THE LAW OF CHRIST AS
THE FULFILLMENT OF
THE LAW OF MOSES:

A MODIFIED LUTHERAN VIEW

Douglas |]. Moo

Christians disagree about the place of the Mosaic law in the
life of the believer because the MNew Testament itself contains
statements that appear to support opposite conclusions. Cur
Lord's endorsement of the eternal validity of even the “smallest
letter” and “least stroke of a pen” in the law is followed by a
waming that breaking even “one of the least of these command-
ments” will mean demotion in the kingdom of heaven (Matl
5:18-19). Similar apparently unequivocal assertions of the law's
continuing validity are found throughout the New Testament
e.g.. “we uphold the law"” (Rom. 3:31); “the law is holy, and the
commandment is holy, rghteous and good” (Rom. 7:12); “the
man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom,
and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but
doing it—he will be blessed in what he does” (James 1:25). At the
other extreme, however, are apparently equally clear assertions of
the law’s complete cessation for the believer: “Christ is the end of
the law" (Bom. 10:4a); “vou are not under law"” (Rom. é:14; of.
v. 15); “when there is a change of the priesthood, there must also
be a of the law™ (Heb. 7:12).

Such diverse statements about the Mosaic law have both
fascinated and frustrated theologians since the inception of the
church. And at no time has this been more the case than in the last
two decades, which have witnessed a remarkable resurgence of
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interest in the theology of the Mosaic law.! A deluge of books and
articles has examined virtually every bit of evidence and from
almost every conceivable perspective. Yet nothing even approach-
mg a consensus has emerged. Several f&cmrs- account for the
radically different conclusions reached by biblical scholars and
theologians, the most important of which is the diverse theological
and hermeneutical frameworks that are used to order and arrange
the various texts. Theological and confessional allegiances—Lu-
theran. Reformed, dispensational, ete.—thus dictate which texts
are given precedence and used to interpret others.

| am not citicizing the wse of such general theological
frameworks, for n:spnnsible biblical theology cannot be carried out
without some structure to ize the exegetical evidence. The
question becomes, then, structure most accurately captures
the pattern of biblical rt*'.-eiatiﬂn? O, to limit the issue to the task
at hand: Can we find a framework that s capable of organizing
into a coherent picture the various texts about the Mosaic law
without imposing forced and unnatural meanings on those texts?
Each of the contrbutors to this volume will argue that his
approach is best able to accomplish this task of integration. In this
essay, | will try to show that the exegetical evidence points to what
[ am calling a modified form of the traditional Lutheran perspec-
tive. Luther himself saw Law and Gospel as discontinuous and

ISimulating this TESUFGENCE has been the new n.ndml:'ndu'l.g of [uwdaism
advacated by E P, Sanders (ses especially his Paal emi Paleatimian  Judsism
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977]) and adopted by a large number of scholars, Some of
the st npﬂmnt books :rr Robert Banks, Jesus and e Lew o the S!.l.n.u-p!u'
Tradidies (Cambridge: Ca University Fresa, 1975} Klaus Die
Geselzesgesiogung fese: [fe hisfor, Hivtergrund im Judemlunm wod im alfem P ——
(MeukirchenVioyn: Neukirchener, 1972, Ragnar Bring, Christur und des Geseiz
[Leiden: Brill, 1969 A. van Dilmen, Dz Thelogis des Gesetzes byl Panlis I:_Eh.it'tprl:
Eatholisches, 19%68); Dandel Fuller, Goaped & Loy Comlrasl or Comiimium? {Grand
Rapids: Berdmang, 1980y Hans Hiobner, Love (m Paul's Thougdl (Edinbargh: T. & T,
Clark, 158); Brice L, Martin, Christ ard the Lo i Panl's Thought {Leiden: Birill,
1965 Heikki Ritsinen, Pan! ard the Lo [Tobingen: Moehr, 19683 E P. Sanders,
Paul, the Law amd Hhe feunsh People (Philadelphda; Fortress, 19830 Frank Thielmamnn,
Froon Pligtel bo Soiution: A Jewéch Fromework for Understamding Paul’s View of the Loz in
Caletions gnd Homors {Leiden: Boll, 198%); Peter |. Tamson, Paul end die feuish Les
{Philsdelphia: Portvess, 15991) Stephen Westerholm, [sael's Lew and the Clurch's
Fmitiv: Pawl amid Hes Beoemt terpreters (Grand Ra.pul.; Eerdmans, 1988); 5. Wegter-
hodm, fesus and Senfel Awiberity (Lund: Gleerup, 19798 5. G, Wilson, Luke o the
Lawe [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 198351 For a sureay of the lierabure
on Panf and the law from 1977 -84, BEC Ty “TPaul and the Law in the Last Ten
Years,™” ST 40 (B9E7), 287-307,
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made the distinction between these two basic to his theology. This
distinction has continued to be central to Lotheran theology, and 1
think that it is both biblical and important. But I also think that the
traditional approach needs to be modified by greater attention to
the salvation-historical perspective of the Scriptures,

