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                       Jesus and the Law 

                                                           Robert D. Brinsmead 

 

Chapter 1 

The Law of Moses 

The law was given through Moses. John 1:17. 

The law was added so that the trespass might increase. Rom. 5:20. 

The law introduced 430 years later (after Abraham, does not set aside the covenant previously 
established by God.... 

It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come. – Gal. 
3:17, 19. 

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the New International Version. 

   Beginning with Moses, the will of God was embodied in an elaborate written code. 
The heart of this legal system was the Ten Commandments, called "the words of the 
covenant" (Exod. 34:28; cf. Deut. 4:13). And the heart of the Ten Commandments 
was the Sabbath, called the "sign" of the Sinaitic covenant (Exod. 34:16, 17). It is 
clear from the following scriptures that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob knew nothing about 
this law-covenant given at Sinai: 

   He declared to you His covenant, the Ten Commandments, which He commanded you to follow and 
then wrote them on two stone tablets. – Deut. 4:13. 

   The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb. It was not with our fathers that the Lord made 
this covenant, but with us, with all of us who are alive here today. – Deut. 5:2, 3. 

   Prior to Moses there was a moral consciousness. Through general revelation all 
men know something of the law of God and of moral responsibility (Rom. 2:15). But it 
was not until Moses and the Exodus event that the will of God was embodied in a 
written code. For this reason the time from Moses to Christ is known as the age or 
dispensation of law. As far as Paul was concerned, this age of law was a parenthesis 
period in redemptive history. It was a temporary arrangement and an emergency 
measure which intervened until the coming of Christ (Gal 3:17-24). 

   Since Moses was the mediator of the Sinaitic covenant, the entire body of law which 
sprang from the Exodus event is called "the law of Moses" (Neh. 8:1: Mal. 4:4: Acts 
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15:5). It is also called "Moses" (Mark 7:10), "the law of the Lord" (Neh. 9:3: "the 
written code" (Rom. 2:27, 29: 7:6), "the written code, with its regulations" (Col. 2:14), 
and "the law with its commandments and regulations'' (Eph. 2:15). But the most 
common designation for the law of Moses is simply "the law"– called the Torah in the 
Old Testament (Neh. 8:9, 13, 14) and the nomos in the New Testament (Luke 2:22-
27). With few exceptions, when the New Testament writers speak of the law, they 
mean the Torah– the Law of Moses. 1 

    In a broader sense the law also meant Judaism's entire religious tradition (see John 
5:10). This was because Judaism did not regard its religious tradition as something 
foreign to the law but simply as an application of what the written code actually meant. 

   In harmony with Old Testament usage as well as Jewish usage, the New Testament 
uses the word law in an undifferentiated sense. No distinction is made between what 
later theology called the "moral" and "ceremonial" laws. The Law of Moses includes 
the Ten Commandments (Mark 7:9, 10; John 7:19) as well as laws about muzzling 
oxen (1 Cor. 9:8, 9). While portions of the Ten Commandments are cited in the New 
Testament, they are not regarded as something distinct and separable from other 
parts of the Law of Moses. The idea that the Decalogue occupies an independent 
place never seems to occur to the New Testament authors. 

   The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament correctly states: 

   In Paul . . . no basic distinction is made between the Decalogue and the rest of the legal material in 
the Old Testament. 2 

   In content PI [Paul] does not make any fundamental distinction between cultic and ethical 
commandments. 3     

The Law of Moses– Beneficial or Inadequate?  

   Does the New Testament view the Law of Moses as something beneficial or as 
something inadequate? The only answer we can give is that the New Testament 
speaks both ways. Students of the Word have often puzzled over Paul's negative 
appraisal of the law in Galatians and his more positive appraisal of it in Romans. We 
should not use the positive statements to blunt the sharp thrust of his negative ones 
or vice versa. Neither should we stress one side of the paradox to the exclusion of the 
other or try to resolve the tension by finding a median position. The plain fact is that 
the New Testament has both commendatory and critical things to say regarding the 
written code. 

   Beneficial Aspects of the Law. Paul declares that possession of the law was one 
of the great advantages of the Jews (Rom. 3:1). In Romans 9:4 he lists the law 
among the great benefits conferred on Israel.   

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#1. Thus. Bandstra says. 
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#2. W. Gutbrod, art. on the law, in Gerhard Kittel, ed.. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, tr. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.. 1967). 4:1069.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#3. ibid., p. 1072.


 5 

   1. The law dispensation "came with glory" (2 Cor. 3:7). Its inauguration at Sinai was 
accompanied by an impressive display of divine splendor. 

   2. The law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good" (Rom. 7:12). 
This was guaranteed by its divine origin.  

   3. "The law was added so that the trespass might increase" (Rom. 5:20). This was 
seen by Paul as a beneficial function of the law (Rom. 7:7-12). As the law gave 
occasion for many infractions, so it multiplied sin. This prevented Israel from reverting 
to a pagan insensibility. By making Israel painfully aware of sin, it helped nourish her 
Messianic hope. 

   4. The law was a disciplinary agent which prepared Israel for Christ's coming (Gal. 
3:19-24). Luther spoke of Moses grinding the people down with laws so that the 
people might tire of works-righteous-ness and long for grace. 4 

   5. The law preserved Israel's separate identity. It did this by mingling cultic 
regulations with profound ethical principles. (Leviticus 19:17-19 is a classical example 
of the way Moses mixes trivial cultic laws with timeless ethical principles.) It was not 
his moral principles which made the Jew distinct from all other people– for qualities 
like courage, chastity and honesty exist outside the religious cultus– but his 
observance of cultic taboos for which no justification in nature or in reason could be 
given. The Jew was distinguished by such requirements as circumcision, the Sabbath 
and food laws. By effectively preventing close social concourse between Jews and 
other peoples, these regulations kept Judaism alive. This was a necessary part of 
God's plan in redemptive history. 

   According, to Galatians 3:19-25, the law was a temporary measure. It was a stern 
custodian to keep Israel under restraint until the time came for God to fulfill His 
promise to bless all nations through Abraham's seed. In a playful comment Krister 
Stendahl brilliantly captures the thought of Galatians 3:19-25 when he says: 

   The law came, says Paul, as a harsh baby sitter to see to it that the children of Israel did not raid the 
refrigerator before the great party at which the Gentiles should also be present. 5 

   Inadequate Aspects of the Law. If we listen to all that the Bible has to say, we 
shall also hear some critical things about the dispensation of the written code. The 
prophets of the Old Testament yearn for something better and testify that in the new 
age of the Spirit the law will be written in the heart (Jer. 31:33). But it is in Paul that 
criticism of the law is sharpest. 

   It has been said that Paul's critique of the law was not directed against the law as it 
was originally given but against Judaism's perversion of it. This is partially true. In 
Judaism the law became detached from its grounding in the covenant and assumed 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#4. See Martin Luther. Luther's Works. ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann. American ed.. vol. 3.5. Word and Sacrament: I. ed. Theodore E. Bachmann {Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 1900). p. 241.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#5. Krister Stendahl. Paul among Jews and Gentiles. and Other Ac.says (Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 1976l. pp. 20-21.
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an independent status. The psalmist had sung litanies of praise to the law, but it was 
always the law or commandments or judgments "of the Lord" (see Ps. 119). He did 
not glory in an abstract code but in the Lord of the covenant, whose commandments 
were tokens of His steadfast love. The psalmist's devotion was directed to a person, 
not to an abstract code. But in Judaism the tendency was otherwise. Even though the 
prophets had condemned adherence to the law for its own sake (Jer. 2:8), Judaism 
tended to exalt the law as a doorway to fellowship with God rather than recognizing 
that a joyous performance of the law was the outgrowth of covenantal fellowship with 
God. 

   However, Judaism's distortion of the law into a means of fellowship with God does 
not entirely account for Paul's critique. Some aspects of his critique extend to the 
giving of the law itself. There is tension between the Old Testament's positive view of 
the Sinaitic covenant and Paul's negative view of it. All attempts to remove that 
tension fail to do justice to the facts. Looking at Sinai from the perspective of the 
gospel, Paul could clearly see that the dispensation of the written code was 
inadequate and that it must give way to the new and better dispensation of the Spirit: 

   1. The written code was an inadequate vehicle to communicate the will of God. The 
rabbis had tried to absolutize the law as if it were God's final word to man. But God 
needed a better expression of His will than a mere legal code. No written code can 
adequately cover the entire range of human responsibility. For example, the Ten 
Commandments did not mention many sins of the spirit. 

   2. The law stimulates that which it forbids. This is what Paul declares in Romans 7: 

   For when we were controlled by the sinful nature, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at 
work in our bodies, so that we bore fruit for death. – Rom. 7:5. 

   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. – Rom. 7:8-11. 

   The last verse above is an echo of Eve's words recorded in Genesis 3:13: "The 
serpent deceived me." Before the prohibition to eat the forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve 
lived in a state of innocence. But the commandment, "You shall not," gave the serpent 
a foothold to arouse Eve's desire and lead her to sin. This is how the law was also 
used to deceive Israel. While it forbade covetousness, sin seized the prohibition to 
stimulate desire for the very things the law forbade. While the giving of the law 
appeared to promise life, it actually caused sin to multiply and brought death. 6 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#6. The view that Romans 7 is Paul's personal autobiography has been largely discredited. The 'T' of Romans 7 represents corporate Israel and is parallel to the 
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   Of course, what was true in Israel's history is repeated in personal experience. Mere 
prohibitions do not prevent sin but serve to make the "forbidden fruit" even more 
enticing. 

   3. The law is an inadequate agent for the conviction of sin. Instead of convicting 
people of sin, it readily becomes a vehicle of self-congratulation and self satisfaction. 
When moral responsibility is reduced to a written code, it becomes a form of checklist 
morality. When I have refrained from doing things proscribed and have done things 
prescribed– such as paying my tithe– I can easily imagine that I have done my duty. 
This is what the Pharisee did when he compared himself not only with the written 
code but with the (law breaking) tax collector. The rich young ruler was sincere when 
he told Jesus that he had always kept the Ten Commandments (Matt. 19:17-20). Saul 
of Tarsus did not feel wretched and guilty when he measured his achievements by the 
written code. His was not the troubled-conscience syndrome of "the introspective 
conscience of the West." 7 His "legalistic righteousness" was "faultless" (Phil. 3:6). 8 

   Paul did not learn about his radical sinfulness at the feet of Gamaliel but at the foot 
of the cross. No one can understand what the law really demands until he sees it in 
the light of Christ. 

   Fulfilling or accomplishing the Law meant for the Jews what it still means for many people today– 
following a number of particular and concrete commandments… 

   For St. Paul, accomplishing the Law has to do with the ultimate fulfillment of the Law. The Law itself 
was not a set of ultimately valid commandments that have to be obeyed. In the last resort the 
commandments and rules given in the Law serve to bring men face to face with the righteousness of 
God… 

   This righteousness was fulfilled by Christ. 'who . . . counted it not a prize to be on equality with God 
but emptied himself… and being found in fashion as a man… he humbled himself, becoming 
obedient even unto death, yea, the death of the cross' (Phil. 2.6fl)… Christ was the final purpose or 
aim of the Law… 

   The real demand of the Law, its dikaioma could not ultimately be expressed in terms of particular 
concrete commandments. What it was that the Law really demanded did not become clear before it 
was fulfilled and accomplished… The Law had to be fulfilled before it could be understood and 
explained… 

   Thus Christ, who took upon Himself all the curse and condemnation of the Law, shows us how 
great and serious are the claims that the Law makes upon or rather against us. We cannot realize the 
seriousness of our condemnation at the hands of the Law, except through the Gospel. Only when life 
and righteousness have been revealed to us do we understand what death and sin are… 

   That is why the seriousness of sin, the corruption of our nature and the fact that we have become 
estranged from the purpose for which we have been created, can be seen only in the light of the 
Gospel which tells us to what end we were created.... 

   But this can never be set before us in terms of commandments or ethical rules for this life which 
men can follow. 9 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#7. See Krister Stendahl. 'The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#8. This is one evidence which indicates that Romans 7 is not autobiographical.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#9. Ragnar Bring. *'Preaching the Law.
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   This raises a question about the tradition which says that the Ten Commandments 
must first be preached to induce guilt before Christ and the gospel are introduced. 
There is no evidence that the apostles used this method in their preaching recorded in 
the book of Acts. We also need to question whether the gospel is only for wretched, 
down-and-out sinners. Does not the gospel need to arrest brilliantly successful 
sinners (like Saul of Tarsus)? These will never see that they are estranged from life 
except they confront the real law or demand of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

   4. The law too easily lends itself to ethical distortions. We have already observed 
that Moses mingles important ethical demands with what appear (at least to us) to be 
trivial cultic regulations (such as not wearing garments of mixed fabric– Lev. 19:17-
19). While this served the purpose of keeping the Jew separate and Judaism alive, it 
posed the risk of moral and ethical distortions. For example, it seems that the Old 
Testament man could treat sexual aberrations more lightly than breaking cultic 
taboos. Thus, Samson could spend half the night with a harlot and the other half 
doing exploits by the power of the Spirit. Apparently his moral aberrations did not 
quench the Spirit. But when he broke the Nazarite vow by cutting his hair, the Spirit 
left him. 

   The Pharisees attached enormous importance to cultic regulations such as 
washings and tithing, but Jesus charged them with being remiss concerning the 
weightier matters of the law– mercy, faith and social justice (Matt. 23:23). We could 
imagine that the priest and Levite in Jesus' parable left the man half dead by the side 
of the road because they were too fearful of cultic contamination. It was the despised 
Samaritan, not the zealous disciples of the law, who did the humane and moral thing. 

