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Jews in Jesus' and Paul's day certainly did not divide up 
the law into categories; on the contrary, there was a strong 
insistence that the law was a unity and could not be obeyed 
in parts. This being the case, we would require strong evi­
dence from within the New Testament to think that the 
word "law" in certain texts can apply only to one part of the 
law. 

Douglas J. Moo 

It is only in retrospect that an event, person or institution 
may be seen as typical. The existence of types necessitates 
there being other events, persons or institutions (earlier or 
later) of which they are typical. 

David Baker 

Divine Law: " 
A New Covenant Perspective 

Fred G. Zaspel 

Introduction 
At least part of what makes the subject of divine law 

such a rewarding area of study is the wide range of biblical 
and theological issues which it touches. The study" takes 
the student from the many passages bristling with exegeti­
cal challenges to hermeneutical issues such as redemptive 
history and typology and on through to theological cate­
gories such as ecclesiology, soteriology, even eschatology. 
-But most rewarding of all, as we should expect, the study 
finds its culmination in the person and work of Christ. It is 
to this end that our study should always lead us. 

Further,as is widely recognized among Christian inter­
preters, it is a biblical-theological approach which most 
easily and most accurately facilitates this pursuit. Like so 
many other teachings of the Scriptures, we should expect 
to find the doctrine of divine law progressively unfolded 
throughout the history of redemption. Specific issues of 
discussion (and dispute!) are best treated in this context. 

Law Before Moses 
Survey. The subject begins virtually with history itself. 

"The law was given through Moses" (John 1:17), to be sure, 
but of course that is not to say that before Moses there was 
no law,from God. Indeed, we so take this for granted that 
when we read in the Old Testament of pre-Mosaic sinners 
judged for their wickedness we never stop to ask what law 
code it was which they had" violated and to which they were 
held accountable. We very naturally and very rightly 
understand that they knew better. And, in fact, if we would 
stop to ask the question of the apostle Paul, his answer 
would be the same: they knew better. It is this very point he 
expounds at some length in Romans 1-2. "That which is 
known about God is evident within them; for God made it 
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evident to them" (1:19). The knowledge man had (has) of 
God he has suppressed (1:18ff.). That is to say, man sinned 
even before Moses took the nature of rebellion. Man 
"approves"l neither of God nor His law (1:28). Against God's 
law man universally turned away, and did so even in the 
knowledge of the coming judgment (1:32). 

Are there exceptions to this rule of universal rebellion? 
Only in degree. All have transgressed, and even those who 
"had not the law" instinctively knew and to some degree 
obeyed the law's requirements (2:14). This law "written in 
their hearts" (2:15) served both to inform their "con­
science" and direct their lives. Accordingly, when Paul 
declares "all under sin" (Rom. 3:9), the Gentiles are not con­
demned for their violation of the terms of Sinai; for to them 
the Sinaitic legislation was never given (2:14). Rather, they 
are declared culpable for suppressing the truth that was in 
them (Rom. 1:18-19). These things they knew to be wrong, 
independent of the formal legislation of Sinai. 

To say the same from a contrasting standpoint, Paul 
speaks of the Gentile who "keeps the requirements of the 
law" (Rom. 2:26; d. 2:14). This could hardly imply that the 
Gentiles "who have not the law" of Moses are in fact fulfill­
ing every requirement of it. Clearly, he means only that they 
observed principles of righteousness which were in keep­
ing with those contained also in the law of Moses. It is in 
this sense alone that Gentiles can be said to "fulfill the law" 
(v. 27). Again, it is evident that there is a law-a standard of 
moral righteousness-that is independent of Mosaic legis­
lation. Divine law is published universally within every 
man; it is a standard of righteousness that existsindepen­
dent of any formal codification. To restate the point, those 
who violated the eternal moral precepts of divine law 
before Moses knew better. 

