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Note: this is taken from some info I put together when we worked through the book of Exodus at Salt Church in 

2016. I hope it helps you make sense of how Christians interact with the OT law (or at least how I think we do). 

- Geoff 

 

OBEY I NG The Law of God 
God is holy & we belong to him as his holy people. We have the joy of declaring his praises & we want to be 

people who are eager to obey him!  

But what does it look like to obey God now?  

And what do we do with all those laws, like these ones:  

If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not treat it like a business deal; charge 

no interest (22:25) 

The fat of my festival offerings must not be kept until morning (23:18) 

Do not show favoritism to a poor person in a lawsuit. (23:3) 

Celebrate the Festival of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in your crops from the field 

(23:16) 

Do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk (23:19) 

Christians rightly wonder how to treat God’s laws to Israel. We’re meant to obey God. But do we obey God by 

keeping the OT Law? All of the laws? None of them? The 10 commandments? Or do we split the law into 

moral, civil & ceremonial laws, & only obey the ‘moral’ sections? 

It has a huge impact on understanding who we are & what obeying God looks like for Christians.  

The notes below are fairly comprehensive (i.e. they’re long!) So skim them if you just want an overview of the 

topic, or dig deeper if you want to explore more. There’s a summary at the end too. 

Disclaimer: I’m drawing from Brian Rosner’s book Paul & the Law: Obeying the Commands of God, which I’d recommend if you want to 

explore more. You can also listen to 6 lectures of it here: myrrh.library.moore.edu.au/handle/10248/7622 

 

THE BIG PICTURE 
I am a Husband, a Father & a Son. I am all these things at once, but I function differently depending on who 

I’m interacting with. For instance, I don’t parent my wife. I don’t ask my sons for advice like I do with my Dad. 

I make decisions with my Mum in a different way to how I make them with my wife. 

The law is kind of like that. It functions in different ways, depending on who it is interacting with. A lot of our 

misunderstandings with the law come because it is complicated & so we look at things from the wrong 

perspective. 

There are 4 key ways that the OT law given to Moses functions. The law functions: 

A) As Law-Covenant with Israel → it teaches Israel how to obey God so they can stay in the covenant he 

has made with them & have life 

B) As Fulfilled by Jesus → Jesus fulfils the requirements of the law for us & then transforms how we obey 

God: no longer by obeying the OT law but by keeping the law of Christ & walking by the Spirit 
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C) As Prophecy for Christians → the OT law works as prophecy for Christians by pointing to the need 

for Jesus & helping us understand him, so it’s profitable to read it for our instruction 

D) As Wisdom for Christians → We don’t look directly to the OT commandments to work out how to 

obey God; we look to Jesus for direction. But the OT law teaches us ‘wisdom’. The law is useful for 

instructing, rebuking, correcting & training us in righteousness because we see God’s character & 

that guides our behaviour 

A) THE LAW AS COVENANT WITH ISRAEL 
In Exodus 3, God appears to Moses in the not-burning-up bush & says: ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my 

people in Egypt’ (3:7). A key point from this is that God already has a relationship with Israel, ‘my people’, so 

the law doesn’t create this. And when Israel is at the foot of Mount Sinai, God has already rescued them from 

Egypt: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, & how I carried you on eagles’ wings & brought you to myself’ 

(19:4). So their relationship with God is not a reward for obedience. God takes all the steps to save them. 

Then at Mount Sinai God makes a ‘covenant’ with Israel. Covenant is a 

fancy word for agreement or deal – kind of like how a husband & wife 

make a marriage ‘covenant’ on their wedding day. There’s a few 

covenants in the bible: from God to Noah, Abraham, Israel, David, and 

the new covenant in Jeremiah 31 (some Christian scholars add a few 

more covenants to this list as well). 

Put simply, God’s covenant to Israel through Moses is this: ‘If you obey me fully & keep my covenant, then out of 

all nations you will be my treasured possession…’ (19:5). The law God gives Moses (Chap 20-23) shows Israel 

what it looks like to ‘fully obey’ God as they live as his people. God promises 

to keep blessing them & to remain among them. Israel promises to obey 

all God’s commandments, decrees & regulations so they can continue to 

be God’s treasured people. 

For Israel, the law functions as a Covenant. Now that God has chosen, 

rescued them & covenanted with them, the law teaches them how to live 

as God’s people in God’s land under God’s rule to receive God’s ongoing 

blessings. 

Does the Law-as-Covenant with Israel bring eternal life? 