   Pharisaism is not extinct. Each Christian group tends to develop its own cultic 
taboos. Although it may not live by the Mosaic code (though some still try to do that), 
the group tries to live by strictly following its denominational code– in things ethical, 
cultural and theological. A member of the group may be stingy, unkind, insensitive to 
others, and power hungry, but such things are "virtues" if he happens to be a fanatical 
defender of "our faith." Yet when another member who is generous, kind, humble and 
selfless breaks a cultic taboo, he becomes the devil incarnate. 

   We know of a Christian lady whose code forbade the wearing of cosmetics or 
jewelry. After she had demonstrated to her non-Christian fellow workers that she 
would not transgress that code at any cost, she had a $5000 face lift. Naturally, such 
an ethical anomaly puzzled and even amused her colleagues. 

   When a doctor advised another devout Christian woman to take a glass of wine at 
night instead of powerful drugs, she protested that drinking alcohol was against her 
religious principles. Yet she was able to indulge the greater "evil" with a "good" 
conscience. Such ethical anomalies and distortions are common in all sections of the 
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church. The plain fact is that living by a code of "Christian" laws can lead to the same 
ethical and moral distortions as living by a code of Jewish laws. 

   5. The law tends to become impersonal. To the psalmist the law was always "the 
law of the Lord" (see Ps. 119). But in Judaism the law was detached from its 
grounding in the covenant and became an independent authority. The law of the Lord 
(which emphasizes personal relationships) simply became "the law" (which 
emphasizes the abstract code). 

   The same evolution from the personal relationship to the impersonal principle can 
take place in the Christian church. Justification by faith in Jesus becomes justification 
by faith. The emphasis falls on the work of faith rather than the work of Christ. People 
introspectively gaze on their faith rather than on the living Christ. Doctrines and 
Confessions which once expressed devotion to the person of Christ become abstract 
doctrines and impersonal traditions. If these rather than Christ Himself become the 
center of our life, we have exchanged Christianity for Judaism. 

   As a Jewish rabbi, Paul was "married" to the law. "The law" was his entire religious 
tradition. It was the center of his religion. But what is the difference between making 
that tradition the center of one's life and making the Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, 
Adventist or Pentecostal tradition the center of one's life? Such devotion 
dehumanized the Pharisees and turned Paul into a persecutor. No matter how many 
Stephens had to be stoned or disciples of Jesus dragged off to prison, Paul was 
determined to protect the sacred tradition. His devotion to the law made him mistreat 
people. Serious religious commitment can also make us say, "To hell with people! We 
must uphold 'the truth.'" Whenever abstract law ("the truth") determines our 
relationship to other people, we will either neglect them or mistreat them in the name 
of devotion to "the truth." This led Roger Williams to say that he would rather live with 
Christian savages than with savage Christians. Luther once exclaimed, "Lord, deliver 
me from a church in which there are none but saints?" It can be so difficult living 
among the righteous! 

   History records the pitiful story of English refugees who fled Catholic persecution 
and sought asylum in Lutheran territory. When found to be heretical in their 
sacramental confession, they were refused asylum and turned back to sea in the 
middle of winter. 10 The Lutherans kept their principles intact and actually gloried in 
their cruel orthodoxy. 

   We do not have to be subject to Jewish laws to become victims of Pharisaism. 
Devotion to any laws, principles, duties or doctrines can have the same 
consequences as devotion to Jewish laws. This is brilliantly illustrated by John Kleinig 
in an essay entitled "Moral Schizophrenia and Christian Ethics": 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#10. See Will Durant. The Story of Civilization. vol. 6, The Reformation--A History of European Civilization from Wyclif to Calvin: 1300-1564 (New York: Simon & Schuler. 1957) p. 599.
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   Suppose Jack visits Jill in hospital, and at the end, Jill expresses her appreciation to Jack for 
coming to see her. 'That's all right', Jack replies, 

-- 'I thought it would increase the amount of happiness in the world' (hedonistic utilitarianism); 

-- 'I was seeking to maximize my own personal pleasure (egoism); 

-- 'It increases the species' prospects for survival' (evolutionism); 

-- 'I was just doing my duty' (Kantianism);  

-- 'I was doing it for God's glory'. 

   Each of these responses, although it is grounded in a recognizable ethical theory, serves only to 
diminish the moral value attaching to Jack's visit. It makes impossible the value Jill believed to be 
expressed in Jack's coming to see her. 

   Wherein does the failure of the traditional theories reside? Basically, it is in their impersonality. 
What is directly valued in the traditional theories is not the person of the other, but something else. 
The person of the other is essentially external to the act. It is the occasion but not the reason for 
one's behaviour. The other is, to all intents, replaceable by anyone else. If Jack's reason for visiting 
Jill is to be found in his desire to increase the amount of happiness in the world, anyone else in Jill's 
position might serve just as well, for there is no particular relationship between Jack and Jill required 
to prompt Jack's visit. Normally we regard the external treatment of others as dehumanizing, as a 
failure to value them for the particular persons they are. And this, I think, locates the heart of the 
problem. Traditional moral theories leave persons out of account. They are dedicated to the 
realization of this or that value, but these values are conceived impersonally: and consequently they 
provide morally inadequate motivations for action… 

   Where the language of morality is that of rules, principles and laws, prescribing duties, asserting 
rights and enshrining obligations, we have moved out of the sphere of personal relations, with its 
emphasis on intimacy, attitudes and dispositions, and into the sphere of law with its emphasis on 
generality, conformity and behavior. In law, as in legalistic morality, what ultimately matters is 
conduct, not character: as long as rules are obeyed, principles observed, laws followed, duties 
fulfilled and obligations kept, it does not particularly matter what manner of person does them. 11 

   Any Christian group whose supreme devotion is to its ethical or theological laws and 
principles will prove to be psychologically lacking in love to dissenters or to rival 
groups. Fellowship in such a group is not based on the gospel alone but on the basis 
of compliance with the ethical or doctrinal taboos of the group. 

   6. The law is a middle wall of partition (Eph. 2:14, 15). While the law kept the Jew 
separate, it caused hostility between Jew and Gentile. The Jew despised the Gentile 
because he did not have the law, and the Gentile hated the Jew because he used the 
law to assert his privileged status. 

   The three principal elements of the law which separated Jews and Gentiles were 
circumcision, the Sabbath and food laws. These features of Judaism became 
instruments of its closed community. To Paul they constituted an insurmountable 
barrier which prevented the Gentiles from sharing in the blessing of Abraham– the 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#11. John Kleinig, 
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unsearchable riches of Christ. It was as if he could now say, "To hell with the law– the 
tradition! It is people that matter." 

   But have not Christian groups also used their various traditions to isolate 
themselves within their religious ghettos and to shut others out? In principle the law is 
still used to draw a line between the elect and the non-elect. Rather than basing 
fellowship on the gospel plus nothing, it is based on adherence to the distinctive 
religious traditions of the group. If "the law" stood for a Jew's entire religious tradition, 
why cannot we recognize that our religious traditions could also fall into the category 
of law? Is it not then true that we often live by the law, judge others by the law and 
erect the law as a middle wall of partition between ourselves and others? How often 
are Christians divided over such matters as tongues, liturgy, and the form of the 
sacraments, holy days, eschatology or allegiance to some religious organization? 

   7. Subjection to the law is a form of slavery. It is here that Paul's criticism of the law 
is sharpest. To the foolish Galatians who wanted to subject themselves to Jewish 
customs, Paul declared that the law was a child trainer (Gal. 3:24) and a guardian for 
infant children (Gal. 4:2). One who is under such protective custody is "no different 
from a slave" except that he is a prisoner of hope. Being under the law is "slavery 
under the basic principles of the world." It is confinement to the infants' class or 
kindergarten (Gal. 4:1-3). Peter called it "a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have 
been able to bear" (Acts 15:10). 

    If one undertakes to learn the piano, he needs the discipline of elementary rules 
about finger movements, posture and other mechanical details. But a time will come 
when the accomplished pianist may have to transcend many of these elementary 
rules. 

   The Articles, Confessions and Statements of Fundamental Belief can serve a useful 
purpose as signposts and guidelines for the community of faith. But if they are given 
an absolute status to which members must yield their unqualified allegiance, they 
become instruments of coercion and slavery. And who can doubt that this is all too 
common in the Christian church? 
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Chapter 2 

The Law of Moses–  

Abolished or Established by Jesus? 

   "It [the law] was added . . . until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come" 
(Gal. 3:19). That little word "until", leads us to ask, then what? Did Jesus come to 
abolish or establish the law? Actually, the New Testament speaks both ways. 

   Passages such as Ephesians 2:15, Colossian 2:14 and Galatians 3:19-24 speak of 
the law as being abolished. Texts such as Matthew 5:17 and Romans 3:31 speak of 
the law as being established. 

   We do an injustice to the New Testament when we try to weaken the force of those 
passages which speak of the law– the entire law– as being terminated. And we distort 
the truth when we do not acknowledge those scriptures which declare that the law is 
fulfilled and established by Jesus Christ. The Scripture must affirm both truths, just as 
it must affirm the act of Christ in terms of both death and resurrection. For the law 
itself (as well as all human history) participates in the death and resurrection of Christ. 
Just as Christ came to glory and honor by way of death and burial, so the law was 
established by being abolished. 

   The best way to explain the paradox of the law's being abolished and established is 
through the analogy of the death-resurrection event. In death it was not the divinity 
but the humanity of Christ which died. Through death He put off the weak mortal flesh 
so that in His resurrection He could be clothed in the body of a glorified humanity. 
Thus it was with the law. The spirit and true intent of the law can never be abolished, 
but the temporal form of the law can be abolished. At Sinai the law of God came to 
Israel clothed in the garments of the Law of Moses. This weak Mosaic form was 
abolished when Judaism was swept away. But the true spirit and intent of the law was 
then clothed in the garments of the new age of Christ. 

   We may simply illustrate how the law may be abolished and established at the 
same time. A father has a little son whom he wants to become considerate of others. 
He imposes upon his child arbitrary rules he is expected to perform (e.g., lights out at 
8 p.m., ask permission to leave the yard, eat all vegetables before dessert, etc.). 
When his son reaches maturity, however, the father tells him that he is old enough to 
live by the principle of considering others and is no longer bound by childhood 
regulations. The son is now old enough to put out the lights and do many other things 
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at his own discretion. We may ask, has the father abolished the law or not? With 
regard to its real spirit and intent, his law has not changed. But with regard to its form, 
it has changed. 

   So it was with the law of God. God's ideal for man was not changed by the coming 
of Christ. But the Mosaic form of the law, adapted to the needs of a community in its 
spiritual minority, was replaced by a form suited to the age of the gospel. 

What Replaces the Law of Moses? 

   The Law of Moses was a temporary measure. Paul likens it to a child trainer, a baby 
sitter or a guardian for a little son (Gal. 3; 24; 4:1, 2). Although the law served a 
purpose in this parenthesis period, it was inadequate. God must have a better 
medium to express His will and to teach His people. 

   What replaces the old child-training regulations? At this point some have proposed 
two alternatives which are clearly false. 

   Some say that the Law of Moses is replaced by "the law of Christ." But by "the law 
of Christ" they understand that Christ replaces the old rules with new rules. They try to 
use the New Testament to construct a new code of conduct which is then called "the 
New Testament pattern." But living by this so-called Christian code can become just 
as oppressive and Pharisaical as living by a Jewish code. The old baby sitter is 
sometimes replaced by a harsher baby sitter. So the entire idea of Jesus' replacing 
the old code with a new one misses the teaching of the New Testament. 

   Others think that a mystical spirit ethic replaces the Old Testament ethic. But living 
by mysterious voices within is far more risky than living by an objective written code. 
This is called "Enthusiasm" in historical theology and is a dangerous perversion of 
New Testament ethics. 

   If the Torah is not replaced by a new code or by a mystical ethic, how is it replaced? 
The New Testament teaches us that the Torah is replaced by Jesus Christ. The Torah 
was the instructor or teacher 1 until the coming of the great Teacher. 

   That Christ Himself takes the place of the Torah is evident from a number of 
scriptures. Moses, who was only a preparatory, servant teacher, foretold that God 
would raise up a prophet to replace him. "You must listen to Him," said Moses (Deut. 
18:18). On the mount of transfiguration the heavenly voice declared that Jesus was 
the One to supersede Moses ("Listen to Him"– Luke 9:35). 

   In His Sermon on the Mount Jesus repeatedly affirms that He replaces Moses as 
the great Teacher (''You have heard that it was said to the people long ago [by 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#1. The word Torah basically means teaching or instruction. Hence. it is proper to call the Torah the teacher or the instructor.
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Moses] … But I tell you..."– Matt. 5: 21ff). The Law of Moses was a child trainer, 
custodian and guardian until the coming of Christ. Galatians 3:24 clearly implies that 
Jesus replaces the Torah: 

   So the law was put in charge [Greek. paidagagos, literally, a boy leader– i.e., a guardian or 
custodian for a minor] to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith. – Gal. 3:24. 

