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INTRODUCTION 

 One of the most difficult problems in understanding the teaching of the Bible is the 

question of the place of the Mosaic Law in the Bible and today. Specifically, this paper is going 

to try to explore the question of whether the Mosaic law has any continuing authority for today. 

This is an important question because how it is answered will have a bearing whether or not the 

Christian reading his Bible is under obligation to obey the Mosaic law in any part. It also has a 

bearing on whether or how Christians interact with the culture and state in terms of whether 

people in general today have an obligation to obey any part of the Mosaic law. 

 This paper will seek to explore how or whether the Mosaic law has authority today. There 

are many difficult questions about the law that are very important, but will not be dealt with 

unless they have bearing on the topic of this paper. The thesis of this paper will be that the 

Mosaic law has ended as a covenantal arrangement but continues as a revelation of God’s 

unchanging moral norms. 

 The first section of the paper will give a survey of some of the main solutions that have 

been proposed to explain whether or how the law has authority today. The second section will 

seek to define what the Bible, and especially the New Testament mean by “the law.” Section 

three will discuss the law as a covenantal arrangement. Section four will cover the law as a 

revelation of God’s unchanging moral norms. Section five will examine how to interpret and 

apply the Mosaic law. The bulk of this paper will be supported with references to the New 

Testament and especially the epistles because the New Testament epistles provide the most 

unambiguous theological analysis for the place of the law in the Bible.
1
 

 

I. SURVEY OF PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 

 Before exploring the subject, it will be profitable to do a brief survey of some views that 

have been proposed in the past to explain the authority of the law today.
2
 One quickly starts to 

perceive that this problem is part of the larger topic of the relationship between the Old and New 

Testaments. Most of the concerns have to do with questions of continuity and discontinuity. That 

is to say, how much is the same and how much is different between the way God dealt with 

people in the Old Testament and the way God deals with people today? More specifically, how 

much is the same and how much is different between Israel in the Old Testament and the church 

in the New Testament? 

 

 

                                                 
 

1
 The New Testament is able to look at the law “from without.” It is similar to the way that the extent of the 

Grand Canyon can be best seen from outside of it from an airplane. Douglas J. Moo follows the same method in 

Douglas J. Moo, “The Law of Christ as the Fulfillment of the Law of Moses,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel 

Edited by Wayne G. Strickland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 323. He says that “…important as the teaching of 

Jesus is for the issue of the Christian and the law, it is overshadowed by the evidence from Paul’s letters. This is 

partially because we cannot always be sure whether Jesus was addressing the situation that would prevail after his 

redemptive acts had opened the new era of salvation or the situation during his earthly ministry when the old 

covenant was still in effect.” 

 
2
 The following discussion comes from David A. Dorsey, “The Law of Moses and the Christian: A 

Compromise,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 34/3 (September 1991): 322-324. Christopher J. H. 

Wright, Walking in the Ways of the Lord: The Ethical Authority of the Old Testament (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 1995), 69-116. Sprinkle, Joe M. Biblical Law and its Relevance: A Christian Understanding and Ethical 

Application for Today of the Mosaic Regulations (Lanham: University Press of America, 2006), 1-27. 
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1. Marcion 

 In the second century, there was a man named Marcion who believed that the angry God 

of the Old Testament was a different God than the loving God made known through Jesus Christ 

in the New Testament. Because of this view, Marcion and his followers completely rejected the 

Old Testament, as well as any books in the New Testament that seemed too Jewish.
3
 Marcion 

took an extreme discontinuity view, so that the Old and New Testaments were actually opposed 

to one another. He believed that the Old Testament was “ethically inferior.”
4
 By default this view 

would not allow the Mosaic law to have any authority since Marcion did not believe that the God 

of the Old Testament was the God of the Christians. Even today, if a Christian theologian 

disregards the Old Testament in theory or practice, they are often called a “Marcionite.” 

 

2. Dispensationalism 

 In the past two centuries, a theological system called Dispensationalism has been very 

influential in America. According to this system, God has been pursuing two programs with two 

peoples: Israel and the church. Israel is an earthly people with an earthly destiny, and the church 

is a heavenly people with a heavenly destiny. The Mosaic law was for Israel and not for the 

church.
5
 Christians are only obligated to follow the commands of the New Testament because 

they alone are the marching orders of the church. Although Dispensationalists take a 

discontinuity view, unlike Marcion, the Old and New Testaments are not opposed to one another. 

Nevertheless, the Old and New Testaments remain distinct from one another. Practically 

speaking, dispensationalists deny that the law is binding on Christians, but they do believe that it 

contains enduring principles and reveals God’s character.
6
 As such, the Old Testament (including 

the Mosaic law) speaks authoritatively as enduring principles are extracted from the original 

commands. 

 Similar to the dispensationalist position is that of New Covenant Theology. While 

disagreeing with the Dispensationalists on many areas, in the area of the law they also take a 

discontinuity position. They likewise affirm that only those parts of the law that are repeated in 

the New Testament are binding on the Church as the “law of Christ.”
7
 

 

3. Covenant Theology 

 Covenant Theology, coming out of the Reformed tradition, takes a view that has more 

continuity to it. According to this view, there is one overarching Covenant of Grace that connects 

                                                 
 

3
 Wright, Walking in the Ways of the Lord, 69-70. Wright says that for Marcion, “The Hebrew Bible had no 

relevance or authority for Christians and should be regarded as having no place in Christian Scripture – alongside of 

several parts of the New Testament which he judged to be seriously infected with Jewish concerns.” 

 
4
 Dorsey, “Law of Moses and the Christian,” 322. 

 
5
 Reynold Showers, There Really Is a Difference! A Comparison of Covenant and Dispensational Theology 

(Bellmawr: The Friends of Israel Gospel Ministry, Inc., 1990), 188-189. 

 
6
 Wayne G. Strickland, “The Inauguration of the Law of Christ with the Gospel,” in Five Views on Law and 

Gospel Edited by Wayne G. Strickland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 278. He distinguishes between the 

“revelatory” function of the law and the “regulatory” function of the law. The regulatory function was for Israel 

only. The revelatory function continues today. “…the law as it functions in a revelatory manner acts to preserve the 

unity between the two eras [of “Law” and “Grace”]. Since God’s character is immutable, it stands to reason that 

insofar as the law reveals God’s character, it remains valid.” J. Daniel Hays, “Applying the Old Testament Today,” 

Bibliotheca Sacra 158: 629 (2001): 31-35. “Principlism […] seeks to find universal principles in the Old Testament 

legal material and to apply these principles to believers today” (p. 35). 

 
7
 Tom Wells and Fred G. Zaspel, New Covenant Theology: Description, Definition, Defense (Frederick: 

New Covenant Media, 2002). See chapter nine, “The Continuing Relevance of Divine Law,” pp. 139-160. 
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the two Testaments. God’s dealing with Israel and the church are both an outworking of that one 

covenant, and the church is spiritual Israel.
8
 In this view, the individual laws of the Mosaic law 

fall into three categories: moral, civil, and ceremonial. There is an assumption, because of the 

unity of the people of God, that unless a particular law is explicitly discontinued in the New 

Testament, it continues to be valid and binding on the Christian. The ceremonial laws (such as 

those governing the priesthood and sacrifices) looked forward to Christ, and so they terminated 

at the cross. The civil laws applied only to Israel as a nation, and since God is not dealing with 

the church as a political entity, they also terminate. The moral laws represent God’s unchanging 

moral standards, so Christians today are obligated to keep the moral law, especially as embodied 

in the Ten Commandments (the Decalogue).
9
 

 A variation of the continuity position of Covenant Theology is the system known as 

Theonomy, or Christian Reconstructionism. Theonomy agrees that the ceremonial laws were 

fulfilled in Christ and the moral law is still binding on Christians, but also believes that the Old 

Testament civil laws are also still binding. They believe that government ought to enforce the 

civil laws as prescribed by Moses, including capital punishment for cases such as “incorrigibility 

in children, blasphemy, apostasy, idolatry, witchcraft, homosexuality and Sabbath-breaking.”
10

 

 

4. Lutheran Theology 

 The Lutheran approach to the law is part of one of the most distinctive aspects of their 

theology, namely the law-gospel contrast. In Lutheran theology, law is everything that we are 

commanded by God to do, and gospel is everything that God does for us. In this sense, law is a 

theological category that includes any command of God to human beings.
11

 

 Lutherans also have a rich history of attention to what has been called “natural law.” 

Because of this, while Luther did not think the law of Moses as a whole applies to Christians, we 

are obligated to follow all that agrees with natural law.
12

 Luther’s approach downplays the law in 

terms of the specific demands of the Mosaic covenant in favor of highlighting the “law” as a 

larger theological category.
13

 

 

5. The “Fulfillment” Approach 

 What is being called here the “fulfillment” approach is the view espoused, not by a 

particular school of theology, but rather of individuals (mostly Calvinistic and baptistic) who 

focus on the fulfillment of the law in Christ as the key to understanding how the Mosaic law 

applies to Christians.
14

 These individuals stress that the whole law points to Christ (not just the 

                                                 
 

8
 Dorsey, “Law of Moses and the Christian,” 323. 

 
9
 Ibid. 

 
10

 Dorsey, “Law of Moses and the Christian,” 324. For a defense of this position, see Greg. L. Bahnsen, 

“The Theonomic Reformed Approach to Law and Gospel,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1999), 93-143. 

 
11

 Sprinkle, Biblical Law and its Relevance, 11-13. “It must be understood, however, that Lutheran 

theology does not mean by ‘law’ what other theological systems do. The ‘law’ in Lutheran theology is not the law of 

Moses; but rather it is the ‘unchangeable will of God,’ the moral law as epitomized in the Decalogue, and the natural 

law.” (p. 11). 

 
12

 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 

1966), 251-273. Paul Althaus, The Ethics of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 

1972), 25-35. 

 
13

 Moo, “Law of Christ as the Fulfillment,” 321-322. 

 
14

 Representative of this view: Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law and its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology of 

Law (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993). Don Carson, The Use of the OT in the NT. Part 1-3, audio lectures. Found 
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so-called “ceremonial” portions) and finds its fulfillment in Him, and similarly Christians are to 

be obedient to the whole law as it is fulfilled in Christ.
15

 They stress that the whole law applies to 

Christians, but that the application may be more or less literal depending on how it is fulfilled in 

Christ.
16

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 These approaches are not by any means exhaustive, but are representative of the spectrum 

of approaches to the relationship between the Testaments. They illustrate that there is a great 

challenge in understanding how the law applies to Christians, and that it is a part of the larger 

debate regarding the relationship of the Old and the New Testaments. 

 

II. BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVE ON ‘LAW’ 

 

1. “The Law” as the Mosaic Covenant 

 The first step in the examination of any biblical topic is to discuss how terms are being 

used. In the Bible, and especially in the New Testament, the term “law” (the Greek word νοµος) 

primarily refers to the “sum of specific divine requirements given to Israel through Moses.”
17

 

This usage is reflected in 1 Cor. 9:8-9: “Do I say these things on human authority? Does not the 

Law say the same? For it is written in the Law of Moses, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it 

treads out the grain.’”
18

 When the term “law” is used in this sense, it may be called “the Law of 

Moses” as it is here, but frequently it is just called “the law.” “The law” is this sense was the 

covenant God made with the nation of Israel at Sinai. It is explicitly called a covenant in Ex. 

34:28 when the Ten Commandments are written on tablets of stone. The Ten Commandments 

represent all of the demands of the covenant (cf. 2 Cor. 3:14; Heb. 8:13; 9:15 and implied in Gal. 

4:24).
19

 

                                                                                                                                                             
on “Forum of Christian Leaders” website: http://welforum.com/course/view.php?id=90 (accessed  August 17, 

2013). Vern S. Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 1991). Tim 

Gallant, These are Two Covenants: Reconsidering Paul on the Mosaic Law (Grande Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 

2012). 
 

15
 Poythress, Shadow of Christ, 281-286. 

 
16

 Schreiner, Fulfillment of the Law, 160-178. 

 
17

 Stephen Westerholm, Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith: Paul and His Recent Interpreters (Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 108. Westerholm, and many of those who have been 

writing on the Mosaic law recently are approaching the topic from Paul’s perspective because of the debate 

surrounding the “New Perspective on Paul.” While many of the statements quoted by these authors will have special 

reference to the Pauline Epistles, they are appropriately applicable to the New Testament’s perspective on the law 

because Paul is the most systematic in discussing the subject among New Testament writers. 

 
18

 Paul here quotes Deut. 25:4. All Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible: English Standard Version 

(Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2001). 

 
19

 Vern Poythress says about the Ten Commandments: “Moreover, the Ten Commandments as a heart of 

the law receive special attention. God spoke the Ten Commandments directly to all Israel from the top of Mount 

Sinai, in contrast to the rest of the material that the people received through Moses (Exodus 20:1-21; Deuteronomy 

4:10-13). The Ten Commandments alone were written directly by the finger of God on the two stone tablets that 

Moses received on Mount Sinai (Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4). In the beginning these tablets alone were deposited in 

the ark (Deuteronomy 10:1-5); Exodus 25:16; 40:20). The many other instructions that God gave through Moses 

were also later written down and put not inside the ark but beside it (Deuteronomy 31:24-26). The ark itself, the 

most central and most holy item associated with the tabernacle, is specifically designated “the ark of the testament” 

(e.g., Exodus 25:22; 26:33, 34; 30:6, 26; 31:7) or “the ark of the covenant” (e.g., Numbers 10:33; 14:44). In these 

designations it is understood that the “testimony” or “covenant” refers to the Ten Commandments (cf. Exodus 25:21 
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2. “The Law” as the Pentateuch 

 There is also a broader meaning of the term “law.” It can, by extension, be used to refer 

to the Pentateuch, or the five books of Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy). This is the usage reflected 

in Gal. 4:21: “Tell me, you who desire to be under the law, do you not listen to the law?” There 

is most likely wordplay between the first time the word “law” is used, where Paul means the 

Mosaic covenant, and the second time the word is used, where it means the Pentateuch. The fact 

that it means the Pentateuch can be seen by the fact that Paul follows up this statement with an 

illustration from the narrative from Genesis 16 and 21.
20

 

 This usage finds its source in the division of the Jewish Bible into three sections: the 

Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. The division labeled “the Law” contained the five books of 

Moses that we call the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy). The reference to the whole 

Jewish Bible is found in Luke 24:44 where Jesus calls it “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and 

the Psalms.” Most frequently it was shortened to “the law and the prophets.” This usage is 

common and found, for example, in Acts 13:15 where it speaks of the Jewish men in a 

synagogue reading “from the Law and the Prophets” (cf. Matt. 7:12; Luke 16:16; Acts 24:14; 

28:23; Rom. 3:21, etc.). 

