesis 3:15, and in God’s gracious provision of clothing for Adam and Eve (Genesis 3:21). 

The covenant God made with Noah after the flood (Genesis 9:8-17) was not a covenant that promised all the blessings of eternal life or spiritual fellowship with God, but one in which God promised all humanity and the animal creation that the earth would never again be destroyed by a flood.

The next covenant, the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15:1-21; 17:1-27), is the basis for God’s redemptive work within human history. The goal of the covenant was to bring God’s redemptive blessings to all nations on the basis of responsive faith. This would be accomplished through the “seed” (Genesis 22:17,18), identified clearly by Paul as Christ (Galatians 3:16-19). In this light, the New Testament constantly views Christ’s mission on earth as a fulfilment of the covenant promises made to Abraham (Luke 1:72,73; Romans 4:1-25; Galatians 3:16-18,29; Hebrews 2:16; 6:13-20).

We are brought then to the Sinai covenant made between God and the newly established people of God, Israel, in the wilderness (Exodus 20-24; all of Deuteronomy). It is this covenant that Paul will call the “old covenant” (2 Corinthians 3:14; cf. Hebrews 8:6,13). Its link with the Abrahamic covenant is clear. Israel’s response to the Sinai covenant, her loyalty to Yahweh and obedience to the law, were the major means by which God could fulfil His goal of bringing blessing to the nations. The Sinai covenant was not an end in itself, to make Israel into a separate nation for its exclusive sake and benefit, but so it would be the chosen and holy “mother” through whom would come the Christ child, who would in turn, bring blessing to the nations (Jeremiah 4:1,2 cf. Isaiah 48:17-19).

Our final Old Testament covenant is the covenant with David (2 Samuel 7; 23:1-7). The covenant promises to Abraham were renewed and further assurances given when God spoke to David, promising him that a Davidic King would reign over the people of God forever (2 Samuel 7:15,16 cf. Jeremiah 33:19-22).

So from the perspective of salvation history, the Abrahamic covenant is central to God’s purpose of saving people who might truly be “His people.” In Galatians 3:8 Paul boldly states “the scripture … preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham” because the essential elements of the covenant of grace are explicit in the Abrahamic covenant. Luke tells us that Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, prophesied that the coming of his son, John, to prepare the way for Christ, was the beginning of God’s working to fulfil the ancient covenant promise to Abraham, “to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath which he swore to our father Abraham” (Luke 1:72,73). The New Testament strongly asserts that the covenant promises to Abraham remained in force even as they found fulfilment in Christ (Romans 4:1-25; Galatians 3:16-18,29; Hebrews 2:16; 6:13-20). 

The Purpose of the Law

Any perception that the Mosaic covenant (old covenant) either replaced the Abrahamic covenant, or offered another means of salvation (the law and not faith as under the Abrahamic covenant) is just that – a perception.

The inability of the Law (as given through Moses) to save is clearly taught in the New Testament. Paul told his synagogue audience in Psidian Antioch that through Christ “everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses” (Acts 13:39). The author of Hebrews calls the law “a shadow of the good things that are coming” that could never secure ultimate forgiveness or holiness (Hebrews 10:1-4). Paul claims in writing to the Galatians that “if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing” (Galatians 2:21b), and that “if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law” (Galatians 3:21b). The “works of the law, Paul asserts, cannot justify, confer the Spirit, or work miracles (Galatians 2:16; 3:2,5,10).

Why then was the law given? There were three clear purposes.

(1) to reveal the character of God

God’s character is the implied basis for the entire law. In different ways, its various commandments and prohibitions spelt out the implications of His character for His people (Leviticus 11:45). The law both revealed God’s character and demanded conformity to that character, outlining “blessings” for obedience, and “curses” for disobedience (Deuteronomy 28).

(2) to supervise the people of Israel

The law served to preserve and give cohesion to the nation. By forcing distinctiveness on the people through diet and lifestyle areas, they would be kept intact as a people, and set apart for God’s special purposes in and through them (Deuteronomy 4:5-8)

(3) to reveal to Israel (and all people) the imprisonment of sin 

The law could not only not free people from the power of sin, but it actually had the effect of revealing and stimulating sin, and locking up the people of Israel (and all people) under the condemning power of sin

(a) the law reveals sin

In revealing to Israel the character of God, the Law at the same time made it clear that any deviation from conforming to that character was sin. So the Law brought “knowledge” of sin (Romans 3:19,20; 7:7-12; Hebrews 10:13)

(b) the Law increases sin

The Law had the effect of multiplying sins – both quantitatively and qualitatively. The Law defined a greater number of things that displeased God, and stimulated rebellion against God by its very prohibitions (Romans 5:20; 7:7-20) – the principle of forbidden fruit being the sweetest.