   All that the law was to Judaism, Christ was to the New Testament community. The 
law was the center of Judaism. The rabbis said that God spent the first three hours of 
every day studying the Torah. But Christ was the center of the apostolic faith. When 
the rabbis retold the story of the Exodus, they said that the manna from heaven, the 
water from the rock and the guiding pillar of fire were all symbols of the glory of the 
Torah. The Torah was said to be the bread and water and light of eternal life. But 
John's gospel deliberately takes these titles which had been applied to the Torah and 
applies them to Jesus Christ. He, not the Torah, is the Food of eternal life (John 6). 
He, not the Torah, is the living Water (John 7). And He, not the Torah, is the Light of 
the world (John 8). 

   Everything that the law was to Judaism, Christ was to apostolic faith. In Judaism a 
man's relationship to God was said to be determined by his relationship to the law. 
But in apostolic faith a man's relationship to God is determined by His relationship to 
Jesus. In Judaism the law was the door through which the Gentile had to pass in 
order to become a member of God's community. But in the apostolic faith Jesus is the 
only Door through which Gentiles are brought into the family of God. In Judaism 
whatever was contrary to the written code was sin. In the New Testament whatever is 
not of faith is sin (Rom. 14:23). 

   Above all, Judaism elevated the law as if it were the final expression of God's will. 
The law was regarded as the supreme revelation of God's word. But John deliberately 
takes this glory from the law and ascribes it to Jesus. He is the eternal Word made 
flesh (John 1:1-3, 14). Whereas the written code was an inadequate vehicle to 
express the will of God, Jesus is the full expression of the Father and is God's final 
word to the human race (John 1:18; Col. 2:9; Heb. 1:1-3). 

   As a Pharisee, Paul had understood the Torah to be the highest revelation of the will of God to man. 
But in his vision of the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul recognized in him a fuller, 
eschatological revelation of God. In other words, Christ, the bearer of the image of the invisible God, 
has superseded the Torah as the revelation of God and of his will for mankind (2 Cor. 4:4-6). 2 

   Whereas Judaism made the law their Christ, the New Testament community made 
Christ their law. All that the Ten Commandments and the Sabbath were to Judaism, 
Christ Himself became to apostolic faith. This becomes clear when we make the 
following comparison: 

  

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#2. Brian Wintle. 


 16 

The Law   Christ 

The Ten Commandments 
are "the covenant" 
(Deut. 4:13; Exod.34:27, 28). 

  

"I will keep You 
and will make You 
to be a Covenant for 
the people" (Isa.42:6; 
49:8). Christ's 
body and blood are 
our Covenant (Matt. 26:26-
28). 

      

The Ten Commandments 
are the witness  
(testimony) that 
God is the Creator 
(hence, "the two 
tablets of the  
Testimony" - Exod.32:15; 
34:29) 

  

Christ is "the 
faithful and true 
Witness" (Rev. 3:14). 
In the New Testament we 
have "the 
testimony of Jesus 
Christ (Rev. 1:2) 

      

The Ten Commandments 
are the Ten Words (Exod.34:27, 
28). 

  
Jesus is the Word 
(John 1:1) 

      

The Sabbath is the  
sign given to Israel  
(Exod.32:17; Ezek. 20:12). 

  

Jesus is the Sign 
given to the New 
Testament community  
(Isaiah 7:14; Luke 2:34;  
11:30). His Spirit is  
also said to be the 
Sign (Eph. 1:13; 4:30). 

      

The Sabbath is the rest  
(Exod.20:8-11). 

  

Christ is the Rest  
given (Matt. 11:28),- 
and the gospel  
invites us to enter 
into rest by faith 
in Jesus (Heb. 4:3, 9-11). 

      

"Remember the  
Sabbath day"  
(Exod.20:8) 

  

"Do this in remembrance 
of Me" (Luke 
22:19). "Remember 
Jesus Christ" (2 Tim. 
2:8). "I remind you 
of the gospel"  
(1 Cor.15:1) 
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   The Sabbath assumed such importance in Judaism that the rabbis actually taught 
that the perfect keeping of one Sabbath would bring the Messiah. Whereas they 
made the Sabbath their Christ, the New Testament community makes Christ their 
Sabbath. 

   Thus, ample textual and typological evidence demonstrates the truth of this one 
simple thesis: Jesus Christ replaces the Torah. This is how the law is at once 
abolished and established. It is abolished because Christ becomes the norm and the 
rule of life for the believer. It is established because the believer stands under the law 
of God as revealed in the Christ event. 

   In Galatians 3:19-24 Paul shows that the law as a written code had a function to 
perform until it was superseded by Christ. But the apostle does not suggest that 
Christ sends us back to the Torah for our instructions on the art of living the Christian 
life. In fact, Paul chides the foolish Galatians for thinking that since they had 
embraced Christ and become children of Abraham; they ought to subject themselves 
to the regulations of the Mosaic code. Is the baby sitter still needed after the parent 
arrives? 

   It is significant that the New Testament never exhorts believers to study the Torah 
as if it were a rule of life. Christ Himself replaces the old child trainer as the Rule of 
Life, Pattern, Guide, Teacher and Shepherd of His people. 

   The Spirit, given to the church on the day of Pentecost, replaces the law given on 
Sinai. This becomes clear when we realize that Pentecost was a Jewish festival 
commemorating the giving of the law on Mount Sinai: 

   Jerome has an especially elegant passage in which Pentecost is compared with the beginning of 
the Jewish national life on Mt. Sinai (Ad Tabiol, §7): "There is Sinai, here Sion; there the trembling 
mountain, here the trembling house: there the flaming mountain, here the flaming tongues; there the 
noisy thunderings, here the sounds of many tongues: there the clangor of the ramshorn, here the 
notes of the gospel-trumpet. 3 

   Thus, Paul can say, "If you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law" (Gal. 5:18). 
That is to say, the new Pentecostal gift of the Spirit has replaced the old Pentecostal 
gift of the written code. In 2 Corinthians 3:6-11 Paul says that the covenant engraved 
in letters of stone has been superseded by the more glorious ministry of the Spirit. 
Therefore he who has entered the new age of the Spirit is led by the Spirit rather than 
by the Torah (Rom. 7:6). "Not under law" in Galatians 8:18 should be given the same 
natural meaning as it has in 1 Corinthians 9:20, where it obviously means not under 
the law as a rule of life. 4  But as we will see in the next chapter, this teaching and 
leading of the Spirit is not the mystical leading of a "naked spirit." It is a leading of the 
Spirit who comes to us clothed in Christ's gospel. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#3. Henry E. Dosker. art. 
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#4. F. F. Bruce ,s correct when he says that 
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   We say again that the New Testament does not make its appeal for proper behavior 
on the basis of Old Testament rules. It makes its appeal on the basis of the superior 
revelation of the will of God which has come in Jesus Christ. In the New Testament, 
Christ and His gospel are the standard by which all behavior is measured. 

   The idea that Christ sends us back to the Law of Moses for our rule of life has a 
long and hallowed tradition. But it needs to be challenged because it rests on tradition 
and not on any solid New Testament evidence. 

   At this point there is usually a flurry of objections: "Don't we still need the law for 
guidance?" To which Christ answers, "I am the Good Shepherd .... My sheep listen to 
My voice; I know them, and they follow Me. I give them eternal life, and they shall 
never perish; no one can snatch them out of My hand" (John 10:14, 27, 28). 

   Another protests, "But don't we need the law as a guide for the right way?" To which 
Christ answers, "I am the Light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in 
darkness, but will have the Light of life" (John 8:12). "I am the Way and the Truth and 
the Life" (John 14:6). 

   Still another asks, "But are not the Ten Commandments the expression of God's will 
for man?" To which we reply, Jesus Christ, not the Ten Commandments, is the full 
revelation of the Father's will. Jesus is God's ideal for the human race. Who is the 
better teacher– Moses or Christ? Does anyone intend to say that Jesus' own "I tell 
you" statements are more obscure than the commandments of Moses? Did not 
Moses himself say, "You must listen to Him"? (Deut. 18:15). How can anyone say that 
we cannot secure instruction, guidance and direction from Him whose light is like the 
sun in its meridian strength, but that we must creep back to the shadows of Moses in 
order to discover our duty? 

   Suppose you decided to learn to play tennis and enrolled in Rod Laver's tennis 
camp. When you arrived you were rather disappointed that Laver was not your 
instructor. You found yourself on an outer court with a junior instructor to teach you 
the rudimentary principles of the game (cf. Gal. 4:2, 3). However, after you acquired a 
certain level of performance, your big day arrived. You were ushered onto the center 
court, where Rod Laver, the master coach himself, became your instructor. Would 
you then complain that you had lost your junior instructor? In Paul's illustration in 
Galatians 3, the law is like the junior instructor and Christ is like-the master coach. 

   Some may have another objection: "Don't we need the law to point out sin and to 
bring us to a true sense of our need of Christ's grace?" Yes, of course we do. But the 
law as it is revealed in Christ will do this much better than the old written code. Paul 
did not learn of his radical sinfulness at the feet of Gamaliel, the great teacher of the 
written code, but at the foot of the cross, where he saw the law as revealed in Jesus 
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Christ. The question is not whether or not we still need law. Of course we do! The 
question is where that rule of life is supremely revealed. Returning to our illustration: 
When Laver becomes your instructor; will he not point out your technical defects 
much better than the junior instructor? 

   We therefore say that all that the Torah was to Judaism, Christ is to Christian faith. 
The Pharisees made the law their Christ, but we make Christ our law. The real spirit 
and intent of the Torah are not thereby abolished, but they are enshrined in Christ so 
that the will of God is mediated to us in a way far superior to its mediation through 
Moses. The Law of Moses (i.e., Moses) has been superseded by the law of Christ 
(i.e., Christ). The New Testament places us under a much better Instructor. After all, 
this new Instructor 5 is the law incarnate. The way He gives us concrete, practical, 
guidance, will be discussed in the next chapter.   

Notes and References 

1. The word Torah basically means teaching or instruction. Hence, it is proper to call the Torah the 
teacher or the instructor. 

2. Brian Wintle. "Paul's Conception of the Law of Christ and its Relation to the Law of Moses." 
Reformed Theological Review 38, no. 2 (May-Aug. 1979): 45. 

3. Henry E. Dosker, art. "Pentecost," in James Orr. gen.ed., The International Standard Bible 
Encyclopaedia (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.. 1939). 4:2319. 
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Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free. p. 192). 

5. The Reformers complained that medieval theology had merely made a new law or new Moses out 
of Christ. When they made this criticism, they did not wish to deny that Christ replaced Moses as the 
supreme revelation of the will of God. Rather, they wanted to point out that the schoolmen had 
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not just another Moses who gave more rules. Actually, Christ is both the will of God and the gift of 
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Chapter 3 

The Basis of New Testament Ethics 

   Biblical law addresses the question, "What should I do?" But the Bible never 
answers this question in isolation from a more basic question– What has God done? 
The Bible is not a book of rules for human behavior. It is above all a record of the 
great saving acts of God. God has acted toward man in a way that demands a human 
response. No one can understand what he must do unless he first understands what 
God has done. 

   In the Bible, law is never given independent status. The Bible has no interest in 
presenting an abstract code of ethics. Its theme is God's saving deeds, to which man 
is called to respond in joyous performance of the law. 

   Two great acts of God dominate redemptive history– the Exodus in the Old 
Testament and Calvary in the New. These redemptive acts are called "covenants," for 
they are arrangements whereby God rescues man and takes him into a just and 
ordered fellowship with Himself. The one inaugurated at Mount Sinai is called the old 
covenant, and the one inaugurated at Calvary is called the new covenant. 

   Since the redemptive acts of God always demand behavior proper to covenantal 
fellowship, law is always an inseparable part of the covenant. 'So close is this 
relationship between law and covenant that the two words are sometimes used 
interchangeably (Exod. 34:28; 2 Kings 18:12; Ps. 78:10). As Verne H. Fletcher says: 

   The law is the demand of the covenant God upon the covenant people and is concerned above all 
with the maintenance of the covenant relationship. This makes it clear that the law is not an after-
thought but is essential to the covenant. Its 'aim and purpose is to maintain a standard of conduct 
which is consonant with membership of the covenant community' and which would 'protect the 
covenant from . . . violations which would jeopardize its continuance'. Thus the law and the covenant 
are integrally one. 1 

   Because Moses was the mediator of the old covenant (Gal. 3:19), its law is called 
"the law of Moses" (Mal. 4:4; Acts 15:5). And because Christ is the Mediator of the 
new covenant (Heb. 12:24), its law is called "the law of Christ" (Gal. 6:2). 

The Law of Moses 

   The Law of Moses must not be abstracted from its grounding in covenantal history. 
It was not a divine legislation handed down from God independently of His great 
redemptive act in the Exodus. The Law of Moses grew out of the Exodus history. The 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#1. Verne H. Fletcher. 'The Shape of Old Testament Ethics.
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great act of God demanded from Israel the kind of behavior which would be an 
appropriate response to His saving deed. The entire ethical system of the Old 
Testament was structured and colored by the Exodus event. It was the character of 
the Exodus event which determined the way Israel was obligated to live. 

   The Ten Commandments, called "the words of the covenant" (Exod. 34:28), are 
prefaced by a statement of God's redemptive act: "I am the Lord your God, who 
brought you out of Egypt" (Exod. 20:2). Because the mighty Creator has become the 
Father, Husband, King and Covenantal Partner of His people by an act of sheer love 
and kindness, because He stands as their Protector and the Guarantor that Israel 
shall have everything ("I am... your God"), there is an implied therefore. "You shall 
have no other gods before Me" (Exod. 20:3). Deuteronomy is replete with examples of 
this indicative-imperative relationship. "It was your own eyes that saw all these great 
things the Lord has done. Observe therefore..." (Deut. 11:7, 8; cf. 6:20-24; 7:7-11; 
10:17-19; 27:9, 10). 