For that matter, we very naturally and very rightly under­
stand the same in reference to those Gentiles of Moses' day 

Divine Law: A New Covenant Perspective 

who were "far off" (Eph.2:13) from the law which he medi­
ated to Israel. We are not surprised that the prophets who 
went to such people did not, in order to establish their 
guilt, hold before them the tablets of stone.2 Their sin con­
stituted rebellion against the law of God, yes, the law of God 
written on their hearts. As men made in God's image, they 
knew better. And when their "iniquity became full," they 
were judged accordingly.3 

Conclusion. The picture we see of divine law in the Old 
Testament, both in pre-Mosaic times and in "extra-Mosaic" 
contexts, is one of inner witnesses, conscience. God's 
image in man impresses within him an intuitive sense of 
right and wrong. Formal code or no, it was a sufficiently 
clear rule of life which all men, in varying degrees, have 
both obeyed and suppressed. And it is to this that men 
were and are justly held accountable. 

The Law Through Moses 
. Its Occasion. Since it is into this context that God gave 

His law to Israel through Moses, we may be excused for 
wondering why it was necessary! Why give law to those 
who already have God's law in them? 

The answer, of course, lies in the unique status of the 
nation of h;rael. With them God was entering into special, 
covenantal relationship. That relationship carried with it 
specific privileges and responsibilities, and these responsi­
bilities had to be made plain. Accordingly, a covenant 
detailing the terms of the relationship was formally enact­
ed. It is in this covenant that God's law to Israel through 
Moses is embedded. 

Its Content. Given its unique, covenantal setting it does 
not surprise us that this Mosaic law was not identical to 
that law of God in man. It was far more specific and 
detailed. Those principles of divine law which were both 
eternal and universal were, in the law of Moses, not only 



Divine Law: A New Covenant Perspective 

formally codified but also fleshed out in specific ways. For 
example, man's obligation to worship God is something rec­
ognized intuitively (d. Rom. 1:18-25). But in the Mosaic leg­
islation this requirement was given specific applications: 
the Sabbath and other holy days and festivals, the sacri­
fices, the entire Levitical system. These additions were spe­
cific applications and extensions of the principles embed­
ded in the law of God, given now within the framework of a 
particular covenantal relationship and obligatory so long 
as that covenant was in force. But they were not essential 
elements of that divine law itself. To repeat, divine law 
underlay and formed the basis of the Mosaic legislation, 
and it was there given a particular codification and many 
specific applications.4 

Important also is the recognition that this law of God in 
men's hearts from creation onward is nearly identical with 
the Decalogue which came by Moses. Other than the fourth 
command (Sabbath) virtually all of the "Ten Words" were in 
force well before Moses;5 it would seem so since the begin­
ning of human history. Idolatry, murder, theft, adultery, etc., 
did not first become wrong when Israel was at Sinai. The 
great bulk of the Decalogue, then, is clearly but a formal 
codification of the law of God that was (and is) in man's 
heart naturally. These matters are reflective of the very 
character and holiness of God and are thus eternal princi­
ples of righteousness that are binding upon all men regard­
less of formal codification-Mosaic or otherwise. With or 
without formal legal codes, all men are judged by this stan­
dard. The law of God exists quite independent of Mosaic 
legislation. There is indeed overlap, but not exact duplica­
tion. 

The relation between the law of God and the law of 
Moses, then, is one of foundation-extrapolation. That is, 
Mosaic legislation is founded upon the law of God and 
makes specific applications from it. It formally stated the 
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principles of divine law and also gave specifics as to how 
those laws were to be carried out in that economy. With 
Moses the law of God was formally codified and applied to 
a people who stood in a distinctive covenantal relation to 
God. 

The two laws, then, are neither identical nor altogether 
different. The one formed the basis of the other, and the 
second required more than the first. But the two cannot be 
equated absolutely.6 Divine law written on the heart 
informs all men in terms of eternal principles of morality. 
The Mosaic codification of that law informed Israel of its 
peculiar responsibilities in its privileged relationship under 
God. 

What exactly was Israel's part in this covenant? A great 
bulk of the Pentateuch and the writings and the prophets 
all extrapolate on this very issue. But specifically, the terms 
are summarized in the Ten Commandments. The Decalogue 
is the statement of the covenant. 

Indeed, God Himself says so. "Then the Lord said to 
Moses, 'Write down these words, for in accordance with 
these words I have made a covenant with you and with 
Israel.' ... And he wrote on the tablets the words of the 
covenant, the Ten Commandments" (Ex. 34:27-28). 