 

3. “The Law” as the Old Testament Scriptures 

 Perhaps out of this usage comes yet one more usage by extension, that is, “the law” used 

to refer to the whole of the Old Testament Scriptures.
21

 This can be seen most clearly in Romans 

3:19 where as a conclusion to a series of Old Testament quotations, Paul says that “the law” 

speaks to those who are under it. In that series of quotations are verses from Psalms (from 53; 5; 

140; 10 and 36) as well as a quote from Is. 59:7-8. Another place where the “law” refers to 

Scripture outside of the Pentateuch is 1 Cor. 14:21, where Is. 28:11-12 is quoted.
22

  

 

4. Other Uses of “The Law” 

 The above three uses are related by the fact that they all revolve around the Old 

Testament law covenant but then are applied by extension to Pentateuch, and then finally the 

whole Old Testament. They are the prevailing usages of the term “law,” but not without 

exception. Paul has another use of the term “law” that is widely recognized, namely in terms of 

“operative principle.”
23

 This usage is reflected in Romans 7:21: “So I find it to be a law that 

when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.” Here, the term law doesn’t mean the Mosaic law 

or the Old Testament, but an “operating principle.” This is something like what are called “the 

laws of nature.” The “law” in this sense is descriptive (describing what is in fact true) rather than 

prescriptive (commanding what ought to be done). 

 Finally, there is a use of the term “law” that has to do with moral behavior as it is 

prescribed by Christ. In this sense Paul tells the Galatians to “Bear one another’s burdens, and so 

fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2; cf. 1 Cor. 9:21). Similarly, James says that “royal law 

according to the Scripture” is “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Jas. 2:8). The “royal 

                                                                                                                                                             
with Deuteronomy 10:1-5). Thus the main function of the ark is to contain the tablets of the covenant with the Ten 

Commandments written on them.” (Poythress, Shadow of Christ, 75-76). 

 
20

 Strickland, “Inauguration of the Law of Christ,” 246. 

 
21

 Gallant, Two Covenants, 15; Westerholm, Israel’s Law, 106-107. 

 
22

 Strickland, “Inauguration of the Law of Christ,” 246. 

 
23

 Schreiner, Fulfillment of the Law, 34-35; Strickland, “Inauguration of the Law of Christ,” 247. 
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law” is most likely the law of the kingdom of God that has come with the incarnation of Christ, 

the King.
24

 

 

5. The New Testament’s Positive and Negative Affirmations about the Law 

 What is most peculiar about the how the New Testament reflects on the Mosaic law is the 

fact that there are statements that the New Testament writers make that affirm both a positive and 

negative view of the law. Specifically, there are passages in which the writer seems to indicate 

that the jurisdiction of the Mosaic law has ended, as when Paul says in Romans 7:4, 6: 

“Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you 

may belong to another…we are released from the law, having died to that which held us 

captive.” On the other hand, there are passages that seem to indicate that the Mosaic law still has 

authority over the believer, as when James says that “the one who looks into the perfect law, the 

law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be 

blessed in his doing” (Jas. 1:25). Schreiner helpfully states the following about the way Paul 

viewed the law (although it is valid with regard to the whole Bible): 

 
Paul’s view of the Mosaic covenant was complex. In a sense the Mosaic covenant has passed 

away and in a sense it remained authoritative for the church of Christ. The Mosaic covenant has 

passed away because Messiah has come. Nevertheless, this cessation of the Mosaic covenant does 

not constitute an abrogation of the law but a fulfillment and establishment of the law (Rom. 3:31). 

In other words, one cannot give an unqualified “yes” or “no” answer regarding the cessation of 

the law in Paul.
25

 

 

6. Excursus: Biblical Language about the Law Illustrated 

 The next few paragraphs are an attempt to see in the historical Christological 

formulations an illustration of how the Scripture may speak of the law in two ways. It is hoped 

that observing the theological method of the church with regard to the formulation of Christology 

may provide some categories for formulating a right understanding of the Bible’s teaching on the 

Mosaic law. 

 Christians have historically affirmed that Christ is both God and man. The problem 

people have had is explaining exactly how Christ’s divine nature and human nature relate to one 

another. Without going into the various wrong ways that people have done this (although it is 

very interesting and worth studying), the way this was finally expressed by the Church was that 

Christ is one person who has two natures. This was historically expounded in the Definition of 

Chalcedon. 

 Within Protestantism, the Reformed and Lutherans have differed on how exactly this 

should be elaborated on. The Lutherans have affirmed that there is a communication of attributes 

between the two natures of Christ to one another, so that Christ’s divinity partakes in the 

attributes of His humanity and His humanity partakes in the attributes of His divinity. Because 

Christ is God and God is present everywhere, Christ according to His human nature is also 

present everywhere. This for them explains the real presence of Christ’s physical body in the 

bread and wine of communion. 

                                                 
 

24
 D. A. Carson, “James,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, Eds. G. K. 

Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 1,000. 

 
25

 Schreiner, Fulfillment of the Law, 160-161. 
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 In contrast, the Reformed have affirmed that there is a communication of attributes 

between each nature to the person of Christ, rather than each nature with one another. The result 

is that while Christ as a person partakes of the attributes of divinity (such as omnipresence), 

Christ’s human nature does not. Similarly, while Christ as a person partakes of the attributes of 

humanity (such as hunger and thirst), Christ’s divinity does not. This view is meant to safeguard 

against the view that Christ’s humanity and divinity combine in such a way that results in some 

third nature that is neither truly human nor fully divine.
26

 Historically, the result of this 

Reformed belief has been that they affirm that Christ is present everywhere according to His 

divinity, but according to His humanity He is located in heaven at the right hand of the Father 

(and significantly for them, not in the bread and wine of communion). 

 The Reformed view of the relationship of the natures of Christ and the person of Christ 

seem to be more consistent with what the Scriptures teach. For example, Christ knows all things 

including peoples’ thoughts (Matt. 9:4), but Christ is also limited in His knowledge about the 

time of His second coming (Mk. 13:32). This is explained by the fact that Christ is omniscient by 

virtue of being God Himself, but also limited in knowledge by virtue of taking on true humanity. 

So we may speak of something that is true of either nature of Christ as being true of the person of 

Christ. We may speak of Christ as being unchanging (Heb. 13:8) and yet we can speak of Christ 

as “increasing in wisdom and stature” (Luke. 2:52). This is true because the Scripture speaks of 

things that are true of either nature as being true of Christ as a person. 

 Biblical language regarding the law appears to function in similar terms. It is commonly 

agreed that the law has aspects of continuity and aspects of discontinuity. The Scriptures often 

speak of the law in its continuing aspects simply by referring to “the law.” Similarly, when the 

Scriptures speak of the law with reference to its aspects that are discontinued, they likewise refer 

to them as “the law.” This is similar to the way that the Scriptures refer to Christ without 

distinguishing between His natures, regardless of whether they are describing Him according to 

His divine attributes or according to His human attributes. 

 So in the same way that the Scripture speaks of Christ as being both omniscient and 

limited in knowledge, the Bible can speak of the law as something that both continues and ends. 

The goal in using this illustration is to find a way of looking at the issue that avoids and “either 

yes or no” approach in favor of a “yes and no” approach. In summary, Vern S. Poythress says 

that 

 
Paul asserts the abolition of the law loud and clear, lest anyone miss it and destroy the unity of 

Jews and Gentiles as free people in Christ. Matthew asserts the continuation of the law loud and 

clear, lest anyone miss it and think that Jesus is not the true Jewish Messiah. But at a deep level 

they agree. Matthew’s assertions are qualified by the idea of fulfillment, which involves a radical 

transformation through Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Paul’s denials are qualified by his 

vigorous affirmations concerning the character of the law: it is God’s prophetic revelation looking 

forward to Christ and still now revealing Him in His righteousness and mercy. The law is 

abolished in the sense that the fullness has come and the temporary has come to an end. The law 

continues in the sense that seen in light of Christ, it still speaks His word to us. In short, we may 

                                                 
 

26
 This error is called Eutychianism, or monophysitism (meaning “one nature”). Ryrie says that in 

Eutychianism “The divine nature was not fully divine, nor was the human nature genuinely human, and the result 

was a mixed single nature. This was condemned at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.” Charles C. Ryrie, Basic 

Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical Truth (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999), 290-291. 
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speak of abolition or continuation, as we wish, provided we understand the depths and richnesses 

involved in what we should affirm in a total picture.
27

 

 

 The question, then, as to whether the Mosaic law has continuing authority today will have 

to be nuanced in such a way as to allow that question to be answered with both “yes and no.” A 

distinction that will help to answer the question the way that the Bible does is to distinguish 

between the Mosaic law as a covenant and the Mosaic law as a revelation of moral norms.
28

 This 

is a matter of looking at it in terms of the particular legal function as a covenantal arrangement, 

and looking at the law in terms of the moral substance of it. Section three of this paper will begin 

with this former aspect and attempt to show that the Mosaic law is no longer authoritative as a 

covenant between God and His people. Section four will attempt to show that the Mosaic law has 

continuing authority as a revelation of moral norms. 

 

III. THE LAW AS A COVENANT 

 

 The Mosaic law is first and foremost a covenant between God and Israel. The study in 

section two of this paper revealed that when it is used in the Bible, the primary denotations of the 

term was first the divine requirements of the covenant, and then in an extended sense the 

Pentateuch, and finally the whole of the Old Testament Scriptures. The New Testament (and 

especially the writings of Paul) makes some important statements about the Jurisdiction, or 

sphere of authority with reference to the covenant. 

 

1. The Mosaic Law Entered at a Point in Time 

 The first point from the Scripture that needs to be made is the fact that the Mosaic law as 

a covenant entered into human history at a point in time. Paul explicitly states this in Galatians 3. 

In the book of Galatians, he is writing against Jewish people who are trying to persuade Gentile 

Christians to become circumcised and observe the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant. In 

chapter 3, Paul is discussing the relationship of the Mosaic law to the promise given to Abraham. 

Paul emphasizes that with reference to the promise to Abraham, the law “came 430 years 

afterward,” and that the law was “added” (3:17, 19). 

 Similarly, Paul, in Romans 5, discusses some of the most important issues in redemptive 

history, namely the sin of Adam and its implications for humanity, and the obedience of Christ 

and its implications for humanity. In light of Adam’s sin and the consequent reign of sin over 

humanity, Paul says that “sin indeed was in the world before the law was given” (5:13). The 

most important point of this passage is the fact that there was a time “before the law was given.” 

In fact, the “giving of the law” is paralleled with “Moses” in vs. 14, making clear that the law 

that is in mind is the Mosaic covenant given at Sinai. 

 

2. Parties of the Mosaic Covenant: God and the Nation of Israel 

 A second point about the Mosaic law as a covenant is that the covenant was made with 

Israel as a nation. Exodus 19ff gives a narrative record of the giving of the law. In Exodus 19:5 
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God tells Moses to says to Israel, “‘if you will indeed obey My voice and keep my covenant, 

then you shall be a special treasure to Me above all people;…And you shall be to Me a kingdom 

of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words which you shall speak to the children of 

Israel.” Here and in other places, the narrative of the Old Testament affirms the Mosaic Law was 

for Israel. 

 In addition, Paul affirms that the Mosaic law was for Israel in Rom. 9:1-5. In this passage 

Paul is grieving at the fact that the nation as a whole had rejected Christ. This is sad especially in 

light of all of the divine privileges enjoyed by the nation. In this context, Paul names some of 

those privileges, and says about his “countrymen according to the flesh, who are Israelites, to 

whom pertains [the divine privileges, including] the giving of the law […]” Paul identifies here 

those who are the recipients of the Mosaic law: his “countrymen according to the flesh, who are 

Israelites […]” (cf. Acts 7:53). 

 The fact that the Mosaic covenant was made with Israel is also supported by the fact that 

Paul speaks of the Jewish people as being “under the law” or “in the law.”
29

 In 1 Corinthians 

9:19-23, Paul explains his philosophy of evangelism and missionary activity with different 

people and his ability to adapt to their ways of living. He introduces the three categories of 

individuals: those who are “under the law” (Jewish people), those who are “without law” 

(Gentile people) and those who are “under law toward Christ” (Paul, and by implication, 

Christians). Interestingly, Paul says that he himself, although Jewish by birth, is “not…under the 

law” (vs. 20). This shows that the Jews, and not Gentiles or Christians are “under the law,” i.e. 

bound by the covenantal stipulations of Sinai. 

 Similarly, in Galatians, the phrase “under law” applies to Jewish people in 3:23; 4:4, 5, 

21; 5:18. This is a disputed point, but a good argument can be made that Paul is alternating 

between himself and the Jewish people (“we,” and “us” in 3:13, 23, 24, etc.) and his Gentile 

audience (“you” 5x in 3:26-29, etc.).
30

 Paul’s main argument to his Gentile converts is that the 

Jewish people have been released from the law covenant and its condemnation by the death of 

Christ, and so by implication the Gentiles should not place themselves under it. One of the main 

ways he argues this is by showing the redemptive-historical place of the Mosaic law in 3:15-

4:7—that it was added to the promise (3:17, 19), and the inheritance cannot be secured on the 

basis of it (3:18). 

 Before the time “primarily characterized by faith” came, the Jewish people were confined 

under the administration of the law (3:23-25).
31

 But Christ has come, being born under the 

administration of the law, and redeemed the Jews from bondage to the law and the curse of the 

law (4:3-5). As a result, the Jewish people are no longer under the administration of the law 

(3:25). In light of the fact that the Jews were in bondage to the law (4:3) in a similar way that the 

Gentiles were in bondage to idolatry (4:8-9), and the fact that being sons of God is not consistent 
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with bondage (4:1-2, 6-9), now that the Gentiles have become full sons with the Jews (4:5-6), 

they should not place themselves under the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant as represented by 

circumcision (5:1-4). 

 In light of this, the phrase “under the law” in Galatians is not primarily referring to the 

law as a condemning force for humanity generally (although it is that), but with God’s 

administration of (primarily) the Jewish people under the Mosaic covenant. Doug Moo says of 

this passage that in it, “under the law” “depicts the situation of the Jews before the coming of 

Christ, when they were subject to the authority and supervision of the Mosaic law.”
32

 He 

concludes this for several reasons. First, he says that three of the uses of this phrase come from 

Gal. 3:15-4:7 where Paul is teaching on the “role of the law in salvation history.”
33

 He also notes 

here that “‘Under the law,’ in fact, is only one of several phrases that Paul uses to depict the 

situation of the Jews in the old covenant in this context; others are ‘under a paidagogos’ (3:25; 

cf. v. 24) [translated “tutor” by the NKJV], children under ‘guardians and trustees’ (4:1-2), 

‘under the basic principles of the world’ (4:3), and ‘under sin’” (3:22).
34

 

 Moo also notes that Jesus is said to be “born under the law” (4:4). Moo argues that while 

Jesus took on the curse of the law at the cross, Jesus was not actually born under the curse of the 

law. Rather this verse teaches that Jesus was born under the time and authority of the Mosaic 

law.
35

 He concludes, “Like most of the other phrases about bondage in the context, then, ‘under 

the law’ refers to a status of close supervision and custodial care, a situation that eventually gives 

way to a time of maturity and freedom.”
36

 

 The use of the phrase “in the law” (εν νοµος) in Romans 2:12 and 3:19 is even clearer. In 

2:12, Paul contrasts the Jews with the Gentiles by showing that they will both be judged for their 

sin. The Gentile is the one who sins “without the law,” while the Jew is the one who sins “under 

the law” (lit. “in the law”).
37

 The Gentile, who is “without the law” will also perish “without the 

law.” The Jew, on the other hand, will be “judged by the law.” In other words, both Jew and 

Gentile are under the condemnation of God because of sin, and equally in need of God’s grace. 

The Jew, however, stands especially condemned by the fact that he has full access to God’s 

requirements in the Mosaic covenant. 