ians have used the phrase “salvation history” and its
equivalent, “redemptive history,” to denote a considerable num-
ber of concepts.? I am using the phrase in a rather untechnical
manner to denote a conceptual framework that is basic to the
biblical revelation, a framework with two decisive characteristics,
The first characteristic is historice! periodizafion. By this | mean that
the biblical writers understand salvation as the culmination of a
historical process that features several distinct periods of time. At
the “center” of history, and forming the decisive turning point, is
Christ's death and resurrection. All that came before funnels into
this decisive moment, and all that will come after flows from it.
Basic, then, to biblical revelation is the contrast between “before”
and “after” Christ, a contrast between two “ages” or “eras.”
Salvation history finds a discontinuity between the time before
and the time after Christ at the core of the Scriptures. This is not,
of course, to deny the continuity of salvation history—a continu-
ity rooted in one God, carrying out one plan, in one people. But it
is to insist that this one continous and etermal plan unfolds in
successive and distinct stapes.

1 will argue that the Mew Testament writers view the Mosaic
law within this salvation-historical framework and relegate it
basically to the period of time before the coming of Christ. And it
is necessary o stress at this point that the New Testament
teaching about the law is first, and most basically, teaching about
HmrgﬂMufuﬁ-I: law. This :isdimm:it to '.hj sjmaiig? tnﬂ_;s:fme

it tems—an i particularly true utheran
mmﬁ an?Ea point at which it requires nhfmﬁun—wher&
“law” denotes a general theological category, namely, God's word
in its commanding aspect.® In this sense, the Sermon on the

MWorks that come closest 0 my wse of the salvation-histerical concept are
Hiiory (New Yok Harper & Reow, 1967F Lecriard Goppelt, Thiciosy of he Mo
w - W, T
Tesdawignt, 2 wols., (Grand Rapids: Berdmans, 1981, 1982), =spedally 12251 =81 and
247-63% Herman Ridderbos, Panl: Am Cutling of His Theology (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1974), Hpecial.lj.' 44 =B
Law, says Luther at one podnt, is “what we are bo do and give to God,™ while

Gospe] is “what has bean ghven us by God” ["How Christians Shoubd Refmi the
Law of Moses.” Luter's ﬁ':v'ks vl 35 rﬂdhdelp‘ru'm Fortress, 1960, 63k
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Mount is “law™ just as much as the Ten Commandments. But the
Mew Testament use of the word “law” (momos) is dedsively
conditioned by the Old Testament background and the Jewish
milieu in which it was wrtten. The word therefore almost always
denotes not “law’ in general, but the Mosaic law, the Tenah (#6rd).!
As a result, the New Testament Law-"Gospel"® tension is not, as
in Luther, primarily static and theological, but historical. “Law”
(tinf) came into history at & specific point in time (430 years after
the promise, according to Gal. 3:17). In the New Testament,
therefore, Law and “Gospel” primarily denote, not two constant
aspects of God's word to us, but two successive eras in salvation
history.s