Much hermeneutical and theological confusion has 
resulted from a failure to appreciate this identification. 
These ten words to Israel are the covenant; apart from this 
foundational summary statement (the Decalogue), there is 
no covenant at all. 

Its Nature. This "old covenant" further stipulated not 
only the specific responsibilities of the Israelites, with 
whom the covenant was made, but also the responsibilities 
which God in covenant agreement took on Himself in this 
relationship. What was God's part? He would bless Israel in 
every way if she would do her part. Leviticus 26 spells this 
out in detail. 7 Indeed, God made this clear at the very out-
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set: "Now then, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep 
My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among 
all the peoples" (Ex. 19:5; see vv. 1-8). If Israel would remain 
faithful and obedient, she would enjoy God's protection 
and blessing. "So you shall keep My statutes and My judg­
ments, by which a man may live if he does them" (Lev. 18:5; 
d. Rom. 10:5). But "Cursed is he who does not continue in 
all the things that are written in the book of the law to do 
them" (Deut. 27:26; Gal. 3:10). 

The old covenant was, therefore, very much perfor­
mance oriented. Attempts to characterize the Mosaic 
covenant as gracious in nature inevitably fail.s The agree­
ment was one of conditional blessing, and the obedience it 
required was absolute and allowed no exception. One must 
"continue" in obedience to "all" the law's demands. It is for 
this reason that the apostle refers to the old covenant as 
"the letter that kills" and "the ministry of death" (2 Cor. 3:6-
7). In contrast to the new covenant, which makes "better 
promises" (Heb. 8:6) and offers life to sinners, the old 
covenant could only condemn sinners. It held out promis­
es of blessing for those who were obedient, but for those 
who transgressed its demands, it held out only a curse. 

Mosaic Law and Redemptive History 
So the law was given formally through Moses because of 

the unique relationship into which God was entering with 
Israel. But that relationship, we find, had a purpose. It was 
not an end in itself. It was established for the purpose of 
demonstrating something essential- to the outworking of 
God's redemptive program. 

Here was a law given which demanded obedience for life 
(Lev. 18:5; Deut. 27:26). That raises yet another question: 
Did not God promise to Abraham that His blessing would 
come by grace? How could law, with all its curses, enter 
where grace had already been promised? 
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Paul takes up this question in Galatians 3. "The law is not 
of faith; on the contrary, 'He who practices them shall live 
by them'" (3:12; citing Lev. 18:5). Moreover, "If the inheri­
tance is based on law, it is no longer based on a promise" 
(3: 18). That is, law speaks of works, not faith. By very defi­
nition and upon threat of condemnation, law demands 
absolute obedience. "But God has granted it to Abraham by 
means of a promise. Why the law then?" (vv. 18b-19a). That 
is, why did God insert law after He had already made the 
promise of grace? Surely, the law, coming later, could not 
annul the promise (v. 17)! But why add law, with its rigorous 
demands and threats, when grace has already been 
announced? 

Answer: the law was "added because or transgression" 
(v. 19b). That is, the law's purpose was to objectify sin and 
thereby demonstrate it as "transgression." This is Paul's 
statement in Romans 5:13 also: "Sin is not imputedlO when 
there is no law." The idea in both of these passages is that 
of itemization, objectification, delineation. The purpose of 
the law was to specify sin with clarity. Once sin is thus 
objectified, that sin is shown to be transgression. It is in 
this sense that the law "was added because of transgres­
sion." Paul presents the nation of Israel as a showcase 
nation, a microcosm of the world. In the experience of 
Israel He set out, in giving the law, to demonstrate on a 
national level the fact of human sin and thus the law's 
inability to justify. Given man's failure, the law could only 
condemn. 