1 big question we have is: could Israel have had eternal life by keeping the covenant? There’s a clear promise 

that obedience leads to life. God says: ‘Keep my decrees & laws, for the person who obeys them will live by them’ 

(Leviticus 18:5). 

Initially that ‘life’ is pictured as physical & temporal blessings. Obedience leads to prosperous & long life in 

the Promised Land (see the blessings in Deut 28:1-14). 

But by the time of the NT, as God continues to reveal more of himself, that promise is pictured as ‘eternal 

life’. Jesus alludes to Leviticus 18 when the Rich Young Ruler asks him: ‘Teacher, what good thing must I do to 

get eternal life?’ Jesus replies: ‘If you want to enter life, keep the commandments’ (Matt 19:17). Similarly, Paul says: 

‘To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, [God] will give eternal life. But for 

those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger.’ (Rom 2:7-8).  

Israel – already chosen and rescued by God – could have had eternal life with God if they kept the covenant 

& obeyed God. But they don’t – not because there’s a problem with the law; no ‘the law is holy, & the 

commandment is holy, righteous & good’ (Rom 7:12). They don’t because there’s a problem with them. Sinful 

Israel repeatedly refuse to obey God in the law & keep their covenant. Like a mirror the law shows their sin. 

“The law shows Israel 

what it looks like to ‘fully 

obey’ God as they live as 

His chosen people…” 

“Israel could have had 

eternal life with God if 

they kept the covenant 

& obeyed God. But 

they don’t…” 
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So Paul can look back at Israel & declare: ‘No one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law; 

rather, through the law we become conscious of our sin (Rom 3:20). The only hope for Israel is a righteousness 

God gives ‘apart from the law… through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe…’ (Rom 3:21-22). 

B) THE LAW FULFILLED BY JESUS CHRIST 
It seems like an obvious step to move straight from Israel to us, right? We see Israel’s sin & we know we’re 

just as sinful! Many Christian traditions have taught that for Christians, the purpose of the law is to reveal our 

sin. It functions like a mirror for us, just as it did for Israel. A common teaching strategy (I used to do it!) is to 

show people the 10 commandments & ask if they’ve kept them all. Of course none of us have, so the law 

highlights our need for Jesus, just as it did for Israel. 

It’s not our Law 

But I think this is a mistake for 1 big reason. The law to Israel is not our law. God didn’t make that covenant 

with all nations, just with the Jews. In the NT Jews are described as those ‘under the law’. But Gentiles are 

never described as being ‘under the law’, nor are we ever told to keep, obey, walk in or do the law. 

What we have in common is not that we’re under the law, but that ‘both Jews & Greeks are under sin’ (Rom 3:9). 

We’re not condemned for our failure to keep the Mosaic covenant, because it’s not our covenant. But we’re 

still condemned: ‘All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, & all who sin under the law will 

be judged by the law’ (Rom 2:12).  

We’re condemned for our sin apart from the law – our failure to respond rightly 

to whatever God has revealed about himself, whether that’s simply us 

suppressing the truth about God seen in creation (Rom 1:18), or for those who 

have heard about Jesus, our response to him. Gentiles have some sense of God’s 

will - ‘the requirements of the law are written on their hearts’ (Rom 2:15) - but this is 

only enough to condemn us for failing to treat God as we ought to. On the other 

side of the cross the work of God we’re judged against is not the 10 

Commandments, but what Jesus says: ‘This is the work of God: to believe in the one he has sent’ (John 6:29).  

How does Jesus fulfil the Law? 

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says: ‘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). How Jesus ‘fulfils’ the law is explained further in 

Hebrews: ‘Although he was a son, [Jesus] learned obedience through what he suffered. And being made perfect, he 

became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him’ (Heb 5:8-9). Jesus alone is the perfectly obedient 

Israelite, obedient to God in his life, suffering & death. He offered himself in our place to bring eternal 

salvation. By faith in Christ Jesus both Jews & Gentiles are no longer condemned, 

but are ‘justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus ’ 

(Rom 3:24).  

Now, in a fairly shocking thing for a Jew to say, the Law which was never fulfilled by 

any Jew is fully fulfilled in us because we’re in Christ & are treated as if His 

righteousness is our righteousness. Jesus’ offering for sin was made: ‘in order that 

the righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according 

to the flesh but according to the Spirit’ (Rom 8:3-4) 

 

 

“Gentiles are never 

told to keep, 

obey, walk in or 

do the law…” 

Jesus’ offering for 

sin was made: ‘in 

order that the 

righteous 

requirement of 

the law might be 

fully met in us…” 
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We are in the New Covenant 

Jesus has fulfilled the Law for us, & that means there is a different covenant altogether. God made the old 

covenant with Israel through Moses. We were never part of that one. But knowing Israel would fail to keep it, 

God promises a new different & more all-encompassing covenant: 

 “This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel after that time,” declares the Lord. “I will put my 

law in their minds & write it on their hearts. I will be their God, & they will be my people.  

