THE LAW

(1) Introduction
Paul’s overall thoughts about the Law can be hard to follow because they appear contradictory. He asserts that those who do the Law are justified (Romans 2:13) and find life (Romans 10:5; Galatians 3:12); but at the same time he writes that no one can be justified by the Law (Romans 3:20) and that the written code can only bring death (2 Corinthians 3:6). He claims that he was blameless in his obedience to he Law (Philippians 3:6) but that no one can perfectly submit to the Law (Romans 8:7).
Paul’s thoughts shouldn’t be seen either as a confession of his spiritual autobiography or as a description of the nomistic character of first century Pharisaism. They are the theological interpretation by a Christian thinker of two ways of righteousness: nomism (the law) and faith. In Romans 10 Paul bemoans the fate of Israel for having failed to recognise Jesus as its Messiah and embrace the divine gift of salvation. Why was Israel blind to Christ’s claims? Paul’s answer is that there are two ways of righteousness, and because Israel pursued one way, they missed the other. Israel followed the ‘law of righteousness’ (Romans 9:31) i.e. the Law that revealed the will of God and showed what a right relationship with God was; but Israel failed to attain that goal because they misused the Law by making it a means of attaining righteousness by their own works instead of through faith (Romans 9:32). In doing so they showed themselves ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God and is received by faith. Instead they tried to establish their own righteousness of works and did not submit to the righteousness of God through faith (Romans 10:1-3). Paul makes the fundamental issue clear – the establishing of one’s own righteousness (by works) or submission to the righteousness of God (by faith).
In writing as he does about the Law, Paul is writing from a distinctly Christian viewpoint. His experience of justification through faith in Christ and the subsequent conflict with the Judaisers led him to insights he could not have held as a Jew, and to a fundamental reinterpretation of the role of the Law in redemptive history