   In the Old Testament the essence of worship is to rehearse (recount, remember, 
recite) the mighty acts of God, especially in the Exodus (Judges 5:11; Ps. 66; 78; 105; 
106; 111:4). Sin was always an expression of forgetting what God had done. To the 
Old Testament saint life was a grateful celebration of the Exodus. His religion was 
one of remembrance and gratitude. The law of Moses defined the concrete acts by 
which he could remember the mighty deeds of God and express his gratitude for his 
inclusion in that holy history. This is why he was to keep the Sabbath (Deut. 5:15), 
celebrate the yearly festivals (Exod.12:27; 13:3-9; Lev. 23:41-43), observe the 
offerings of the first fruits (Deut. 26:1-10) redeem the firstborn child or animal 
(Exod.13:2, 14-16) and forgive all debts on the year of Jubilee (Lev. 25). In essence 
the law was saying, "Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the Lord your 
God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm" (Deut. 
5:15). 

   The Exodus determined the way Israel should behave in everything. They were to 
be kind to strangers because they too had been strangers in Egypt before God had 
delivered them. They were not to oppress the poor because they were to remember 
that they were a poor people who had enjoyed God's gracious deliverance. They were 
to act with justice, equity and mercy just as God had acted in the Exodus. Israel's 
ethics, therefore, were grounded in their redemptive history, colored by that history 
and expressive of that history. Such ethical behavior pointed away from itself and 
from the people to the gracious acts of God in their history. 

   Suppose we had visited a pious Hebrew family and asked them, "Why do you 
worship like this, why do you celebrate the Sabbath, why are you so kind to strangers, 
why do you care for the poor and the disadvantaged the way you do?" They would 
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have answered, "Because we were bondmen in the land of Egypt, and the Lord 
brought us out with a mighty hand. Therefore we do these things." 

The Law of Christ 

   New Testament ethics have the same character as Old Testament ethics because 
they grow out of redemptive history and are structured and colored by that history. In 
this there is continuity between the ethics of the Old and New Testaments. Because 
both are grounded in a great redemptive act, both demand an ethic of gratitude and a 
life of faith and love.  

   Yet there is also discontinuity between the ethics of the Old and New Testaments. 
The New Testament is "new" because it has a new historical reference point. In the 
death and resurrection of Jesus the great act of all saving acts has taken place. Here 
the entire history of the Old Testament is recapitulated and summed up in one mighty 
deed of redemption. In Christ the new creation and the new exodus of human history 
took place once and for all time. 

   Just as the Law of Moses contained the moral imperatives which flow out of the 
Exodus-Sinai event, so the law of Christ embodies the moral imperatives which flow 
out of the death-resurrection event. The way the Christian community is called to live 
is structured, determined and colored by the Christ event. Just as Moses repeatedly 
accompanied his rehearsal of the Exodus to the children of Israel with therefores 
(e.g., "He brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of 
slavery .... Therefore, take care to follow the commands"– Deut. 7:8, 11), so the New 
Testament repeatedly accompanies its recital of God's great deed in Christ with 
therefores– e.g.: 

   Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 
holy and pleasing to God– which is your spiritual worship. – Rom 12:1. 

   Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that 
contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God. – 2 Cor. 7: 1. 

   Since, then, you have been raised with Christ… Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your 
earthly nature. – Col. 3:1, 5. 

This intimate connection between God's saving act in Christ and our ethical response 
is highlighted not only by the therefores but by the little word as. An excellent example 
of this is our Lord's final discourse in the upper room:  

   It was just before the Passover Feast... 

   Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that He had come from God and 
was returning to God: so He got up from the meal, took off His outer clothing, and wrapped a, towel 
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around His waist. After that, He poured water into a basin and began to wash His disciples' feet, 
drying them with the towel that was wrapped around Him… 

   When He had finished washing their feet, He put on His clothes and returned to His place. "Do you 
understand what I have done for you?” He asked them. "You call Me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly 
so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should 
wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you… 

   "A new commandment I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another." – John 13:1, 3-5, 12-13, 34. 

     A new covenant must have a new law. The command to love is not new, for Moses 
also commands us to love our neighbor. What is new in Christ's commandment is the 
command to love "as I have loved you." Love is given a new historical reference point. 
It is love defined by the cross of Christ. Moses could not command this kind of love, 
and therefore his law is totally inadequate now that the new (and final) manifestation 
of love has been given in the Christ event. 

   Thus, Paul can say, "Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church" 
(Eph. 5:25). What is new about this commandment is its historical reference point. 
This ethic does not flow from the love of God revealed in the Exodus from Egypt but 
in the love of God revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

   John says: 

   This is how God showed His love among us: He sent His one and only Son into the world that we 
might live through Him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as 
an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one 
another. – 1 John 4:9-11. 

   Throughout the New Testament we may see that the Christian's behavior is to be 
determined, structured and colored by what Christ has done. The new moral 
imperative flows out of the new redemptive event. The law of Christ demands that 
believers forgive as they have been forgiven (Col. 3:13), accept one another as Christ 
has accepted them (Rom. 15:7) and place the same value on people that the blood of 
Christ places on them. 

   In the Old Testament a greater emphasis was placed on cultic commandments and 
the separation of Israel from other people. But in the New Testament the emphasis is 
on the sacred obligation of all human relationships. Sexual sin, for example, as well 
as those sins of the spirit which deeply affect human relationships, appear in a much 
more grievous light in the New Testament. The reason for this is that the incarnation 
has invested human life with infinite value. Cultic regulations are nothing compared 
with human need. The ethic of the New Testament does not withdraw from the world 
so it can practice its ascetic piety in a little holy enclave. It is an ethic which goes out 
into the real world and expresses itself in genuine solidarity with the human race. 
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   The following diagram summarizes the pattern of biblical ethics: 

 

  

New Wine in Old Wineskins 

   Puritan-Reformed theology goes to the Christ event for grace but returns to Moses 
for ethics. It says that Christ must structure our faith but Moses must structure our 
ethics. It sunders the dynamic relationship between the historical-redemptive event 
and the ethic which flows from it. In the classical tradition of Reformed theology the 
Ten Commandments are said to be the rule of life for the New Testament believer. 
But the Ten Commandments are the Law of Moses or "the words of the [Mosaic] 
covenant" (Exod. 34:28; cf. Deut. 4:13). Because they flow out of the redemptive 
history of the Exodus, they are not adequate to express the nature of new-covenant 
life. 

   The Law of Moses belongs to the old redemptive history, while the Law of Christ 
belongs to the new redemptive history. The New Testament does not send the Spirit-
baptized community back to Moses to learn its duty. Nowhere is the post-Pentecost 
community exhorted to study the Torah as a rule of life. Throughout his Epistles Paul 
reasons from the gospel event to Christian ethics. He shows how the redemptive act 
in Christ must determine the way we conduct ourselves in all human relationships. 

   For example, when Paul confronted the problem of sexual immorality in Corinth, he 
did not condemn such conduct on the basis of the Law of Moses. He reasoned from 
the fact that union with Christ means that our bodies are members of Christ. How 
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could a believer who was one spirit with the Lord become flesh with a prostitute? (1 
Cor. 6:15-17). Then he said: 

   Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have 
received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with 
your body. – 1Cor. 6:19, 20 

   When Peter and his friends erred at Antioch and had to be publicly rebuked, Paul 
did not condemn their conduct on the basis of the Law of Moses. He opposed them 
on the ground "that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel" (Gal. 
2:14). 

   For Paul, wrong behavior is anything "contrary to the sound doctrine that conforms 
to the glorious gospel of the blessed God" (1 Tim 1:10, 11). For him it is "the grace of 
God," and not the Torah, "that brings salvation" and "teaches us to say 'No' to 
ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives 
in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope– the glorious appearing of our 
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ" (Titus 2:11-13). 

   Paul only cites an Old Testament law on three or four isolated occasions. And when 
he does this, it is not the basis of his ethical appeal but a secondary appeal– and 
even then he uses the law of Moses with great prophetic freedom (see 1 Col. 9:9). A 
statement from the law did not have the same absolute authority for Paul as it did for 
Judaism. 

   Because the law of Moses called for holiness, gratitude to God and a life of faith 
and love, the spirit of the old law lives on in the new law of Christ. We can appreciate 
that the timeless ethical principles in the Law of Moses live on in the law of Christ. In 
this sense the Law of Moses, like a professor emeritus, may still be profitable for 
instruction in righteousness. But we cannot say that a thing is right or wrong just 
because it is in the Law of Moses– and that includes the Ten Commandments. As a 
"covenant" (Deut. 4:13), the Ten Commandments have become obsolete (Heb. 8:13) 
– for that covenant has been superseded by the superior ministry of the Spirit (2 
Cor.3:4-11). 

   At this point one may object, "How then are we going to say that lying, 'killing, 
stealing and adultery are wrong if the Ten Commandments are no longer the final 
authority for conduct?" To which we answer, The sanctions of the Ten 
Commandments against lying, killing, stealing and adultery are still valid today, but 
not because they are included in the Ten Commandments. In the first place, these 
sins are condemned by general revelation, which is known even among pagans 
(Rom. 2:15), and it is foolish to suggest that the Ten Commandments are needed to 
tell men that these sins are wrong. When Paul convicts Gentiles of sin in Romans, he 
does not appeal to the Ten Commandments but to the fact that "they know God's 
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righteous decree" (Rom. 1:32). In the second place, these sins are clearly 
incompatible with the gospel, which shows believers how they ought to act toward 
others for whom Christ died. And finally, the sins condemned in the Ten 
Commandments are much more specifically condemned in the New Testament. 

   A number of laws in Leviticus 19 are obviously still applicable to us today: 

   "Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not share in his 
guilt. 

   "Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as 
yourself. I am the Lord." – Lev. 19:17, 18. 

   We do not, however, say that we are morally obligated to do these things because 
they are in the Law of Moses. There are other laws in Leviticus 19 that we would not 
feel obligated to obey (e.g., "Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material"–
Lev. 19:19). How then do we determine which laws are still valid today? To begin 
with, even the conscience of a non-Christian would quickly recognize the timeless 
ethical principles in Leviticus 19 on the basis of general revelation. Concerning the 
other laws, we need to examine them with the New Testament gospel and measure 
everything in the light of Christ. 

   If you were to convince a Mormon that the Book of Mormon was not an authority for 
Christians, you would not thereby reject the good ethical principles found in the Book 
of Mormon. But they would no longer be binding on the conscience because they 
were found in the Book of Mormon. If the Book of Mormon aptly states a worthy 
principle, it would be legitimate to cite that statement as a self-evident truth. Paul even 
quotes pagan poets and Cretans when they have stated a self-evident truth. 

   New Testament authors sometimes refer to isolated statements from the Law of 
Moses as worthy of practice, but this does not prove that the Law of Moses is still in 
force as a legal entity. As a covenantal code, it has been abolished; but the New 
Testament still uses and cites the law with prophetic freedom. 

   Puritan-Reformed theology has a tendency to construct its ethical system from the 
written code of Moses. We suggest that this is why so much Puritan-Reformed ethics 
looks suspiciously like a system of Christian Judaism. Some covenantal theologians 
are so anxious to stress the continuity between the Old and New Testaments (which 
is valid) that they do not do justice to the really new thing God has done in Christ. The 
new age of the Spirit means much more, than an enabling power to fulfill regulations 
which were formerly too difficult. Christ inaugurates a freedom unknown in the age of 
law. Puritan-Reformed ethics do not do justice to that great apostle to the Gentiles 
whom F. F. Bruce beautifully called The Apostle of the Free Spirit. 2 This synthesis of 
New Testament gospel with Old Testament law is like new wine in old wineskins. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#2. Unfortunately, Bruce's American publishers changed the title of his great book to Paul: Apostle of th# Heart Set Free. This has more of the flavor of popular American piety. J. D. Douglas. 
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   Puritan (and Anglo-Saxon) Sabbatarianism is consistent with this synthesis of New 
Testament gospel and Old Testament law. The Sabbath regulations of the Old 
Testament were the sign of the Sinaitic covenant. Like all the other religious forms 
and festivals in the Law of Moses (e.g., Passover, Pentecost, Trumpets, 
Tabernacles), the Sabbath was a festival which commemorated the Exodus event 
(Deut. 5:15). (It also celebrated creation, especially since the creation of the Hebrew 
nation at the Exodus event was seen as a recapitulation of the creation event– Exod.  
20:8-11; 31:14-17.) But how can these Old Testament forms, which grew out of the 
Exodus and which celebrated the Exodus, be adequate to celebrate the new thing 
God has done in Christ? Can the old Passover festival be used to celebrate our new 
Passover sacrifice? (1 Cor. 5:7). Is the old feast of Pentecost adequate to celebrate 
the new thing God has done in giving us the Spirit to replace the Sinaitic code? (Rom. 
7:6; 2 Cor. 3:4-11). The new creation and the new exodus have taken place in Christ. 
How then can the institution of the Sabbath, designed to commemorate the old 
creation and the old Exodus, be adequate to celebrate the new creation and the new 
exodus? 