No longer will they teach their neighbor, or say to one another, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know 

me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the Lord. For I will forgive their wickedness & will 

remember their sins no more.” (Jer 31:31-34) 

At the Last Supper Jesus inaugurates this covenant, when he shares a cup of wine & says: ‘“Drink from it, all of 

you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. (Matt 26:27-28). 

Paul reflects on this moment & shows this connection too: ‘In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, 

saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood’ (1 Cor 11:25). This covenant is not just for Israel but for all 

who trust Jesus & find forgiveness in him. 

We obey the ‘Law of Christ’ not the OT Law 

So since Christ fulfils the OT law & has established the new covenant, the OT law no longer functions for 

anyone as Covenant, neither Jew nor Gentile. Jesus’ death & resurrection has led to ‘abolishing the law of 

commandments’ (Eph 2:15). Now ‘Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes ’ (Rom 

10:4). The forgiveness of sins & knowledge of God promised in the new Covenant are reality now as the 

gospel is believed & the Spirit unites us to Christ. 

As God’s Holy People it is still crucial that we obey our Holy God: ‘Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in 

all you do’ (1 Pet 1:15). But we don’t look to the law now to work out what it means to obey God. What (or 

who) we obey is ‘the law of Christ’ (1 Cor 9:21). This is the most ‘controversial’ thing in what I’m saying, so look 

at a key verse of Paul describing his mission strategy. 

To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not 

under the law), 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 (1 Cor 9:20-21) 

See here the Jews are ‘under the law’ whilst Gentiles are outside it – it’s not our law. 

But notice for Paul, as a Jewish Christian, he’s ‘not under the law’ anymore. He’s freed 

from the Law-as-Covenant & now he’s ‘under Christ’s law’. He obeys ‘God’s law’ of 

course, because he’s not free from obeying God. But he obeys God not by obeying 

the OT Law-covenant but by being ‘under Christ’s law’ - by submitting to Jesus’ 

lordship over him. 

The OT law is replaced by Jesus as Lord. Jesus says: ‘All authority in heaven & on earth has been given to me, so 

therefore go & make disciples of all nations… teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you’ (Matt 28:18-

20). What Jesus commands is essentially ‘love’. When asked what the most important commandment is, Jesus 

sums up the OT law like this… 

“Paul obeys 

God not by 

obeying the OT 

Law Covenant 

but by being 

‘under Christ’s 

law’…” 



5 

“The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the 

Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart & with all your soul & with all 

your mind & with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ 

(Mark 12:29-31).  

As we love like Christ & in obedience to him we fulfil the OT law in a way Israel never 

did, because ‘whoever loves others has fulfilled the law…love is the fulfillment of the law’ 

(Rom 13:8-10). The rest of the NT explores what this love looks like for the new 

people of God in all sorts of relationships & situations.  

It’s crucially important that we obey God – that’s the very thing he saved us for! For 

a Jew they would look to the Law to find out what God’s will was. For us we look not 

to the law but to our Lord Jesus & the apostles he commissioned to teach us.  

Some of what they say draws directly from the OT law, with it as a foundation that 

they build on. But not all of what they say is from the law, & in Jesus it is sometimes changed & replaced, for 

instance, when Jesus says ‘A new command I give you: Love one another’ (John 13:34, my emphasis). 

We walk ‘by the Spirit’ not by the OT Law 

The thing that guides our obedience is not the OT Law but Jesus. The thing that causes us to obey is not 

external commandments but the internal work of the Spirit. Christians ‘do not live according to the flesh but 

according to the Spirit’ (Rom 8:3-4). Jesus redeemed ‘those who were under the law’ so they can walk by the Spirit, 

which is a totally different & mutually exclusive way of living: ‘if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the 

law’ (Gal 4:5, 5:18).  

This is essentially what God promised in Jeremiah 30 & Ezekiel 36, that the law would be written on our hearts 

& that we’d know God directly & have a new Spirit. The Holy Spirit causes us to obey God & live in a way that 

pleases him now. 

So is the OT law irrelevant for Christians now? 