 Similarly, in Romans 3:19, Paul says that “whatever the law says it speaks to those who 

are under the law [lit. “in the law”], so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world 

may be held accountable to God.” While it is possible that this verse indicates that the whole 

world is accountable to God because the whole world is “in the law,” a better understanding is 

that it is the Jews that are “in the law.” Paul’s letter to this point has proved that the Gentiles are 

guilty in 1:18-32, and so the law speaks to those who are in it, namely the Jews, so that they 

might see that they also are guilty, and that the whole world (namely, Gentiles and Jews) may be 
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accountable to God.
38

 All of these passages together furnish a strong case that the Mosaic law as 

a covenant was given to the nation of Israel. 

 

3. The Mosaic Law as a Particular Sphere of Accountability 

 It is not only important to see who the recipients of the law as a covenant are, but the fact 

that the law as a covenant between God and Israel introduced a unique sphere of accountability. 

This is shown by the distinction between “sin” and “transgression.” Generally speaking, the New 

Testament regards them as being different (although not absolutely, and there may be times 

when the terms are used interchangeably). The word ἁµαρτία (hamartia) is the word frequently 

translated “sin” in the New Testament. According to one lexicon, sin is frequently used to denote 

“a departure from either human or divine standards of uprightness.”
39

 Charles Ryrie says that this 

Greek word “is the most frequently used word for sin, occurring in its various forms about 227 

times. When a writer wanted one inclusive word for sin, he used this one. The metaphor behind 

the word is missing the mark, but, as in the Old Testament, this is not only a negative idea but 

includes the positive idea of hitting some other mark.”
40

 

 What is a little more complicated is identifying exactly what standard sin is a departure 

from. In a real sense sin is a defection from the character of God (Rom. 3:23, where Paul says 

that all people “have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” meaning that people fail to 

conform to His glorious image; cf. Lev. 11:44). Certainly all sin is primarily an offense toward 

God (Ps. 51:4; Gen. 39:9). But if the concrete demands of conformity to God’s character need to 

be labeled, the label “moral law” is useful, as long as it is understood to be distinct from the 

Mosaic law.
41

 While “moral law” in this sense is not addressed by the Scripture per se, it is 

implied in the affirmations it makes about the nature of sin. The phrase is useful in the sense that 

it indicates that it deals with moral standards, and that it indicates that these moral standards are 

not options or advice, but demands from God, who is the Sovereign Authority over the universe. 

 We might even take this lead from the Bible since in 1 John 3:4 John says that “sin is 

lawlessness.” Ryrie says that sin can be defined as lawlessness “as long as law is conceived of in 

its broadest sense, that is, defection from any of God’s standards.”
42

 For the purpose of this 

paper, these standards will be referred to as God’s “moral law” because it refers to the essential 

moral requirements that mankind is accountable to as the concrete demands of conformity to 

God’s character. 

 This moral law is similar to what Martin Luther had in mind when he spoke of “law and 

gospel.” According to Paul Althaus, for Luther, “Whatever shows me what I ought to do and that I 

remain in guilt is always law. […] ‘Law’ is everything that makes us realize our sin and accuses and 
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terrifies the conscience, regardless of whether one finds it in Christ or in Moses. […] According to 

Luther’s broad concept of the law, the New Testament commandments are also ‘law.’”
43

 Doug Moo 

explains that Luther’s conception of law “denotes a general theological category, namely, God’s 

word in its commanding aspect. In this sense, the Sermon on the Mount is ‘law’ just as much as 

the Ten Commandments”
44

 Moo also says that in Luther the law-gospel tension is “primarily 

static and theological,” and that for Luther law and gospel denote “two constant aspects of God’s 

word to us.”
45

 

 This paper has disagreed with Luther’s view that “law” is primarily a general theological 

category. Rather, with Doug Moo, it has affirmed that “the New Testament teaching about the 

law is first, and most basically, teaching about the Mosaic law.”
46

 Nevertheless, there is 

something to his conception of law that is useful with some adjustment. Luther observed a valid 

principle by affirming that all sin is a violation of “law” in some sense. The problem is that he 

has pushed the Mosaic covenant into the background in order to foreground the static theological 

category. On the other hand, Scripture seems to foreground the Mosaic law, and then speak of 

sin in such a way that it implies a kind of moral law (Rom. 5:13; Gal. 3:17, 19).
47

 

 If “sin” is any departure from any of God’s moral requirements, the word παράβασις 

(parabasis) is a more specific word. It is defined as “act of deviating from an established 

boundary or norm, overstepping, transgression.”
48

 Ryrie says that the cognate parabates (which 

is the noun that indicates the one who commits parabasis) “usually relates to specific violations 

of the law.”
49

 It is interesting to note that with one exception, the word is only used only in 

Jewish contexts or in contexts where there is discussion of the Mosaic law (Romans 2-5; Gal. 2-

3; Hebrews and James). The one exception is 1 Tim. 2:14, which is discussing the transgression 

of God’s explicit command in the garden by Eve. Without exception, it refers to transgressing an 

established command given by God. 

 Two passages especially highlight the difference between “sin” and “transgression.” The 

first is Romans 4:15. In Romans 4, Paul is demonstrating the fact that Abraham and David were 

both justified by faith, and that the promises to Abraham were always understood to be by faith 

rather than by obedience to the law. In vss. 13ff, the contrast between faith and the law is 

strengthened by the fact that the law can only bring condemnation and never receive promises, 

because the nature of law has to do with “doing” while a promise has nothing to do with “doing,” 

but only believing. 
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 In this context, Paul says that “where there is no law there is no transgression.” When he 

says this, he is not saying that there is no sin, but that there is no transgression. This verse 

identifies the source of transgression as law, and confirms the description of transgression 

outlined above as “specific violations of the law.” It is also important to notice that in this 

context it is the Mosaic law that is under discussion. 

 This point is expanded in Romans 5:13. In Romans 5:12-21 Paul is going to try to 

demonstrate that in the same way that Adam’s sin caused the condemnation of the human race, 

Christ’s obedience made redemption available to the human race. In vss. 13-14 Paul makes an 

important point – sin and death is so strong that even those who lived before the Mosaic law was 

given were under their control.
50

 But in this context he makes the comment that “sin indeed was 

in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where there is no law.” 

 The fact that sin is still judged by God as sin and worthy of condemnation is made plain 

in Romans 2:12 where Paul says that “all who have sinned without the law will also perish 

without the law.” The difference is the fact that when the law is given to Israel they are able to 

make concrete transgressions of the law. This increases both the power and seriousness of sin.
51

 

Westerholm helpfully states that the phrase “sin is not counted” in 5:13 refers “not to an absence 

of guilt or punishment, but to a difference in the way sins are prosecuted.”
52

 

 This difference between “sin” and “transgression” reveals two specific spheres of 

accountability. “Sin” takes place in the moral sphere of accountability established by the fact of 

the Creator-creature relationship. Greg L. Bahnsen says that “[…] the stipulations of God’s 

moral law, whether known through Mosaic (written) ordinances or by general (unwritten) 

revelation, carry a universal and ‘natural’ obligation that is appropriate to the Creator-creature 

relationship […].”
53

 “Sin” may include particular transgressions against an explicitly given law, 

as in the case of Adam and Eve in the garden and Israel under the law. It may also be an action 

that has been committed not as an offense against a revealed law (such as the sin of the people at 

the time of the flood) but nevertheless remains a violation of what was described above as 

“moral law.” Either way, it is always a personal offense against God (Ps. 51:4; Gen. 39:9) and 

deserving of physical and spiritual death (Gen. 2:17; 3:19; Rom. 6:23; 7:10-11). 

 On the other hand, “transgression” is always the violation of a specific, known command 

from God. “Transgression” happens in the context of a specifically defined relationship. The 

most obvious cases of transgression are the disobedience of Adam and Eve in the Garden (1 Tim. 

2:14), and the continual disobedience of the nation of Israel recorded in the history of the Old 

Testament. In both cases there was a relationship which was clearly defined by means of 

particular commands from God that functioned as boundaries. These were the necessary 

conditions for “transgression” to take place.
54
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 For the purposes of this paper, the important thing to note is that, in Israel’s case, the 

particular sphere of accountability was the Mosaic covenant. God promised life in the land of 

Canaan and material blessings to Israel if they continue in the conditions of the covenant and 

curses of judgment upon them if they refuse to walk in the conditions of the covenant (Lev. 26; 

Deut. 28; 30:11-20). The culmination of the curses was exile from the land, recapitulating the 

original expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden (Gen. 3:23-24). 

 

4. Relationship between Mosaic Law and Moral Law 

 While there is a difference in the spheres of accountability between the Mosaic law and 

moral law, they are also related. First, the Mosaic law and moral law overlap because the moral 

law is codified in the particular form of the Mosaic covenant. Since the Mosaic law was given in 

part to define sin (Rom. 7:7), the “essential moral content” of the Mosaic law is identical with 

the moral law. It is, in fact, a “revelation” of the moral law, and so transgression of the Mosaic 

law is sin against of the moral law. Even aspects of the Mosaic law that might not specifically 

address issue of moral absolutes are commanded by God, and so transgression of any part of the 

Mosaic law is sin, by virtue of the fact that it is disobedience of a command of God by His 

creatures. 

 Second, there seems to be what might best be described as a typological relationship 

between the moral law and the Mosaic law. The Mosaic law itself was not actually framed in 

terms of eternal life or eternal punishment. While there are hints within the Old Testament that 

there is a greater significance to the divine drama that is being played out in the history of Israel, 

including some direct statements about the resurrection (i.e. Dan. 12:1-3; Job 19:25-26), most of 

the concerns of the Mosaic covenant have to do with literal life on the earth in the land of 

Canaan.
55

 The blessings of the covenant have to do with long life in the land where God dwells 

(pointing back to the Garden), and it is not until the New Testament that it is plainly and 

explicitly revealed that the land of Canaan points forward to eternal life with God in a new 

heavens and a new earth. Doug Moo expresses this well when he says that 

 
the Old Testament does not clearly promise eternal punishment for disobedience of the law. But 

what must be kept in mind is that the Old Testament, and especially the Mosaic law, rarely speaks 

in terms of “eternal” life and punishment. To some degree, the Mosaic covenant’s promises and 

warnings in terms of this life become typologically significant of eternal matters.
56

 

 

 The typological relationship between the moral law and the Mosaic law is made clear 

when the reader of the New Testament starts to see the connections between the commandments 

that are given in the Old Testament and the way Jesus and the New Testament writers use them. 

For example, in Luke 18:18ff, Jesus is asked “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He answers 

the question by pointing the man to the commandments of the law (in this case, the fifth through 

the ninth of the Ten Commandments). As Doug Moo points out here, Jesus is not advocating a 

salvation by works, but rather showing the man’s need for salvation.
57

 Nevertheless, it does show 

that there is a point of connection between eternal life and obedience to the law given to Israel, 

even if just on a hypothetical level. 

                                                 
 

55
 Dorsey, “Law of Moses and the Christian,” 325-329. 

 
56

 Moo, “Response to Wayne Strickland,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel, 311. 

 
57

 Moo, “Law of Christ as the Fulfillment,” 324-325. 



 17 

 A similar connection can be seen in the way Lev. 18:5 is used in Rom. 10:5 and Gal. 

3:12. In its original context, Lev. 18:5 is a reminder from God that if Israel will obey Him in the 

land that He is giving them, they will live and enjoy the land, and if they disobey Him, they will 

experience death and removal from the land. God reminds them not to live like the nations 

around them, and tells them, “You shall therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if a person does 

them, he shall live by them: I am the LORD” (18:5). He then follows this up with a number of 

rules prohibiting sexual immorality (18:6-23) and concludes the section with a warning that the 

nations that are going to be wiped out by Israel in the conquest are experiencing that punishment 

because they were sexually immoral in these ways (18:24-27). Finally there is another reminder 

that Israel should not act like these nations or they will be removed form the land as well (18:26-

30). 

 In this context, it is clear that what is intended is that Israel will understand that if they 

obey, they will experience the blessing of God on them and they will continue to live in the land 

of Canaan, but if they disobey God they will experience physical death and removal from the 

land of Canaan. The context is about obedience and disobedience resulting in either physical life 

or physical death and enjoyment of the physical land or removal from it. 

 But when Paul uses this passage in Rom. 10:5 and Gal. 3:12, he is not using it with a 

view to Jewish people and life in the land of Canaan. He sees it in the context of the need for 

righteousness for eternal life with God. He brings Lev. 18:5 into the discussion because he sees 

Israel’s law with its requirements for physical life with God in the earthly land of Canaan as 

pointing beyond itself to the need that all human beings have for a righteousness in order to have 

eternal life with God. 

 This typological relationship between sin against the moral law of God and transgression 

against the specific concrete commands of the Mosaic covenant are also brought out in the death 

of Christ. As was mentioned before, the book of Galatians speaks of the law primarily as 

something that the Jewish people were under and that Gentile Christians should not place 

themselves under. One of the reasons that Paul gives for the Gentile Christians not to place 

themselves under the law is because the law carries a curse for those who do not fulfill its 

demands (3:10, cf. Jer. 23:10). 

 In this context, and in the Old Testament in general, the curse is the sanction specifically 

for the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant (cf. Paul’s quote in 3:10 from Deut. 27 where Israel 

invokes a curse upon those who do not obey the Mosaic covenant). Paul then says that “Christ 

redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is 

everyone who is hanged on a tree” (3:13). If the law cursed the Jews who did not fulfill its 

requirements, then here, there is a primary sense in which Christ redeemed the Jews from the 

curse of the Mosaic covenant. 

 Similarly, in Gal. 4:4-5, Paul speaks of Christ being born “under the law” (i.e., under the 

administration of the law) to redeem those who were under the law, namely the Jews.
58

 There is 

no indication in this book that “the law” refers to anything other than the Mosaic covenant. It 

surely doesn’t mean something like the eternal moral requirements of God, because “the law” 

was “added” and came 430 years later than the promise to Abraham (3:17, 19). 

 But this makes it sound like Jesus died only for the Jews. Certainly other passages 

establish the fact that Jesus Christ died for the sins of the world, not just Jews (John 1:29; 1 Jn. 

2:2). Here is where it helps to understand that part of Israel’s identity as a priestly nation was to 
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represent the people of the world before God and God to the world (Ex. 19:4-6). In other words, 

Israel and the curse that they were under because of their transgressions against the Mosaic law 

represented the situation that all people are under because of their sin. It is at this point that the 

Mosaic law and the moral law coalesce and Jesus becomes the redemption for the earthly and 

physical death that God promised through the curse of the Mosaic law, as well as the sacrifice 

that turns God’s eternal punishment (which is hinted at in the Mosaic sanctions) from those who 

trust in Him.
59

 As Westerholm writes, 

 
It seems safest to conclude that Paul does picture Gentiles as sharing the Jewish dilemma; he has 

not systematically maintained the distinction between Jews who are “under the law” and Gentiles 

who are not. His primary concern in the passages in question is to show that God’s law fulfilled a 

divine function, though it did not lead to life. In outlining that function for Gentile readers, he 

sometimes speaks as though they too have felt its effects. That their situation was analogous to 

that of Jews is clear enough.
60

 

 

5. The Obligations of the Mosaic Law Fulfilled by Christ 

 Another important aspect of the law as a covenant is the fact that Christ obeyed 

stipulations of the Mosaic law perfectly as the obedient Son and true Israel. This is one of the 

ways in which the whole of the Old Testament law pointed forward to Him.
61

 He fulfills the 

theme of sonship that runs through the Bible. 