(c) the Law imprisons under sin

Because the Law reveals and increases sin, it has had the negative effect of imprisoning Israel under sin’s power and so bringing condemnation (Romans 7:23). The whole world is a prisoner of sin (Galatians 3:22).

Throughout the Scriptures, while the essential goodness of the Law is tenaciously guarded, its failure to rescue humans from the predicament of sin is made very clear. The fault is not God’s, nor is the Law that He gave to blame. It is our fault, who are so under sin’s power that we are not only unable to fulfil His good Law, but are stimulated by it to rebel even further against God, and make our condition even worse than before. God’s gracious provision of mandatory sacrifices for sin under the Mosaic Law (Leviticus 1-7) bears further testimony that the Law was never intended by God to be a means of conferring righteousness. 

The Abrahamic and Mosaic Covenant

Where then does the Abrahamic covenant fit in? Throughout the Mosaic dispensation, as Paul states in Galatians 3:6-9,15-18, the prior Abrahamic promise arrangement by which God justifies sinners through their faith, continued in effect. The promise and the Law, Paul says, operate on different levels. The Mosaic law was given to supervise Israel as a people and to reveal their sinfulness, and those who sought their “life” in it’s terms were doomed to condemnation and death (Galatians 3:10,12,13). The promissory arrangement with Abraham, fulfilled in Christ, on the other hand, functions to save people from the imprisonment under sin produced under the Mosaic Law.

In Galatians 3 and 4 Paul divides history into three stages: before the Law (when the promise was given to Abraham), under the Law, and after the Law (when the promise to Abraham was fulfilled). Until the promise was fulfilled, the curse reigned. But Paul does not intend to deny the presence of people before Christ who were genuinely saved from the curse (Galatians 3:6-9). These individuals, by God’s grace and in anticipation of the perfect sacrifice of Christ (Galatians 3:25,26), could be delivered from the condemnatory aspects of the Law of Moses over their life.

The Shelf Life of the Mosaic Law
The Old Testament claims the commandments given to Moses were eternally valid (eg. Leviticus 16:24; 24:28). But our English words “eternal” and “everlasting” translate Hebrew words that mean “lasting for an age.” So when we read that the Levitical priesthood is “eternal” (Exodus 40:15), and then in the letter to Hebrews that it has been done away under the new covenant (Hebrews 8-10:18),     these texts are not contradictory. 

The very form of the Mosaic covenant, as a prototype for, (or perfect copy of), second millennium BC. Hittite “suzerainty” treaties, infers a temporary duration. These were treaties where a king entered into a solemn agreement to provide certain benefits for his vasssals, providing they continued to abide by the covenant stipulations. The Mosaic law fits squarely into the framework of this kind of covenant “document.” We would expect therefore the duration of that law to be bound up with the duration of the covenant of which it was part. But as the later Old Testament books made clear, the continuation of the Sinaitic covenant was in very real jeopardy because of Israel’s repeated disobedience to the covenant stipulations (Daniel 9:7-14; Hosea 6:7;8:1). God did not abandon His people but promised to “recreate” a people for Himself through a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34).

This promised act of “recreating” a people was to be based, not on the Mosaic covenant, but on God’s inviolable promises to the patriarchs. This pattern is replicated in the New Testament, where Paul bases the future salvation of Israel, not on God’s continuing maintenance of, or restoration of the Sinaitic covenant, but on the faithfulness of God to His calling of the people Israel and His promises to the patriarchs (Romans 11:16,28,29). Hope for a new covenant that would arise out of the ashes of the old, surfaces repeatedly in the prophets (Isaiah 24:5; 42:6; 49:8; 54:10; 55:3; Jeremiah 31:31-34; 32:37-41). This covenant is not a renewal of the Mosaic covenant, “not … like the covenant I made with their forefathers …” (Jeremiah 31:32).