It might seem like I’m saying the OT law is totally irrelevant for Christians. But not at all! It’s just not relevant 

as covenant to secure ongoing relationship with God & His blessings – Jesus does that. And it’s not relevant 

as commands to obey – we obey Christ & submit to his Lordship as we’re directed by the Spirit. And it’s not 

relevant as the first place to show us what God’s will is – we look to Christ & his teaching & example. But it is 

still relevant & incredibly necessary in 2 big ways: 

C) THE LAW AS PROPHECY FOR CHRISTIANS 
Since Jesus fulfils the OT law we expect the law will point to Jesus. In this sense the law functions as ‘prophecy’. 

It points to the need for Jesus, anticipates his arrival & helps us understand his work. This is clearest in the 

laws about sacrifices & offerings. The sacrificial laws in the Old Covenant were a ‘shadow’ to highlight the 

need of a perfect offering from a perfect High Priest. The ‘reality’ is here with Jesus. This is the argument of 

Hebrews 5-10:  

‘The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming – not the realities themselves. For this reason 

it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near 

to worship. Otherwise, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been 

cleansed once for all… But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins. It is impossible for the blood of 

bulls and goats to take away sins’ (Heb 10:1-4) 

 

 

“We obey God – 

that’s the very 

thing he saved 

us for!” 

“We look not to 

the law but to 

our Lord Jesus…” 
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But now the ‘reality’ is here. Jesus is a High Priest who is:  

‘…Holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners’, & who ‘unlike the other high priests does not need to offer 

sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, & then for the sins of the people’. Instead he ‘offered for all 

time one sacrifice for sins’ (Heb 7:26-27, 10:12). 

What this shows us is that Christians can look at a law like this one – ‘The fat of my festival offerings must not 

be kept until morning’ (Ex 23:18) – & see it point to Jesus.  

How the OT laws point to Jesus is more obvious with some commandments than others, & is especially clear 

when NT writers make connections for us. But the OT law is like all the OT. It all points us to Jesus, who says: 

‘Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets & the Psalms.” Then he 

opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures’ (Luke 24:44-45). 

 

D) THE LAW AS WISDOM for Christians 
The other way the law functions for Christians is as ‘wisdom’. By that I 

don’t mean the law gives us good advice we can take or leave. I mean 

what Paul means when he tells Timothy to keep reading ‘the Holy 

Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in 

Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is God-breathed & is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting & training in righteousness,  so that the servant of God may be 

thoroughly equipped for every good work’ (2 Tim 3:15-16). 

One way God directs our obedience is by giving commandments to be exactly obeyed. Another way is by 

‘wisdom, by ‘teaching, rebuking, correcting & training us’. God gives wisdom by showing us His character & 

the shape of reality so we can learn to live in line with it. 

Wisdom in Creation 

We see God’s character in all the things he says & does & commands. So for example when God created the 

world he stamped his character into it & Proverbs pictures this as ‘Wisdom’ working alongside God: 

By wisdom the Lord laid the earth’s foundations, by understanding he set the heavens in place; by his 

knowledge the watery depths were divided, & the clouds let drop the dew (Prv 3:19-20) 

Later on in Proverbs God’s character is personified as ‘Lady Wisdom’ & she says: 

I was there when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep, when 

he established the clouds above & fixed securely the fountains of the deep, when he gave the sea its 

boundary so the waters would not overstep his command, & when he marked out the foundations of the 

earth. Then I was constantly at his side. I was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in his 

presence, rejoicing in his whole world & delighting in mankind. “Now then, my children, listen to me; blessed 

are those who keep my ways. Listen to my instruction & be wise; do not disregard it (Prv 8:27-33) 

Because God built his good character into creation, the wise person looks at the world & sees right & wrong 

ways to act, & then lives rightly. Proverbs gives hundreds of examples of what God’s character in creation 

looks like. 

Wisdom in the Law 

God does the same thing with the law: he stamps his good character into it. As Christians we don’t look to 

the law to see exact commandments to obey – we’re already seen that we look to Jesus. But in the Law we 

see examples of God’s character & what he values, loves & hates so we can imitate & please Him. 

“God gives wisdom by 

showing us His character 

& the shape of reality so 

we can learn to live in 

line with it” 
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For example, when God says ‘You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above 

or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them’, the reason He 

gives is ‘because I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God’ (Ex 20:4-5). God’s character is that He’s jealous for his 

own glory, He won’t share it, He won’t be represented by a physical image that can only ever reduce His 

infinite glory. We serve that same unchanging God now. 

Or God says this: ‘If people are fighting & hit a pregnant woman & she 

gives birth prematurely but there is no serious injury, the offender must be 

fined whatever the woman’s husband demands & the court allows. But if 

there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for 

tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, 

bruise for bruise.’ (Ex 21:22-25).  