(2) The Background of Paul’s Understanding about the Law
Paul’s understanding of the role of the Law must be interpreted against the background of Old Testament religion, Judaism and his own experiences. The heart of Old Testament religion was not legalism, nor was the Law given as the means of achieving a right relationship with God by obedience. On the contrary, the context of the Law was the covenant that preceded and underlay the Law; and the covenant was initiated by the gracious act of God. Israel was constituted God’s people not because of merit through obedience to the Law, but because of God’s free choice (election). The Law was given as the means of binding Israel to God. Obedience to the Law did not constitute Israel as God’s people; rather, it provided Israel with a standard of obedience by which the covenant relationship could be preserved. The reward for obedience to the Law was preservation of the relationship to Yahweh. This is the meaning of Leviticus 18:5 ‘So you shall keep My statutes and judgements, by which a man may live if he does them’ (NASU) i.e. enjoy the blessings of God. This life was not a reward earnt by good works; it was itself God’s gift. In Deuteronomy 30:15-20 Moses lays before the people the choice of life or death, determined by whether or not Israel chooses the Word of God. Only by faith (by cleaving to the Word of God) will the righteous have life (Habakkuk 2:4; Amos 5:4,14; Jeremiah 38:20). ‘Life’ here is understood as a gift. The obedience demanded by the Law could not be satisfied by legalism because the Law itself demanded love for God (Deuteronomy 6:5; 10:12) and for neighbour (Leviticus 19:18). True obedience to the Law of God was an expression of trust in God and only those who offered God such trust were really His people.
One of the most important factors in the old covenant was the twofold character of the people of God. On the one hand they constituted a theocracy – a nation; but on the other hand they were also a spiritual people. Membership in the nation required obedience to external commands like circumcision. But circumcision of the flesh did not make a person right with God. There must also be a circumcision of the heart (Deuteronomy 10:18; Jeremiah 4:4). When the nation became disobedient to the demands of the covenant, the prophets announced God had rejected the nation as a whole and would raise up in her place a faithful remnant that was righteous in heart as well as in deed. So even in the Old Testament there is the distinction between the physical Israel and the true spiritual Israel who have the Law written on their hearts (Jeremiah 31:33). 
In the intertestamental period a fundamental change occurred in the role of the Law in the life of the people. The importance of the Law overshadowed the concept of covenant and became the condition of membership in God’s people. Even more importantly, observance of the Law became the basis of God’s verdict upon the individual. Resurrection would be the reward of those who had been devoted to the Law (2 Macc.7:9). The Law was the basis of hope to the faithful (Test. Jud. 26:1), of justification (Apoc. Bar. 51:3), of salvation (Apoc. Bar. 51:7), of righteousness (Apoc. Bar. 57:6). Obedience to the Law would even bring God’s Kingdom and transform the entire sin cursed world (Jub. 23). The Law had become the intermediary between God and humanity. This new role of the Law characterises rabbinic Judaism. 
This does not mean Judaism was utterly destitute of spiritual values. There were circles in Judaism where inner devotion and piety were coupled with strict obedience to the Law. The heart of first century Jewish personal devotion as well as synagogue worship was the recital of the schema (Deuteronomy 6:4) with its call to love God with the whole heart; but even here externalism viewed the repetition of the schema as submitting to the reign of God.
It should be noted that repentance played a large role in Jewish piety. While there doesn’t seen to have been a despair that the Law could never be fulfilled, the emphasis was always that all the commandments, both written and oral, had to be kept. “To violate one of them was equivalent to rejecting the whole law and refusing God’s yoke”
 (Sifre on Numbers 15:22). Perhaps surprisingly, salvation was not dependent on faultless conformity to the Law’s standard. Humanity was understood to be indwelt by an evil impulse as well as a good impulse. Sinless perfection was not expected.
The righteous person is not one who obeys the Law flawlessly, but the one who strives to regulate to regulate his or her life by the Law. The sincerity and supremacy of this purpose and the strenuous endeavour to accomplish it are the marks of a righteous person. Because God knew that humanity could not perfectly keep the Law because of the evil impulse, He provided repentance as the way a person’s sins could be forgiven. The righteous person is not then the one who succeeds in keeping the Law, but the one who intends to, strives to do so, and is repentant when he or she fails. Repentance is the single necessary condition for God’s forgiveness. No sin is too great nor can true repentance ever be too late. Repentance is purification of the inner person. Sacrifices were carried out because the Law commanded them but Judaism had no theology of atonement. Repentance secured the effectiveness of the sacrifices.
The final fate of the righteous, the wicked, and the middle grouping whose sins and righteous deeds balanced each other all differed. The righteous enter at once into eternal life. Extremely wicked people would be locked up to punishment in hell forever. Others less wicked, together with the wicked of the nations, would be thrown into hell to be punished for twelve months and then destroyed. That left the vast majority of Israelites who were half righteous and half sinful. The School of Hillel maintained that God in mercy would incline the balance to the side of mercy and not send them to hell at all. The School of Shammai held that they would be plunged into hell but would come up healed.
While it was understood that God in kindness had given the Law to Israel and so providing a basis for salvation, salvation itself was dependent on good works, including the good works of repentance. There are numerous references in Jewish literature to the books in which the good works of the righteous are recorded, treasuries in which good works are stored up and scales on which merits and demerits are weighed. God’s grace grants forgiveness to the repentant person who has transgressed the Law, but the devout who fulfill the Law do not need such grace.
Paul’s life as a Jew was one of nomistic obedience to the Law. He had been a committed Jew, a Pharisee who was blameless in his obedience to the letter of the Law (Philippians 3:5,6). He was outstanding in his zeal not only for the written Law but also for the scribal traditions (Galatians 1:14). The key to Paul’s understanding of the Law lies in his admission that his devotion to the Law had led to pride (Philippians 3:4,7) and boasting (Romans 2:13,23). Boasting is the very opposite to faith (Romans 4:2) because it means effort to establish a human righteousness of works (Romans 3:27) that seeks glory before God and that relies on itself rather than on God. His human pride and boasting is an affront to the very character of God, who alone must receive glory and before whom no human may boast (1 Corinthians 1:29). The only object for a person’s boasting is God Himself (1 Corinthians 1:31; 2 Corinthians 10:17).
This was what compelled Paul to a complete re-evaluation of the Law. It was his very zeal for the Law that had blinded him to the revelation of God’s righteousness in Christ. What he as a Jew thought was righteousness he now realised was the very essence of sin. His pride in his own righteousness (Philippians 3:9) had blinded him to the revelation of the divine righteousness in Christ. The divine intervention on the Damascus Road shattered his pride and self righteousness and brought him to a humble acceptance of the righteousness of God.

