THE MOSAIC LAW AND THE NEW COVENANT

Part 3 The New Testament Writers

Paul

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.

Love and Law

Two key texts in which Paul applies the concept of fulfillment to the Mosaic Law are Galatians 5:14 and Romans 13:8-10.  In both, love for one’s fellow human being is presented as the “fulfillment” of the law.  It can be argued that Paul is saying love is so central to the law that one is not really obeying the law if love isn’t present.  If this is so, love doesn’t displace the law, but points to its true meaning.  But in Paul’s claim that the commandment “Love your neighbour as yourself” sums up all the other commandments, the implication is that the person who really loves their neighbour wouldn’t even need these commandments.  So love in some sense, displaces the commandments of the Mosaic Law.

Essential to understanding Paul’s perspective on the law is to recognise a distinction in his writings between “doing” and “fulfilling” the law.  Nowhere does Paul say Christians are to “do” the law, and nowhere does he suggest that any but Christians can “fulfill” the law.  “Doing” the law refers to the daily obedience to all the obligations required of the Israelite, while “fulfilling” the law denotes the complete satisfaction of the law’s demands that comes only through a Christian’s identification with Christ (Romans 8:4) and their submission to the love commandment Christ put at the heart of the new covenant (Galatians 5:14;  Romans 1:8-10).

An obvious objection to this is that loving one’s neighbour doesn’t encompass all that the Mosaic Law demanded, particularly duties to God.  But Paul’s focus in both passages is clearly restricted to the horizontal relationship (note the commandments cited in Romans 13:9 are all “horizontal” in focus).  He is not necessarily claiming that consistent love for one’s neighbour exhausts all that the Christian must do, but that love for our neighbour includes within it all the law demands of Christians in their relationship with other people.

The Law of Moses and the Law of Christ

Paul argues strongly that Christians are not bound to the Law of Moses.  But this does not mean we are to be lawless, because, as he asserts equally strongly, we are bound to “the law of Christ” – those principles established by Christ in His life and teaching, principles mediated and motivated by the Spirit and focused on love.

Paul uses the phrase “under the law” eleven times (Romans 6:14,15;  1 Corinthians 9:20 – 4 times;  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 “fulfill 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.

In each of the eleven occurrences then, Paul uses the term “under the law” to refer broadly to being under the dominating influence or binding authority of the Mosaic Law.

Other Pauline texts confirm this understanding. In 1 Timothy 1:9 Paul says “the law is made not for the righteous,” where “made” means ‘to place, to lie, or to put’ ie. the law is not placed on the righteous (those who have been made righteous by Christ). In Ephesians 2:15 we read that Christ has abolished “in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations,” where the reference is most probably to the total Mosaic Law and not just its ceremonial provisions.  A parallel passage is Colossians 2:14 where Paul speaks of Christ “having cancelled the written code with its regulations, that was against us and stood opposed to us,” again an obvious reference to the Mosaic law and the believers’ release from its power through the cross.

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: inlawed 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.”

Paul’s use of the term in Galatians 6:2 “Carry each other’s burdens and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ” is probably written as a safeguard to answer those who might think that being no longer bound by the Law of Moses meant there was now no authority to direct their conduct.  That some might think this is alluded to in Galatians 5:1 and 13.

Paul had only verses earlier spoken of love as the fulfillment of the law (5:14), and building on Christ’s own statements (Matthew 22:37-39; John 13:34,35), love must be the central component of this “law of Christ.”  In this Galatians 5 context, Paul then goes on to talk about the fruit producing ministry of the Holy Spirit (5:16-26).  Because he couples this with how to live as a Christian, this strongly suggests the active influence of the Holy Spirit is an important part of the law of Christ.  This is foreshadowed in the Old Testament where there is a close thematic relationship between Jeremiah’s prophecy about the law written on the heart in the new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34) and Ezekiel’s prophecy about the Holy Spirit’s work in transforming the human heart, making it able to obey God’s will (Ezekiel 36:26,27).

Bringing together these various strands, the law of Christ “stands in Paul’s thought for those prescriptive principles stemming from the heart of the gospel (usually embodied in the example and teachings of Jesus), which are meant to be applied to specific situations by the direction and enablement of the Holy Spirit, being always motivated and conditioned by love” (Longnecker).

There are four Pauline texts that require some explanation because each could be thought to be advocating a different position to the one posited here.  In Ephesians 6:2,3 Paul cites the fifth commandment (Exodus 20:12) as evidence for Christian behaviour.  This is an example of the law of Christ incorporating within it teachings from the Mosaic Law. It is important to recognise that while the Christian is not under the Mosaic Law, there are aspects of the Mosaic Law that reflect God’s “eternal moral will” and are repeated in the law of Christ.  It should also be noted that in Ephesians 6:3, Paul significantly changes the promise attached to the commandment from “that you may live long in the land …” (Exodus 20:12) to “that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.”