But this He did only until the seed came (v. 19), "before 
faith came" (v. 23). The law functioned as Israel's "tutor to 
lead us to Christ,llthat we may be justified by faith" (v. 24). 
That is, by establishing the fact of human Sinfulness, men 
are driven to Christ, the only alternative. This is Paul's 
gospel. Christ is "the seed" to whom the promise was made 
(v. 16); and in that He alone has satisfied all of the law's 

III 
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demands, both actively and passively, He is the only means 
of justification. Righteousness comes not by personal merit 
in the eyes of the law, but by faith in the One whose merit 
is truly sufficient and so who died as "a curse for us" (v. 13). 
The law, with all its beauty and holiness, was incapable of 
justifying sinners. But in pronouncing condemnation, it 
pOinted away from itself to Christ.12 It spoke of sin, but in 
doing so it spoke of Him; therefore, while the law itself is 
not gracious, it was made to serve a gracious purpose in 
redemptive history. It did not annul the Abrahamic promise 
of grace, demanding perfection though it did (vv.17, 21). It 
rather forced men to see the necessity of that promise of 
grace and in fact threw them back upon it, and herein lay 
its purpose in the history of redemption (vv. 21-24). 

Divine Law in This New Covenant Age 
The Continuing Relevance of Divine Law. Moses' law, then, 

served a very significant purpose in the divine schema. It 
reaches its "end" (telos) in Christ (Rom. 10:4). 

So now what remains of law? Plainly, we should not 
expect that with the passing of the old covenant there 
remains no more law! God's law was well known and well 
read before its Mosaic codification, and it has been ever 
since. Nor should it surprise us, after Moses, to find sin 
defined as "lawlessness" (anomia, 1 John 3:4) or to find 
explicit references to law (Gal. 6:2; James 1:25) or to find 
duties enjoined upon us as obligatory. Early dispensation­
alist writers regularly denied the continuing relevance of 
law in the life of the believer, who is "under grace. "13 But the 

obligations of God upon His creatures have not ceased, and 
never could those obligations have any less binding force. 
The Formula of Concord (1576), although confusing the law 
of God and the law of Moses, is entirely correct in its insis­
tence that the law of God is today a "certain rule after 
which [regenerate men] may and ought to shape their 
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life. "14 The law of God is an eternal standard; never could it 
become any less a binding rule of life. 

The Passing Relevance of Moses. But what of the Mosaic 
formulation/codification of that law? And what of us who 
are related to God under the terms, not of the old, but of the 
new covenant? Is there a codification of law for us? 

Here we enter a large body of teaching, found primarily 
in the Pauline literature, which at the same time teaches us 
both that Moses' law has "passed away" (katargeo) and 
that we are not "without law" (anomos). In some sense, 
Moses is gone, but law is not. This demands clarification. IS 1m 

Since the relationship between the law of God and the IIiiI 
law of Moses is one of obvious overlap and similarity but 
not exact identity, some differences between the two are of 
course expected. Specific applications of divine law under 
Moses-such as ceremonial rites, dietary regulations, and 
certain civil and personal obligations-were not them-
selves essential to the law of God which underlay the 
Mosaic legislation. They were specific applications of that 
law to -those who were related to God under the terms of 
that old covenant. Accordingly, we should not expect the 
old covenant to be the ultimate expression of the believer's 
rule of life under the new covenant. 

Moreover, when Paul speaks of the law as a rule of life, 
he insists. that we must not allow a man to be judged on 
Mosaic grounds (e.g., Col. 2:16). In a way that often struck 
Paul's cri~ics as antinomian, Paul spoke recklessly (or so it 
would seem) about the passing relevance of the Mosaic 
code. He repeatedly speaks of it in the past tense. The law 
had its purpose, it served that purpose, and now it is 
passed away. Indeed, this was both a matter of heated dis­
pute in the early church and of unified pronouncement by 
the apostolic company (Acts 15). The issue generally cen­
tered on the place of circumcision in the new covenant 
community and the necessity of law-keeping as a means of 
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justification (Galatians), but the decision rendered was a 
part of a larger principle; viz., that Moses' law itself had no 
binding relation to the believer whatsoever (Acts 15:10, 19; 
Gal. 3:19-25; 4:21-31; 5:1-12; 2 Cor. 3). Paul's repeated theme 
of Christian liberty (Rom. 14; Galatians) argues from the 
assumption that Moses' law is not binding on the Christian; 
indeed, it is the weaker brother who insists upon Mosaic 
demands (Rom. 14:lff.; d. Gal. 4:9-11; Col. 2:16). Again, the 
Mosaic code is consistently spoken of in the past tense and 
so is no longer in effect (Rom. 8:3; 9:31-32; Gal. 3:23-24; 4:5; 
Heb. 7:19; etc.), and as fulfilled and replaced in Jesus Christ 
(Matt. 5:17-20; Heb. 7:12; 10:1-9). Indeed, it was "abolished" 
(katargesas, Eph. 2:15; d. 2 Cor. 3:11, 13) and "wiped out" 
(exalepsas, Col. 2:14). It is in fact the very Mosaic covenant 
that is now annulled and replaced (Heb. 8:6-9:1; 2 Cor. 3), 
not just a part of it. With the covenant itself abolished, its 
law (Ex. 34:27-28) is likewise no longer in force. 