A second element in the salvation-historical approach is a
recognition of the frequent corporate focus of the biblical writers.
This is a natural corollary of the first characteristic. Since the
dividi int in the salvation his conception is the death and
mdmgmynmm Christ, the :'::mtr:vai-.’.t:m-jlr betweenp’h';:fnre" and "after”
has to do not with the experience of the individual but with the
experience of the world or of God's le. This is not to deny, of
course, that the transition from the “old era” to the new effected

Christ in history has its completion and partial parallel in the
life of the believer and that the biblical writers often describe this
h‘.unsitiﬂn'mﬂwlifeufhﬂm individual. But it is to place more
im than theological and hermeneutical
ME aigﬂmﬁﬂm and ency of the mﬁpumm
tive.

This perspective, as we will see, is central t0 some of the key
New Testament passages on the Mosaic law. [ will seek to show in
what follows that the salvation-historical approach is able success-
fully fo explain and te the various Mew Testament data
about the Mosaic law and the Christian. Specifically, T will
that the Mosaic law is besically confined to the old era Eh:il:ﬁ:g

“For a survey of the Paullne vse of o, see my * Law," “Works of the Law,"
and Legalism in Paul™ WIT 43 (1383), 73-100.

Huotshon marks must be put aroand the wond "Gnup:'l" because the Mew
Testament never, in fact, directly contrasts the word Law with the ward Gospal.
Bt the conoept denoted by the word Gosped is certainly conbrasted with the Law al
miny painds.

®n this point, see Otto Weber, Foundations of Dogmtics, 2 vols. (Grand
Rapids:. Eerdmans, 1981, 1983), espedally 136304 Gerhard Ebeling: “On the
Doctrine of the Tnpler Uisus Legis in the Theology of the Reformers,” in Word amd
Faith {Philadelphia: Portess, 19%63), 260-6L
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come to its fulfillment in Christ. It is no longer, therefore, directiy
applicable to believers who live in the new era. To establish these
points, | will proceed in two stages. First, 1 will look at the
evidence from the Scriptures about the purpose of the law, This
step is necessary both to secure a general perspective from which
to Jook more specifically at the question of the applicability of the
law to Christians and to see if this evidence implies anything
about the law's permanence. Second, | will investigate the
teaching about the law in the new age of salvation.

Most of my evidence will come from the teaching of Jesus in
Matthew and, especially, from the letters of Paul. We will not
ignore other New Testament authors, but they have far less to say
on the issues concerning us than do Matthew and Paul. Whatever
the exact situation is that Matthew addresses—and Matthean
scholars continue to debate the point—it is clear that he is
concerned that his Christlan audience understand the relatonship
between the church and Israel and, by extension, between the
teaching of Jesus and the Mosaic law. But important as the
teaching of Jesus is for the issue of the Christian and the law, it is
overshadowed by the evidence from Paul's letters. This Is partially
because we cannol always be sure whether Jesus was addressing
the situation that would prevail after his redemptive acts had
opened the new era of salvation or the sifuation during his earthly
ministry when the old covenant was still in effect. Furthermore,
Paul's evidence is decisive simply because the issue of the Mosaic
law and the Christian was one that Paul had much greater need to
dddress. As the “apostle to the Gentiles,” he was used by God to
open the doors of the Christian church to Gentiles who had never
had any relationship with the Mosaic law. Questions about what
relationship, if any, these Gentile converts should have to the
Mosaic law were bound to arise. Paul deals with these questions at
length in both Galatians and Romans. The former 58 more

emical in onentation, as Paul must counter a false, “Judaiz-
mng,” teaching that had quickly arisen in the churches of South
Galatia.” Romans, on the other hand, was a treatise-style letter

