THE MOSAIC LAW AND THE NEW COVENANT

Part 2 JESUS’ TEACHINGS

One of the most significant of Jesus’ teachings relating to the law is Matthew 5:17-48.  The passage has two parts.  In verses 17-19, Jesus defends Himself against the charge that He is urging the cancelling out of the law.  In this context He makes the statement “I have come … to fulfill (the Law and the Prophets)”.  He then builds on this claim to continuity with the Old Testament by asserting the enduring validity of the law (v.18) and by urging the teaching of the commandments (v.19).  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 v. 20 transitional statement).  He announces these components of kingdom righteousness by comparing His demand with the commandment of the Mosaic Law.

The six comparisons between traditional teaching and Jesus’ teaching found here are called the “antitheses,” because of the formula used to introduce them “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago… but I tell you.”  This formula suggests that Jesus is comparing His teaching with the teaching that His Jewish listeners have heard in the synagogue.  Whether this teaching represents fairly the teaching of the Old Testament itself is not clear because Jewish synagogue audiences would often hear the Old Testament read in “targumized” or paraphrased form and these paraphrases often shifted the meaning of the original.

The two most popular interpretations of Jesus’ statements in relation to the Old Testament are: Jesus is simply reasserting the meaning of the original Old Testament commandment over against Jewish interpretations of His day.  A second viewpoint is that Jesus generally quotes the Old Testament in its original meaning, but in His own teaching goes beyond that original meaning, teaching a more radical form of the law.

The first two antithesis passages are similar (vs. 21-26, 27-30).

You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgement.” But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgement. Again anyone who says to his brother “Raca” is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says “You fool” will be in danger of the fire of hell. Therefore if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother, then come and offer your gift. Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth; you will not get out until you have paid the last penny (vs.21-26). 

You have heard that it was said, “Do not commit adultery.” But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell (vs.27-30).

 Jesus quotes a prohibition from the Decalogue and then adds a condemnation of the heart attitude relating to the breaking of the commandment.  Taking the first popular interpretation:  is Jesus asserting the ‘true’ meaning of the original prohibition?  If so, we would expect to find anger included in the Old Testament prohibition of murder, and lust included in the Old Testament prohibition of adultery.  What of the second interpretation – that Jesus is “deepening” the law by extending its prohibitions from the realm of doing to the realm of thinking?  At first sight this seems to be the case.  But if it was, we would expect Jesus to expound or deepen the law by His explanation.  In fact, Jesus doesn’t here do anything to the law, by way of radicalizing or explaining.  There is a third possibility – that Jesus is introducing His authoritative kingdom standard, and placing it alongside that of the law.
The relationship between the Mosaic law and Jesus’ teaching in the third antithesis (vs. 31,32) is more indirect than either of the first two.

It has been said, “Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.” But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery” (vs.31,32).

In quoting Deuteronomy 24:1, Jesus is probably alluding to the broad grounds for attaining a bill of divorce that were available to Jewish men who followed, as most of them would have, the liberal teaching of Hillel.  Jesus’ prohibition of divorce and remarriage on any grounds except marital unfaithfulness counters this liberal tendency and is generally in accord with what the Old Testament teaches.  It is not as easy to argue that Jesus is reasserting the original meaning of the Mosaic Law on this point, because Jesus is much more forthright than was the law in His branding second marriages, after improper divorce, adulterous.  His teaching can’t really be said to grow directly out of the Old Testament at all.  He is not radicalising the law, because He sets a standard the Old Testament never initiated, either directly or even indirectly.

The fourth antithesis (vs.33-37) cited by Jesus begins by accurately summarising several Old Testament texts that demand the faithful performance of vows (Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:3;  Deuteronomy 23:21).

Again you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.” But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. Simply let your “Yes” be “Yes”, and your “No”, “No”; anything beyond this comes from the evil one (vs.33-37).

 Since the Old Testament never commands that a vow be taken, Jesus’ prohibition of vows is not an annulling of the law.  Having said that, Jesus does restrict the acceptance of vows implicit in the Old Testament teaching.  It can’t be said that Jesus is simply expounding the Mosaic Law by getting at its true meaning, or even that He is radicalising or deepening it. He’s doing more that that.  He’s removing the whole system of vows and oaths described and regulated in the Old Testament.
In the fifth antithesis passage (vs. 38-42), Jesus puts side by side the Old Testament law of “equivalent compensation” (Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; Deuteronomy 19:21) with His own demand, “Do not resist an evil person” (v. 39). 