 From the very beginning of the Bible, life in communion with God is seen to be based on 

obedience to His commands. Adam and Eve were offered life with God in the Garden of Eden 

but were cast out because they were disobedient to God’s command. God calls Abraham and 

makes great promises to him that include Abraham’s descendents being God’s people and being 

the vehicle for God’s blessing of the entire world. But even this promise in some sense requires 

the obedience of Abraham’s children in order to come to pass. Gen. 18:19 brings out this 

conditional aspect when God says about Abraham, “For I have chosen him, that he may 

command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing 

righteousness and justice, so that the LORD may bring to Abraham what he has promised him” 

(italics mine). 

 This aspect of the demand for obedience so that God can fulfill His promises is amplified 

in the Mosaic Covenant. In the Mosaic Covenant, God’s requirements are spelled out in intricate 

detail. Israel is in essence given the same status that Adam was given in the garden as the son of 

God (Ex. 4:22), and similarly Israel is tasked with obedience to the command of God so that God 

can bring to pass His promise. This is made clear by what God tells the prophet Jeremiah to tell 

the people: 

 
Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Cursed be the man who does not hear the words of this 

covenant
 
that I commanded your fathers when I brought them out of the land of Egypt, from the 

iron furnace, saying, Listen to my voice, and do all that I command you. So shall you be my 
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people, and I will be your God,
 
that I may confirm the oath that I swore to your fathers, to give 

them a land flowing with milk and honey, as at this day. (Jer. 11:3-5, italics mine.) 

 

 Finally, the Lord Jesus Christ is sent to earth by the Father as the obedient Son to succeed 

where both Adam and Israel failed. It is interesting to note that Luke places the temptation of 

Christ after the genealogy that links Jesus with Adam, who is called “the son of God” (Luke 

3:23-4:13). Similarly, Matthew portrays Jesus as recapitulating in His life the history of Israel so 

that He faithfully undergoes temptation in the wilderness in Matt. 4:1-11.
62

 His temptation is 

portrayed as a repetition of Israel’s wilderness wanderings by, among other things, His quotation 

of passages from Deuteronomy (given to Israel in the wilderness!) as a rebuke to Satan’s 

temptations. Jesus lived the life of perfect obedience to the law of Moses, and the crowning act is 

His obedience to the Father in suffering an undeserved death on behalf of sinful humanity (Phil. 

2:8; Heb. 5:8). Graeme Goldsworthy writes: 

 
The “law” given to the first Adam, the first son of God, was broken, and mankind was thrown out 

of the garden into the wilderness. The law given to Israel, the son of God, was broken, and the 

nation was thrown out of its promised land into the wilderness of exile. A last Adam came as the 

truly obedient covenant partner of God, signifying his identification with a people that 

desperately needed his help. […] Then this true Adam, this true Israel, goes out into our 

wilderness to be tempted and to be victorious, so that he might make for us a way back into the 

garden of God.
63

 

 

 Thus Christ is the climax of Old Testament history because He fully obeys the Father 

where Adam and Israel failed. But what is relevant to this discussion is that Christ’s life of 

obedience (sometimes called His “active obedience”) was not some abstract obedience, but 

rather obedience to the concrete demands of the Mosaic covenant. This is why Paul says in Gal. 

4:4 that Jesus was “born under the law.” His obedience as the second Adam was not to fulfill the 

exact terms of Adam in the Garden of Eden, but rather to fulfill the obligations that Israel, the 

son of God, lived under in the Mosaic covenant.
64

 Christ lived and died obediently and for this 

reason the covenant finds both its goal and termination in Him (Rom. 10:4). 

 In the obedience of Christ, God’s demands for a faithful and obedient son are met, and 

mankind is finally able to live in the presence of God as He was meant to. As was always the 

case, this is possible only because the demand of obedience to God’s commands has been met, 

except in the New Covenant made in Christ’s blood, the obedience is Christ’s as it is accounted 

to those who are united to Him by faith (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 2:16; Phil. 3:9). 

 Because the demands of the Mosaic covenant have been met in Christ, the purpose of the 

covenant is concluded. For this reason it no longer functions authoritatively in terms of a 

covenant regulating the lives of God’s people. While it continues to be authoritative as a 
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revelation of God’s unchanging norms (on this, see section four below), as a covenant promising 

life in the land of Canaan (and typologically eternal life with God) it does not have a parallel in 

the Christian life. As a covenant it solely finds its salvation historical purpose in Christ’s 

obedience for sinful humanity. 

 

6. The Mosaic Covenant Ended at the Death of Christ 

 The above point leads to the final aspect of the Mosaic law as a covenant, namely that at 

the death of Christ that the Mosaic law as a covenant came to an end. When Christ died, the 

Mosaic covenant became simultaneously like a trap that had been sprung and a race that had 

been won. The blessing had been earned and the curse exhausted. But God’s purposes did not 

terminate with the Mosaic Covenant. In His blood Christ inaugurated the New Covenant with 

those who would trust in Him. 

 Several passages state the fact that the Mosaic covenant has ended. In Gal. 3:24-25, Paul 

says that “the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by 

faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian.” Similarly in 2 Cor. 3:7-

18, Paul contrasts the Mosaic covenant, which he describes as a “ministry of condemnation,” and 

a “ministry of death, carved in letters on stone” (picturing the Ten Commandments as 

symbolizing the Mosaic covenant; 3:7, 9) with the New Covenant, which he calls the “ministry 

of the Spirit” who gives life, and a “ministry of righteousness” (3:6, 8, 9).
65

 In this context, Paul 

very pointedly says that the Mosaic Covenant was “brought to an end” in contrast with the New 

Covenant which “is permanent” (3:11). 

 The author of Hebrews also speaks of the passing away of the Mosaic covenant. In 

chapter 8 he quotes a lengthy section of Jeremiah’s prophecy of the New Covenant. He then 

concludes the quotation by saying that “In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one 

obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” (8:13). 

Dorsey writes, 

 
That Christ’s covenant was understood by NT writers to be both new and different from the 

Sinaitic treaty is shown by the fact that it is called a “better covenant” (Heb. 7:22) and a “superior 

covenant” (8:6), that it is made with a reconstituted covenant people (Matt 21:33-43; Rom. 9-11, 

etc.), that it involves a “new order” (diorthosis, Heb. 9:10) and a new body of governing laws and 

principles […], and that the establishment of the new covenant has made the “old covenant” or 

“first covenant” with its constituent stipulations […] “obsolete” ([…] cf. 2 Cor. 3:14; Heb. 8:13; 

9:1, etc.)
66

 

 

In other words, the perspective of the New Testament writers is that the New Covenant replaces 

the Mosaic (or Old) covenant. Dorsey also says that 

 
When a new treaty or contract replaces an older one, as in modern labor contracts, the terms of 

the older contract are normally nonbinding upon the parties. Granted, parties might be interested 

in the terms of a former contract for various reasons. But as far as legal applicability is concerned, 

it is the terms of the new contract, not the old, that are binding.
67
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These texts supply evidence that in terms of a covenantal arrangement, the Mosaic law is 

completely null and void. The death of Christ and the inauguration of the New Covenant were 

the goal and the termination point for the “Old Covenant” (Rom. 10:4). 

 

7. Conclusion 

 This section has discussed in what way the law does not continue as an authority today, 

namely as a covenantal arrangement. The law of Moses is first and foremost the covenant that 

God made with Israel at Sinai. It was “added” 430 years after the promises were given to 

Abraham, it made sins against God become concrete transgressions against His revealed law. It 

had a typological relationship to what might be called “moral law” in that it promised earthly 

blessings and life for obedience and earthly death and exile from God’s presence for 

disobedience, and these rewards and punishments represented the demands that God has for all 

people to live righteously before Him in order that they might receive eternal life with God or 

face eternal death and exile should they fail to conform to God’s will. 

 Ultimately this covenant is not applicable to us today in the sense that, first,  it was made 

with the nation Israel, and second, that its demands were fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the true Israel, 

who won eternal life by His obedience and paid for the sins of humanity. The Mosaic law was 

ended by His death and the New Covenant was inaugurated, replacing the Mosaic covenant. It is 

in this sense that Paul writes in Romans 7:4, 6: “Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the 

law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another…we are released from the 

law, having died to that which held us captive.” The next section will discuss in which way the 

Mosaic covenant does continue to function as authoritatively today. 

 

IV. THE MOSAIC LAW AS A REVELATION OF GOD’S MORAL WILL 

 

 Once it has been explained that the Mosaic law has ended as a covenantal arrangement 

and that no part of it continues, it can be seen that in the sense that the whole Mosaic covenant is 

a revelation of the moral will of God for all people, it all continues to be authoritative. While the 

previous section has focused on the Mosaic law in its legal function as a covenantal arrangement, 

this section will focus on the moral substance of the Mosaic law. 

 

1. The Mosaic Law Is a Revelation of the Moral Law 

 As described above, the moral law is all of the concrete demands to which man is 

accountable in order to conform to the character of God. The moral law is not a codified list of 

commands written down in a document somewhere in heaven, but nevertheless it does consist of 

particular things that are always right in every time and place because of who God is. The fact 

that sin existed before the Mosaic law came into human history (Gal. 3:17, 19; Rom. 5:13) 

implies an unchanging standard of behavior to which humans are accountable. The Mosaic law 

reveals these unchanging moral norms precisely because it comes from God and reflects His 

character. As Dorsey writes, “A law reflects the mind, the personality, the priorities, the values, 

the likes and dislikes of the lawgiver. Each law issued by God to ancient Israel (like each 

declaration of God through the prophets) reflects God’s mind and ways and is therefore a 

theological treasure.”68 
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2. The Mosaic Law is Identical in Substance with the Moral Law. 

 In addition to the fact that the Mosaic law reveals the moral law, the Mosaic law is also 

identical in substance with the moral law. Several lines of evidence suggest this to be true. First, 

the law written on the Gentiles’ hearts is identical to the substance of the Mosaic law. The moral 

law is written into mankind’s very nature because he is made in the image of God.
69

 It gives 

mankind and awareness of what God is like, and explains why all people everywhere have a 

conception of morality as well as the fact that these conceptions of morality, even apart from 

access to the Bible, often have significant areas of overlap.
70

 

 Paul discusses this “unwritten law” most clearly in Romans 2.
71

 In Romans 1, Paul 

describes how all the nations are condemned and guilty before God because they have rejected 

Him and turned to idolatry and immorality. Romans 2 and 3 is aimed at showing that the Jews 

are in the same predicament of standing before God guilty as lawbreakers (2:1-3:20), and so all 

people stand in the need of God’s free justification (3:21-27). It is in the context of showing the 

Jews that they too are guilty that he tells them that just having the Mosaic law is not good 

enough; they must also do it if they are to be justified before God (2:13).
72

 

 In light of this, Paul says that in fact, Gentiles know the substance of the law, because it 

is written on their hearts. Even though they do not have the Mosaic law, the Gentiles “by nature 

do what the law requires,” and “show that the work of the law is written on their hearts” (Rom. 

2:14-15). Schreiner sums this up well when he says that “even though the Gentiles do not have 

the Mosaic law, they in effect possess the law (presumably the moral norms of the Mosaic law 

[…]) as evidenced by their occasional keeping the commands of that law.”
73

 

 In fact, not only do Gentiles sometimes act in accord with the law, but Paul even insists 

that “their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse 

them” (2:15). That is to say that their consciences show an awareness of God’s moral norms, 

however confused or darkened their minds may be because of their sinfulness, and “condemns or 

approves” their behavior on that basis.
74

 The fact that the law written on the hearts of Gentiles 

contains the same moral content as the Mosaic law is evidence that the moral norms of the 

Mosaic law are the same as the moral law. 

 Another piece of evidence that the moral norms of the Mosaic law are the same as the 

moral law is the fact that the moral standards are applicable outside of the jurisdiction of the 

Mosaic law. Section three demonstrated that the Mosaic covenant had a beginning (Gal. 3:17, 

19; Rom. 5:13) and an ending (Gal. 3:23-25). Similarly, the Mosaic covenant was made between 

God and the nation of Israel (Ex. 19:5; Rom. 9:4; 1 Cor. 9:20-21, etc.). Nevertheless, the moral 
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standards of the Mosaic law are applied before and after the covenant is in force, and to people 

other than Jews. 

 For example, God charged the pagan nations living in Canaan at the time of the conquest 

with violating norms that are revealed in the Mosaic covenant. For example, in Leviticus 18, a 

number of standards for sexual behavior were laid out for Israel. In vv. 24-25 God says that He 

was going to punish the peoples of Canaan specifically for committing the sins listed previously 

in the chapter.
75

 What is important about this is the fact that the Mosaic law was at that very time 

in the process of being given to the nation of Israel, and yet God had already charged the Gentile 

nations with violating the moral requirements contained in it. Greg L. Bahnsen says with regard 

to the universal applicability of the moral requirements of the Mosaic law that “the moral 

standards of the Mosaic law were not unique to Israel, even though the Mosaic covenantal 

administration was.”
76

 

 Another example is the fact that God viewed Abraham as a law keeper 400 years before 

the law was given. In Gen. 26:5, God tells Isaac that Abraham “obeyed my voice, and kept my 

charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.” The terms “charge” “commandments,” 

“statutes” and “laws” are intentionally referencing the Mosaic law (cf. 1 Kings 2:3; Neh. 9:13-

14; Mal. 4:4).
77

 Since the Mosaic covenant had not yet been given, this seems to indicate that 

Moses wanted Abraham to be seen as someone who, by faith, obeyed the essence of the Mosaic 

law even though the specific commandments of the law would not be given for 400 years. 

 Lastly, the identity between the moral requirements of God and the Mosaic covenant can 

be seen in the way that the Old Testament envisions a future for the Mosaic law. In Isaiah 2:1-4 

(cf. Mic.4:1-3), the prophet envisions a glorious future for Israel:  

 
It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the house of the Lord shall be 

established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be lifted up above the hills; and all the 

nations shall flow to it, and many peoples shall come, and say: “Come, let us go up to the 

mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his ways and that we 

may walk in his paths.” For out of Zion shall go the law, and the word of the Lord from 

Jerusalem. 

 

Here Isaiah envisions a future where the law of the Lord is being promulgated throughout the 

nations, and the nations are coming to God for instruction. Similarly, in Jeremiah 31:31-34, the 

prophet sees a New Covenant with the people of God: 

 
Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house 

of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day 

when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they 

broke, though I was their husband, declares the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make 

with the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I 

will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer 

shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall 

all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their 

iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 
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Jeremiah sees a covenant that is “not like the covenant I made with their fathers” (the Mosaic 

covenant). Instead, the New Covenant will entail God’s law “within them,” and written “on their 

hearts.” It will also entail all of the people knowing the LORD (personal relationship) and having 

their sins forgiven. 