7 think that Galatians was written just before the Apostalic Council (Acts 15)
o the churches founded by Pani on th first missionary jouwmey (the “South
Calatian™ hypothesis), In defense of this suppoesitbon, see F. ¥ Bouos, Poul: Aposife
of e Heart 5S¢ Free (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 178-83.
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sent to a church that Paul had neither founded nor visited and
takes a more evenly balanced approach to the issue of the law 3

Regarding the witness of the (Nd Testament, it is necessary to
recognine two things: (1) it has relatively little to say directly about
the issues of this article; (2} what it IIv|;|:|-|=_r5. say n::rust alw};}rﬁ be
interpreted in terms of the New Testament witness before it can be
integrated theologically, This is simply to ize—-as all
Chnstians do, to one degree or another—that the Old Testament
is not the final word on these matters. | will not ignore what it
says or argue that the New Testament contradicts or cancels out
what it says. But we must take seriously the fact of salvation
history and the progressive nature of 's revelation, in which
the Mew illuminates the Old and has the final word on the
ultimate structure and meaning of God's word to us.

THE PURFOSE OF THE MOSAIC LAW

In this section, 1 want to show first, negatively, that the
Mosaic law, while implicitly holding out the ise of salvation
to those who would do it, was never in ed to be, and could
never in fact be, a means of salvation. Second, positively, 1 will
argue that God gave the law (1) to reveal his character to the
people of Israel and demand that the conform to it, (2) to
supervise lsrael in the time before ist, and (3) to imprison
Israel and, by extension, all people under sin.

The Law Dwoes Mot Procure Salvation

The law holds out the promise of salvation, bul because of
human sinfulness, it cannot confer salvation.

The Law's Promise of Life

d Testament scholars generally agree that God did not give
Israel the law so that the people could attain eternal Life by it. He

gave it to a ¢ whom he had already made his own by his
BOVETEIgN an cious act of calling them out of Egypt. Neverthe-
tess, the New Testament teaches that the law of does hold

cut an inherent promise of life for those who do it. Jesus
responded to the rich young man who asked him how he could

t0n the differences befween Galations and Bomans on the law, see especally
John Drane, Paul: Literfine or Lepalishie? {London: SPCK, 1975); Uldch Wilckeres,
"Zur Entwickiung des paulinschen Gesetresverstindnis,” WTS5 2B {1982): 154-90,
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get eternal life, “1f you want to enter life, obey the command-
ments” (Matt. 19:17; of. Mark 10:17-18; Luke 18:18-19). This is, of
course, not representative of Jesus' teaching on how one ma
attain etermal life; in this case ]Lﬁuu wanted to awaken this rather}r
arrogant young man to his need of what Jesus offered in the
gospel. But there is no reason on this account to think that Jesus
does not view the promise as at least theoretically valid. Paul
likewise claims that “it is those who obey the law who will be
declared righteous” (Rom. 2:13b) and that the “commandment
[representing the Mosaic law] was intended to bring life’ (s z08n;
Eom. 710},
Romans 10:5 and Galatians 3:12, often quoted as further
witnesses to the salvific promise of the law, are not as clear. Both
uote Leviticus 18:5: “Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who
them will live by them.” This verse may mean no more than
that the pious Israelite should “live out life” in the sphere of the
law® Bul the use of the language of "life” elsewhere in the
Pentateuch to denote the reward gives lor obedience to the
law (e.g., Deut. 30:15, 19) makes it more likely that “will live™ in
Ley. 18:5 is a promise of reward for obedience. 1" Later in Leviticus
18, for instance, disobedience of the law is said to bring expulsion
from the land for the nation (v. 28) and from the people of God
for the individual (v. 29). This “life,” as defined elsewhere in the
Pentateuch, involves material prosperity, deliverance from ene-
mies, peace in the land that God will give his people, and “long
lite” {e.g., Lev. 26:3-13; Deut, I8:1-14). Since, however, Israel
has already, in a sense, entered into the sphere of these blessings
by virtue of God's gracious election, the promise of life must be
seen as the promise for the continuation of fife. Israel’s “life* in
this sense is dependent on its faithful observance of the law, This
is & constant refrain in Deuteronomy (see, e.g., &:1-2, 40; 5:33;
fc1-3; 7:12-16; 8:1) and is reiterated in the Emphets. as well (e.g.,
Exek. 33:15: "the decrees that give life”). By contrast, failore to
reverence God by obeying his commandments will bring destruc-
tiom and “death” to Israel.
Leviticus 18:5 is not, then, a promise that the doer of the law