(3) The Law in the Messianic Age
Paul’s interpretation of the Law can only be understood from his eschatological perspective. With Christ the messianic age has been inaugurated. In Christ ‘the old has gone the new has come’ (2 Corinthians 5:17). Before he was in Christ Paul understood the Law kata sarka, from a human point of view, from the standards of the old age, as he interpreted all his experiences (2 Corinthians 5:16). Viewed kata sarka, the Law was the basis for good works, which led to pride and boasting. Viewed kata pneuma, from the perspective of the new age in Christ, the Law takes on a different role in God’s redemptive purpose. The prophets had foretold a day when God would make a new covenant with His people, when the Law would no longer be primarily an outward written code, but a Law implanted within people, written on their hearts (Jeremiah 31:33).
With Christ a new era has come in which the Law plays a new and different role. Paul designates these two eras of the Law and the gospel as two covenants. The old covenant is one of the “letter” and is a dispensation of condemnation and death, while the new covenant is one of the Spirit, a dispensation of life and righteousness (2 Corinthians 3:6ff). The ages of Law and Christ are two different forms of the Law. Under the old covenant, the Law was an external written code that set before the people the will of God. When they failed it condemned them to death. The difference in the new age is that the Holy Spirit has been given to people to write the Law upon their hearts (Jeremiah 31:33). It is no longer just an external code but an inward life-giving power that produces righteousness. 
Romans 10:4 this verse can be interpreted in two very contrasting ways: ‘Christ is 

                       the end of the Law with the object of righteousness for everyone

                       who believes.’ That is, Christ has brought the Law to an end in 

                       order that a righteousness based on faith alone might be available

                       to all. A second interpretation is: ‘Christ is the end of the Law so

                       far as righteousness is concerned, for everyone who believes.’ 

                       That is, the Law is not itself abolished but has come to its end as a

                       way of righteousness. In Christ righteousness is by faith and not 

                       by works.

                       In view of the fact that Paul has just contrasted the righteousness

                       of God with that of the Law, and continues in v.5 to speak of the

                       righteousness of the Law, the second interpretation is more likely.   

                       It is not the Law that has come to an end but the Law as a means

                       of righteousness. The Law has come to an end for the believer as

                       a way of righteousness. 
                       The word ‘end’ (telos) can mean both the ‘end’ and the ‘goal.’ Both 

                       meanings are true here. Christ has brought the era of the Law to 

                       its end because He has fulfilled all that the Law demanded.
Paul expounds the life of the believer in the new age in different ways. The new age is the age of life, and since the believer has been identified with Christ in His death and resurrection, he or she is dead to that old life, including the rule of the Law. Paul uses the metaphor of a woman being freed from her husband when he dies, and applies it by saying that it is the believer who has died with Christ and who is therefore free from the Law (Romans 7:4). We therefore no longer serve God under bondage to a written external code but with the new life of the Spirit (Romans 7:6). It was the Law itself which had become a basis for boasting and so of sin, that convinced Paul that he must die to the reign of the Law (Galatians 2:19).

How do we reconcile Paul’s insistence that the believer is no longer under the Law with his approval of the Law for Jewish Christians (Acts 21:20ff), even circumcising Timothy when he joined Paul in missionary service because he had one Jewish parent (Acts 16:3)? The apparent contradiction corresponds to Paul’s eschatological perspective. While believers have experienced the freedom of the new age in Christ, they still live in the present evil age. The Law with its ceremonial demands belongs to this world – the old order. The true attitude for people of the new age toward the old age is not a negative one but a neutral one. ‘Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation’ (Galatians 6:15) because circumcision belongs to the world and the person in Christ has been crucified to the world.
An application of this principle was that Paul himself as a Jew observed the Law when he was in a Jewish environment (1 Corinthians 9:20). As a man in Christ he was no longer under Law, and so where the human situation required it for his ministry to the Gentiles, he became ‘like one not having the law’ (1 Corinthians 9:21). This involved two different kinds of conduct but was still a consistent application of theological truth: that Christians belong to two worlds at once and have obligations to both