 Both of these prophecies view the law of God as having a continuing place in the future 

of God’s dealings with people. Isaiah envisions the law going out to instruct the nations so that 

they can walk in obedience to the LORD. Jeremiah sees the law of God written on the hearts of 

the people in the New Covenant. The question is, “Is this the Mosaic law?” Some people say 

“yes,” and some people say “no.”
78

 

 The confusion is probably because when some people think of the Mosaic law, they are 

thinking about it in terms of its legal function as a covenantal administration.
79

 They will 

accordingly acknowledge that the New Testament clearly shows this covenantal administration 

to be ended (Gal. 3:24-25; 2 Cor. 3:11; Heb. 8:13). They will then respond that this law cannot 

be the Mosaic law because it is ended. Along those lines, Moo says that “there are solid grounds 

for thinking that Jeremiah’s ‘law written on the heart’ is not simply a reissue of the Mosaic 

law.”
80

 

 On the other hand, others focus on the permanent applicability of the moral substance of 

the Mosaic law, and on that basis assume that it must be the Mosaic law that has continuing 

authority and is written on the heart. An example of this is Bahnsen, who writes that God 

through Jeremiah, “promised to write, not a new law, but rather ‘my law’ on the heart of his 

people (31:33). What well-known law, associated with the Exodus (v. 31), would any Old 

Testament Jew think of when God speaks of ‘my law’ except the Mosaic law?” (italics his).
81

 

 This kind of debate is not new. As Ernest F. Kevan noted, the same debates took place 

among the Puritans in the seventeenth century. 

 
In their discussion of the abrogation of the Law the Puritans were not always careful to be sure 

that they were talking about the same thing. One writer would be thinking of the Law as a 

covenant and would contend that it was abolished, while another, thinking of the Law in terms of 

commandment, would write a book against his brother insisting that the Law could never be 

abolished.
82

 

 

Similarly today, while the various people writing on the subject may not be in as much 

agreement with one another theologically as the Puritans were, much of the debate may revolve 

around ambiguities regarding what is meant by “the Mosaic law.” With reference to the 

continuing place that the Old Testament saw for the Mosaic law, it can be best explained in terms 

of the moral substance of the law as opposed to the covenantal arrangement. 
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 In addition to the fact that this conclusion may be reached by the New Testament 

teaching on both the termination of the Mosaic covenant and the eternally valid moral substance 

of the Mosaic law, this also makes the most sense in light of the way Old Testament prophets 

saw New Testament realities in terms of Old Testament institutions. For example, in Isaiah 2:1-

4, what is envisioned is the law going “out of Zion” and “the word of the LORD from 

Jerusalem” (v. 3). Nevertheless, in the New Testament, these spiritual realities are not fulfilled in 

the literal city of Jerusalem, but rather, in Christ and in His church. This is the reason that 

Christians are told, on the one hand, to “go…outside the camp…for we have no lasting city, but 

we seek the city that is to come” (Heb. 13:13-14), and on the other hand: “you have come to 

Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (Heb. 12:22). In other 

words, they were to go out of Jerusalem to get to Jerusalem! 

 Similarly, in Is. 2:2 the Gentiles are said to come to “the mountain of the house of the 

LORD.” But the New Testament explains that the Old Testament temple finds its fulfillment in 

Christ, who is the Word who “became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn. 1:14, cf. Jn. 2:19), and 

after His ascension poured out the Holy Spirit so that the church might become the dwelling 

place for God (Eph. 2:21-22; 1 Cor. 3:16). The examples could be multiplied, but the general 

principle is that the prophets saw the New Covenant promises primarily in terms of Old 

Testament institutions. As Graeme Goldsworthy says, 

 
…the prophetic words of restoration conform to the already established pattern of salvation 

history in the past. The redemptive program that has been put in train in Israel’s history, 

especially from Abraham to David, is the pattern for what God will do when he acts to save his 

people and bring in his kingdom. […] Thus, the prophets predict, or promise, a new nation 

consisting of a faithful remnant of the old apostate nation. They speak of a new exodus from exile 

and captivity, and a new coming into the promised land. There will be a new covenant written on 

the hearts of people and not on stone. There will be a new Jerusalem, and new temple, and a new 

Davidic king who will perfectly mediate God’s rule. This new kingdom will be the place to which 

all nations come to find reconciliation with God. […] [They] couch their message in the 

terminology of Israel’s past history […].
83

 

 

Similarly, Michael Lawrence writes, “A common feature of prophecy is to use the language and 

images of the past in order to describe the future.”
84

 

 In light of this, it doesn’t seem necessary to insist that the law that goes out from Zion 

must be the Mosaic law in its exact form and as a covenantal arrangement. Rather, the meaning 

of the prophecies of the continuance of the Mosaic law are be fulfilled in the teaching of Christ 

and the New Testament church, which has continuity in terms of the essential moral content. On 

the positive side, these prophecies do indicate that while there is a particular redemptive-

historical place for the Mosaic law as a covenant that is fulfilled and completed in Christ, there is 

also a real place for the continuing moral authority of the law to be exercised as the church 

teaches and disciples the nations. 

 

3. Christians Are Said to “Fulfill the Law” 

 Another way in which the continuing authority of the moral substance of the Mosaic law 

is affirmed is the fact that Christians are repeatedly said to “fulfill the law.” The most important 
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passages on this point are Romans 8:4; 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14; 6:2 and Jas. 2:8. In Romans 8, Paul 

discusses the position of Christians. They are “in Christ” (v. 1) and there is “no condemnation” 

for them (v. 1). They “walk according to the Spirit” (v. 4). Paul in this context says that what the 

law could not do (namely, make men righteous), God did through the death of Christ (v. 3). In 

Christ, sin was condemned, and the result was “that the righteous requirement of the law might 

be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (v. 4). 

 Many take this “fulfillment” to be the fulfillment by Christ of the law’s demands on 

behalf of believers.
85

 But the better interpretation is that Paul sees the death of Christ as releasing 

believers from slavery to sin in order that they might live obedient lives by the power of the Holy 

Spirit.
86

 This Spirit-empowered obedience results in lives manifest the righteousness that the 

Mosaic law pointed to but could not produce because of the sinfulness of the humans under it. 

This makes more sense out of the fact that Paul says that the law is “fulfilled in us who walk […] 

according to the Spirit.” Paul is closely associating the fulfillment of the law with believers being 

empowered by the Spirit. 

 Similarly, in Romans 13:8-10, Paul writes 

 
Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the 

law. For the commandments, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall 

not steal, You shall not covet,” and any other commandment, are summed up in this word: “You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the 

fulfilling of the law. 

 

Here several of the commandments from the Decalogue are said to be “fulfilled” when believers 

walk in love. Most likely Paul is referencing love because Christ taught that it is the most 

important of the commandments, and therefore the heart of the law (Matt. 22:37-40). 

 Similarly, in Gal. 5:14, Paul says that “the whole law is fulfilled in one word: ‘You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself,’” and in Gal. 6:2 he says to “Bear one another’s burdens, and so 

fulfill the law of Christ” (italics mine). James also says that “If you really fulfill the royal law 

according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well” (2:8, 

italics mine). This shows how repeatedly the Christian’s behavior was framed with reference to 

“fulfilling the law” (especially as it is expressed by the commandment to love others). 

 What is interesting is how this is in several places contrasted with “keeping the law.” For 

example, in Gal. 5:3-4, Paul says “I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he 

is obligated to keep the whole law.
 
You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by 

the law; you have fallen away from grace.” It is just ten verses later that Paul says that loving 

your neighbor as yourself “fulfills the law.” Similarly, in Gal. 6:2, Paul says that bearing one 

another’s burdens “fulfills the law of Christ,” but in 6:13 he says that “For even those who are 

circumcised do not themselves keep the law […].” James also says that loving your neighbor as 

yourself fulfills the law, but “whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become 

accountable for all of it” (2:10). 

 These contrasts seem to convey the idea that Christians are said to “fulfill the law,” but 

not “keep the law.” In fact, in each case, the idea of “keeping the law” is viewed in a negative 

way. In light of this, Stephen Westerholm may have a helpful insight when he says that Paul 

never commands Christians to “fulfill the law,” but rather describes the results of the Christian 
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life as “fulfilling the law.”
87

 The primary basis for Christian ethics is now Christ, rather than 

torah, and yet the moral substance of the Mosaic law is the result of the Christian life as 

empowered by the Spirit. What does this “fulfillment” look like? Westerholm has a helpful 

illustration: 

 
The instructor of an undergraduate music course in which a concert pianist enrolls may quickly—

perhaps with some embarrassment—grant that the “student” has more than adequately “fulfilled” 

a number of requirements for the course even though the specific work normally demanded has 

not been “done.” […] The consummate musician “fulfills” the intention of the rules without 

always observing them; but the recalcitrant novice neither “does” nor “fulfills” the “law” of the 

musical trade.
88

 

 

The Christian life fulfills the moral substance of the Mosaic law even thought the Mosaic law is 

no longer functioning as a covenant ordering the life of God’s people. Nevertheless, the fact that 

the Christian life is said to fulfill the law indicates that the moral standards of the law really 

ought to be done. This indicates that as a revelation of moral norms, the law still has continuing 

authority. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 This section has tried to demonstrate that, although the Mosaic law is no longer has 

continuing authority as a covenantal administration, it continues to have authority as a revelation 

of God’s enduring moral standards, or moral law. This was show to be the case from the fact that 

the Mosaic law reveals the moral law, and is identical in substance with the moral law. The 

standards of the Mosaic law were shown to be written on the heart of humankind and applicable 

beyond the jurisdiction of the Mosaic covenant. The Mosaic law was also seen by the prophets as 

having a place in the future time, and although the pattern of NT fulfillment does not demand a 

literal reinstating of the Mosaic covenant, fulfillment is found in the fact that Christ and the NT 

church affirm the same moral standards that the Mosaic law did. Finally, the way that the New 

Testament talks about Christians fulfilling the Mosaic law shows that while they are not under it 

as a covenant, its moral standards are still valid and applicable. 

 

V. INTERPRETING AND APPLYING THE MOSAIC LAW 

 

 This final section of the paper will attempt to look at how the Mosaic law can and should 

be applied today in light of the fact that the Mosaic covenant has been terminated, and yet 

reveals the unchanging character and moral law of God. It will be presupposed that the reader 

has an understanding of the basic principles of Biblical interpretation – that a text is to be 

interpreted in its historical, literary context; that the meaning of the words is to be taken in the 

sense that they were intended by the human and divine authors, etc.
89

 What this section is most 
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concerned with is the theological question “How is the Mosaic covenant to be interpreted and 

applied today in light of the fact that it was given to Israel as a nation and in light of the 

salvation-historical progression that has taken place in the coming of Christ?” 

 It will quickly become clear to the reader that there are two common approaches to the 

interpretation and application of the law that are being avoided here. On the one hand is the 

approach that focuses on the continuity of the law. This approach is represented by the traditional 

Reformed view that proposes to take one portion of the Mosaic law (the “Moral Law”) and allow 

it to continue with essentially no change. On the other hand is the approach that focuses on 

discontinuity of the law. This approach is represented by the Dispensational view that proposes 

to disallow any “binding authority” to the law unless it is repeated in the New Testament. 

 What will be advocated here is a “fulfillment” approach guided by a Christocentric 

reading of the Old Testament. This is in agreement with those scholars mentioned at the 

beginning of the paper who focus on how the Old Testament, including the Mosaic law, finds its 

fulfillment in Christ. Vern S. Poythress, who is among others who advocate for this approach, 

helpfully says about the Christocentric approach, “Christ’s climactic salvation includes within 

itself continuity and discontinuity in harmony. […] Thus a focus on Christ moves us beyond and 

abstract dialectical movement between continuity and discontinuity.”
90

 Thus, the first principle 

of interpreting and applying the Mosaic law is to understand that it finds its fulfillment in Christ. 

 

1. The Mosaic Law Is Fulfilled in Christ 

 The reader of the Bible that crosses from Malachi in the Old Testament to Matthew in the 

New Testament is struck immediately with the truth that something has changed. With the birth, 

life, death and resurrection of Christ, Matthew announces in dozens of ways that what the Old 

Testament looked forward to has found its realization in the Lord Jesus Christ. This is true no 

less for the Mosaic law than it is for the narrative portions (Matt. 2:15 where Christ fulfills the 

Exodus typology) and the purely prophetic portions (Matt. 2:6; 4:15-16, etc.). 

 The impact that the coming of Christ has on the Mosaic law is brought into the forefront 

in Matthew 5. This chapter records the first large section of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew’s 

account, and after some initial teaching, Jesus proclaims, 

 
Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 

but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, 

will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of 

these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 

For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:17-20). 

 

This passage is notoriously disputed. The most common interpretations of this passage are that 

Jesus fulfills the law either by clarifying its true meaning in light of pharisaic misinterpretations, 

or by giving a new standard of righteousness that is different and “deeper” than the Mosaic 

law.
91

 But a number of scholars are beginning to understand that Jesus “‘fulfills’ the law not by 
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explaining it or by extending it, but by proclaiming the standards of righteousness that were 

anticipated in the law.”
92

  

 The notion of “fulfillment” in this passage is based on two factors in this passage: 1) the 

way that Matthew uses that word “fulfill” in the rest of the book, and 2) the set of antitheses that 

follow this paragraph in 5:21-47. In the book of Matthew, “fulfill” has a definite “eschatological 

and salvation-historical” meaning.
93

 When Matthew uses the word throughout the book, he 

“shows how Jesus has ‘filled up’ the entire Old Testament, not only by accomplishing what it 

predicted but also reenacting climactically Old Testament historical events.”
94

 In light of the way 

that Matthew uses this word in the rest of the Gospel, it is probable that Jesus “fulfills the law 

and the prophets” in the sense of accomplishing what they pointed forward to. 

 This sense that the Mosaic law had a prophetic aspect to it is not isolated to Matthew. In 

Luke 24:44, after Jesus was raised from the dead He tells the disciples, “These are my words that 

I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses 

and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Jesus affirms that not only the prophetic 

portions of the Old Testament, but also the Law of Moses and the Psalms (the third section of the 

Old Testament that includes what we would call the “poetic books”) point to Him. 

 John has this same approach to the Mosaic law. In the beginning of the Gospel of John, 

we are told that after Christ was baptized and had just begun His public ministry “Philip found 

Nathanael and said to him, ‘We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the 

prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph’” (1:45). Similarly in John 5:46, when Jesus 

has a conflict with the Jews because He was healing people on the Sabbath and making Himself 

equal with God, He tells them that Moses “wrote about Me.” The New Testament affirms in 

these and other places that the Mosaic law had a prophetic function. It is this that is being 

referred to in Matt. 5:17 when Jesus says that He came to “fulfill” the law. 

 The second determining factor for the meaning of “I have not come to abolish [the law 

and the prophets] but to fulfill them” is the antitheses that follow. Each of the antitheses begin 

with Jesus stating something like “you have heard it said…but I say to you” (5:21-22, 27-28, 31-

32, 33-34, 38-39, 43-44). The following is a basic outline of the topics covered, as well as the 

relationship between the two antitheses:
95
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 “You have heard it said…” “But I say to you…”  relationship:   

v. 21-26 Do not murder   do not hate  Intensifying the application  

         by internalizing the   

         command. 

 

v. 27-30 Do not commit adultery do not lust  Intensifying the application  

         by internalizing the   

         command. 