You have heard that it was said, “Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.” But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you (vs.38-42). 

Complicating the situation here is the difficulty in deciding exactly what Jesus intends.  If He is in fact forbidding the practice of using this law as a rationale for private retaliation, He is neither expounding nor deepening the law.  The law quoted demanded that Israel’s judges render decisions fairly and make the punishment fit the crime.  By prohibiting the application of the commandments, Jesus neither interprets the law nor even annuls it.

The sixth and final antithesis passage (vs. 43-47) has probably faced more “popular” interpretation than any of the others. 

You have heard that it was said, “Love your neighbour and hate your enemy. But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? (vs.43-47).

Nowhere does the Old Testament command that a person hate their enemy, nor is this clearly inferred.  Again, however, Jesus’ demand that His disciples love their enemies goes beyond anything required in the Old Testament.  The law called upon Israelites to love fellow Israelites as the context of Leviticus 19:18 brings out, “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbour as yourself.  I am the Lord.” Jesus’ demand that His disciples love their enemies goes beyond anything required in the Old Testament.

When the full six are considered, neither of the two popular interpretive methods explain them.  It could be argued that Jesus is expounding the law in the third (dealing with divorce and remarriage), and that in the first (dealing with murder) and second (dealing with adultery) He is deepening or radicalising the law.  But neither of these two categories fit all six.  Another category is needed to explain the overall relationship between the Mosaic commandments cited and Jesus’ own teaching.  What consistently emerges is Jesus’ radical insistence on what He says as binding on His followers.  He taught “as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law” (Matthew 7:29).  This independence from both Jewish tradition and from the Mosaic Law itself is important to understanding Jesus’ meaning in vs. 17-19.

What did Jesus mean when He said He had not come to “abolish”, but to “fulfill” the law and the prophets (Matthew 5:17)? Firstly, the term “the Law and the Prophets” seems to refer to the commanding aspect of the Old Testament (cf. 7:12; 22:40) rather than to the Old Testament generally.  In the next verse (v. 18) Jesus uses “Law” as an equivalent expression, and then “commandments” in v. 19, again as an equivalent expression.  While Jesus personally observed the demands of the law, His statement here doesn’t’ seem to be in that context.  His emphasis throughout this passage is on His own teaching, rather than actions.  

The usage of the term “fufill” (Greek: pleroo) in Matthew’s gospel points more to the understanding that Jesus “filled up” the Old Testament, by embodying what it pointed to (10 of Matthew’s 15 uses 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.

This background, along with the way in which Jesus goes beyond the law in His teaching in Matthew 5:21-47, makes it unlikely He is affirming in v. 17 His intention simply to establish the Mosaic Law as it already exists. The other main view, that in v. 17 Jesus is claiming to be “filling out” the law by radicalising its demands, does not account for all the ways in which He compares His teaching with that of the law.  The best interpretation seems to be to give “fulfill” in v. 17 essentially the same meaning that it has in Matthew’s fulfillment formulas – accomplishing that to which the Old Testament pointed and looked forward to.  So, as Jesus “fulfills” Old Testament prophecies by doing what they predicted, and fulfills Old Testament history by re-enacting its events (eg. Matthew 2:15), He “fulfills” the Old Testament law.  Jesus certainly rejected any thought that His claim to dictate God’s will to His followers involved a radical departure from either the law as it stood, or from its intentions.  Rather, His claim is that His teaching brings the (eschatological) fullness of God’s will that the Mosaic Law looked forward to.  Jesus “fulfills” the law, not by explaining it, or by extending it, but by proclaiming the standards of kingdom righteousness that were anticipated in the law.

Does this understanding fit vs. 18 and 19?  These verses appear to overwhelmingly endorse the law’s eternal validity (v.18) and applicability (v.19).  But few Christians would want to take these verses this way, because Christians would then have to practice every commandment in the law, including every aspect of the (ceremonial) law that the book of Hebrews explicitly says are invalidated for Christians.  Another understanding is that Jesus is only here referring to the “moral” law, but this not only divides the law in an artificial way that would not have been understood by Jesus’ hearers, but removes the most obvious reading of the text that the reference is to the whole law.  A more satisfying approach is to understand that it is the law as fulfilled in Jesus that must be done, not the law in its original form.