There’s a few things about God’s character here. He desires peace not 

conflict so gives laws to bring it about. He desires justice so there’s fair repayment done between two fighting 

parties, even down to giving bruise for bruise. He doesn’t see an unborn child as a fetus & potential human 

but as a boy or girl made in His image, so justice & protection extends even to the unborn child. 

Or here’s an example from the NT. Paul’s urging the Corinthians to give up their rights in order to help the 

less mature Christians in their church. He does this by saying it’s his right to be paid by the Corinthians as 

their pastor instead of having to also work, but when he was with them he gave up that right. The way he 

shows that it’s his right is to quote from Deut 25:4:  

‘Do I say this merely on human authority? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? For it is written in the Law 

of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” 

Is it about oxen that God is concerned?  Surely he says this for us, 

doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because whoever plows & 

threshes should be able to do so in the hope of sharing in the 

harvest. If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much 

if we reap a material harvest from you? If others have this right 

of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more? But we did 

not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather 

than hinder the gospel of Christ’ (1 Cor 9:6-12).  

Even a Law about oxen at harvest time shows God’s character to us & guides our behaviour now. In fact, Paul 

actually says ‘this was written for us’ – not written for our obedience but for our instruction, as wisdom to see 

God’s character. 

Again how the OT laws show God’s character & give us wisdom is more obvious with some commands than 

others, & is especially clear when NT writers make connections for us. I have absolutely no idea what this law 

shows about God’s character: ‘Do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk’ (Ex 23:19)! But just as the whole 

OT shows us God’s character for our instruction so does the law. Our job is to work hard to understand who 

our God is based on what He’s revealed about himself in scripture, so we can joyfully imitate Him. 

Is there a ceremonial, civil & moral divide in the Law 

As a passing comment, some Christian traditions have split the OT law into 3 parts: ceremonial (the sacrifices 

& festivals), civil (laws for life as a community) & moral law (the right & wrong things God commands). These 

traditions say that for Christians the ceremonial law is fulfilled in Christ & done away with.  

The civil laws were for the Jews only in a different time in history so are no longer relevant (although some, 

like the Amish, say we should still obey these & structure our societies by them). But the moral laws are 

binding on Christians & we should still obey them exactly today. I think this is misguided for at least 3 reasons.  

“In the Law we see 

examples of God’s 

character - what he values, 

loves & hates - so we can 

imitate & please Him” 

“Even a Law about oxen at 

harvest time shows God’s 

character to us & guides 

our behaviour now” 
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1st there’s no good indication in the Law that it splits itself into these 3 sections. These Christian traditions 

tend to subjectively divide the laws up & then argue together about how it divides. This is an unresolvable 

argument – there is no objective way to divide the law into 3 parts because it doesn’t have 3 parts.  

2nd Christians are under the law of Christ not the Law-as-Covenant. We don’t obey the OT Law directly, even 

the moral law. We submit to Christ & his new commandment of love as we’re led by the Spirit.  

3rd even if this 3-fold division was legit, the whole law is wisdom for Christians, not just the moral law. So when 

Paul appeals to the law about oxen treading out grain this would be the civil law that’s been done away with, 

not moral law that’s binding on us. But Paul says it was written for us & it ought to guide us now. 

 

 

E) SUMMING IT ALL UP (IN CASE YOU GOT LOST) 
For Israel the Law in Exodus is a Covenant God made with them. They fail to keep it & this points 

them to the need for a new covenant & a saviour.  

For Gentiles that OT Law was never our law. We fail to respond to God rightly based on what we 

know about him & this points us to our need for a saviour. Jesus is that saviour, who fulfils the law, 

saves us & becomes our Lord. We submit to him as we obey him & love, as the Spirit leads us.  

For Christians the OT Law functions 1st as prophecy to point us to Jesus & help us understand him 

& his work, & 2nd as wisdom to show us God’s character so we can eagerly obey him. 

An Illustration: an ex-President 

As a (hopefully helpful) illustration, the OT law for Christians is kind of like an ex-President of the USA. When 

they were President they needed to be listened to. Not to obey the laws they instituted is tantamount to 

treason. But now they’re the ex-President what they say & do is no longer binding on the people as law.  

That doesn’t mean they’re irrelevant though. The fact they’re an ex-President points to a new President who 

has replaced them (like Law-as-Prophecy). And they also still deserve respect & can teach us because they 

did once govern the country (like Law-as-Wisdom).  

And they still get bodyguards… which is probably irrelevant & where the illustration breaks down.  

 

 

- Geoff 