 

v. 31-32 If you divorce...  divorce restrained Correcting an abuse by  

         intensifying the application.
96

 

 

v. 33-37 Do not swear falsely  do not swear at all Correcting an abuse by  

         intensifying the application.
97

 

 

v. 38-42 An eye for an eye  forgive and give Reversal of commandment  

   (retribution)     by gospel implication.
98

 

 

v. 43-47 Love your neighbor,  love your enemies Correction of  an abuse (& 

   hate your enemy    gospel implication) by  

         intensifying the command.
99

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 In the various topics that Jesus addresses, there are various ways in which he responds to 

the current teaching on these topics. In some areas He is correcting abuses and 

misunderstandings, and in some areas He is challenging the hearers with an internalization of the 

law, and in some subtle ways He introduces changes as a result of the presence of the kingdom in 

His person. Moo helpfully points out about these various antitheses that “no single interpretive 

method explains all of them. […] [A] larger category is needed to explain the relationship 

between the Mosaic commandments cited and Jesus’ own teaching. What does consistently 

emerge from the antitheses is Jesus’ radical insistence on what he says is binding on his 

followers.”
100

 Jesus is emphasizing His authority to command in each of these antitheses (“I 

say…”). Matthew even says at the end that “the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he 

was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.” (7:28-29). Poythress says 
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that “Jesus’ teaching does not contradict the true meaning of the law of Moses, but neither is it a 

straightforward exposition of the obvious meaning of Moses.”
101

 

 The way Matthew uses the word “fulfill” in his Gospel to show how the Old Testament 

pointed to Jesus, and the way that Jesus asserts His authority to command in the antitheses leads 

to the conclusion that when Jesus said that He came to “fulfill the law,” He was affirming that 

the Mosaic law pointed forward to Him. That is to say, He is the goal of the law (Rom. 10:4), 

and it finds the “filling up” of its purposes in Him. In His person and work He brought to pass 

the righteous reign of God that the law looked forward to. Poythress says that 

 
God’s promises of His reign and His salvation, as given in the Old Testament, are being 

accomplished. What the law foreshadowed and embodied in symbols and shadows is now coming 

into realization. What was earthly and preliminary in the function of the law is fulfilled now 

fulfilled in heavenly realities. Jesus’ teaching represents not simply the reiteration of the law but a 

step forward, bringing the purposes of the law into realization. […] Jesus does not assert merely a 

static continuation of the force of the law, but rather a dynamic advance—in fact, the definitive 

fulfillment.
102

 

 

While Jesus affirms this “in some not clearly defined way” in Matthew 5:17, there may be 

several ways in which this concept can be expanded upon when the New Testament as a whole is 

considered.
103

 

 First, there may be a sense in which Christ Himself fulfills the law itself. Tim Gallant says 

that “For Paul, in the Christ-event the Messiah Himself has taken the role occupied by Torah. 

Marriage to Torah has now been transferred to marriage to Christ (Rom. 7:1-6); the believer is 

now ‘in-lawed’ to Christ (1 Cor. 9:21; cf. Gal. 6:2).”
104

 He does this by replacing the law as the 

“locus of authority” for God’s people. In the Old Testament, God commanded His people 

through the Mosaic law and His prophets who spoke in His name. In the New Testament, God 

commands through Christ as His words were spoken and written in the Gospels, and through the 

Apostolic teaching as they carry on His ministry in the power of the Spirit (Acts 1:1), and 

ultimately as their writings are found in the New Testament. As the priesthood, the sacrifice, and 

the temple all find their fulfillment in Christ under the New Covenant, so does the Mosaic law. 

 Secondly, Christ fulfilled the demands of the law for believers. Christ came to “fulfill all 

righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). Because of His obedience unto death, he satisfied the demands of 

God on behalf of sinful humanity so that God may see as many as are “in Christ” as righteous (2 

Cor. 5:21; Rom. 3:21-26; Phil. 3:9). Third, this brought about the ability of Christ’s followers to 

live lives that satisfy the demands of the Mosaic law, not as a covenant that they are under, but as 

they live out in Christ the kind of righteous lives that the Mosaic law pointed forward to (Rom. 

8:4; 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14; 6:2). Finally, Christ’s work is the beginning of the new creation (2 Cor. 

5:17) which will be consummated in the New Heavens and New Earth in which the 

“righteousness dwells” to which the Mosaic law pointed (2 Pet. 3:13). 
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2. The Law’s Place as an Ethical Authority Is Changed 

 The implication of the fact that the Mosaic law is fulfilled in Christ is that there is a 

change in the way in which the law functions as an ethical authority. It still remains authoritative 

today, in part, because it remains Scripture for the New Covenant people of God. As 2 Tim. 3:16 

says, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable […]” (italics mine). The difference is 

the fact that it no longer has the place of primary authority.
105

 Gallant helpfully says, “We may 

say that in some sense, the old covenant believer related to God through Torah, while the new 

covenant believer ‘relates to Torah’ through Christ Himself.”
106

 

 The fact that the law’s place as an ethical authority has changed is illustrated by the fact 

that Christ’s person, work, and teaching have become the basis for much of the ethical 

exhortation in the New Testament. For example, in 1 Peter 2:18-25 (as well as much of 1 Peter in 

general), Jesus’ example is the basis for Peter’s exhortation to patiently endure suffering. In 2 

Cor. 8:9 Jesus self-giving is the patter for Christians’ sharing of material possessions with 

believers in need. In Phil. 2:1-11, Jesus humble death for Christians is the pattern for humble 

service to others. In Titus 3:1-8 the fact that believers used to be disobedient, but were graciously 

saved by Christ is the basis for good behavior and humility toward those who are not believers. 

Finally, Christ’s teaching that the command to love God and love one’s neighbor is the heart of 

the law (Matt. 22:37-40) is found repeated in Romans 13:9, Gal. 5:14 and James 2:8. Graeme 

Goldsworthy says, “No longer is it Moses on Sinai that is the beacon to guide us; rather it is 

Christ on Calvary.”
107

 

 In light of this evidence, there seems to be a kind of order in terms of the ethical authority 

in the New Testament. It is 1) Christ in His person, work, and teaching, which is explained by 2) 

the Apostles in the New Testament, which teach us to interpret 3) the Old Testament (including 

the Mosaic law). Nevertheless, an understanding of who Christ is, what He does and what He 

teaches is also informed by the Old Testament, forming a circular process (see diagram 1). It is 

important, though, to notice that the New Testament, while it “assumes the continuity of the 

ethical law of Israel and nowhere repudiates it,”
108

 never pictures Jesus or the apostles primarily 

concerned with sorting through the various laws and reapplying the ones that stay. Rather, they 

are showing us how to read the Old Testament. As Tim Gallant says, 

 
While Paul liberally lifts content from Torah (as in e.g. Ephesians 6:1-3), all of Torah is seen with 

new “eyeglasses,” refracted through the eschatological revelation of Christ and the Spirit. […] 

The entirety of the New Testament is an exposition of the Hebrew Scriptures in light of Christ. 

That exposition sets a binding pattern for us; we are charged with learning our Old Testament 

hermeneutic from the fashion in which Jesus and the Apostles approached the law and the 

prophets.
109
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If there are particular commandments from the Mosaic law that apply in more or less literal ways 

today, it can only be discovered as Christians learn to follow Christ and the Apostles in  seeing 

the law through the lens of its fulfillment in Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. The Law Applies Indirectly 

 Another important point in seeking to understand when seeking to interpret and apply the 

Mosaic law is the fact that it applies indirectly. The Mosaic law, like the whole Old Testament, 

was written for Christians, but not necessarily to Christians. The fact that it is written for us is 

taught in several places. First, 2 Tim. 3:16-17, as was mentioned before, indicates that “all 

Scripture [especially the Old Testament in this context] is breathed out by God and profitable…” 

1) Jesus’ person, work and teaching. “…all authority 

in heaven and on earth has been given to Me” (Matt. 

28:18). “I have come…to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17). 

2) The Apostles and NT. 

“…teaching them to 

observe all that I have 

commanded you” (Matt. 

28:20). 

3)  The OT (including 

the Mosaic law). “…it is 

they that bear witness 

about Me” (John 5:39). 

 

1 

2 
3 

Diagram 1: Order of Ethical Authority 
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There is not a single passage in Scripture that is not God’s word for Christians and useful to 

equip Christians to serve God and obey Him. 

 Another place where this is taught is in 1 Cor. 10:6, 11. In 1 Cor. 10, Paul uses the 

Israelites of the Exodus as an example of how not to behave as God’s people. In verse six, Paul 

says “Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as they did. 

[…] Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our 

instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come.” Paul here affirms two important things. 

First, the things that happened “took place as examples for us.” The actual events that happened 

have a divine function for Christians: they are examples that God intends us to learn from. 

 Secondly, Paul says that they “were written down for our instruction” (v. 11). As in verse 

six, Paul here likewise says that God had a specific intention for Christians to be instructed out 

of the Old Testament. While the passage he is referencing is a narrative portion, there is no 

reason why this does not apply to the legal portions of the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor. 9:10). In 

light of this, Christians have every intention to assume that they are, at least in part, the intended 

audience of the Old Testament, and in a “revelatory sense,” God speaks to them in the sense that 

it is His word to them. 

 But in a “literal sense,” the Mosaic law is not written to Christians. For example, in 

Exodus 20:2, as a prelude to the Ten Commandments, God addresses His audience this way: “I 

am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 

It is evident that the Ten Commandments are addressed specifically to those people whom God 

brought out from the land of Egypt in the exodus, namely, the nation of Israel. As Martin Luther 

said, “…God never led us out of Egypt, but only the Jews.”
110

 Similarly, Poythress says that “the 

whole of the Ten Commandments is pointedly preceded by a powerful claim of God to Israelite 

allegiance. He says, ‘I am the LORD you God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of 

slavery’ (Exodus 20:2). This most significant contextual note does not literally apply to anyone 

but Israel.”
111

 Nevertheless, despite the fact that the Mosaic law was not written to Christians in a 

“literal sense,” it was written for Christians, as was seen above (1 Cor. 10:6, 11), and speaks to 

Christians in a “revelatory sense.” This is what is meant by saying that the Mosaic law applies 

“indirectly.” 

 Perhaps an illustration can help: Imagine person A having a conversation with person B, 

all the while knowing that person C is listening in. Person A may give a set of instructions to 

person B that are actually for person B to carry out, and yet all with the intention, not only of 

person B carrying them out, but also of person C gleaning some particular benefit. The result is 

two different communication acts: the first is between person A and person B, and the second is 

between person A and person C (see diagram 2). In this sense person A is speaking to person B, 

and for person C. 

 This results in two messages that may vary in terms of their difference, depending on 

what the speaker wants to communicate to each receiver. The message to person B may be “I 

want you to do to get a bucket,” while the message to speaker C may be “I don’t want you to get 

a bucket,” or “You should be getting a bucket too.” It all depends on the context. The point being 

demonstrated is the fact that there is a hermeneutical distance for the Christian reading the 

Mosaic law today that was not present for the original recipients. 
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 Another illustration might be as follows: A man owns a business (business A) and sends 

a series of emails to manager A with detailed instructions for how to run the business (this is 

symbolic of the Mosaic law between God and Israel). The owner may start a different kind of 

business, business B, and give manager B (the church) a copy of the emails between the owner 

and manager A (the Old Testament) with the intention that Manager B learn what kind of 

business the owner wants to run.
112

 In this case, manager B is not expected to actually carry out 

all of the instructions that were originally written to manager A. The instructions were literally to 

be carried out by manager A in business A, but there will be many things that manager B will 

learn about the owner from the emails, including what kind of person he is, what kind of ethics 

and what kind of expectations the owner has for the business. 

 The key point of similarity in this illustration is the fact that the body of emails 

containing the instructions regarding business A is not literally written to manager B, and yet it is 

applicable in terms of teaching manager B how to conform to the expectations of the owner. 

Similarly, the Mosaic law is literally given to the nation of Israel, nevertheless, the church can 

read it an know something of the character of God and his expectations for people generally, 

without it being an actual covenant that the church is under. 

 Of course, this is not really different from other genres in the Bible, such as prophecy or 

epistolary. For example, in Jeremiah 5:22, the LORD says through the prophet, “Do you not fear 

me? declares the LORD. Do you not tremble before me? I placed the sand as the boundary for 

the sea, a perpetual barrier that it cannot pass; though the waves toss, they cannot prevail; though 

they roar, they cannot pass over it.” God is not literally addressing the modern reader with those 
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words, as is evident from, among other things, the immediate context in vs. 20 where the LORD 

says to Jeremiah, “Declare this in the house of Jacob; proclaim it in Judah.” The literal audience 

is Judah. Nevertheless, in the sense that the Bible is the Word of God for people today, it does 

instruct the reader that they ought to fear God because He is a great God, as demonstrated by the 

fact that He made the sea. 

 The second letter of Paul to Timothy provides another example of this indirectness. The 

letter is literally from Paul to Timothy, and everything in the letter is specifically written to him, 

and yet the whole letter applies to the modern reader as well. In 2 Timothy 3:12, Paul says that 

“all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” The literal audience is the 

young man named Timothy. But since it is a general statement about things that are true all of 

the time, it is easy to apply to the person who reads it today. 

 On the other had, in 2 Tim. 4:19, Paul says “Greet Prisca and Aquila, and the household 

of Onesiphorus.” Here the command applies literally only to Timothy. Yet, the reader can still 

derive the principle of Christian love from the passage, as well as using it to fill in an 

understanding of the relationship between Paul and his coworkers as it is demonstrated across the 

books of the New Testament. 

 The same indirect application is found with regard to the Mosaic law and the modern 

reader. For this reason section four of this paper speaks of the Mosaic law being a revelation of 

moral law. Although it is not literally moral law for contemporary reader, it reveals God’s moral 

standards to the modern reader. For this reason, David A. Dorsey helpfully states the following 

about how Christians ought to read the Mosaic law:  

 
Remind yourself that this law is not my law, that I am not legally bound by it, that it is one of the 

laws God issued to ancient Israel as part of his covenant with them. When I look at this law I am 

looking over the shoulder of the Israelite (just as I am, for example, when I consider one of God’s 

messages through Jeremiah to the inhabitants of Jerusalem during the final days before the city’s 

fall).
113

 

 

4. The Mosaic Law Applies Paradigmatically and Typologically 

 This final point about the interpretation and application of the Mosaic law is based on the 

work of Christopher J. H. Wright.
114

 He proposes a “triangular model” for ethics that consists of 

the “primary relationships” between God, humanity and the world.
115

 Ethics is accordingly 

focused on these relationships. 

 Wright starts off with what he calls the “creation triangle,” in which there are 

“interrelationships” between the Creator God, the world that God made and even now upholds, 

and the people that are made in God’s image and have dominion over the world that God made 

(see diagram 3).
116
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He says that “the fall distorted and fractured the three relationships but did not destroy their 

underlying pattern.”
117

 The triangle now consists of a fallen humanity on a cursed earth, both 

under the sovereign creator God.
118

 

 Next Wright discusses how Old Testament ethics revolves around another triangle which 

he calls the “redemption triangle” (see diagram 4). It consists of God, Israel and the land of 

Canaan. This smaller triangle corresponds to the larger creation triangle and exists within it.
119

 

God is the Lord of Israel and the “apex of Old Testament ethics” just as He is for creation-based 

ethics.
120

 Israel represents the social aspect of ethics, and the land represents the economic aspect 

of ethics. In light of these three interrelationships, the Mosaic law, although it is specifically for 

the nation of Israel, also provides a “paradigm” for God’s will for humanity (see diagram 5).  