In Galatians 3:24 Paul wrote, “The law was put in charge to lead us to Christ.” This NIV rendering is open to some problems. In isolation from its context, the verse appears to be endorsing the principle that the law was given to show people their need of God and so lead them to Christ. While the principle is true, this verse may not be quite saying that. In context Paul is not speaking of the experience of individuals with the Law, but of the purpose of the Law in the history of the people of Israel. So the “us” in “lead us to Christ” probably refers to Paul and his fellow Jews. The phrase “lead us to Christ” is an interpretation not justified by the context. In verse 23, Paul talks of “before faith came” and in verse 25 “now that faith has come.” These make it likely that he is talking about the experience of the people of Israel before Christ came (cf. v.23) and after Christ had come (cf. v.25). If so, the Greek word eis in verse 24 also has the national/historical context, “the law was our custodian until Christ came” (RSV). The very word pedagogues (“put in charge” NIV), doesn’t suggest instruction that leads to Christ. The word denoted a person, usually a servant, who had charge over young children. The pedagogue was not a teacher but a child minder. Galatians 3:24 is saying that the Mosaic Law’s function was to direct the behaviour of the people of Israel until the time when the promised Messiah was revealed. And as the very next verse explains, “Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law” (Galatians 3:25). Or, from a few verses earlier, “What then was the purpose of the law? It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come” (Galatians 3:19). Now that the Seed to whom the promise referred has come, the Law’s supervisory function is no longer required.

Jesus’ Fulfilment of the Law

One of the most significant of Jesus’ teachings relating to the Mosaic Law is Matthew 5:17-48. The passage has two key parts. In verses 17-19, Jesus defends Himself against the charge that He is urging the cancellation of the Law. The second part of the passage (vs.21-48) examines six facets of the superior “kingdom” righteousness that Jesus requires of His followers (noting the verse 20 transitional statement).

So what did Jesus mean when He said, “Do not think I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished” (Matthew 5:17,18)? The usage of the term ‘fulfil’ (Greek: pleroo) in Matthew’s gospel points to the understanding that Jesus embodied what “the Law and the Prophets” pointed to. Ten of Matthew’s fifteen uses of  pleroo are in the introductions to his distinctive “formula quotations”(1:22;2:15,17,23;4:14;8:17;12:17;13:35;21:4;27:9). Particularly typical of Matthew’s viewpoint is 11:13 “all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John.” Matthew pictures the entire Old Testament anticipating and pointing forward to Jesus.

The best understanding of what Jesus means in Matthew 5:17 is to give “fulfil” essentially the same meaning that it has in Matthew’s fulfilment formulas – accomplishing that to which the Old Testament pointed. So, as Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecies by doing what they predicted, and fulfilled Testament history by re-enacting its events (eg. Matthew 2:15), He “fulfils” the Old Testament Law and Prophets. His claim, particularly as demonstrated by Matthew 5:21-48, is that His teaching brought the (eschatological) fullness of God’s will that the Mosaic Law looked forward to. Jesus “fulfils” the Law, by proclaiming the standards of kingdom righteousness that were anticipated in the Law.

There are numerous indications that Jesus did not expect the Mosaic Law to continue unabated. He suggested that the Mosaic Law, in allowing for man’s sinfulness, did not always express God’s highest purpose (Matthew 19:3-12). Jesus taught that nothing going into a person from the outside can make that person “unclean” (Matthew 15:1-20; Mark 7:1-23). Mark, in a parenthetical remark brings out the revolutionary implications of this teaching, “In saying this, Jesus declared all foods `clean`” (Mark 7:19b). Here Jesus was announcing the annulling of a significant part of the Mosaic law, acting on the implication of His claim to be ”Lord of the Sabbath” (Matthew 12:8). Significantly, after His death and resurrection, Jesus urged His disciples to teach “all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19,20). What emerges from Jesus’ teaching is a shift of focus from the Law to Jesus Himself as the criteria for what it means to be obedient to God. His disciples were to look to Him as the fulfiller of the Law, for guidance in the way they were to live

