Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #2

“Understanding Law”

selected Scriptures

This week we begin a new series of messages, “Sharpening the Skills of Understanding Scripture.” (That may be the longest series title ever!) This morning’s message was entitled, “Seeing the Big Picture,” and if you were not here I would highly recommend looking it up online. Over the next several Sunday mornings and evenings we will consider various types of Scripture—law, history, poetry, prophecy, parables, and letters—pointing out the unique challenges each of these genres present to the reader.

Tonight we focus on “Understanding Law.” When it comes to Christianity, the word “law” is greeted negatively more often than it is positively. Many suppose that Jesus, Paul, and other New Testament writers were against the Jewish law. After all, weren’t the “teachers of the law” the ones who opposed Jesus and His disciples? Didn’t Paul struggle against those who insisted on following the law? Didn’t he write in Romans 6:14, “For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace”? These might be surprised by the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:17-20,

“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. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks 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 practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”

When Jesus spoke of “The law and the Prophets,” He referred to the entire Old Testament. Jewish theology divided the Old Testament into three sections: The Law, comprising of the first five books written by Moses; the Prophets, sometimes distinguished as the “Former Prophets” and “Latter Prophets”; and the Writings, including the poetic and wisdom literature of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, and more. Sometimes the whole Old Testament was referred to as “The Law” (the Hebrew word is torah), while other times it was called “The Law and the Prophets.”

Many Christians I talk to have difficulty with the Old Testament. Aside from familiar stories heard in Sunday school, the average believer today doesn’t know much about the Old Testament—and many don’t want to! Due to ignorance or misinformation, the pages of the Old Testament remain closed for many in Christian churches today. “I’m a New Testament believer,” they assert, “and I belong to a New Testament church!”

I believe this is a tragedy. Without the background of the Old Testament, the New Testament doesn’t make much sense. The magnificent truths of those thirty-nine books provide us with so much to enrich our spiritual lives, yet for many these truths are rarely, if ever, uncovered.
When Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,” he was referring to the Old Testament—the only Scripture available at the time. Certainly this verse also applies to the New Testament, but originally the apostle had in mind the Hebrew Scriptures. Let’s not be too quick to throw this portion of God’s Word away!

The Permanence of the Law

Let’s begin with the permanence of the law. In Luke 16:17 Jesus says, “It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least stroke of a pen to drop out of the Law.” God’s law is absolute; it can never be changed, not even modified to the slightest extent. It is absolute and eternal. Its demands are permanent, and can never be abrogated or reduced “till heaven and earth pass.”

Why is the law permanent? It is a reflection of God’s personality. We call the Bible “God’s Word.” God is good; God’s Word is good. God is wise; God’s Word is wise. God is eternal; God’s Word is eternal. And this applies to all the Scriptures.

Does this mean that all of the laws found in the Old Testament are eternally binding on all peoples of all times and places? No, because some of the laws God gave were intentionally temporary. Yet even those have meaning for us today, as we will see.

The Purpose of the Law 

Now let’s move on to the purpose of the law. Perhaps we would have a greater appreciation for the law is we understood its purpose. 

First, the law defines sin. Paul writes in Romans 7:7-12,

What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.
“Sin” is not a popular subject these days. Many want to do away with the concept as old-fashioned and stifling of self-expression. Some want morality to depend upon the circumstances (“situation ethics”) or the individual person (“subjective ethics”). When this happens, the words of Judges 21:25 ring true, “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes.” By spelling out what is right and wrong, God gave mankind an objective standard for morality. The law defines sin for everyone.

Secondly, the law declares guilt. Paul states in Romans 3:19-20,

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

There had to be the law before the Gospel could come. Men had to learn the difference between right and wrong; men had to learn their own human inability to cope with the demands of the law, and to respond to the commands of God; men had to learn a sense of sin and unworthiness and inadequacy.
 Before they can accept the remedy, they must realize they are sick. The law provides that spiritual diagnosis.

Thirdly, the law drives us toward Christ. The law cannot save, but it can point us toward salvation. Paul graphically writes in Galatians 3:24, “So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.” How does this happen? Consider Romans 7:14-25,

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do — this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!
The law proves that we cannot do it on our own. Once we come to the end of ourselves, then we are forced to look beyond ourselves. Where else can we look? Up!

The law, then, is very practical and profitable for the Christian. We learn about the character and nature of God through it, we learn about sin and our own sinful nature, and we learn about the remedy for that sin.