   Paul was indulgent toward those weak in faith who kept special days (Rom.14:1-5). 
Yet the Sabbatarian should seriously consider the possibility that maintaining the Old 
Testament forms in this new age of the Spirit might be a denial of what God really 
offers us in the gospel-just as observing the old Passover might be an expression of 
unbelief. Do we really believe that the new creation has taken place and that the new 

history of man has begun in Jesus Christ? The fact is that the Old Testament 
Sabbath, designed to commemorate the old creation, is not adequate to celebrate the 
in breaking of the new age of the Spirit. The old wineskins cannot contain the new 
wine.  

Summary 

   Christian ethics are not determined by the Torah but by Jesus Christ. They are not 
structured and determined by the old redemptive event of the Exodus but by the new 
redemptive event in the death and resurrection of Christ. 

Notes and References 
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Chapter 4 

The Superiority of the Law of Christ 

   Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. – Gal. 6:2. 

   Paul ends his letter to the Galatians by pointing his readers to a "law" that is 
superior to the Law of Moses. It is superior in the following ways: 

Its Christocentricity  

   The law of Christ is not a new set of rules to replace the old ones. Christ does not 
give us another written code. The New Testament does not advocate a rule-book 
ethic. When the Old Testament law was fulfilled, it met its end– its true goal and 
purpose– in Christ. He was the One to whom the law pointed. This means that Christ 
Himself occupies the place which the law formerly occupied. He is not only the 
decisive content of the gift of God (gospel), but the demand (law) of God as well. Just 
as Judaism secured its guidance by studying the law, so the Christian secures his 
guidance from the revelation of God in Christ. 

   The new Law was thus not a set of stricter rules than those of the Old Covenant, but rather Christ 
Himself and His work. Later generations did indeed interpret the expression 'the new law' to mean 
that the Christians had been given new rules and commandments. But in so doing they showed that 
they were no longer faithful to the New Testament way of looking at this matter. It was quite natural, 
of course, that the organization of the Church should need practical rules for daily life, showing what 
was allowed and what was forbidden. But if such rules are understood as expressing the New 
Testament doctrine of the Law, they become dangerous. For then they hide the true meaning of what 
Law really is… 

   Christ was the new Law… 

   For primitive Christian theology Christ Himself is the Word. He has not only spoken the words of 
the Bible or been the reason for which they were spoken or written. He Himself is present in them. He 
Himself is the New Law, not only the giver of a new Law. He Himself is righteousness, not only One 
who did righteous deeds. He is divine love, not merely the One who acted out of divine love. 1 

   Once we see that Christ Himself occupies the place which the law occupied in 
Judaism, the law of Christ cannot be reduced to an impersonal set of rules and 
commandments. As long as we live on this earth, of course, we must have some 
concrete commandments to apply the law of Christ in specific situations. But these 
commandments cannot be given independent or absolute status as if they could 
express the sum total of doing God's will. The Christian's devotion is directed to a 
Person, not to a code. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#1. Ragnar Bring. 
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   In an earlier chapter we saw that living by an impersonal law depersonalizes human 
relationships– e.g., when Jack visits Jill in the hospital, it is not because Jill matters as 
a person. As far as Jack is concerned, Jill does not really matter. She could just as 
well be any other person. Jill is depersonalized because Jack is merely devoted to the 
principle of doing his duty. The essence of Christian ethics, however, is not rules and 
laws or even abstract principles, but it is a relationship with the living Christ. He 
sustains us in a relationship which so transforms our motives and attitudes that we 
are led to relate to others in the same way as He has acted toward us– i.e., 
personally. 

   While Judaism made the written code its food and drink, Christian faith cannot do 
this. Said Paul, "For to me, to live is Christ" (Phil. 1:21). "Christ... is your life" (Col. 
3:4). "I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The 
life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself 
for me" (Gal. 2:20). If rules, laws, principles, programs, denominational policies or 
even theology take the place of devotion to the living Christ, we have mistaken the 
way of Judaism for the way of Christianity. 

   In the old covenant much emphasis was placed on remembering festivals, new 
moons and especially the Sabbath (Exod. 20:8). But in the new covenant the entire 
focus is on the person of Christ (e.g., "Do this in remembrance of Me"– 1 Cor. 11:24). 
"Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my 
gospel" (2 Tim. 2:8). 

   In Judaism an elaborate tradition provided casuistic rules for all the concrete 
situations of life. Thus, a law-abiding Jew could always know how he had to act. The 
New Testament believer, however, does not have an elaborate code or blueprint to 
tell him how to act in every situation. In Christ, however, he has the supreme 
revelation of God's will for mankind. While the Jew found his pattern for living by 
following the Torah, the Christian finds his pattern for living by following Christ. Jesus 
declared. "I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, 
but will have the light of life" (John 8:12). "I am the Good Shepherd .... My sheep 
listen to My voice; I know them, and they follow Me" (John 10:11, 27). "I am the Way 
and the Truth and the Life" (John 14:6). 

Its Liberty 

   Paul tells the Galatians that anyone subject to the Law of Moses "is no different 
from a slave." "Observing special days and months and seasons and years" is 
"slavery under the basic principles of the world" (see Gal. 4:1-10). Then the apostle 
appeals to his converts who were inclined to observe Mosaic regulations, "It is for 
freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be 
burdened again by a yoke of slavery" (Gal. 5:1). 
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   In the gospel God's people are given the status of grown-up sons. They are not free 
from God's law (1 Cor. 9:21), but they are free from the kindergarten regulations of 
the Law of Moses. For example, a little boy must put his lights out at 8:30 p.m., while 
a grown-up son is allowed to use his discretion in this matter. His father may remind 
him not to be a fool and stay up all night, but the father does not place him in 
subjection to childish regulations. He says to his son, "Since you are now old enough 
to appreciate the principle behind these childish rules, you need not be subject to 
them any longer. You can come and go as you please and can go to bed when you 
please. You may still find some of these rules useful discipline, but you are now free 
to adjust them to suit your circumstances or even to ignore them altogether if need 
be." 

   God wanted Israel to be liberal with the gifts He had lavished on her and to 
recognize that He was the Giver and Owner of everything. To help her live like that, 
He gave her child-training regulations such as tithing, first fruit offerings, thank 
offerings and firstborn offerings. These regulations were not the real law behind the 
law. Neither were they permanent. They were temporary regulations imposed on 
Israel until the coming of Christ. 

   In the New Testament, God does not change the real law behind the Mosaic 
regulations. The New Testament even more powerfully enjoins upon God's people the 
obligation to be liberal with God's gifts and to recognize God's claims upon all that 
they are and have. But it does not bind upon them Old Testament regulations about 
tithes and offerings. In his letters to the churches Paul urged them to cheerful giving 
and responsible stewardship. If he had wanted to invoke the Old Testament tithing 
laws, he missed golden opportunities to do so. But he regarded the churches as a 
community come of age by the gospel. While he urged them to practice "the 
righteousness of the law," he did not lay upon them the regulations of the law. 

   While the Law of Moses contained regulations about times and places of worship, 
the New Testament has no burden for such laws. (For example, a father should not 
need to tell his grown-up son when to go to bed.) It is clear that Paul would not allow 

regulations about holy days and Sabbaths to be imposed on the conscience of the 
churches. – Rom.14:5; Gal. 4:10; Col. 2: 16. 

   Of course, the church still needs times to worship and places to worship. Spirit still 
needs form– i.e, where there is faith there will be good works, where there is a 
congregation there will be government and order, where there is the gospel there will 
be sacraments, etc. But while the Law of Moses binds the forms about with precise 
regulations, the New Testament community has far greater liberty. Concerning the 
Supper Christ says, "Do this in remembrance of Me" (1 Cor. 11:24). But He does not 
specify that it must be done in the evening (like the Passover) or on a certain day (like 
the Sabbath). 
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   Not surprisingly, in developing its forms the church was often influenced by its 
Jewish roots. Like the services of the Jewish synagogue, the church's liturgy 
consisted of Scripture reading, prayers and the staging of psalms and hymns. The 
government of local churches by the elders resembled the government of local 
synagogues, just as Judaism had a sacred year (Passover, Pentecost, Feast of 
Trumpets, Day of Atonement, Feast of Tabernacles), so the church tended to develop 
a liturgical year which celebrated the great moments of the Christ event. As the 
synagogue convened each week, so the Christian congregations convened each 
week. But in all these matters there was a great difference between Judaism and 
Christianity. The Christian churches had greater freedom to adapt their forms to the 
circumstances and to the culture in which they found themselves. Unfortunately, 
many Christians argue far more tenaciously over precise forms than does the New 
Testament. 

   There is still another difference between the forms of Judaism and Christianity. The 
Law of Moses enslaved the Jews (Gal. 4:3) to regulations regarding times of worship, 
places of worship and many other matters. But while Christians may have traditions 
concerning church government, the liturgical year, and times and places of worship, 
they should not be enslaved by such traditions. These are not timeless laws which 
Christ has imposed on men's consciences. As Luther once said, "A Christian is a 
perfectly free lord of all, subject to none." 2 Like the Sabbath, these forms are made 
for man, and therefore he should be the lord of them and not a slave to them (see 
Mark 2:27, 28). 

Its Humanity 

   The liberty given to believers in the law of Christ is the liberty to "serve one another 
in love" (Gal. 5:13). Paul declared, "Though I am free and belong to no man. I make 
myself a slave to everyone" (1 Cor. 9:19). 

   Several times in his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul repeats the expression. 
"Everything is permissible for me" (1 Cor. 6:12: 10:23). But he declares that 
everything is permissible provided it is beneficial, provided it is for the good of others 
and provided it injures no soul for whom Christ died (1 Cor. 6:12-10:31). The apostle 
shows that the law of Christ is completely oriented to blessing the neighbor: 

   To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under 
the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having 
the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under 
Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I 
have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the 
sake of the gospel that I may share its blessings. – 1 Cor. 9:20-23. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#2. Martin Luther. Luthers Works. vol. 31. Career of the Reformer: I. ed. Harold I. Grimm Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 1957). p. 344.
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   Paul illustrates the paradox that we can only carry out the real intent of the law by 
dying to the law (Rom. 7:4-6). As long as Paul was "married" to the law as a written 
code, he persecuted people in his zeal for upholding the law. No matter how many 
Stephens had to be stoned or people dragged to prison, Paul was dedicated to 
upholding the regulations of the written code. It was as if he said, "To hell with people! 
The sacred tradition must be preserved." But when Christ became the center of his 
life, Paul was dead to the law and free for people. Thus, he carried out "the 
righteousness of the law" (Rom. 8:4. KJV). 

   In an earlier chapter we saw that a written-code ethic readily lends itself to all kinds 
of ethical distortions. The prophets of the Old Testament knew that Israel had missed 
the real spirit and intent of the law. The prophets declared that God did not want 
religious devotion to petty regulations, but He wanted social justice and compassion 
toward people. The Pharisees were so preoccupied with their petty rule-book piety 
and religious taboos that they neglected the weightier matters of the law– faith, social 
justice and compassion (Matt, 23:23). Jesus stood in the true succession of the 
prophets when He taught that the law was people-centered. Human needs are more 
important than: Sabbath regulations. A man is not defiled by neglect of external 
regulations but by those things which come out of his heart and disrupt the sacred 
relationships of human existence. The King will ask only one question on the day of 
final judgment: "How did you treat people?" (See Matt. 25:31- 46). 

   A piety which consists in carefully observing religious regulations can too easily be 
a substitute for moral responsibility. Such piety can be performed in a social vacuum. 
It is wholly a private piety and therefore does not really cost us anything. But 
recklessly forgetting ourselves (especially our own piety) as we enslave ourselves to 
the real needs of people is costly indeed. In fact, it may call for gruesome self-denial. 
Of one thing we can be certain– the New Testament is not even slightly interested in 
such matters as food taboos, observing special days and other petty religious 
paraphernalia which concern so many Christians. God is not interested in what a man 
puts in his stomach except as it may make him a better servant to his neighbor. He is 
not interested in our personal piety except as it turns us outward to living for 
humanity. God does not want our service for Himself but for the neighbor. He pours 
out all He has for ordinary, sinful, little people and thereby invests them with infinite 
value. To live in His fellowship means investing our lives in people. 

Its Catholicity 

   The Law of Moses is cultic. Although it contains timeless ethical principles, it is 
clothed in cultic dress. It was not only designed for a community, in its spiritual 
minority, but it was adapted to the needs of one nation living in Palestine. When 
Christians try to interpret the Mosaic regulations today with an ultra-literalism, they 
encounter all kinds of ridiculous problems. 
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   At best, the Law of Moses can produce the piety of John the Baptist, that 
apocalyptist who lived out his stern asceticism in the desert. But a piety which 
withdraws from the world into a little holy remnant awaiting the eschaton is a 
prostitution of Christianity. Jesus said that the least in His new order of things would 
be greater than John the Baptist (Matt. 11:11). For Christ did not come as the ascetic 
man of wilderness seclusion but as the eating and drinking Man, the Friend of 
publicans and sinners! The incarnation teaches us that in the person of Jesus, God 
does not withdraw from the human race but joins it. Imbued with Christ's gospel and 
Christ's Spirit, the Christian man must recognize that Christ has broken down the 
middle wall of partition, and no religious regulations whatever dare separate him from 
the human race (Eph. 2:14, 15). He must therefore go out into the real world rather 
than imagine that the world, if it is to be saved, must squeeze itself into his little 
sectarian ghetto. 

   Luther's Reformation did much to rescue the church from distorted ideas of 
Christian piety. The created order was seen as a good thing which man must use and 
enjoy. The human spirit was released from dehumanizing religious chains (for religion 
is man's greatest curse, and in this sense Marx was right when he called it "the opiate 
of the people"). Christian man awoke, threw off his superstitious inhibitions and went 
out into the world to transform it socially, culturally, economically and politically. No 
ascetic, apocalyptic spirits have ever made such an impact on the world. 