In 1 Corinthians 7:19 Paul states “keeping God’s commandments is what counts.”  Taken alone it could easily be thought “God’s commandments” is a clear reference to the Mosaic Law. But in context (vs.18,19) Paul is arguing against the need for a new believer in Christ to seek circumcision.  He would hardly in one sentence say “no” to circumcision and in the very next sentence advocate the need to keep the Mosaic Law.  Paul is claiming that those commandments that are applicable to Christians should be kept.

The last two texts, Romans 3:31 and Romans 8:4 can be considered together because they interpret each other.  Paul’s claim to “uphold the law” (3:31) has been taken to mean that he upholds the law as a continuing source of authority for Christian conduct.  But if it did mean that, it would have to be qualified to mean “uphold part of the law” or “uphold the moral law,” because Paul nowhere holds that the law as a whole has a continuing direct authority for Christians.  So what does he mean?  Romans 8:4 suggests the answer: “in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit”.  Paul significantly writes of the “righteous requirement (singular: not “requirements” as in NIV) of the law”.  Further, the passive form of the Greek “pleroo” (might be fulfilled) points away from any activity on our part.  It’s not that we do something, but rather that something is done and we are the recipients.  In verse 3 Paul has shown how God in Christ has provided what sinful human beings could not accomplish.  In this context the likely meaning of the verse in question, verse 4, is that believers who are “in Christ” and led by the Spirit, fully meet the demand of God’s law by having it met for them in Christ.  Only a vicarious fulfilling of the law on our behalf by Christ meets God’s demand that the law be fully and completely obeyed.  Coming back to Romans 3:31, “we uphold the law,”  Paul’s meaning is most likely that Christ has fully kept every demand of the Mosaic law and by being “in Christ” the believer partakes fully of Christ’s justification.  This declaration of righteousness is in no way belittled by the believer who recognises how Christ has fully satisfied the law’s every standard.

While 143 of the 194 New Testament occurrences of the Greek ‘nomos’ (law) are in either Jesus’ words or Paul’s writings, other New Testament writers help us understand the place of the Mosaic law in the life of the Christian.

John

John is responsible for one of the most famous New Testament statements about the law:  “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (1:17).  This statement follows and explains (“for”) John’s assertion ‘we have all received grace upon grace” (1:16 NASB). The word “upon” is “anti” which ordinarily means “in place of.”  So John’s statement means that the grace by which the law was given has been displaced, substituted, by the fuller measure of grace that has come in Christ.  John is not denying the presence of grace in the old covenant.  His point is that the grace available in the era of Moses has been superseded by the grace believers know in Christ.

John’s gospel highlights the “replacement theme.”  Christ and His work is presented as that which takes the place of, and fulfills old covenant institutions (the feast of Tabernacles – chapters 7,8;  the Passover – 1:29;  19:36;  the manna in the wilderness – chapter 6; even Israel itself – chapter 15).

Luke

Salvation history is strong in Luke’s writings, and he clearly presents the transition from the “torah piety” observed by Zechariah, Elisabeth, Joseph and Mary (Luke 1:6; 2:22-24, 27,39) and by Paul in his youth (Acts 22:3, 12;  23:3) to the situation in the early church, in which the apostolic council did not impose the law on Gentile Christians (Acts 15).  What stands out in Luke is his stress on the law as a witness to the events that have taken place in Christ and in the early church (Luke 24:44; Acts 28:23).

Hebrews 

The author of the letter of Hebrews viewed the law as “only a shadow of the good things that are coming” (10:1) and can never bring people to that perfection that God demands of His people (7:19; 10:2). Christians who put themselves under the law put their relationship with God in danger.  It should be noted that the “law” that Hebrews addresses is almost always the sacrificial and priestly law, and to claim the author meant to extend this to the totality of the Mosaic Law is not easily proven.  One passage that goes in this direction however, is Hebrews 8:7-13 where the author quotes Jeremiah 31:31-34, arguing that Jeremiah’s prophecy of the new covenant, pictured it taking the place of the old, now rendered “obsolete” (v. 13).  But the new covenant carries with it the promise of the law written on the heart.  It is more than probable that the author saw in this law written on the heart more than just the ceremonial law and that he implies if the old is “obsolete,” a complete transformation in its nature.

James

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 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 fulfill 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 fulfillment 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 fulfillment 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 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.357-376.