Walter Kaiser aptly summarizes this point,

Following our Lord’s example, we should take up the Old Testament once again, confident that not even one passage will pass away until all have been fulfilled. In fact, the Old Testament is so relevant that our Lord warned that anyone who breaks the least Old Testament commandment, or teaches others to do so, will be called the least in the kingdom of heaven! That ought to give us pause!

The Portions within the Law

Finally, I want to consider the portions within the law. What about those parts of the Old Testament that don’t seem to apply today? My father used to ask me, “Did you sacrifice a lamb at the Temple last Saturday?” How about all of those dietary laws the Israelites were bound to obey? If God’s law is permanent, why do we not observe these practices today? J. I. Packer explains, 

Biblical law is of various sorts. Moral laws command personal and community behavior that is always our duty. The civil laws of the Old Testament applied principles of the moral law to Israel’s national situation when Israel was a church-state, God’s people on earth. The Old Testament laws about ceremonial purity, diet, and sacrifice were temporary enactments for instructional purposes that the New Testament cancels because their symbolic meaning had been fulfilled. The juxtaposing of moral, judicial, and ritual law in the Mosaic books carried the message that life under God is to be seen and lived not compartmentally but as a many-sided unity, and also that God’s authority as legislator gave equal force to the entire code. However, the laws were of different kinds, with different purposes, and the civil and ceremonial laws were of limited application, and it seems clear both from the immediate context and from the rest of his teaching that Jesus’ affirmation of the unchanging universal force of God’s law relates to the moral law as such.

Let’s take a closer look at these three portions of the law and how we can best understand and interpret them.

The moral law is the foundation of God’s commands for His people. This is usually identified as the Ten Commandments, and that is not far from the truth. But even the Ten Commandments has a foundation. When Jesus was approached with the question, “What is the greatest commandment of the law?” He answered in Matthew 22:37-40, 

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
The first four of the Ten Commandments are how we love God, while the last six of the Ten Commandments are how we love others. The form of the moral law as found mainly in the Ten Commandments is overwhelmingly negative—”Thou shalt not…” However, this has nothing to do with either the tone or aim of that law. It is easier to express a believer’s restrictions in much fewer words, for his or her freedom is so vast that it would take volumes to describe what one could do.
 

Jesus’ words establish the relevance of the moral law today. Paul reinforces this in Romans 13:8-10, 

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.

We are still called to love God and love others. It is that simple. 

Then why, you may wonder, do the books of Moses have so many laws? Don’t forget that God gave these commands to establish Israel as a nation. The civil law was an application of the moral law to the community’s life, especially where tensions were likely to develop in that day. The civil law illustrated its practice in the various cases or situations that confronted the leadership during the Mosaic era.

How do we understand the civil law today? It becomes a matter of jurisdiction. Just as the “laws of the land” apply only to the land where one lives, so the civil law of ancient Israel applies only to those who live in ancient Israel. And that includes none of us. The principles behind the laws can be beneficial for us, but to insist that Christians today live under the civil law of ancient Israel leads to legalism and misunderstanding.

The ceremonial law provided for the failure to reach the standards of the moral and civil law. For this eventuality there was an elaborate sacrificial system.
 From the beginning God had declared that the penalty of sin was death. After Adam and Eve sinned, God pronounced judgment on the human race, including physical death. Yet God did not demand the sinners’ immediate physical death at that time; instead He allowed for an animal substitute. As Hebrews 9:22 declares, “Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” In the law God outlined the sacrifices necessary to atone for sins.

These animal sacrifices were not the ultimate answer, though. Hebrews 10:4 says, “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.” They only pointed to the supreme solution in Jesus Christ, God the Son who became human, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).

How do we understand the ceremonial law today? Through the sacrificial system we can gain a greater appreciation for the horribly high cost of sin. Through the laws of holiness and cleanness we can comprehend the holiness of God. Through the laws about the priests we can gain insight into the ministry of Jesus Christ, our Great High Priest. (If you are interested in digging into these subjects more fully, I recommend a through study of the New Testament book of Hebrews in conjunction with the Old Testament book of Leviticus.)

Yes, in Christ we are “no longer under law but under grace.” But this does not mean that the law of the Old Testament has no meaning for the Christian. With a proper approach, the law can be very informative for the believer to appreciate God and His holiness, as well as our great need for redemption because of our sin.
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