   The gospel frees us from our little religious ghetto, and the law of Christ commands 
us to join the human race. If men are to see our good works and glorify our Father in 
heaven (Matt. 5: 16), Christianity must be lived in the marketplace and in the 
university, in government service and social gatherings, in high places and in the 
crowd. The law of Christ is livable any time or any place because faith and love, which 
are the Christian's whole duty (Gal. 5: 6), are livable any time or any place. Apostolic 
faith does not desacralize holy times and holy places, but it sanctifies all times and 
places by asserting Christ’s lordship over all. The law of Christ is therefore superior to 
the Law of Moses because it is catholic. 

Its Ecumenicity   

   The law of Christ unites all true Christians instead of dividing them. While the Law of 
Moses kept Judaism separate and alive until the coming of Christ, a Mosaic approach 
to law should have no place in the international Christian community. Such an 
approach always becomes a middle wall of partition between groups who 
acknowledge the one Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:14, 15). Paul warned Titus against 
Jewish Christians (Titus. 1:10-14) who used the law to create all kinds of "arguments 
and quarrels" among Christians (Titus 3:9; cf. 1 Tim. 1:6, 7). 
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   One may be an ascetic and yet be a devil (Hitler was a vegetarian). One may be a 
Sabbatarian and yet be a devil (the Jews crucified the Son of God and then hurried 
home in time to observe the Sabbath). One may be a sacramentarian and yet be a 
devil (at least, some involved in great disputes over the sacraments have worked for 
the Lord "like the devil"). But one cannot carry out our Lord's new commandment and 
be a devil. "Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him" (1 John 4:16) 

   If the gospel is at stake and if Christ's new-covenant commandment is at stake– as 
Paul discerned it was at Antioch (Gal. 2:11-21) – then peace can never be purchased 
at the price of compromise. An ecumenicity based on indifference to the truth of the 
gospel is a confederacy of disloyalty to Christ. But an ecumenicity based on Christ 
alone, who is both the demand of God and the gift of God, is the unity which Christ 
prayed might exist among His own (John 17).  
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Excursus on Matthew 5:17, Romans 3:31 and 
Romans 8:4 

   "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." – Matt. 5:17. 

   We must not think that Jesus fulfilled the law merely by carrying out a number of 
concrete commandments as if the law were merely a set of rules which must be 
obeyed. Neither did His fulfillment of the prophets merely consist in carrying out a 
number of specific Old Testament predictions. When He fulfilled the prophets, He 
gave to them a much fuller and deeper meaning than they otherwise could have had. 
How could the prophets, with their earthly Palestinian imagery, convey the glory of 
God's awesome, infinite act in Christ? When Christ fulfilled the hopes of the prophets, 
He transformed and transfigured them. In the light of the New Testament realities, the 
prophets were given a depth and a meaning that they otherwise could not have had. 
What they prophesied could only be understood and explained in the light of its 
fulfillment. So it was with the law. When the law was taken up in the teachings and 
work of Christ, it was transfigured. It was given a depth and a meaning far beyond its 
limited Old Testament expression. 

   In the Sermon on the Mount, which is an elaboration of Matthew 5:17, Christ 
presents a series of statements contrasting the demands of the Old Testament law (or 
tradition), with His demands.  

   "You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not murder, and anyone who murders 
will be subject to judgment.' But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to 
judgment." – Matt. 5:21, 22. 

   ''You have heard that it was said. 'Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a 
woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart." – Matt. 5:27, 28. 

   "Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break your oath, but keep 
the oaths you have made to the Lord.' But I tell you, Do not swear at all." – Matt. 5:33, 34. 

   "You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, Do not resist an 
evil person." – Matt. 5:38, 39. 

   "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you." – Matt. 5:43, 44. 

   These "I tell you" statements do not mean that Jesus came to invalidate the real 
intent of Old Testament law, but He came to reveal its ultimate purpose and deepest 
meaning. Thus, the law against murder means that we should harbor no anger, 
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resentment or grudges. The law against adultery means that the very, thought of evil 
is forbidden. The law about loving the neighbor is extended to include our enemies. In 
Christ's teaching the law is spiritualized, radicalized and maximized beyond what 
Israel's great exponents of the law had ever dreamed. 

   In the light of what the Spirit of Christ says throughout the rest of the New 
Testament, we could use the structure of the Sermon on the Mount to make 
numerous contrasts between the demands of the old covenant and the demands of 
the new. In each case we should see that the law of Christ reveals the true meaning 
and ultimate purpose of the Law of Moses – e.g.: 

   In the law Israel was forbidden to eat yeast for seven days during the Passover 
feast (Exod. 12:15-19). In the law of Christ this commandment is not abolished but 
fulfilled. 

   For Christ, our Passover Lamb has been sacrificed. Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the 
old yeast, the yeast of malice and wickedness, but with bread without yeast, the bread of sincerity 
and truth. – 1 Cor. 5:7, 8. 

   The Law of Moses commanded Israel to rejoice before the Lord for seven days a 
year at the Feast of Tabernacles. But the law of Christ says, "Rejoice in the Lord 
always" (Phil. 4:4). We may imagine our Lord saying, "You have heard that it was 
said, 'You must rejoice for seven days at the Feast.' But I say unto you, 'You must 
never cease to rejoice.'” 

   The Law of Moses stipulated that every fiftieth year, which was the year of Jubilee, 
the Israelites should forgive all debts (Lev. 25). But does the law of Christ merely 
stipulate that we should forgive our debtors and bury old grudges every fifty years? Is 
not the great eschatological jubilee announced to us in the gospel of Christ? (Luke 
4:18, 19). Then we must forgive our debtors as freely as Christ has forgiven us. Thus, 
on the deepest level the idea of the old Jubilee law is not abolished but given its 
ultimate meaning in the law of Christ. 

   The Law of Moses required that a tenth of the increase be given to the Lord. The 
true meaning of this law is fulfilled when we forsake everything we have for the cross 
of Christ (Matt. 19:21; Luke 14:33). The only appropriate response to the gospel is 
that expressed in the words of Isaac Watts, "Love so amazing, so divine, demands 
my soul, my life, my all." 1 

   The law of Moses sanctifies the seventh day and forbids doing, any work or 
pursuing one's own pleasure on the holy day (Exod. 20:8-11; Isa. 58:13) But the law 
of Christ leads us to cease from our own works (Heb. 4:3, 10, 11) and from doing our 
own pleasure (Rom. 15:1-3) for the totality of our Christian existence. At the deepest 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#1. Isaac Watts. 
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level, therefore, the Old Testament Sabbath law is not abolished but is given its real 
and ultimate meaning in Jesus Christ (Matt. 11: 28; Col. 2:16,17; Heb. 4: 3-11). 

   In the teachings of Jesus we see that the law points to a righteousness so 
momentous and so all-encompassing that, we wonder whether such a righteousness 
is within the possibility of our reach. But the final dimension of what the law really 
requires is unfolded to us, not in the teaching of Christ, but in the work of Christ. At 
last we can see in the light of the atonement what it means to fulfill the law. We finally 
understand that it requires all this and nothing less than this to accomplish the law. 
Now we realize that the righteousness which the law demands is completely out of 
reach– except to that trembling reach of faith which takes it all as sheer gift. 

   The real demand of the Law, its dikaioma [righteousness], could not ultimately be expressed in 
terms of particular concrete commandments. What it was that the Law really demanded did not 
become clear before it was fulfilled and accomplished… The Law had to be fulfilled before it could be 
understood and explained… 

   Thus Christ, who took upon Himself all the curse and condemnation of the Law, shows us how 
great and serious are the claims that the Law makes upon or rather against us. We cannot realize the 
seriousness of our condemnation at the hands of the Law, except through the Gospel. Only when life 
and righteousness have been revealed to us do we understand what death and sin are. 2 

 Romans 3:31 

   Only in the light of Jesus' fulfillment of the law by His self-giving love can we 
appreciate what Paul is saying in Romans 3:31: "Do we, then, nullify the law by this 
faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law." In context, the apostle is talking about 
justification by faith. The only way that we can satisfy the law is to accept the 
righteousness of God in Jesus Christ. This is what the law and the prophets bore 
witness to (Rom. 3:21). The only way that we can fulfill the law in the ultimate sense is 
to accept Christ's fulfillment of the law on our behalf. "By the acceptance of Jesus' 
death in faith the Law is fulfilled according to its true intention." 3 

   As well as fulfilling the law in the ultimate sense (as we have explained above), the 
believer also begins to keep the righteous requirements of the law in his concrete 
existence. We say "begin" because in this life he experiences only the beginnings of 
the new creation (Rom. 8:22), and so his best always falls far short of the 
righteousness of God (Rom. 3:23). Yet the gospel and the indwelling life of the Spirit 
do work obedience to the law according to its true intent and spirit. The true intent and 
spirit of the law are faith and love (Micah 6:8; Gal. 5:6). 

   Romans 3:31 is not a text to prove that some regulations of the Law of Moses are 
still binding. If that were the case, they would all be binding upon Christians. The word 
"law" in Romans 3:31 means the Torah in its entirety. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/jesusandthelaw.htm#2. Rain, ar Bring. 'Preaching me Law. ' Scottish Journal of' Fheolo~y 13. no. I (Mar. locus: 4. 1o.
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Romans 8:4 

   . . . in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live 

according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. – Rom. 8:4. 

   Along with Matthew 5:17 and Romans 3:31, this scripture is a favorite text among 
some to prove that Christians will keep at least some of the Old Testament 
regulations. But as in Matthew 5:17 and Romans 3:31 (and for that matter almost 
everywhere in the New Testament) the word "law" is used in an undifferentiated 
sense to mean the entire Torah or law of Moses. If these scriptures are to be used to 
prove that any part of the Torah is binding, they prove too much for then they would 
prove that all the regulations of the Torah are still binding. F. F. Bruce is right when he 
points out that Paul would not allow the Galatians to pick and choose in the law. 4 As 
a system of regulations, it must be all or nothing. 

   Then what does Paul mean by meeting "the righteous requirements of the law"–
literally, "the righteousness of the law"? (Rom. 8:4). An equivalent expression is used 
in Romans 2:26, where Paul describes the Gentiles who carry out the righteousness 
of the law even though, they have no written code. And in Romans 2:15 Paul says 
that such Gentiles show the work of the law written in their hearts. Obviously, they do 
not have all the regulations of the Mosaic Law written in their hearts, but through 
general revelation they have the righteous demands and principles of the law written 
in their hearts. When such people do what is right (i.e., act like the Good Samaritan 
and thereby carry out the true spirit and intent of the law), they keep "the 
righteousness of the law." 

   Thus, in reading Romans 8:4 we must not confuse the regulations of the law with 
"the righteousness of the law." 
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The Historical Method 

Robert D. Brinsmead 

  

   The nineteenth century witnessed what Alan Richardson has called a “revolution in 
historical thinking.”1 For the first time, history became a disciplined science. Under 
the impact of this revolution in historical thinking, Christian scholars began to 
appreciate the significance of the historical content of Scripture. 

   In recent years great attention has been given to this historical element in biblical 
faith. As never before, it is now recognized that the heart of biblical faith is the saving 
acts of God in history. Rather than thinking that divine revelation is mediated in 
abstract theological propositions, Christian scholars now understand that historical 
events are the “stuff” through which God has revealed himself to humanity. 2 

   In the past, Christian scholasticism, whether Catholic or Protestant, had the 
tendency to dehistoricize the Bible. The task of theology was to arrange the inspired 
propositions (“proof-texts”) into an ordered system of theology. In this approach the 
actual history surrounding the text of Scripture was treated like a useless husk which 
contained the essential kernel of truth. 

   We are now witnessing a revolutionary method of reading the Bible. It is called the 
historical method. It represents an advance over the method used by the Reformers. 
They used the grammatical method, which was a great advance over the allegorical 
method of medieval theologians. The grammatical method looks at the language of 
the Bible and tries to adhere as closely as possible to the plain and obvious meaning 
of the passage. It also assumes that this plain and obvious meaning can be applied 
directly to the life of the contemporary Christian. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#1. See Alan Richardson, The Bible in the Age of Science (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961), pp. 32-51.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#2. See ibid., pp. 122-41; G. Ernest Wright, God Who Acts (London: SCM Press, 1952); Oscar Cullmann, Salvation in History (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1967); Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time: The Primitive Christian Conception of Time and History, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1964); Will Herberg, Faith Enacted as History: Essays in Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976); Wolfhart Pannenberg, ed., Revelation as History (London: Macmillan Co., 1968).
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   The historical method is more sensitive to the fact that the Bible was written in 
another age and from within a culture quite different from Western civilization. Those 
who follow this method do not assume that the Bible writers shared concerns identical 
with ours. Instead of asking, “What is the plain and obvious meaning that this passage 
has for me?” the historical method asks, “What did these words mean to those to 
whom they were first addressed?” This method recognizes that the history and the 
culture behind the text determine its real meaning. The historical method treats with 
great seriousness the historical circumstances in which the text was written. 