The popular hermeneutical attempt to divide Moses' law 
into so many parts and then interpret New Testament state­
ments of the passing of law accordingly is simplistic, nor 
can it be maintained exegetically. To argue that not the 
moral (Le., decalogue) but only the civil and/or ceremonial 
aspects of Moses are passed, when Paul says that it is in 
fact the old covenant itself, "written and engraven in 
stones," that has passed away, misses Paul's point. It is 
Moses en toto that he says has gone (2 Cor. 3). Moreover, 
the apostle speaks not only in general, all-encompassing 
terms but also in specifics. That which is "engraved on 
stones" (2 Cor. 3:7) and "the certificate of debt consisting of 
decrees against us" (Col. 2:14) refer not to civil or ceremo­
nial applications of the Decalogue but to the Decalogue 
itself. It is the Mosaic legislation in its entirety and the 
Decalogue specifically that Paul says "fades away" (katarge­

sas, 2 Cor. 3:11, 13; d. exalepsas, Col. 2:14). 
Of critical significance here again is the statement of 
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Exodus 34:27-28, noted earlier, where God identifies "the 
Ten Commandments" as "the words of the covenant." No 
dividing of Moses will fit here. The legislation of Sinai is an 
inseparable unit, and this statement (Ex. 34:27-28) must 
inform the apostolic declarations of its abolition. It is the 
Mosaic code as a whole and in all its parts that has passed 
away, and the apostolic declarations to that end must 
therefore be seen to embrace even the Decalogue.16 

Still further, the tripartite division of Moses fails of its 
own definitions. If the "ceremonial" law is but an applica­
tion of the first table of the "moral" law, and if the "civil" law 
is but an application of the second table of the "moral" 
law,17 the supposed three divisions of Moses have thereby 
been reduced to two and then to one. And that one part is 
"the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments." "The 
whole law"18 stands or falls together as an indivisible unit. 

It would be wrong to forget this stated, essential unity of 
the old covenant/Decalogue when reading New Testament 
statements of the covenant's / law's abolition (e.g., 2 Cor. 3). 
The statements are as broad and inclusive as they appear. 
And this is to be expected. The new covenant believer is 
not under the old covenant but the new. It would be an odd 
thing indeed if "the words of the [old] covenant, the Ten 
Commandments" (Ex. 34:28) were made to be the new 
covenant believer's rule of life. We would rather expect that 
for new covenant believers divine law would be codified in 
the new covenant. 

There is still more to be said here, but only after some 
other considerations are discussed. 

Moses' Law Fulfilled: Matthew 5: 17 
Interpretation. It is precisely this point (Le., the passing 

nature of Mosaic law) which again directs our attention to 
the Lord Jesus Christ. It is not that there is no law. Nor is it 
that Moses is simply cut off or "overthrown."19 Rather, 
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Moses is "fulfilled. "20 In this regard, Matthew 5:17-21 is of pri­
mary significance.21 

One outstanding aspect of Matthew's Christo logy is his 
"better than Moses" motif. From the slaughter of the infants 
to the temptation in the wilderness following the baptism 
in water and lasting forty days and on to the mountain, the 
giving of the law on the mountain, the parallels are exten­
sive and quite beyond coincidence. Jesus is the prophet 
"like Moses" whom Moses said would come and to whose 
word Moses said we would be held accountable (Deut. 
18:15-19). 