(4) The Law and the Will of God
Paul never saw the claims of the Law coming to their end because of any imperfection in the Law itself. The law was, and remained the Law of God (Romans 7:22,25). The Law was not sinful (Romans 7:7) but was holy, righteous and good (Romans 7:12) because it came from God and so was spiritual (Romans 7:14).
Paul spoke of the Law in different ways. The Greek nomos is not equivalent to the Hebrew tora. Nomos is fundamentally “custom” hardening into what we call “law” and is human in its perspective. Tora means “instruction” and is used not only of the legislation God gave to be obeyed but also divine instructions and teachings. In its broadest sense it designates the divine revelation as a whole. Under the influence of the Old Testament, Paul uses nomos not only to cover legislation – ‘the law with its commandments and regulations’ (Ephesians 2:15), but like tora, also to refer to the Old Testament where no legislation is involved. In other places Paul uses nomos in a Greek way to describe a principle (Romans 3:27; 7:23,25; 8:2).
From all this we can understand how Paul can reflect the Jewish point of view that the Law is a standard for life by which he as a Pharisee lived blamelessly (Philippians 3:6). This level of understanding led him to pride and boasting in his own righteous achievements. At the same time there is a deeper demand of the Law, because the Law expresses the total will of God. The Law witnesses to the righteousness of God (Romans 3:21). The Law’s demand is such that only love can satisfy it (Romans 13:8).

When Paul says ‘the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so’ (Romans 8:7), he is referring to more than legal statutes. Hostility to God is in reality rejection of the Law of God. What God’s Law requires is more than outward obedience; it requires an obedient and submissive heart. This was Israel’s problem. Pursuing a ‘law of righteousness’ (a law that would make people right with God) they failed to attain this very righteousness because they refused to submit to God’s righteousness by faith, instead seeking a righteousness by works – which is not true righteousness (Romans 9:31,32; 10:1,2). The human righteousness which is achieved by works (Philippians 3:6) is itself a denial of true righteousness. It is a ‘righteousness of my own’ (Philippians 3:9) and so a ground of boasting (Romans 2:23; Ephesians 2:9). This boasting is the very essence of sin because it is exaltation of self. Boasting of one’s own righteousness is equivalent to having confidence in the flesh (Philippians 3:3). Legal righteousness leads to this selfish, sinful pride and frustrates the true righteousness demanded by God. When the Jews boast in the Law and sit in prideful judgement on those who do not have the Law, they show by this very fact that they do not know true righteousness (Romans 2:17-21). The very act of judging condemns them for their own sin (Romans 2:1). Sin is humanity’s ambition to put itself in the place of God and so be its own lord. This is what judges do when they assume the right to sit in judgement over others. When Paul accuses the Jews of inconsistency in breaking the Law at the very points where they condemned others – stealing, adultery, temple robbing – he would have the higher demands of the Law for an inner righteousness in mind. Outward conduct like this was not characteristic of first century Jews who were even recognised by Gentiles for their high moral standards. If so Paul must be referring to robbing God of the honour due Him, spiritual adultery, and profaning the devotion due God alone by exalting themselves as judge and lord over their fellow people (Romans 2:17ff). Paul immediately goes on to say that circumcision – the symbol of all law keeping – is really of the heart and not the flesh, and to be a true Jew is to have a right heart toward God (Romans 2:25-29)
If the Law embodies the full will of God, it follows that full conformity to the Law would lead to life (Romans 7:10). Those who obey the Law would be declared righteous (Romans 2:13). But at this point Paul goes beyond Judaism. Judaism based salvation on conformity to the Law while recognising most people really did not keep the Law. So it had to mix its doctrine of salvation by obedience to the Law with a doctrine of forgiveness and repentance, by which God in His mercy grants salvation to those who are partly righteous and partly sinners.
Paul saw that this involved two contradictory principles: works and grace. He therefore insisted that if righteousness is obedience to the Law, then obedience must be perfect. One who submits to the Law must keep the whole Law (Galatians 5:3). Anyone not doing everything written in the Law was cursed (Galatians 3:10). Paul would agree with James’ wording that whoever obeys the entire Law but fails in a single point is guilty of being a lawbreaker and stands condemned (James 2:11).

For Paul, obedience to the Law did not mean carrying out the detailed precepts of the Pentateuch, but fulfilling the relation to God to which the Law pointed, and this proved in the last resort to be a relation not of legal obedience but of faith. True circumcision was a matter of the heart and not something physical and external (Romans 2:28,29)

(5) The Failure of the Law
Although the Law remained the righteous and holy expression of the will of God, the Law failed to make people righteous before God. It was impossible to be justified by the woks of the Law (Galatians 2:16). The reason for the failure is twofold:

The most fundamental reason is that the weakness and sinfulness of humanity render them incapable of giving the obedience the Law demands. The condition of the human heart means no law could help it. The weakness of the flesh (Romans 8:3) and the sinfulness of human nature (Romans 7:23) could not be changed by the Law.
The reason the Law cannot make sinful people righteous is that it is an external code while their hearts need a transforming inward power. The Law is a written code, not a life imparted by God’s Spirit (Romans 7:6). This idea is extended in the 2 Corinthians 3 passage in the contrast between the new and the old covenant. The old covenant of Law consisted of commands written on tablets of stone, which could only declare the will of God, but not provide the power to obey God’s will. Even though it was glorious, the written code condemned them as sinners and placed them under the judgement of death. The written code killed but the people needed life (2 Corinthians 3:6)

(6) The Reinterpretation of the Law
In reflecting on the failure of the Law in contrast with the work of Christ to bring him to a knowledge of the righteousness of God, Paul saw a new interpretation of the role of the Law in God’s overall redemptive purposes. First, he explains the inability of the Law to procure salvation by showing that this was not the divine intention. The Law was secondary to the promise, and God’s way of salvation by faith was found in the promise.
To the Galatians, Paul argues that God made a covenant of promise with Abraham long before He gave the Law to Moses (Galatians 3:15-18). Making a play on the word diatheke which can mean both a will and a covenant, Paul points out that as a valid human will cannot be contested or altered by additions, so the promise of God given to Abraham cannot be invalidated by the Law, which came later. And since this covenant with Abraham was one of promise, the possibility of righteousness by works is excluded, because promise and Law are mutually exclusive. The promise is no longer promise if Law is involved.

This idea is further supported in Romans by the argument that Abraham did not have the Law but was accounted righteous by faith (Romans 4:1-5). Paul points out that this righteousness was attained by faith even before the sign of circumcision was given. Circumcision then, in its true significance, does not belong to the Law but is a sign and seal of justifying faith (Romans 4:9-12).
While Paul says that the Law was a dispensation of death, he would not maintain that the old covenant of the Law meant death to all who were under the covenant. The implication of the line of thought in Galatians 3 and Romans 4 is that all Israelites who trusted God’s covenant of promise to Abraham and did not use the Law as a way of salvation by works, were assured of salvation. This becomes clear in the case of David who though under the Law, pronounced blessing on the person to whom God reckoned righteousness apart from works (Romans 4:6,7). When Paul speaks of the coming of faith (Galatians 3:25), he does not mean that no one had previously exercised saving faith. On the contrary, for Paul faith appeared with Abraham; but faith could be frustrated when the Law was made a basis of human righteousness and boasting.

If salvation is by way of promise and not Law, what was the role of the Law in God’s redemptive purpose? The Law was added not to save people from their sin, but to show them what sin was (Romans 3:23; 5:13,20; Galatians 3:19). By declaring the will of God, by showing what God forbids, the Law shows what sin is. By forbidding coveting, it shows that coveting is sin (Romans 7:7). So the power of sin is the Law (1 Corinthians 15:56). Only by the Law is sin defined. The Law is not sinful or sin-producing (Romans 7:7). But the Law reveals one’s true situation, that one’s accountability to God as a sinner can be revealed (Romans 3:19).
So the Law is an instrument of death (Romans 7:19; 2 Corinthians 3:6) and wrath (Romans 4:15). It is not the Law itself creating this terrible situation; it is sin in humanity that makes the Law an instrument of death (Romans 7:13). The dispensation of the Law can be called a dispensation of death (2 Corinthians 3:7), of slavery to the world (Galatians 4:1-10), a covenant of slavery (Galatians 4:21-31), a period of childhood when one is under the control of guardians (Galatians 3:23-26).