Love and the Law

What relationship does Jesus’ focus on love have to the continuing applicability of the Mosaic commandments?  Generally, there are three interpretations:

(1) love replaces the law (love in place of the law)

(2) love is the criterion by which the meaning and application of the Mosaic commandments are to be evaluated (love over the law)

(3) love is the central demand of the law, without which the fulfillment of the rest of the law is meaningless (love as central to the law)

Jesus singled out love for God (Deuteronomy 6:5) and love for one’s neighbour (Leviticus 19:18) as together constituting the greatest commandment in the law (Matthew 22:34-40; Mark 12:28-34;  cf. Luke 10:25-28).  On these commandments, Jesus claimed, “all the Law and the Prophets hang”.  If “the Law and the Prophets” is an expression Matthew uses to denote the commanding aspect of the Old Testament, then the language used here suggests that the two great commandments are like an enormous nail, without which the other commandments just fall on the ground (having nothing to hang on).  Obeying all the commandments in the law without a true love for God and love for one’s neighbour is useless.  In this sense love doesn’t replace the law, but is central and vital to the law.  A similar understanding lies behind Jesus’ rebuke to the Jews for paying scrupulous attention to the tithing laws, but neglecting “the more important matters of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23 cf. Micah 6:8).  It was not that the Jews should replace the tithing laws, but that they should have focused on the greater demands “without neglecting the former.” 

Jesus made love so central to His understanding and interpretation of the law that it became the power of interpreting and applying God’s will as revealed in the law.  On at least three occasions, Jesus pronounced love for others (or “mercy”) to be more important than sacrifices (Matthew 9:13; 12:7 – both quoting Hosea 6:6; Mark 12:32-34).  An even more startling area is Jesus’ approach to the Sabbath.  On at least six different occasions (Matthew 12:1-8 = Mark 2:23-28 = Luke 6:1-5; Matthew 2:9-14 = Mark 3:1-6 = Luke 6:6-11; Luke 13:10-17; 14:1-6; John 5:1-15;  9:1-12), Jesus or His disciples violated the accepted Jewish teaching about accepted behaviour on the Sabbath.  Jesus’ response to Jewish criticism of His and His disciples’ actions is to claim that “the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).  He is here suggesting that at the very least, “concern for the welfare of fellow human beings (love) plays a vital role in interpreting the intention and regulating the observance of the Sabbath command”  (Douglas Moo).

But Jesus’ main justification for His and His disciples’ Sabbath activities is Christological.  Jesus justifies His disciples’ plucking grain on the Sabbath by citing the parallel of David, who illegally ate the Bread of the Presence when he and his followers were in need (Matthew 12:3,4 = Mark 2:25,26 = Luke 6:3,4;  cf. 1 Samuel 21:1-6). The principle is not that human need automatically takes precedence over the law, but, as priests who serve the temple are innocent of breaking the law by working on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:5,6 in explanation of 12:3,4), and as David’s followers were innocent when they ate consecrated bread, so also the disciples were innocent of Sabbath breaking because they were following One who was greater than the temple (Matthew 12:6) and greater than David.

The Christological focus was strongly reasserted in the climax of this incident in all three Gospels: “The Son of Man is Lord (even) of the Sabbath.”  Jesus was not so much concerned with adjudicating the exact meaning and application of the Mosaic Law, as He was in asserting His claim to be what was both greater than, and fulfillment of that law.  Without clearly annulling the Sabbath command, Jesus redirected attention from the law to Himself, the Lord of the Sabbath, and thereby set in place the principle on which the later church would justify its departure from Sabbath observance.

Coming back to Matthew 5:17-47, Jesus made His own teaching the norm for life in the kingdom.  His teaching was neither always a repetition nor an expansion of the law, nor even always based on the law.  Nevertheless, on a salvation-historical time line, it stood in continuity with that law.  Sometimes Jesus based His teaching on the Mosaic Law and applied that law to His followers.  We mustn’t in all this forget the unique salvation-historical context in which Jesus is teaching.  He Himself observed perfectly all the details of the Mosaic covenant that was still then in force.  His personal obedience to the law and His teaching of such obedience to others cannot be automatically viewed as expressing His belief about what should be the case after His death and resurrection, which would bring the new era of salvation into existence.

In fact, 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 implications of His claim to be “Lord of the Sabbath.” 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 criterion for what it means to be obedient to God.  His disciples are to look to Him as the fulfiller of the law for guidance in the way they are to live.
These notes are a summary of Douglas Moo’s “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.347-357.