It is in this context that Jesus' opening words, "I came to 
fulfill" (Matt. 5:17) and His following explication, "You have 
heard it said ... but I say unto you" (5:2lff.), are found. And 
it is at the climax of this that Jesus emphasizes the unsur­
passed significance of "these words of Mine" as the ultimate 
standard of judgment (7:24-27). Disobedience to His words 
constitutes "lawlessness. "22 This, together with "The Son of 
Man is lord even of the Sabbath" (12:8) and the voice from 
heaven insisting on obedience (akouo) to Christ's words 
(17:5) and on to Jesus' own "all authority has been given to 
Me" (28:18)- all point to Christ as the new Lawgiver, the 
One of whom Moses wrote. It is His commandments which 
are to be taught and kept (v. 20).23 His authority is supreme, 
and His law is obligatory. 

This lordship Jesus proceeds to exercise. Many have 
argued that in the ensuing antitheses of the Sermon on the 
Mount24 Jesus corrects rabbinic perversions of Moses. 
Perhaps He does. But the fact remains that Jesus here 
quotes Moses and proceeds to take him in sometimes very 
unexpected directions.25 From "Do not murder" to "Do not 
hate," and from "Do not commit adultery" to "Do not lust" 
may not seem like a long jump, but it is an addition to the 
original commands which no fair exegesis of those com­
mands would have yielded. And from here Jesus' exercise 
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of authority becomes even more evident. Taking Moses' 
allowance for divorce and replacing it with "Do not divorce 
except for fornication" is plainly a rescinding of Moses; it is 
no clarification. Moses' command was intended to curtail 
divorce, yes; but Jesus goes further still and curtails Moses! 
Likewise, proceeding from Moses' lex talionis, the famous 
"eye for an eye" command, to a command to nonresistance 
is an exercise of authority superior to that of Moses. 
Whatever hyperbole may be involved here, Jesus plainly 
places severe restrictions on Moses. He is not clarifying 
Moses. He is advancing. And He is rescinding. He is restrict- 1m 
ing. And He is adding. In short, He is exercising His prerog- l1li 
atives as the "greater than Moses," the new interpreter of 
the will of God. Matthew is careful to record for us that this 
is precisely what impressed those who heard our Lord 
speak these things. "He taught them as one having author-
ity, and not as the scribes" (Matt. 7:29) whose ultimate 
appeal was to Moses. Jesus, rather, exercised the preroga-
tive of lordship. 

All this informs the meaning of "fulfill." In keeping with 
the Matthean usage of pleroo 26 Jesus portrays the law of 
Moses as having a forward look, anticipating a "fuller" sig­
nificance to come. The coming of Jesus had an eschatolog­
ical significance in relation to Moses; it brought about what 
Moses' law anticipated. Moses' law did not "fall,"27 nor was 
it "destroyed."28 It was "filled full" with that which it could 
only anticipate. Simply put, Jesus did not merely rubber­
stamp Moses, nor did He merely clarify him. The meaning 
of His claim to fulfill is more climactic than that; there is 
eschatological transcendence. Jesus' teaching brings about 
that for which Moses' law was ultimately intended. It 
expresses fully and ideally the righteousness anticipated at 
Sinai and in the prophets. The old law was not "full" in 
itself; it had a forward look. It anticipated a "fulfilling" 
which in Christ's teaching finally came to perfect realiza-
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tion. As John Brown put it, Jesus "holds himself up as the 
person appointed by God to finish the work which [the law 
and Prophets] had left incomplete."29 

Although he comes to different final conclusions than 
those offered here, Brevard Childs states the point well: 

The depth of the disagreement [between Jesus and the 

Pharisees 1 is underestimated when scholars suggest that 

Jesus was only opposing the Pharisaic tradition of the law, 

but leaving the Mosaic law itself intact. Nor is the contro­

versy adequately described by claiming that Jesus sought 

only to dispense with the OT ceremonial law while retain­

ing the ethical imperatives. Rather, the issue turned on Jesus' 

claim to be the new interpreter of the will as revealed in the 

law. 30 

Where does this leave Moses? Clearly, he has taken a 
back seat. No, he is not now to be ignored; but the law he 
gave remains relevant only insofar as it is read through 
Christian lenses. Moses can no longer be read by Himself. 
His Fulfiller has come, and it would be wrong to ignore Him 
for Moses' sake. Moses himself would not allow this; we 
must hear this Prophet who is like-but greater than­
Moses (Deut. 18:15-19). We read Moses and learn from him, 
but our loyalty is to the One of whom he spoke, the One 
who took Moses' law and "filled it full." 