*hee Walter C, Kaiser, Jr., “Levilicus and Paul: ‘Do This and You Shall Live '
(Eternally?), JETS 14 [3971), 19-28.

WSee, B, K. Harrison, Lepitimus (Grand Bapids: Berdmans, 1980), 185; Gordan
Wenham, 4 Commeniurny en Leviticus, NICOT [Grand ids: Eerdmans, 1979, 253
C. F. Eeil and F. Delitesch, Bifiosl Cammentary on B O Testament, vol. 2 (reprinl,
Grand Rapdds: Berdmans, n.d.), 4312,
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will attain eternal life. On the other hand, one an make a good
case for thinking that Paul, like later Jewish writers (cf. the
Onkelos and Pseudo-Jon, Targums) understood Leviticus 185 to
be promising eternal life for the doer.! For in both Romans 10 and
Galatians 3, Paul sets Leviticus 18:5 in contrast to statements that
rghtecusness and eternal life come only through faith (cf. Gal
311 and Rom, 1(:6-8).2 Paul's point would then be that life
comes only through faith and not through doing the law, as
Leviticus 18:5 promised. Paul's application of this verse may,
however, be more nuanced and more in keeping with the original
sense of the verse. The words Paul guotes from Leviticus 18:5
seem o have become almost 3 “slogan’ to express the conditional
character of the Mosaic covenant {see, e.g., Neh. 9:29; Ezek. 20:13,
21; CI¥ 3:14-16; b. Sanh. 59b). Following this tradition, Panl may
cite the verse as a succnct summary of the essence of the Mosaic
covenant: that blessing is contingent on obedience.” On this

ITThes |5 the Inberpreiation that becomes virtually standard in the Reformed
and Lutheran traditions. On Bom, 105, see Calvin, Commrembary on the Epistie of Peul
thy Apostie fp the Romans (1580 reprint, Grand Rapids: Berdmans, 1947); Charies
Hodge, Commemlany on the Epfible fo the Howans (1855 reprint, Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 19500; Bobert Haldane, Exposition of fhe Episble do the Rowsmns (1535;
reprimt, London: Bamnmer of Truth, 1958), 5See also Wikdkens, "Gesstzesvers-
tandreis,” 165-F2; Westerholm, fsresls Lew, 13435 Eobert H. Gundry, *'Grace,
Works and Staying Saved in Paul,™ Bib 66 (1985), 24-25% Hibrer, Lo iv Panls
Thewghet, F2-20 om Gal, 3:02); Ridderbos, Prul, 154, The “christological” interprets-
fion of Hom, 1065, which lakes “the doer” bo e fesus, Is ovost u ¥ Loontra Karl
Barth, The Epmtls io the Romms [London: Oxtord, 19331 376-77; C E. B, Cranfield,
A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle fo the Romars, 2 vols. [Edinbargh:
T. & T Clack, 1975, 1979)L L521-22; Arcdrew Bandelza, The Lew and the Elewients of
the Werld [Kampen: Kok, 196] 106-5).