   The historical method has driven biblical scholars and researchers to lay aside their 
dogmatic presuppositions (at least to a greater extent than ever before) and to 
painstakingly reconstruct the history behind the biblical text. Astounding progress has 
been made in this area. It has been estimated that more progress has been made in 
such biblical knowledge since World War II than in all the previous centuries of 
Christian history combined. 3 

   Under the impact of the historical method, many favorite proof-texts which have 
bolstered various systems of theology have been called into question. The historical 
method is an objective biblical science which respects no religious tradition, whether 
Catholic or Protestant. It often shows that both sides in great religious controversies 
have been wrong– for each has wrested the text of Scripture from its original historical 
setting and made it speak to the controverted concerns of Western man. 

   Christians are suffering from a serious time lag. We are trying to live in an era which 
no longer exists. The way we try to read our Bibles is as outmoded as the Flat Earth 
Society. We will not correct this problem merely by more piety and prayer. 
Unfortunately, the habit of praying before reading the Bible often functions as a 
mechanism for reinforcing our religious prejudices. We would generally make more 
progress in reading the Bible if we could discard our religious glasses and forget our 
commitment to some theological system. If we would simply read the Bible with the 
common sense we would apply to any other book from another era of history, we 
might be astonished by numerous discoveries– especially if we were bold enough to 
exercise some healthy doubt with respect to our own religious traditions. God never 
damns the honest doubter. He only damns the dishonest ones. 

 The Historical Method Illustrated 

   A number of examples illustrate how the historical method makes a significant 
difference in the way we interpret the Bible. 

   1. “So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by 
faith” (Gal. 3:24). Following the grammatical method of interpretation, the Reformers 
used this scripture to support the pedagogical or second use of the Law. The plain 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#3. 
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and obvious meaning of Galatians 3:24 seemed to be that the Law must first be 
preached to prepare us for the hearing of the gospel. But when we use the historical 
method of interpretation, this text yields the opposite meaning. 4 

   First, “the law” in the historical context of the controversy in Galatia means the 
Jewish Torah– the entire Law of Moses, with no distinction between the so-called 
ceremonial and moral parts. Paul is not arguing that Gentile Christians then, much 
less now, need to come to Christ by way of the Jewish Torah– for that was the heresy 
of the Jewish Christians against whom Paul hurled his anathemas. 

   We should pay attention to the “we’s” and the “you’s” in Paul. In most instances, 
“we” means “we Jews” and “you” means “you Gentiles.” Paul does not urge any 
pedagogical use of the Law today. Galatians 3:24 should not be interpreted 
existentially but historically. Paul is simply talking about the function of the Law in 
Israel's history between Moses and Christ. The apostle's point is that the Jewish 
Torah served the temporary function of guarding Israel until the coming of Christ (Gal. 
3:19). Now that the Messiah has come, the Law has served its function in history. The 
age of the Law has been superseded by the age of the Spirit (Gal. 3:25; 5:18). Yet 
Christians who stand in the Reformation tradition are still writing books urging the 
preaching of the Law today as a necessary preparation for the gospel. Their great 
proof-text for this is Galatians 3:24. Yet the historical method of interpretation makes 
plain that Paul wrote this passage to oppose the very thing these Christians have set 
out to prove. 

   Paul stands in clear and harsh opposition to that Lutheran demand (also reflected in Reformed 
liturgies), that every man must be pulled through the narrowness, the slavery, the curse, or the 
preaching of the law and must thereby be led or driven to inner bankruptcy and despair, in order to 
be properly prepared for the reception of grace and for the acquittal of God. The apostle calls such a 
methodology whether carried on and practiced from the side of Jews or Gentiles– a distortion of the 
Gospel, an apostasy from Christ, a fall from grace, or more briefly with a harsh term: “damned” (Gal. 
2:11; 1:7; 5:4). Whoever today wishes to construct his exegesis and sermon exclusively or mainly 
according to the pattern law-gospel, whoever wishes to drive his fellow-men into heaven by means of 
fear, whoever wishes to proclaim the presence of a definite self-acceptance and the break with the 
latter as a prerequisite to the transition into authentic existence– for such a person the same hard 
judgment may presumably be expected. In a bold essay the Scandinavian Lutheran K. Stendahl has 
laid his finger exactly on this paradox: the demand that every man must have a conscience crushed 
by the law, before he is ripe for the blessing of grace, results from falling into that very “judaizing” 
which Paul by all means wanted to be prevented. 5 

   2. For centuries Christians have argued whether Romans 7:14-25 describes the 
experience of a regenerate or an unregenerate person– or even the experience of a 
Christian before he is filled with the Holy Spirit. Such confusion results from trying to 
interpret this scripture existentially instead of historically. 

   Since the historical method of interpretation has been applied to Romans 7, the 
traditional psychological-autobiographical interpretation is “now relegated to the 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#4. See Krister Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles and Other Essays (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), pp. 86-7.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#5. Markus Barth, 
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museum of exegetical absurdities.” 6 Like its parallel passage in Galatians 3, Romans 
7 describes how the Law functioned in Israel's history. The ‘I’ of Romans 7, like the ‘I’ 
in Galatians 2:19, 20, is “I, the Jew.” The ‘I’ is symbolic, referring to the history of 
Israel under the Law. The very Law in which the Jew boasted was the Law which 
proved he was a sinner in solidarity with Adam and the entire race of Gentile sinners. 

   3. When Luther despaired over his ability to find a gracious God by his own piety 
and asceticism, he found consolation in Paul's doctrine of justification by faith alone 
apart from the deeds of the Law (Rom. 3:28). But the historical method warns us to be 
careful not to read Luther's experience back into Paul. Paul did not travel Luther's 
route of despairing over his ability to keep the Law (see Phil. 3:3-6). The apostle's 
doctrine of justification by faith was not the fruit of his own existential struggle with the 
introspective conscience of Western man. 7 Rather, it was the fruit of his struggle 
against Jewish Christians who refused to accord Gentile Christians equality in the one 
family of God. Paul realized what God was doing in history. When the apostle saw 
that God was pouring out his Spirit on those who paid no attention to the Jewish 
Torah and including these Gentiles in the Messianic community, he was fully 
convinced that Torah-observance had nothing to do with God's justification. The 
biblical doctrine of justification by faith illustrates that the truth of salvation by grace is 
not learned by immersing ourselves in our own existential struggle to get right with 
God. It is learned by seeing how graciously God deals with our neighbor– especially 
the one who does not subscribe to our religious practices. This makes us realize that 
our religious practices have nothing to do with our inclusion in the family of God. 

   Following the grammatical method, Luther used the doctrine of justification by faith 
to find a gracious God. Yet the historical method shows us that Paul used the doctrine 
in his fight for Gentile rights. In the Reformation, justification by faith was a very 
individualistic doctrine. In the New Testament it is very much a social event. Far from 
being an encouragement to crass individualism and ecclesiastically embellished 
egoism, Paul's doctrine is the repudiation of them. 

   Paul's work can be seen as a fight for equality for all men… There is no personal justification by 
God without justification of fellow-men by God… Justification by Christ is, therefore, an event which 
ties man and man together. It is a social happening… There is no justified life without community… 
Paul fights for the justice established in Jesus Christ. It is a justice that gives the Gentile an equal 
right as a child in the household of God… Justification in Christ is thus not an individual miracle 
happening to this person or that person, which each may seek or possess for himself. Rather 
justification by grace is a joining together of this person and that person, of the near and the far, of 
the good and the bad, of the high and the low. It is a social event. No one is joined to Christ except 
together with a neighbor… Seen in this fashion, justification is a public festival which no one can 
accept and celebrate for himself alone. 8 

   4. Surprisingly, it is only in recent years that the historical method has been 
seriously applied to the book of Romans. From Melanchthon to modern times, 
Romans has been regarded as a theological treatise with little connection to any 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#6. F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), p. 197n.
http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#7. See Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles, pp. 78-96.
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historical situation among the Roman Christians. But this traditional approach to 
Romans is now being challenged. 9 Dedication to the historical method has driven 
scholars to make a significant advance in reconstructing the historical situation of the 
primitive Roman Christians. The entire book of Romans has come alive with new 
meaning for Christians today because we can understand what it meant for the first 
Christians living in Rome. We will have to leave a full discussion of this to a 
subsequent Verdict essay. 

   5. In the past, different Christian groups have appealed to Paul's Pastoral Epistles 
(Timothy and Titus) in support of either an Episcopal or a Presbyterian form of church 
government. At one time this controversy led to civil and religious warfare in England 
and Scotland. But when we interpret Timothy and Titus according to the historical 
method, there is no proof that Paul particularly cared whether there were to be three 
orders of ministry, or two, or even one. He was concerned about maintaining a 
respectable standard for the ministry, not with presenting dogma on religious orders in 
the church. 

   The historical method resolves many contentious issues which have set Christian 
against Christian. Often both sides in longstanding controversies have been shown to 
be fighting over nonissues as far as the New Testament is concerned. We are all too 
prone to press Scripture into the service of our own religious concerns. We hunt for 
proof-texts to buttress our theological prejudices. But we need to make a conscious 
effort to come to Scripture, asking, “Given the historical circumstances and the culture 
out of which this passage was written, what would be the plain and obvious meaning 
to those to whom it was addressed?” If we will be courageous enough to do this, there 
will be many embarrassed faces all around. Again and again we have been guilty of 
passing Scripture through the grid of our dogmatic traditions. A ruthless, objective 
honesty may cause us much trauma as “precious” theological edifices begin to fall 
down around us. But let us determine to deal faithfully with the text even if it kills us–
which it surely will! (See Gal. 2:19, 20). 

 The Historical Method and the Gospel 

   Biblical faith is rooted in history. The Bible is the record of God's saving acts in 
history. In the Old Testament the Exodus was the great event which stamped itself 
upon every feature of Israel's religion. Whether the Old Testament authors wrote 
about the past (creation) or the future (the last days), they saw everything in terms of 
what God had done in the Exodus. The Exodus determined their view of everything. 
Israel's religious and ethical existence was all structured and colored by what God did 
in delivering his people from Egypt. Every activity of Israel was designed to remember 
and celebrate God's saving act. 

http://quango.net/Brinsmead/historicalmethod.HTM#9. See Karl P. Donfried, ed., The Romans Debate (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1977); Paul S. Minear, The Obedience of Faith: The Purposes of Paul in the Epistle to the Romans (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, 1971); J. Christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1980), pp. 59-93.
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   The Old Testament promised that in the end-time God would recapitulate and 
consummate his saving deeds in one glorious new exodus drama. The New 
Testament announces that God has fulfilled this Old Testament promise in the history 
of Jesus of Nazareth. The gospel or good news is not news about some existential or 
mystical happening in my heart. It is not about some theological system that one must 
believe in order to be saved. It is about a unique historical event in which God's end-
time act of salvation has been accomplished for all who believe. 

   The whole sweep of salvation history must be seen as moving toward and climaxing 
in the death and resurrection of Christ. The focus of the entire New Testament is 
here, and it never moves away from this. The Christian's religious and ethical 
existence is all structured and colored by the new exodus event. Every activity of the 
Christian community should remember and celebrate God's saving act in Christ. 

   It is not enough to affirm that the Bible is true. Many heretics do that. We need to 
affirm that the truth of the Bible is the gospel about the saving history of Jesus of 
Nazareth. A “flat Bible” approach which treats the Scripture as if it were an assortment 
of infallible truths to be believed in the same way not only obscures the great gospel 
event, but promotes useless contentions, dividing believer from believer. All parts of 
the Bible are not of equal value. The Bible does not contain many truths so much as it 
contains one Truth. Every part of the Bible has value only by virtue of where it stands 
in relation to the gospel. 

   There is no need to fear that the historical method, in shattering our religious 
illusions, will leave us with no real security. Rather, it enables us to cut away the 
religious accretions and useless controversies which have almost obliterated the 
genuine treasure contained in the Bible. That treasure comes to us in the form of a 
story about God coming to this earth in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. The 
historical method recognizes that the New Testament authors read the whole Bible 
and lived out their entire lives in the light of that story. Moreover, the New Testament 
proclaims that only faith in the Man of this story makes a person a Christian. Whoever 
withholds any Christian rights from such a believer walks contrary to the gospel of 
Christ. 
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    QUEST 
Essay 6                            A Publication of Human Awakening                     August 1990    

 

                  Back to Jesus before Christianity 

 
A Transcription of a Seminar Session by Robert D. Brinsmead  

 

Note: The following material is edited from the recording of a seminar presented in the spring 
of 1990 by Quest’s Australian editor and entitled “Back to the Future.” This article is the first 
in an ongoing series of articles from these sessions, which were conducted in Seattle, 
Washington.  

 

    THIRTY YEARS AGO I first came to the United States as a young Aussie, and it 
was here that a “critical mass” of interest developed and became associated with 
what was then known as the “Awakening” message. I would like to make a brief 
confession of where I stand today. Positively, I believe that Christ alone— his life and 
teaching, his suffering, dying and rising again in Palestine— is the gospel, the Word 
of God. This is a position from which I have called many things into question in my 
pilgrimage and disturbed many people, including myself. Yet this one great, 
unchanging verity is to me more certain than even my own existence, and without this 
verity there is no meaning and no life at all. 