In other words, Jesus' lordship extends even over 
Moses. It is no longer Moses, .but Jesus who informs our 
conscience. It is His moral instruction that shapes our lives 

and defines true sanctification.31 

Explication. Paul reasons from this very premise in 1 
Corinthians 9:20-21, where he argues that he is not bound 
by Moses; he is rather "under the law of Christ."32 Paul 
explains that while in a given circumstance he is free to 
choose either course of action, he is free from Mosaic leg-
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islation (v. 20); he is "without law" and has perfect liberty 
to act accordingly (v. 21a). However (not to be misunder­
stood!), he is "not without law" absolutely; he is "under the 
law of Christ." Here Paul is clear on both scores: (1) he is 
not obliged to Moses' law,33 and (2) he is obliged to the law 
of Christ. Again, Jesus' stands above even Moses.34 

This aspect of Christology is one that is frequently 
fleshed out in the New Testament. As already noted, this is 
a prominent note in the Matthean Christology. His words 
must be obeyed (Matt. 17:5). It is His words which will be 
brought to bear in the final judgment (7:24-27). And it is His 
words which must form the whole substance of our disci­
pling ministry (Matt. 28:20). But the other New Testament 
writers build on this idea also. On the eve of His crucifixion 
Jesus explained to His disciples that while He had more to 
tell them and although He was soon to leave, He would 
nonetheless give "all truth" to them via the Holy Spirit 
whom He sends in His name (John 16:12-14; d. 17:8). This, 
Jesus' word, the disciples would in turn give to us (John 
17:8, 18,20). The full revelation in Christ (Heb. 1:1_2)35 is the 
"tradition" which the apostles pass along to the Christian 
community and which we are responsible to faithfully 
"hold" (2 Thess. 2:15). For all the New Testament writers, 
Jesus has highest priority, even in terms of moral and ethi­
cal instruction. We will not go back to Moses, for it is in 
Jesus that Moses is made "complete."36 

The Sabbath Question 

This better positions us to deal with the question of the 
Sabbath. Does it remain a binding rule? What do the new 
covenant Scriptures have to say about the Sabbath? Not 
surpriSingly, it is nowhere enjoined upon the new covenant 
believer. I say this is not surprising, for we would not 
expect new covenant believers to observe that which was 
the "sign" of the old covenant (Ex. 31:13-14, 16-17). Instead, 
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the New Testament writers speak of the Sabbath in redemp­
tive-historical categories: the day finds its significance in 
the person and work of Christ. 

The linguistic ties here are impressive and fit well· with 
the New Testament teaching on the subject. Matthew's 
record of Jesus' promise of "rest" to those who come to 
Him for it (Matt.ll:28), may not be enough information to 
take us very far, but taken up as it is in the following chapter 
we are well on our way to a redemptive-historical/ 
Christocentric understanding. "The Son of Man is Lord of 
the Sabbath" (Matt. 12:8) would hardly seem to be a rubber­
stamping of Moses! It is rather Jesus' claim of the right to 
exercise His own prerogatives over the day.37 Granted, 
exactly where Jesus is taking the Sabbath is not here stat­
ed; but we are left with the distinct impression that as a 
result of His coming, the Sabbath will undergo some kind of 
transformation. To borrow from His words in the previous 
chapter, He is Himself the "rest" which the day typified. 

Nor are Matthew 11 and 12 our only clues. The writer to 
the Hebrews treats the subject in exactly this way (Heb. 4:1-
10). Here we learn that the Sabbath, as all the law,38 had a 
forward look. It anticipated a "rest" which is realized in 
Christ. The day enjoys no other continuing significance. It 
found its significance in Christ. 

This is the direction in which Paul takes the Sabbath 
also. In Colossians 2:16-17 the apostle insists that we must 
not submit to judgment concerning Sabbath observance. 
His reason? The Sabbath was but the "shadow" of which 
Christ is the reality.39 It was intended as a picture only. It 
carried but a typical significance. It had a forward look in 
that it anticipated the rest enjoyed in Christ. It has no con­
tinuing relevance of its own. It has been "filled full" in 
Christ. 