This is based on the fact that Israel was called out to be a priestly nation. Wright says about 

Israel’s priestly status, 

 
The Old Testament itself asserts that part of God’s purpose in bringing the nation of Israel into 

existence and in ordering their social life was in order to make visible his moral requirements on 

the rest of the nations. This understanding of Israel’s role is expressed in God’s address to them in 

the preface to the foundational Sinai covenant [found in Ex. 19:5-6]. […] They were to be a 

priestly nation. A priest, in Old Testament thought and practice, stood between God and the 

people, a mediator in both directions. He represented God to the people, both in his own person 

and example of life and especially in his role as teacher of the law (cf. Dt. 33:10; Ho. 4:6; Mal. 

2:5-7). […] It would be as they lived out the quality of national and social life demanded by the 

law that they were about to receive, with its great demands of freedom, justice, love and 

compassion, that they would function as God’s priesthood among the nations (cf. Dt. 4:5-8).”
121
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 The important concept for Wright is the idea of Israel as a “paradigm.” For Wright, 

understanding Israel as a paradigm guards against two dangers. On the one hand, it guards 

against the danger of seeing the laws given to Israel as having no application outside of the Old 

Testament. On the other hand, it also guards against thinking that the laws of the Old Testament 

can be imitated in a literal way.
122

 Wright says that we cannot “simply lift the social laws of an 

ancient people and transplant them into our vastly changed modern world and try to make them 

work exactly as written.”
123

 In the same way that a grammar book demonstrates the language 

rules on a few words so that the reader can then use the paradigms on other words that are not 

used in the book, the Old Testament laws were given so that God’s moral standards for humanity 

can be applied in situations other than those explicitly given. 
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 Wright also sees another application of Old Testament ethics. In addition to a 

paradigmatic application to humanity in general, he sees a typological application in of Old 

Testament texts in the New Testament. This typological application, in addition to pointing to 

Christ, also extends to ethics. According to Wright, the social dimension of the redemptive 

triangle is extended form Israel to the church, and the economic dimension of the land extends to 

what he calls “koinonia,” which is “fellowship in Christ” (see diagram 6).
124

  

He says,  

 
On the one hand, the church as the messianic community stands in organic continuity with Israel, 

and, as Peter most clearly saw, inherits the same role and responsibility in relation to the rest of 

the world. On the other hand, while the land as a slice of actual territory is given no further 

explicit theological significance in the New Testament, all that the land stood for in Israel’s 

theology (tangible experience of God’s blessing, inclusion and security within the covenant 

people, the inheritance of sonship, practical responsibility in fulfilling the socio-economic 

demands of brotherhood, equality, justice and compassion) finds its counterpart and fulfillment in 

the richness of Christian experience of fellowship ‘in Christ’.”
125

 

 

 Finally, Wright sees an eschatological application of the Old Testament ethics. This 

eschatological aspect of Old Testament ethics has to do with the consummation of God’s 

purposes for the earth and humanity. This consummation is in continuity with all that God has 

been doing in creation, and in redemption as it is prefigured by Israel and experienced in its 

initial stages in the church (see diagram 7).  

As Wright says, 

 
There is, thirdly, the eschatological dimension of our application, without which […] our biblical 

interpretation is incomplete. Both the Old and New Testaments set before us the conviction that 

God’s redemptive purpose, initiated through Israel and their land, continued through the church 

and its life and mission, will ultimately embrace all nations and the whole earth in a redeemed, 

transformed and perfect new creation. […] This means that the redemptive triangle will 

ultimately break through, or ‘transcend’ the triangle of fallen creation and the history of fallen 

humankind. That vision then ‘rebounds’, so to speak, back into our present life in the midst of this 

world. It provides a goal and incentive for our social ethics, just as in a comparable way, our 

expectation of the resurrection of the body has its retroactive effect on our personal ethics in 

respect of our present life in the flesh.
126

 

 

 An interesting corroboration of Wright’s ethical triangle is the application of “civil laws” 

from the Mosaic law into the context of church discipline in the New Testament. For example, 

the principle that two or three witnesses are necessary to punish a crime is found in Deut. 17:6 

and 19:15. Deut. 17:6 says, “On the evidence of two witnesses or of three witnesses the one who 

is to die shall be put to death; a person shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness.” 

Similarly, Deut. 19:15 says, “A single witness shall not suffice against a person for any crime or 

for any wrong in connection with any offense that he has committed. Only on the evidence of 

two witnesses or of three witnesses shall a charge be established.” 
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 This principle finds itself applied in the New Testament in the context of church 

discipline. In Matthew 18, when a brother sins, when a believer becomes aware of it, he or she is 

to approach the person and exhort them to repent. If they do not, Christ tells the church to “take 

one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or 

three witnesses” (Matt. 18:16). 

 In the book of 1 Timothy, Paul discusses church discipline with regard to elders. He tells 

Timothy “Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three 
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witnesses” (1 Tim. 5:19). Here the principle of multiple witnesses is again applied to church 

discipline. 

 In the case of the Old Testament, the covenant community was to guard its purity by 

expelling sinning members by means of execution. This is found many places, such as Deut. 

17:7, where Israel is told that “The hand of the witnesses shall be first against [the condemned 

person] to put him to death, and afterward the hand of all the people. So you shall purge the evil 

from your midst” (italics mine). Similarly in Deuteronomy 19:19, if a person gives a false 

testimony in a matter where the accused is in danger of capital punishment, Moses says that the 

Israelites “shall do to him as he had meant to do to his brother. So you shall purge the evil from 

your midst” (italics mine). 

 But interestingly, in the New Testament, this principle is brought to bear in the case of 

church discipline. Instead of putting the person to death, the covenant community guards its 

purity through excommunication. In 1 Cor. 5, Paul addresses the church at Corinth about a 

situation of publicly known sin in which the church had not acted. Paul exhorted them to remove 

the man from fellowship so that sin would not “leaven” the whole church (1 Cor. 5:6-8). Then he 

quotes the Mosaic law to make his point: “Purge the evil person from among you” (v. 13). 

 What is evident from a brief examination of this topic is that the principles of maintaining 

the purity of God’s covenant community and doing so only upon the testimony of two or three 

witnesses are still being applied, and yet they have changed because Christ has redeemed to 

Himself a New Covenant community that is both in continuity with and a fulfillment of the Old 

Testament covenant community. As the nature of the covenant community has changed (Israel 

was a geo-political, physical nation; the church is a spiritual fellowship), so has the application 

of the principles (physical death inflicted becomes excommunication form sharing in Christ, who 

is true and spiritual life). In Wright’s language, the ethics of the Mosaic law have been applied to 

the New Testament covenant community in a typological, rather than literal way. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 This last Section has described some important interpretive principles for applying the 

Mosaic law. First, the Mosaic law is fulfilled in Christ. Christ has come to bring about the 

righteous reign of God that the Mosaic law pointed forward to. He did this through His own 

authoritative teaching in which he becomes the new locus of authority for His followers, 

performing the role that the Mosaic law did for Old Testament Israel. He also did his through His 

own obedience to the Mosaic covenant, which became the means for Christ’s followers to live 

out the righteousness standards that the law commanded. 

 Second, with the coming of Christ, the ethical place of the law has changed. Christ has 

become the final authority, since “all authority” has been given to Him and He is now the 

primary locus of authority for the Christian. The apostles and the New Testament explain the 

significance of Christ, and how to understand the Old Testament in light of Christ. The Old 

Testament is interpreted in light of Christ, filling in ethically the places where Christ and the 

apostles are silent, and finally the circle is closed by the way the fact that the Old Testament 

informs our understanding of who Christ is and why He came. 

 Third, the law applies indirectly. The Mosaic law was written, in a literal sense, to the 

nation of Israel. But in a revelatory sense, it also speaks today as the Word of God. Although the 

Mosaic law is not written to Christians, it is written for Christians. This means that Christians 

read the Mosaic law not as given to them, but “looking over the shoulder” of the Israelite in 

order to understand God’s moral law for them. 
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 Finally, the Mosaic law applies paradigmatically and typologically. This section 

examined the contribution of Christopher J. H. Wright’s ethical triangle to the interpretation and 

application of the Mosaic law. He proposes a triangle consisting of God, humanity and the world 

as the basis for understanding how the Bible describes these three primary relationships. The 

smaller redemption triangle consists of God, Israel and the land, and applies as a paradigm to all 

humanity. The redemptive triangle extends through the church and fellowship “in Christ,” and 

finally shows God’s plans coming to consummation through redeemed humanity and the 

renewed earth. This paradigmatic triangle provides a way to understand and apply the 

relationships that are set up through the Mosaic law. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This paper has been an attempt to explore the continuing authority of the Mosaic 

covenant. In section one, it was shown through a brief sample of the various historically 

proposed solutions that whether and how the Mosaic law has authority today is tied to the 

question of the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, and between Israel and the 

church. 

 In section two it was shown that the New Testament usually uses the term “the law” 

(νοµος) in the sense of the commandments given to Israel by God at Sinai. The extended 

meanings of “the Pentateuch” or “the whole Old Testament Scriptures” are derived from this 

primary sense. The New Testament speaks of the Mosaic law in both a positive and negative 

way. These two ways that Scripture speaks of the one law were illustrated by the way that the 

Scriptures speak of the one person of the Lord Jesus Christ in terms of the attributes of His two 

natures. This was used to illustrate that the law, in terms of a covenantal relationship, has ended, 

but the law, in terms of a revelation of moral norms has continuing authority. 

 These two facets of the law were examined in the third and fourth sections of this paper. 

The third section spoke of the Mosaic law as a covenant. It showed that the Mosaic law had 

entered at a particular point in time and had specific parties, namely God and the nation of Israel. 

It also introduced a particular sphere of accountability as was illustrated by the fact that the New 

Testament often uses “transgression” for violation of the Mosaic law, but while “sin” may be a 

violation of the Mosaic law, it is also used in contexts in which violation of the Mosaic law is 

contrasted with violations of Gods will outside of the jurisdiction of the Mosaic law. 

 This illustrated that there is a difference between the Mosaic law and what might be 

called an implied “moral law.” This implied law is simply a way to speak of any of the concrete 

demands upon mankind as a necessary consequence of the need to conform to God’s character. 

Section three also discussed the fact that Christ, in His sinless life and sacrificial death fulfilled 

the demands of the Mosaic covenant as the true Israel and second Adam in a way that make the 

terms of the covenant unrepeatable. He secured the blessings of the covenant so that all those 

united to Christ through faith are able to share in eternal life with God. Finally the fact that the 

Mosaic covenant ended with the death of Christ was explored. 

 Section four discussed the Mosaic law as a continuing revelation of the moral will of 

God. It examined how the Mosaic law is a revelation of God’s “moral law,” and is identical in 

substance with the moral law. This was illustrated by the fact that the moral demands of the law 

are applicable outside of the jurisdiction of the Mosaic covenant, as well as the fact that the Old 

Testament saw a future for the Mosaic law that is probably best explained in terms of the moral 

essence of the Mosaic law, rather than a continuing of the covenantal arrangement. Finally the 
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fact that the Mosaic law continues in terms of revealing the moral will of God is demonstrated by 

the fact that Christians are said to “fulfill the law.” 

 Finally, section five built upon the preceding sections and explored some principles for 

interpreting and applying the Mosaic law. These included the fact that Christ has fulfilled the 

Mosaic law, and the fact that the coming of Christ changes the place of the law as an ethical 

authority. In addition, the Mosaic law applies in an indirect manner because the literal recipient 

is the nation of Israel; nevertheless, it still speaks to people other than Israel in a revelatory 

sense. It is not written to Christians, but for Christians. Lastly, the ethical triangle of Christopher 

J. H. Wright was examined to explain how Israel and her laws apply paradigmatically to the 

world, typologically to the church, and eschatologically to the redeemed creation. 

 This paper has tried to emphasize that the Mosaic law is both totally passed away as an 

administration of God’s people in the world, and totally relevant to ethics in the church and in 

the world. While there is so much more that could be said on the subject due to the central place 

of the Mosaic law in the Bible’s story and theology, hopefully, in some small way, this paper can 

be a means of God pressing people to know Him, love Him, and serve Him in Christ in a more 

accurate way. 
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Appendix: The Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:1-17; Dt. 5:6-21) 
 The following is a teaching outline for the Ten Commandments. It sketches out in some 

small degree the helpfulness of the Decalogue for providing some basic and important categories 

for morality, and yet the fact that the Ten Commandments are not unchangeable moral laws in 

and of themselves (cf. the fourth commandment). 

The importance of the Ten Commandments: 

o The Ten Commandments are important for two reasons. First, while the Ten 

Commandments are part of the law covenant given to Israel, they reflect the character of 

God (Lev. 11:44). They reflect the moral law of God, and inasmuch as they express the 

concrete demands of conformity to the moral character of God, they are still binding on 

people today. While it is not sufficient to isolate the Decalogue as the totality of God’s 

moral law, they do provide some very important categories of morality. Each of the Ten 

Commandments demonstrates in a particular area of life what it means to “love the Lord 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind [and to] love 

your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37, 39). 

o Secondarily, the Ten Commandments have historically formed an important part of 

Christian Ethics. It is good to be familiar with them as a way of being connected to 

historic Christianity. 

o An excellent treatment of the Mosaic law both theologically and practically is Vern S. 

Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses. Some especially helpful points 

from the book are the following: 

o “[The] Ten Commandments as a heart of the law receive special attention. God 

spoke the Ten Commandments directly to all Israel from the top of Mount Sinai, 

in contrast to the rest of the material that the people received through Moses 

(Exodus 20:1-21; Deuteronomy 4:10-13). The Ten Commandments alone were 

written directly by the finger of God on the two stone tablets that Moses received 

on Mount Sinai (Deuteronomy 4:13; 10:4). In the beginning these tablets alone 

were deposited in the ark (Deuteronomy 10:1-5); Exodus 25:16; 40:20). The 

many other instructions that God gave through Moses were also later written 

down and put not inside the ark but beside it (Deuteronomy 31:24-26). The ark 

itself, the most central and most holy item associated with the tabernacle, is 

specifically designated “the ark of the testament” (e.g., Exodus 25:22; 26:33, 34; 

30:6, 26; 31:7) or “the ark of the covenant” (e.g., Numbers 10:33; 14:44). In these 

designations it is understood that the “testimony” or “covenant” refers to the Ten 

Commandments (cf. Exodus 25:21 with Deuteronomy 10:1-5). Thus the main 

function of the ark is to contain the tablets of the covenant with the Ten 

Commandments written on them.”
127

 

o  “[The] simple distinction between moral and ceremonial laws does not reveal the 

full richness of God’s law. Though useful up to a point, it pays attention to only a 

few aspects of Old Testament revelation. And if used unthinkingly, it threatens to 

separate into two disparate pieces what God has undeniably joined together.  The 

tabernacle as a whole and the law as a whole bear witness to Christ. The order of 

the tabernacle and the order of the law express a profound unity belonging to 
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Mosaic revelation. The unity prefigures the unity of the one way of salvation 

through the one Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Hence, the law contains no special 

terminology neatly separating ceremonial and moral. Many chapters contain 

primarily ceremonial and primarily moral law side by side and mixed together 

(e.g., Leviticus 19; Deuteronomy 22; 23; Exodus 23).”
128

 

o “The law is abolished in the sense that the fullness has come and the temporary 

has come to an end. The law continues in the sense that seen in light of Christ, it 

still speaks His word to us. In short, we may speak either of abolition or 

continuation, as we wish, provided we understand the depths and richness 

involved in what we should affirm in a total picture. We might attempt to resolve 

this complexity by saying that the Ten Commandments, as an expression of the 

moral law, continue in force, while the rest is abolished. Such a formula has a 

great deal of truth, when treated as a first approximation. As a rule of thumb, it 

can serve new Christians well. The Ten Commandments do play a strikingly 

central role in Mosaic revelation, and do articulate permanent moral principles. 