Paul and the Law
Romans 10:4 is probably the clearest single scripture of Paul’s attitude toward the Mosaic law, “Christ is the end of the law, so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.”  The context leaves us in no doubt that “law” here is Mosaic Law. The word “end” has multiple meanings, but these meanings tend to fall into one of two broader categories – “end”, in the sense of termination, and “end”, in the sense of goal, aim or purpose.  If the word only means termination, then Paul is asserting a strong discontinuity between the law and Christ, implying that the law has no more function for those who have come to Christ and so experience His righteousness.  On the other hand, if the word only means goal, the law may well be understood to remain in force for believers.  But the truth may not be in either extreme but best translated by a word like “culmination” that combines both goal and termination.  It seems Paul is saying that Christ is the one to whom the law has all along been pointing (ie. goal).  But now that goal has been reached, the regime of the law is ended, just as a race is ended when the finish line is crossed.  This doesn’t mean that the law has ceased to exist or that it has absolutely no relevance at all to the believer.  The law has ceased to have a central and determinative role in God’s plan for His people.  Understood like this, Romans 10:4 makes a similar claim to Matthew 5:17.  The Mosaic Law pointed to Christ, and so for the believer, was dethroned from its position of mediating God’s will, now that Christ has come.
While Paul uses the term “law” or “the law” much in his writings, his eleven uses of the more exacting “under the law” are clear guidelines to his thinking (Romans 6:14,15; I Corinthians 9:20(4); Galatians 3:23; 4:4,5,21; 5:18).
The first three occurrences in Galatians come within Paul’s description of the role of the law in salvation history (Galatians 3:15 – 4:7).  Paul is trying to convince the Gentile Christians in Galatia of the foolishness of adopting Jewish practices by showing that the time when those practices were necessary, has now passed.  Paul pictures the law as something of a parenthesis within salvation history.   It was “added” well after the promise to Abraham (3:17,19) and was in effect “until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come”  (3:19).  It was then, “before this faith came (faith in Christ) we were held prisoners by the law” (v. 23).  “We” here, probably means Paul and other Jews.  In this same letter, Paul uses other terms too, to describe the situation of the Jews under the old covenant, “under a paidagogos” – a servant given the role of supervising a child and being responsible for their moral and physical well being, though not necessarily the role of being the actual instructor (3:25 cf. v. 24), children under “guardians and trustees” (4:1,2), “under the basic principles of the world” (4:3), and “under sin” (3:22, NIV paraphrase).  So, in Galatians 3:15 – 4:7, Paul shows that “under the law” depicts the situation of Israel before the coming of Christ, when as Jews they were subject to the authority and supervision of the Mosaic Law.
By submitting to circumcision (5:2), and to the observance of Jewish festivals (4:10), the Gentile Christians in Galatia would be, in effect, putting themselves in this same situation.  Their acceptance of old covenant practices shows that “they want to be under the law” (4:21), because no one can pick and choose which commandments of the law to follow (5:3).  Paul’s Judaizing opponents were teaching that Christians needed to observe some of the commandments of the law without taking on all of them.  Paul argues that the law is a unity.  One can’t pick and choose which commandments to follow (cf. James 2:11-13).  For Paul, subjection to the law was all or nothing – either you were under the law and bound to obey all its commandments, or free from the law and so free from all its commandments.  This is why Paul is so strong in his language.  For the Galatians to submit to circumcision was to recognise the continuing supervisory role of the Mosaic law, and by doing that, to implicitly deny that the promised Seed, who ends the rule of the law, had come (3:19).  Paul could logically warn them that “you who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated form Christ; you have fallen away from grace” (5:4).
In Galatians 5:18, Paul writes “if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under (the) law”.  This verse comes in the section of the letter (5:13 – 6:10) where it is being stressed that Christians, though “free” in Christ (5:1,13), are still bound by certain imperatives:  to love one another (5:13-15) and to manifest the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-26). By following these, they will “fulfil the law of Christ” (6:2).  Being “led by the Spirit” is a way of designating all Christians (cf. Romans 8:14 where “being led by the Spirit” confers divine sonship, a status enjoyed by all believers).  So to be a true child of God is to be “led by the Spirit”; and to be “led by the Spirit” is to be “not under the law”, free from being under the law’s regime or power.
The phrase “under the law” occurs again four times in 1 Corinthians 9:20.  In this chapter, Paul cites his own willingness to forego apostolic “rights” for the sake of others.  As an example of this attitude, he mentions his flexibility with respect to his manner of life. “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under law (though I myself  am not under the law), so as to win those under the law.  To those not having the law, I become like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law”.  (1 Corinthians 9:20,21). In this passage “under the law” refers to the Jewish people in subjection to the rule and authority of the Mosaic Law.  Paul’s point is that he as a Christian is not subject to the authority of the Mosaic Law, but he willingly gives up that freedom and conforms to that law when evangelising Jews.