   I would like to bring some meaning into that spiritual journey which began thirty 
years ago— a journey, with which, some of our readers have been associated from its 
beginning. I began this pilgrim age in the context of a certain Christian sect. We had a 
very incredible vision that was largely concerned about the future— a future which we 
as Christians variously call the Parousia, the End, the Second Coming of Christ, the 
ushering in of the kingdom of God. If we lay aside all the sectarian trappings which 
clothed our vision, in essence it maintained two basic features about this future. First, 
we were absolutely certain that it was imminent. It was so near that one could almost 
see it, touch it, smell it. Second, in view of the “open door” set before us in Jesus, this 
future could be realized, hastened, even precipitated as a “critical mass” of believers 
cooperated with Jesus in a synergistic vision of God working with his people. And this 
imminent future was to be realized, hastened and precipitated now, in “this 
generation.” 
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    This was not a message which made people sad and depressed and made their 
blood run more slowly. It was a message which made people glad, sit up, take notice, 
come alive, roll up their sleeves and say, “We are well able to go up and possess the 
land.” It was a heady vision to believe that we would not accept the world on its terms 
that sin and suffering and funerals did not have to continue. We were “naive” enough 
to believe they could be stopped. The journey since has been characterized by some 
as “tortuous,” yet we need to be able to laugh at ourselves as we look back over the 
pilgrimage. After all, laughter makes a journey pass more quickly! 

   The wallaby an Australian kangaroo, provides an illustration of where I have come 
to after thirty years. When I was a boy, my dad would say to me, “When you’re trying 
to catch a wallaby and your dog begins the chase, be patient and wait where the 
chase began; because if the pursuit continues, it’s only a matter of time before the 
wallaby comes right back to where it started” I am like that Australian wallaby! I have 
never lost that dream of the future which initiated our journey thirty years ago. I will 
confess that at times that star may not have shown as brightly on the pilgrimage. But 
it has always been there. And today it is brighter and clearer than ever. 

The Meaning of Our Journey 

   Then what have we been doing for thirty years? What is the meaning of our 
journey? There was first the vision of the future and of Christ as the open door to that 
future. To use some sectarian terminology, we were going to initiate the “loud cry.” 
The prophecy in Revelation 18 was to be fulfilled, and the earth was to be lightened 
with the glory of God in the proclamation of the message of Christ and what he is able 
to do and of the open door set before us. There was nothing wrong with the vision of 
the future, but Jesus was so plastered over with our “peanut-butter” culture that this 
vision could not go to the whole world! The world wouldn’t know what to do with a 
Sabbatarian Jesus, a “two-thousand-three-hundred-days” Jesus, a Jesus who 
wanders around in the celestial geography of some two-apartment sanctuary in 
heaven. And although I like vegetarianism, neither was the world dying for the 
message of a vegetarian Jesus, nor even a teetotaling Jesus. 

   Ours was a very, very sectarian Jesus. We were just as mistaken as five thousand 
men who long ago were stirred by the preaching of Jesus and his vision of the 
kingdom of God as an imminent reality which could be hastened and even 
precipitated. To them Jesus was a military messiah, someone who would utterly 
defeat the hated Romans. Like these men, we needed learning; and much of that 
learning was unlearning. In this respect I am reminded of a jet airplane, whose 
progress is determined by the rate of expulsion of air from its engines. It took us years 
to expel the sectarian nonsense heaped upon Jesus Christ as we saw that such a 
Jesus could not bring about our vision of the future. It was not “Jesus only” whom we 
were going to take to the world. It was Jesus plus all our sectarian baggage and the 
terrible barriers which that brings in our cosmopolitan world. After a time we came out 
into the playing field of the evangelical Protestant Jesus. There were valuable lessons 
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to be learned from the Protestant Reformation. But anyone acquainted with classical 
Protestant theology and its deterministic emphasis on the sovereignty of God knows 
that this theology cannot be maintained without destroying the vision of an imminent 
future which, in cooperation with God, can be realized, hastened and even 
precipitated. In this theology the believer has nothing to do with realizing, hastening 
and precipitating the Parousia. The sovereign God of classical Protestant theology 
brings that future in his own time. Soon a sense of the imminence and urgency of the 
eschaton is lost. So in Protestantism there was no vital preaching of the coming of the 
kingdom of God. 

   We also found Protestantism’s vision of justification by faith to be very deficient. It 
was a view concerned with a, me-in-isolation justification— me-in-isolation getting rid 
of my burden of guilt and being accepted before the Lord, me-in-isolation thanking 
God I’m saved despite what happens to the rest. The original New Testament 
doctrine of justification was to heal the divisions between Jewish Christians and 
Gentile Christians. But with the birth of Protestantism and its, me-in-isolation doctrine 
of justification, we find the very opposite in the proliferation of arguing, warring 
Christians breaking up into all kinds of factions. 

   Protestantism also proved to be quite legalistic. The logic of its doctrine of the first, 
second and third uses of the law leads to Sabbatarianism and other related views 
which we held at the beginning of our pilgrimage. 

   So we saw that our vision could not be accomplished with the sectarian Jesus we 
first preached, or even with the deficiencies of the Protestant Jesus. We therefore 
believed that we had to go back to the Jesus of primitive Christianity, to the so-called 
“golden era” of the first Christians. But, as the over whelming consensus of scholars 
has abundantly proved, we found that there was no golden era to which we could 
return. From the very beginning, the early Christians were warring, factious and 
diverse. Beginning on the right were the Pharisaic Christians, then the Essenic 
Christians, the apocalyptic Christians, the Jacobean or Jerusalem Christians, the 
Petrine Christians, the Pauline Christians, the Johannine Christians and, on the 
extreme left, the Gnostic Christians. 

   Those early Christians were unbelievably like us! Their ability to hate one another in 
the name of Jesus was incredible! They had a “damn-everyone-who-doesn’t-see-it-
just-our-way” Jesus to proclaim to the world, not to mention a mythical worldview in 
many respects. Jesus was put in the context of their culture. They had a very anti-
feminine Jesus to preach to the world. Women were considered gullible, since in their 
view it was not man who first sinned, but woman. So women were not to occupy a 
position of leadership in the church and, in fact, were to keep quiet and not even ask 
questions in church but be silent and in subjection, “as says the Law” (1 Cor. 14:34). 
And some still think that is part of the gospel! 

   A very bright, university-educated woman worked for me in my tourist-farm business 
in Australia. She was active for a time in the women’s liberation movement in Sydney 
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and she was not ignorant of the stance which certain New Testament passages take 
toward women. She asked me how I could justify that position. The fact is that I could 
not justify it. I certainly couldn’t say to her that the new day of equality, liberty and 
opportunity for women is all due to the influence of the Christian church! She would 
have laughed in my face! No, not even early Christianity represented by the New 
Testament documents written a generation or so after Jesus, is sufficient. 

   Finally, therefore, we journeyed back to the Jesus represented by the title of Albert 
Nolan’s book, Jesus before Christianity. 1 Though not the last word, this book, written 
by a fine Catholic scholar, is an excellent beginning; and I recommend it highly. In this 
connection it is important to realize that the old boundary lines between Catholics and 
Protestants are meaningless today. There are Catholic scholars who are 
courageously laying aside their tradition, concerned only with returning to the true 
Jesus before Christianity. Like us, they are concerned with reconstructing the true 
Jesus of history, a Jesus who has not been molded by subsequent New Testament 
concerns. This is a very exciting and rewarding endeavor made possible by the 
historical-critical method. Though feared by some conservative Christians, this is 
simply the task of examining the New Testament documents in their historical setting, 
using the diversity of witnesses to arrive at a remarkably accurate picture of what is 
really essential to know about the Jesus of history. It has taken us thirty years to 
journey back to this Jesus before Christianity back to Jesus alone— a Jesus freed 
from all the distortions of the Christian religion. 

   So now we have Jesus alone, beautifully illustrated by the Gospel story of Jesus on 
the mount of transfiguration. There stood Jesus with Moses and Elijah, until the vision 
faded and the disciples saw no one but “Jesus only” (Matt. 17:8). Today he stands 
before us free of all else, in all his magnificent completeness, and we see no one but 
Jesus only. His life, teaching, suffering, dying and resurrection are all-complete. They 
tell us all we can know about God, all we can know about man, all we can know about 
the future. We may make the mistake of trying to add to this knowledge, but Jesus 
alone is forever all-sufficient. 

The Meaning of “Jesus Alone” 

   Some may say, “All right, then, just leave me with Jesus only— Jesus who makes 
me safe, Jesus who gives me peace and security, Jesus who gives me all I need. And 
please stop disturbing me!” But this leaves one with the distortion of a “me-in-
isolation” Jesus, a “thank-God-I’m-safe” Jesus, and not the true Jesus before 
Christianity.  

   I am reminded of the evangelical Christian woman who wrote to a Jewish rabbi, 
appealing to him to accept Jesus as his Messiah so that he might have the lovely 
peace in his heart that she had and enjoy all the wonderful things that Christ could do 
for him. He wrote back, thanking her for her letter but saying, “Your Jesus does not 
appeal to me. All you have talked about is the lovely peace and comfort this Jesus 
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has given you, while so many in our world are bleeding and dying. You have no 
vision,” he explained, as he pointed to the violence and the possibilities of mass 
destruction and mass starvation which the world faces. That rabbi was nearer to the 
truth than was the evangelical Christian. 

   We need to understand the true meaning of “Jesus alone.” First, “Jesus alone” 
means a truly human Jesus. Yet often our views have not been of a human Jesus at 
all. He has been so distorted by our ideas of theology and divinity that we have not 
allowed him to be truly human. A person, who walks this earth, knowing everything 
and seeing everything, is no human. That is not God joining the human race. I believe 
in the divinity of Jesus, but not in the old way. Some want to tell me that when Jesus 
pointed to the beauty of the lily and declared that not even Solomon was arrayed in 
such glory, it was because Jesus knew he had made the lily. Some even think he 
remembered how he made it! Some think Jesus could have regaled his hearers about 
his forelife back in heaven! This is not the truly human Jesus— the young man with a 
vision of a future which he declared was imminent, at the door. 

   This very human Jesus declared that he had come to “send fire on the earth” (Luke 
12:49). He was a Jesus who upset the religious establishment, overturned the tables 
of the moneychangers, and challenged the social and political orders. 

   This Jesus would not accept the world on its present terms. He was not a fatalistic 
Jesus who believed that bloodshed foreseen by John the Baptist was inevitable. He 
was a Jesus who was irrepressibly optimistic, believing that something could be done 
to change the course of history and that the kingdom of God was near. What a vision 
Jesus had! To him the kingdom of God was so near that in his preaching people could 
sense it, almost smell it, certainly taste it. It was so near that Jesus called people to 
start the parties and begin to celebrate. This was the meaning of the eating and 
drinking Jesus. 

   This was no sectarian Jesus. He identified himself with the oppressed lower 
classes. He wasn’t even bothered by people with strange religions. The Roman 
centurion, the Syrophoenician and the Samaritan presented no barriers to him. He 
didn’t exclude them and say that because they had false religions they were doomed 
to hell. Unlike his followers, and unlike some views reflected even in the New 
Testament, he did not declare that all those who did not pronounce the “truth” just a 
certain way were lost. When he was asked the way to eternal life, he did not select an 
orthodox person for his example. Rather, he selected a scorned Samaritan as his 
example of the man who has eternal life (see Luke 10:30-37). In our Western culture 
it is as if Jesus had selected a despised Marxist for his example. His story of the 
Good Samaritan may be read as if Jesus had said, “A Marxist saw a man lying half-
dead by the side of the road. Now another who had higher religious priorities was on 
his way to a General Conference Session of Evangelical Christians, and he passed 
the wounded man by on the other side. And still another was hastening to the World 
Council of Churches at Geneva, and he too passed by the wounded man. But the 
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Marxist saw the wounded man suffering and dying, and at great risk to his own 
person he treated him with compassion”— a word repeatedly used by the record to 
describe the humanity of Jesus. In his story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus is saying 
that it was the man who scarcely had one thing correct in his theology who possessed 
eternal life. That is what the nonsectarian Jesus was like. 

A Summary and Challenge 

   To summarize, Jesus’ message was about a future, about the arrival of the kingdom 
of God— a kingdom which embraced a new society, a new humanity. He declared 
that this kingdom was imminent. And he called a people to develop a “critical mass” of 
response to realize that kingdom, as he said, in “this generation” (Matt. 24:34). If I 
may allude to the beginning of our pilgrimage, Jesus proclaimed the original 
“awakening” message about the future, about its imminence, and about how, more 
than we have thought, the responsibility for its realization lies with us. Do we really 
desire it? Will we act for it? What an astounding proclamation! What a revolutionary 
message! 

   Amazingly, although the first Christians who followed Jesus have written enough in 
the New Testament for us to reconstruct his vision of the kingdom of God, nowhere in 
the New Testament do the apostles proclaim Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom. Much is 
said about such things as Jesus being the Messiah and the Son of God, and that 
believing these propositions about Jesus is the way of salvation. Yet Christians could 
believe all this and still damn everyone else who wouldn’t see things their way. Some 
of the best scholarship today acknowledges this difference between the gospel which 
Jesus proclaimed and the gospel which even his apostles proclaimed. We do not 
damn the apostles; in fact, we are very dependent on their testimony. But there is 
something about the New Testament community which is very different from Jesus. It 
was very sectarian, very ascetic, and very “gray.” Its spirit was so different in some 
respects from that of the true Jesus of history. 

   The challenge before us now is to return to the first “awakening” message 
proclaimed by Jesus. This is not only the meaning of our thirty-year journey; it is the 
meaning of the two-thousand-year journey of the Christian community of which we 
are a part. We are not called to go back to a Protestant theology which loses all vital 
vision of the future, nor even to the so-called “golden era” of primitive Christianity. 
Rather, we are challenged to go back to Jesus before Christianity, back to his gospel 
of an imminent kingdom of God, back to his vision of the future.  

Note:    

1. Albert Nolan’s book, Jesus before Christianity.  
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