But under close scrutiny this formula reveals insufficiencies. A neat, pure 

separation between moral and ceremonial is not found in Matthew as a whole or 

in Matthew 5:17-20 in particular.”
129

 

 

Exposition of the Ten Commandments:
 130

 

1. You shall have no other gods before Me. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:2-3; Deut. 5:6-7 

b. The first commandment is a prohibition against idolatry. God alone is to be 

worshipped. 

c. The ground of this commandment is the fact that God delivered Israel from 

slavery to Egypt (v. 2). The whole world similarly has a ground to obey the 

command to worship God alone in the fact that God is the Creator of all people. 

Like Israel, Christian obedience is grounded in their redemption. While Israel was 

redeemed from Egypt, Christians have been redeemed from sin and death. 

d. “Before Me” most likely means in the presence of God.
131

 All sin is done in the 

presence of God, but this indicates the offensiveness of idolatry to God. It is like 

committing adultery right in the presence of one’s spouse. 

e. The first commandment has to do with the internal devotion to God (exclusive 

loyalty) as opposed to the second commandment which deals with external 

worship. 

f. Notice that while the OT is especially concerned with literal idolatry, the NT 

teaches that the demonic world is behind idolatry (1 Cor. 10:19-20). As such, 

there is a transferred sense of the concept of idolatry to the sin of covetousness 

(or, “wrong desire,” Col. 3:5; Eph. 5:3-5). This seems to recognize that improper 
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desires are wrong because they take the place of God in our lives, and they are 

demonically inspired (see the tenth commandment). 

g. The first commandment, therefore, also positively promotes and guards the love 

and worship of God (Dt. 6:4-5; Matt. 22:34-40).
132

 

2. You shall not make a statue or a picture and worship it. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:4-6; Deut. 5:8-10 

b. This commandment has to do with external worship of God. 

c. It has two parts: 1) do not make an image, 2) do not worship it. The two parts go 

together: Do not make an image to worship it. God is not prohibiting any visual 

representation of anything categorically (for example, He commanded that the ark 

be made with two gold cherubim [Ex. 25:18], as well as the bronze serpent, etc.), 

only images for the purpose of worship.
133

 

d. The second commandment excludes any idolatry, as well as worship of God by 

means of images. God is concerned about idolatry, as well as how we perceive 

who He is.
134

 The golden calf episode addresses this directly. They were not 

worshipping false gods, but worship of the LORD through the symbol of a calf. 

Notice that Aaron says that the golden calf delivered them from Egypt and that 

the next day was a feast to the LORD (Ex. 32:4-5). 

e. In my opinion, I believe this prohibits the use of icons or statues as mediums 

through which we pray to God. 

f. I also believe that this permits statues or paintings of Christ (including crucifixes), 

unless people are tempted to direct prayers to God through them. I believe they 

may be used to teach (as with Bible storybooks), communicate truths (as with art) 

or remind people of the truths of the faith (as with a cross or crucifix). 

3. You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20: 7; Deut. 5:11 

b. The name of God represents God, His character, and His authority (for example, 

praying “in Jesus’ name” speaks of privilege of authority that we have to pray to 

the Father in the authority of Christ and for the purpose of furthering His goals 

and purposes). 

c. “Misusing God’s name” (or “taking the name of the LORD in vain”) may have 

originated with the idea of lifting up the hand in an oath. This would indicate that 

taking an oath in God’s name and then breaking that oath would be prohibited.
135

 

d. But more clearly the reference is to misusing God’s name generally.
136

 This 

means that we should certainly not use God or Jesus’ name as a profanity, but also 

                                                 
 

132
 Willem VanGemeren, “The Law Is the Perfection of Righteousness in Jesus Christ: A Reformed 

Perspective,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel Edited by Wayne G. Strickland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 

55-56. VanGemeren helpfully shows that often times, the prohibitions of the Ten Commandments can show 

positively what God does desire people to do. 

 
133

 C. W. Booth, “Second Commandment Issues--Art, Plays, and Movies of Jesus: (Make No Graven 

Images, or, Make No Idols?),” The Faithful Word.org, (http://www.thefaithfulword.org/secondcommandment.html), 

2004. Accessed August 19, 2013. 

 
134

 Heimbach speaks of the second commandment as guarding the “Sanctity of Perceiving God.” (Daniel R. 

Heimbach, “Exposition of the 10 Commandments,” Introduction to Christian Ethics class notes, Lectures 8-11 

(ETH 5100: Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, Spring 2012), Lecture 8, 1. 
 

135
 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 64-65. 

 
136

 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 65-66. 



 48 

that we should not make jokes with God or Jesus’ name. We must speak of God 

with reverence because “‘I am a great king,’ says the LORD of hosts, ‘and My 

name is to be feared among the nations’” (Mal. 1:14). 

e. More abstractly, we may also not misuse the authority of God as it is bound up in 

His name. This means we may not do something and claim God’s authority as the 

basis of it if He has in fact not willed the thing to be done.
137

 

4. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. (Trust in God and rest.) 

a. Verses: Ex. 20: 8-11; Deut. 5:12-15 

b. The Sabbath command states that work should be done for six days, and then the 

seventh day is a day of rest. No work should be done on the Sabbath. No work 

should be expected form others at this time either. 

c. In Ex. 20:11 Israel is told that God worked six days and then rested on the seventh 

(Saturday). Israel is supposed to imitate God in His resting from His work. In Ex. 

31:12-18, God says that the Sabbath is the sign of the Mosaic covenant. Similarly, 

in Dt. 5:15 God says that Israel should keep the Sabbath because God brought 

them out of Egypt. 

d. The Sabbath requires that people trust God rather than our own work to provide 

everything that we need. Therefore, the heart of the Sabbath command is a 

command to trust God and rest in Him. 

e. In the New Testament, we find that the Sabbath points to Christ, in whom we 

have spiritual rest (Matt. 11:28-30; Col. 2:16-17; Heb. 4). Christians are not 

bound to observe the Sabbath day (the seventh day; cf. Col. 2:16, Rom. 14:5). 

Early on, Christians began to gather on Sunday, and called it “the Lord’s Day” 

(Rev. 1:10). But the Lord’s Day is not the NT Sabbath. 

f. The Sabbath Command for Israel was to be obeyed by cessation of work on 

Saturday. The Sabbath command is no longer binding outside of the Mosaic 

covenant, but the heart of the command is still applicable: we ought to trust in 

God and rest in Him. 

i. We should do this by resting from work in faith that it is ultimately God 

who will provide for our needs, not our own labors. This may be done one 

day out of the week, or at various points through the week (Rom. 14:5). 

Nevertheless wisdom dictates that we ought to develop habits and rhythms 

of work and rest. 

ii. Furthermore, this commandment points us to the obligation that we have 

to rest in Christ’s work for us and resist the temptation to rely on our own 

works for our spiritual well being (Matt. 11:28-30; Col. 2:16-17; Heb. 4). 

5. Honor your father and your mother. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:12; Deut. 5:16; Eph. 6:1 

b. Honoring: The word for honor comes from the Hebrew word kbd, meaning 

“heavy.”
138

 Children ought to consider their parents “weighty” in terms of 

importance. “Honoring parents means to treat them with respect and esteem 

because of their position of authority.”
139
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c. Honor is shown through respectful speech and obedience.
140

 

d. Honoring and obeying: Honor is broader than obedience.
141

 Honor is 

unconditional, but obedience is conditional.
142

 There are two limits to obedience: 

1) The child may not obey the parent in disobedience to God. That is why Eph. 

6:1 qualifies obedience to parents with “in the Lord.” 2) The child eventually 

reaches maturity and establishes their own household (Gen. 2:24, “a man will 

leave his father and mother”).
143

 

e. While Children are to honor parents because of their position, parents ought to 

strive to be worthy of honor in terms of their behavior. “A parent who is 

respectful to his children and teaches them with dignity and respect will be 

respected by his children.”
144

 Also, this commandment includes caring for the 

needs of older parents.
145

 

f. This commandment is also thought to be the foundation for respect of all 

authority in society, since the family is the foundational institution. “The internal 

strength of a society is primarily derived from the inter-generational respect for 

authority and social stability produced by a strong and healthy family life.”
146

 

6. You shall not murder. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:13; Deut. 5:17 

b. Murder is killing an innocent person on purpose.
147

 

c. Does not include:
148

 

i. Killing animals 

ii. Self defense 

iii. Accidents 

iv. State execution 

v. Morally justified war 

vi. Unique orders given by God
149

 

d. The prohibition is based on the fact that man is made in God’s image (a picture of 

God, cf. Gen. 9:5-6; Jas. 3:9) 

e. Jesus shows that murder is first an attitude of the heart and is the root of anger 

(Matt. 5:21-26). 

f. The commandment not to murder shows that God is concerned for human life. 

This implies that we also have a moral obligation to promote and protect human 

life.
150

 

7. You shall not commit adultery. (Keep your special marriage promises.) 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:14; Deut. 5:18 
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b. Adultery is a violation of the marriage covenant. 

c. For kids: Adultery is when married people break their special marriage promises. 

God made boys and girls to grow up and get married and have a special kind of 

love for one another. When we get married we make important promises to be 

special partners only for one another. Adultery is when we don’t keep our 

important marriage promises. God says that it is sin to do that and He takes it very 

seriously because it can hurt whole families and when lots of people break their 

marriage promises it can hurt our whole country. 

d. In the OT, adultery is punishable by death (Dt. 22:22), but the punishment for 

fornication was not as severe (Dt. 22:28-29) most likely because it did not involve 

violation of the marriage covenant.
151

 

e. Marriage is important because it is the foundation for the family and society. It is 

also important to God because it reflects His love for His people (Eph. 5:22-33). 

f. Jesus says that adultery has its root in the heart and that when a person lusts they 

commit adultery in the heart (Matt. 5:27-28). 

8. You shall not steal. 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:15; Deut. 5:19; Gen. 1:26-28; 1Cor. 6:9-10; Eph. 4:28 

b. This deals with the importance of property and work. “At the philosophical and 

foundational base of the eighth commandment is the right to own property.”
152

 

c. We are to seek to prosper through the tasks God has given to us. Our vocation is 

part of the cultural mandate of having dominion over the earth and cultivating it 

for our good and God’s glory (Gen. 1:26-18). 

d. God is the only true owner of property (Ps. 24:1).
153

 We are just stewards of what 

He has given us, but we must not infringe on what God has given to others. 

Stealing is “an attack on the dignity of human beings and their work.”
154

 

e. Paul says that thieves will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9-10). The 

opposite of stealing is working and giving to those in need (Eph. 4:28) 

9. You shall not give a false testimony against your neighbor. (Speak the truth.) 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:16; 23:2; Deut. 5:20; Eph. 4:25; Prov. 14:25; Gen. 2-3 

b. “The ninth commandment focuses on legal testimony or providing an officially 

binding witness. Yet it points to a high standard of truth in all areas of life.”
155

 

c. The primary meaning in context prohibits false testimony in legal situations. 

d. Also in focus is the damage one may cause to another person when the person 

functioning as a witness is not truthful; thus the concern not to give a false 

testimony “against your neighbor.”
156

 In a secondary sense, “the commandment 

prohibits any false statement that may bring harm to any neighbor.”
157

 

e. The ground of the commandment is the character of God, “whose very being and 

nature is truth” (Ps. 31:5; Is. 45:19; Jn. 14:6; Jn. 1:14).
158

 Speaking the truth is 

important because it is speaking in accord with God’s nature. 

                                                 
 

151
 Heimbach, “Exposition,” Lecture 10, 1. 

 
152

 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 151. 

 
153

 Heimbach, “Exposition,” Lecture 10, 2. 

 
154

 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 152. 

 
155

 Heimbach, “Exposition,” Lecture 11, 1. 

 
156

 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 155. 

 
157

 Rooker, Ten Commandments, 160. 

 



 51 

f. Another important aspect of speaking the truth is that it is one way that we submit 

to the Lordship of Christ. The central battle ground between God and Satan is 

truth versus lies (Gen. 2-3). In a sense speaking the truth versus believing a lie is 

the way we either submit to God or follow Satan in His rebellion. 

g. Question: What about the times in the Bible that people do not speak the truth and 

are not condemned by God but rather commended for being faithful to God? For 

example: 

i. The Hebrew midwives (Ex. 1:15-21) 

ii. Rahab the harlot (Josh. 2; 6:15; Heb. 11:31; Jas. 2:25) 

iii. Samuel, when he anointed David (1 Sam. 16:1-5) 

h. Answer: While legal testimony brings an unconditional obligation, in other 

situations the obligation is conditional.
159

 We must always “keep faith” with God, 

but we are not obligated to “keep faith” with wicked people. This means that 

when wicked people would use true information to “violate faith” against God or 

other people.
160

 

i. This means that while under normal situations we have an obligation to speak the 

truth to people, in the case of a wicked person who would use that truth to carry 

out his wicked schemes against God and others, we are under no obligation to 

speak truthfully to him or her. 

10. You shall not covet. (You may not “want wrongly.”) 

a. Verses: Ex. 20:17; Deut. 5:21; Col. 3:5; Eph. 5:3; Prov. 4:23 

b. To covet is to “earnestly desire something with evil motivation.”
161

 It is “wanting 

something in a wrong way.” 

c. This “involves longing after something that would require moral violation to 

obtain… a ‘set desire,’ not a passing thought.”
162

 

d. Exodus 20:17 lists things that would be natural temptations for Israelite men to 

covet: houses, wives, servants, animals, etc; then it covers all other possibilities 

with saying that they may not covet “anything that is your neighbor’s.” We should 

think about what our natural temptations to covet might be based on our 

circumstances. They will be different based on our particular situations. 

e. In Deut. 5:21, “You shall not covet…” is paralleled with “you shall not desire…” 

The Hebrew word for desire “focuses on the emotion or feeling of craving…”
163

 

This reminds us that even our feelings are fallen and need to be renewed by the 

Holy Spirit. We must “Keep [our hearts] with all vigilance, for from it flow the 

springs of life” (Prov. 4:23). 

f. The New Testament reveals that coveting is also idolatry, because it involves 

setting our hopes on something other than God for our ultimate well-being. Since 

coveting involves wanting something even if that desire leads us to disobey God, 

we have at that point transferred our hope from God to the thing coveted. 
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g. James reminds us that all temptation to sin starts with evil desires (Jas. 1:14), and 

that these evil desires are the root of human conflict (Jas. 4:1). 
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