This does not mean that those who lived between Moses and Christ were in such bondage to sin and death that there was no salvation until Christ came. The reference to David (Romans 4:6-8) disproves that. The promise predates the Law and was valid both before and after its fulfillment in Christ. This was Paul’s understanding of what the Law, apart from the promise, really accomplishes. Paul’s argument in both Romans and Galatians was not designed to instruct Jews how they should understand the Law, but to keep Gentile Christians, who had no racial tie to the Law as Jewish Christians did, from exchanging salvation by grace for salvation by the works of the Law.
Romans 7:13-25 must be interpreted in this light. An autobiographical interpretation is difficult remembering Paul’s own description of his Jewish life in Galatians 1:14 and Philippians 3:5-7. It is equally difficult to understand the passage as describing the experience of a defeated Christian who still relies on the flesh in contrast with the victorious Christian who has learnt to rely on the Spirit (Romans 8). Paul’s concern in this passage is not in the flesh but the nature of the Law. ’Is the law sin?’ (Romans 7:7). No, but because sin indwells our humanity, the holy Law shows sin to be sin and so becomes an instrument of death. But it is sin and not the Law that brings death (Romans 7:10,11).
Verses 13 -24 expands the plight of humanity under the Law, whether it was Paul’s experience or not. As a Pharisee Saul was satisfied with his obedience to the Law and found that very obedience a cause for boasting and pride. But as a Christian Paul understands that he was deceived because he had misused the Law. Only in the light of his life in Christ can he understand what his situation under the Law really was; and only as a Christian can he understand why the Law can in fact only condemn a person to death when it is itself holy and just and good. The reason is not the sinful nature of the Law but the sinful nature of humanity. Romans 7 is a picture of existence under the Law from a Christian perspective. The will of God is a wonderful thing for a person and they may really desire to fulfill the highest demand of the Law to love both God and neighbour. As Paul looks back on his life as a Jew under the Law, he realises, contrary to his previous conviction, that he had not fulfilled the Law. Because of sin residing in his flesh, he was incapable of providing the righteousness God required. The good demanded by the Law was not outward formal obedience, but the demand of God for true righteousness. This was something no person was capable of. In fact it was as though a person’s own will was overcome completely by sin, which rules their life (vs.17,20). Freedom from this bondage to sin and death could only be found in Christ.
(7) The Permanence of the Law
In fulfilling the promises given to Abraham, Christ has ended the age of the Law and inaugurated ‘the age of Christ’ which means freedom from bondage and the end of the Law for the believer. But Paul continues to regard the Law as holy, just and good and a continuing expression of the will of God.

Paul sees redemption in Christ enabling the believer in some real sense to fulfill the Law. In Christ God has done what the Law could not do, namely condemn sin in the flesh, that the just requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in those who walk by the Spirit (Romans 8:3,4). Here is a paradox. By being freed from the Law, we uphold the Law (Romans 3:3f). The new life in Christ enables the Christian to keep the Law, not as an external code but in terms of its higher demand – at the very point where the Law was powerless because it was an external written code. Paul repeats that the essential Christian ethic of love (which is fruit of the Holy Spirit {1 Corinthians 13; Galatians 5:22]) is the fulfilling of the Law. The whole Law is fulfilled in ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ (Galatians 5:14). In place of the Law as a written code is now the law of Christ. This “new law” cannot be reduced to specific rules but goes far beyond legislation. No set of rules can tell someone how to bear the burdens of others (Galatians 6:2); only love can dictate such conduct. However, the law of Christ, which is the law of love, does fulfill the Law. Love will not commit adultery, lie, steal, covet or do any other wrong to our neighbour (Romans 12:8-10).
As a man in Christ, Paul saw himself as no longer under the Law. He could therefore minister to Gentiles as if he was a Gentile who had no Law (anomos). But he was not therefore antinomian but was subject to the law of Christ 

(1 Corinthians 9:21). Because he was motivated by love, he could adapt himself to people of all kinds and conditions to bring them the gospel.

The permanence of the Law is reflected further in the fact that Paul appeals to specific commands in the Law as the norm for Christian conduct. He appeals to several specific commandments from the Decalogue that are fulfilled by love (Romans 13:8-10), His reference to ‘whatever other commandment there may be’ was covering any other law that related to one’s neighbour. Paul quoted the command to love father and mother (Ephesians 6:2). The Law continued to be the expression of the will of God for conduct, even for those no longer under the Law.
The permanent aspect of the Law was the ethical and not the ceremonial. ’Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s commands is what counts’ (1 Corinthians 7:19). It seems that sometimes Paul did not explicitly distinguish between the ethical and ceremonial aspects of the Law. But the implicit distinction was unavoidable. Although circumcision was a command of God and part of the Law, Paul sets circumcision in contrast to the commandments, and in doing so, separates the ethical from the ceremonial – the permanent from the temporal. Similarly, he can reject other ceremonial aspects, such as foods, feasts and even Sabbath keeping (Colossians 2:16). These are shadows but the reality has come in Christ.

Christ has brought the Law as a way of righteousness and as a ceremonial code to its end. But the Law as an expression of the will of God remains. The person indwelt by the Spirit and so energised by love is enabled to fulfill the Law as people under Law never could.
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 36 ‘The Law’
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