The final use of the phrase is in Romans 6:14,15 where Paul contrasts being “under (the) law” with being “under grace”.  In Romans 5 – 8, Paul employs the metaphors of slavery, freedom, and transfer from one regime or power to another to denote the new status of a believer.  Christians die to sin to be joined to Christ (6:1-11);  are set free from sin and enslaved to God and righteousness (6:15-23);  die to the law (7:4), being set free from it (7:6), so as to be joined to Christ (7:4); are released from the sphere of the flesh (7:5; 8:9) and placed within the sphere of the Spirit (7:6; 8:9).  The transfer of the regime of the law to the regime of grace obviously fits Paul’s argument and style here.  His point is that the Christian lives in a new regime, no longer dominated by the law with its sin producing and condemning powers, but by Christ and the Holy Spirit.
To argue that Christians are set free from the Mosaic Law opens one to the charge of antinomianism, or being lawless.  But Paul does not claim that Christians are set free from all law. His claim in 1 Corinthians 9:21 of not being “under (Mosaic) law” is followed immediately with the statement that he is not therefore “free from God’s law” but is in fact “under Christ’s law” (literally: ‘in-lawed’ to Christ). Paul saw the Law of Moses as a specific “code” of God’s will for a specific situation – Israel under the Sinaitic covenant.  Because Christians live under the new covenant inaugurated by Christ, they are set free from the Mosaic code but are now subject to another manifestation of God’s law – the law of Christ.  So the law of Christ is the new covenant form of God’s law, composed of Christ’s teachings and the teachings of the apostles and the directing influence of the Holy Spirit.  Love is central to this law, and there is continuity with the Law of Moses, in that a number of specifically Mosaic commandments are taken up and included in the “law of Christ.”
James and the Law
On a quick reading, James, a strict Jewish Christian conservative, appears to impose the Mosaic Law on his readers.  He demands that Christians continue to do “the perfect law that gives freedom” (1:25), reminds them that breaking one part of the law means to break it all (2:10) and warns that we will be judged by the “law that gives freedom” (2:12). But is it the Law of Moses he speaks of? In 2:8, he refers to the same law as “the royal law” and equates it with the “love thy neighbour” command Jesus singled out as central to His own demand.
From the flow of thought in 1:18-25, “the perfect law that gives freedom” is clearly the same as that “word” that Christians are to do and not merely listen to (v.22).  But this same word is the instrument of the new birth (v.18) and so must include the message of the gospel.  So the law James speaks of would seem to be that body of teaching Christians are to obey.  James’ strong dependence on the words of Jesus throughout his letter suggests that Jesus’ own teaching is a prominent part of this “law”.  Clearly James is not simply applying the Mosaic Law in totality to his readers and any application of it is only in so far as it is part of the royal law and embraced within “the law of Christ.” 
In Conclusion
In arguing that the Mosaic law is no longer the immediate and direct source of guidance for the new covenant believer, there has to be an obvious stress on the discontinuity between the Mosaic Law and the law of Christ, and as a further consequence, the apparent discontinuity between God’s dealing with old covenant Israel and His dealing with the Church.  This discontinuity is “apparent” in that, as Paul argues in Romans 9 to 11, God’s purposes have from the time of Abraham, centred in a “spiritual” Israel.  In these chapters Paul points out that even in the Old Testament, not all Israelites were amongst those who truly responded to God.  The prophets spoke of a remnant, through whom and to whom, God would fulfil His promises. That remnant, to whom Paul himself belonged, now included both Gentiles and Jews who believed in Christ, and received God’s righteousness by faith.  Gentile believers therefore, were not a new people to whom God had transferred His favour.  They were like wild olive shoots that had been grafted into the original stock. They had in fact become part of Israel.  And that grafting in of the Gentiles was God’s original purpose in calling Israel in the first place.  It was by this means, and in this way, that “all Israel will be saved”.  (11:26).
Reading and understanding the responses of humanity to God’s directive word in the Old Testament, whether of the individual or the nation of Israel, is always helpful for the Christian.  Of Israel’s journey through the wilderness, Paul writes “these things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfilment of the ages has come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). Israel’s history would certainly have been prominent in Paul’s mind too, when he wrote 2 Timothy 3:16 and 17, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good deed.”
We need to determine in what ways then the Old Testament is “useful” to us.  There are at least three ways:
(1) In saying that the Mosaic Law in itself is no longer binding on the Christian is not to say that individual commandments within that law may not be.  New Testament authors explicitly “reapply” several Mosaic commandments to the Christian (cf. Galatians 5:14;  Ephesians 6:2;  James 2:8-12). The content of all but one of the Ten Commandments is taken up in the law of Christ.  The exception is the Sabbath commandment, one that Hebrews 3 and 4 suggests is fulfilled in Christ.

(2) A second continuing function of the Mosaic Law is its “filling out” and explaining certain basic concepts within both old and new covenant law. The detailed stipulations of the Mosaic Law often reveal principles that are part of God’s word to His people in both covenants, and believers continue to be benefited from what the law teaches in this respect.

(3) As many New Testament writers emphasise, the Christian should read the law as a witness to the fulfilment of God’s plan in Christ.  It’s authority in this sense is not the authority of “law” but the authority of prophetic witness.

These notes have been strongly influenced by the writings of Douglas Moo, and particularly his “The Law of Christ as the Fulfillment of the Law of Moses: A Modified Lutheran View” in “Five Views of Law and Gospel” (Stanley Gundry: Series Editor. Zondervan. Grand Rapids Michigan, 1999) pp.319-376.