All this should not surprise us. Given the forward look 
which Jesus specifically stated that the old had, we should 
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expect the epochal event of His coming to have some effect 
here also. And so it does. 

In light of all this it is not surprising to notice the apos­
tolic denial of Sabbath day observance. In Colossians 2:16 
Paul specifies that the Sabbath law must not be laid upon 
us as obligatory for the simple reason that the One whom 
it anticipated has now come. In Galatians 4:9-11 he express­
es horrified surprise that some at Galatia would turn back 
to observing the day, a backward step which for Paul car­
ried devastating implications. And in Romans 14 it is the 
weaker brother who observes the day as holy. The stronger l1li 
brother understands that no particular day is holy but that IiII 
all days are equally holy under God. The natural and easi-
est understanding of these verses recognizes an end to 
Sabbath day observance. The Sabbath, the sign of the old 
covenant, bore a greater significance than a continuing reg-
ulation of activity on a certain day of the week. It pointed 
forward to soteric verities realized in Christ. 

The traditional Puritan/Reformed position which sees 
the Sabbath as an abiding obligation even on new covenant 
believers40 is generally argued first of all from the stand­
point of the "eternal" nature of the Decalogue/"moraI" law, 
as opposed to the pasSing relevance of the "civil" and "cer­
emonial" categories of Moses. But as already observed, this 
argument begins with an unwarranted assumption (i.e., 
that we must divide Moses so) and proceeds to a foregone 
conclusion (Le., that the Decalogue is the expression of 
God's eternal moral law). These are matters which demand 
exegetical support but which find none. Moreover, the divi­
sion is unnecessary. It ignores the old covenant setting of 
the Sabbath and its status as the old covenant "sign." It is 
further plagued by those specific statements, highlighted 
above, which deny Sabbath day observance to the new 
covenant believer. It also runs against those statements, 
also highlighted above, which in speaking of the abolition 
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of the Mosaic code refer specifically to the Decalogue. But 
more to the pOint, that position misses the new covenant 
significance of the Sabbath and fails to see its fulfillment in 

Christ.41 

Conclusion 
Divine law continues, but not in its Mosaic formulation. 

Christ supersedes Moses. This is no "destroying" of Moses 
but rather his "fulfilling" (Matt. 5:17; d. Deut. 18:15-19). 
Christ is the one of whom Moses wrote (John 5:46), whose 
law would be absolute and the ultimate standard of judg­
ment (Deut. 18:15-19). By no means are we left without law. 
Rather, Christ has taken morals a step higher, above Moses. 
From Him we learn God's highest expression of holiness. 

Summary 
There are distinct advantages to this reading of the sub­

ject. On the one hand, it avoids the older dispensationalist 
tendency of denying any relevance of law to the new 
covenant believer; law there is, and it is a continuing rule of 
life. On the other hand, it renders the complex and appar­
ently artificial tripartite division of Moses irrelevant. Such 
difficult hermeneutical grids are simply unnecessary, for to 
be without Moses is not to be without law. This also allows 
the Sabbath discussion to proceed on exegetical and theo­
logical grounds rather than on the less stable ground of 
hermeneutical presuppositions. In short, this perspective 
harmonizes the statements of both the abolition of Moses 

and the enduring continuity of law. 
More importantly, this new covenant perspective pro­

vides a Christocentric focus which takes seriously Christ's 
claims of lordship. It is, in fact, a theology of lordship. 
Moses wrote of Christ (Matt. 5:46) in many ways, and this 
new covenant perspective on the law makes that fact all the 
more evident. Christ fulfills and stands above all that came 
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before Him. Unlike the scribes whose highest appeal was to 
Moses, Jesus teaches on His own authority, an authority 
that is unique (Matt. 7:29). 
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until Israel is so instructed at the giving of the manna 
(Ex. 16) and the giving of the law at Sinai (Ex. 20:8), and 
here Sabbath day observance is stated to be given to 
them as the sign of the old covenant (Ex. 31:12-18). This 
is confirmed in Nehemiah 9:14 where it is plainly stated 
that it was at Sinai that the Sabbath was first "made 
known" to Israel. From Israel's standpOint, Sabbath 
observance was not an ancient but a very new phe­
nomenon. 