A few scholars have angued that Rom, 105 (e rghteoasness that ks by the
baw) is in comtinuiby with 106-8 ("the mghiecasness that s by faih') see
Cranfield, Romaes, 2:531-22; Pelix Fliickiger, ""Chinistus; des Gesetzes felos,” TZ 1§
(1655), 153-57; Faller, Gospel & Liow, 66--88; Ragnar Bring, “Das Gesetz und die
Carechiighedt Gattes: Eine Studse zur nach der Auslegung des Ausdruckes
drles mooveecn in Bibmn, 104" 510 20 (1964), 1e-23. But this interpretation falls o fake
serigusly Pauls manifest confrast between these two kinds of rghtecusness in
Phil. 3:6-9 and misondlerstands the context, See almost afl the commentaries on
Romans,

I"Om the conditional character of the Mosaic covenant, see R. E Clemenits, (U
Testament Theology: A Newr Approach (Atlanta: Enos, 1978 100-3: 116—1% David
Mol Freedman, “Divine Commitment and Homan Obligation: The Covenant
Theme," Inf 18 (1964), 419-31. Many think that a greater em is on the
condiionallty of the covenant, with & consequent ibmhltl&l:m law, look
place in the loter stages of the Old Testament and i early {see Ernat
Wirthwein, “Der Sinn des Gesetres im Alten Testament, " ZTE 55 [1958], 255-T0).
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reading, Paul is waming lews and [udairing Christians who are
insisting on adherence to the Jaw as essential mtt.usﬁﬁﬁﬁm that
the'ﬁ must live with the consequences and find their relationship
with God through that means that the law itself recognizes: doing
the commandments.'* Paul may not be claiming, then, that
Leviticus 18:5 promises eternal life to the doer. But he is insist
that whatever "life” one tries to find through the law can be I'nuﬁ
only by doing—a doing that, becanse of human sin, can never
achieve that goal nfml-:'}g.

The reader may think that I have just affirmed contradictory
points: that God did not give the law to save his people, and that
the law promises salvation if it is kept. But these two statements
are not incompatible. By the latter, | mean simply that the law, in
stating God's demand of his people Israel, promises them also that
successfully meeting that demand would bring them salvation.
But this is not to say that the law could ever in fact be obeyed so
fully by sinful human beings that it would save anyone; and God,
knowing this, never intended the law to save anyone. [t would be
as if I were to give a basketball to my son for the first time in his
life and tell him: “Here: if you make 100 free throws in a row, you
will not have to practice and train to become 2 basketball player.”
S0 God, in the law he gave to lsmel, implied that perfect
obedience would hﬁnﬁl eternal blessing and salvation; but he
niever gave the law with that purpose, knowing the impossibility
of fulfilling it. To use the terminology of covenant theology, the
law expresses a “hypothetical covenant of works.”"" In the law
God says in effect: “Here is who | am, and here is what you must
be if you want to stand before me.” In seeing the impossibility of
ever achieving by works the holiness that demands, the pious
Israelite would, as God intended, flee in faith to the mercy of God,
wherein can be found the only means of rdghteonsness actually
available to sinful humanity.

But there B no good reasom o think that the basic conception of the covenant
cha within the Old Testament,
For this general . gew Thomas Edward MoCombskey, The Covenamls
of Promize: A ogy of tee CHal Tesdanrend Covemaits (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982),
171-27; Andreas Lindemann, "Die igheit aus dem Gesetr. Erwlgungen
Fur hu.slew und zur Tes ; von Bamer 1057 ZNW T3 (19652), 2444
Hans-Jaac Eckstein, " ‘Mahe ist dir das Worl' Exegetische Erwigungen zu
R 108" ZNW 79 (1988), 204-6,
150 this poind and in agreement with our conchesions, see Boger T. Beckwith,
Tha Unity and ["n'm:rliq,r at God's Covenants,™ Tllll'l'lﬂlhl 38 (1987, 112-13%; of. also
Westerhalmy, [sreel’s Lwe, 184-50.






















































































































































