BIBLICAL ETHICS

2 Timothy 3:16-17

| Vol.I1,No. 6 ¢ lastitote for Christian Economics . ) June, 1979

The law of the Lord is fully and forever valid; as such it
holds moral authority over all men today, just as it did
previously during the Old Testament era. This biblical truth
has been substantiated in numerous ways in past studies --
from cardinal doctrines of the Christian faith, direct asser-
tions of God’s word, and all three of the major perspec-
tives on ethics. Christ spoke clearly and forcefully on the
subject when He said, “Do not think that | have come to
abrogate the law or the prophets; 1 have come not to
abrogate, but to fulfill. For verily 1 say unto you, until
heaven and earth pass away, urtil all things have come
about, not one letter or stroke shall by any means pass

~wayY from the law. Therefore, whoever breaks the least of
these commandments and teaches men so shall be cailed
least in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:17-19).

Those who oppose keeping the law or paying atten-
tion to its details today have a great deal to explain and
defend m light of the teaching of God’s word — for instance
the strong affirmation of the Lord quoted above. If the
validity of the law (or a portion thereof) has expired in the
New Testament, as some claim, then what are we to make
of scriptural assertions that God does not alter His
covenant word, does not allow subtraction from His com-
mandments, is unchanging in His moral character (which
the law reflects), and does not have a double-standard of
right and wrong? Why then is the writing of the Old

Ve Testament law on our hearts central to the New Covenant?
Why does the Bible say His commandments are

, everlasting? Why do New Testament writers say that the

entire Old Testament is our instruction in righteousness

and t0 be obeyed? Why do they cite its stipulations with
authority and use them to bolster their own teaching? Why

are we expected to model our behavior on Christ’s, while

we are told that He obeyed the law meticulously and per-

fectly? Why does the sanctifying work of the Hofy Spirit

entail the observance of God's law? Why does love sum-

marize the law in particular? Why does faith establish the

taw for us to keep, and why deas God's grace tesich us to

walk in the law’s path of righteousness? Why are we told

i numerous ways that the law brings blessing to thoss
who hoodh? Whv are the law’s reqmmmcnm never

[

-

criticized or explicitly repudiated in the New Testament?
Why are those who do not keep the law but claim to know
the Savior called liars? God’s inspired word says all of
these things and more. What reply can the detractors from
God’s law today make in the face of such insurméuntable
evidence of the law’s full validity?

The reply that is commonly, albeit fallaciously, made
is that we find details in the Old Testament law which are
somehow too strange or harsh to obey today, or we find
particular requirements in the law which we in fact do not
and should nci obser ve in our day. OF course, such replies
as these do not fuce the issues raised above. Surely God
was completsly aware of the law’s details when He
revealed those truths in His word which, as observed
above, contradict the relaxing, ignoring, or disobeying of
His law. If Scripture does not make an exception for us,
we do not have the moral prerogative to make exceptions
for ourselves when it comes to the law’s authority over us.
No extrabiblical standard, reason, or feeling can be
legitimately used to depart from the law of God, for God's
word has supreme and unchailengable authority. If the
Lord says that His commands are to be kept, no creature
may draw His word into question. So then, the attempt to
belittle obedience to God’s law today by pointing te
allegedly odd or harsh requirements inthat law is deomed
to theological failure. It also borders on disrespect for the
Lawgiver whose holiness is transcribed for the creature ir
God's law. “O man, who are you who replies agains|
God?” {Rem. 9:20). It i3 navar our place to bacorha judge:
of the law, for our calling to be doers of the law {Jas
411).

Nevertheless, there do seem to be Old Testamen
requirements which are not kept by New Testamen
Chrigtians, and there are some legal provisions which:Seen
culturally outdated or at least inapplicable to our modén
world. How are we to accommodate that fact =" withou
becoming judges of the law and without disregardin
Christ’'s declacaiion that every minor detail of the law ha
enduring wvalidity? The answer lies in recognizing the
nature of the various Old Testament laws, aeemg the kin
of catogoﬂa.mtowhldm\eyfall That is, it is necessary t



understand the laws of God according to their own charac- laws has been suipassed - the spreading of the radeemea

ter, purpose, and function. Only in that way will the law be
“lawtully used” (cf. | Tim. 1:8).
The most fundamental distinction to be drawn be-
tween Old Testament iaws is between moral laws and
~remonial laws. (Two divisions within each category
wnl be mentioned subsequently. ) This is not an arbitrary or
ad hoc division, for it manifests an underlying rationale or
principle. Moral laws reflect the absolute righteousness
and judgment of God, guiding man’s iife into the paths of
righteousness; such laws define holiness and sin, restrain
evil through punishment of infractions, and drive the sin-
ner to Christ for salvation. On the other hand, ceremonial
laws -- or redemptive provisions -- reflect the mercy of God
in saving- those who have violated His moral standards;
such laws define the way of redemption, typify Christ’s
saving economy, and maintain the holiness (or
“separation”) of the redeemed community. To illustrate
the difference between these two kinds of iaw, the Old
Testament prohibited stealing as a moral precept, but it
also make provision of the sacrificial system so that thieves
could have their sins forgiven. When Christ came He
obeyed perfectly every moral precept of God's law,
thereby qualifying as our sinless Savior; in order to save
us, He laid down His iife as a sacrificial iamb in atonement
for our transgressions, and therehy giving fulfillment to the
Old Testament foreshadows of redemption. While the
metal iaw sets forth the perpetual obligation of all men if
they are to be perfect as their Father in heaven is perfect,
the ceremonial law is “the gospel in figures,” proclaiming
riod’'s way Of redeinption for iinp.: fect sinners,
The Ceremonial iaw can be seen to have sub-divisions:
(1) laws directing the redemptive protess and therefore
typifying Christ -- for instance, regulations for sacrifice,
the temple, the priesthood, etc., and (2) laws which taught
the redemptive community its separation from the un-
believing nations -- for instance, prohibitions on unclean
meats (Lev.20:22-26), on unequal yoking of animals
(Deut. 2210), and on certain kinds of mixing of seed or
cloth {Deut.22:9, 11). None of these laws are observed
today in the manner of the Oid Testament shadows, and
yet they are confirmed for us. The principle they taught is
still valid. For instance, the ceremonial iaw prescribed the
necessity of shed blood for atonement (Lev. 17:11), and
accordingly when Christ made atonement for our sins once
for all, “it was therefore necessary” that He shed His
blood for us (Heb. 9:22-24); the Old Testament redemptive
system called for a Passover iamb to be sacrificed, and
Christ is that for us (i Cor.5:7; 1 Puter 1:19). The
ceremonial iaw separated Israel from the nations by
requiring a separation to be drawn between clean and un-
deen meets and by prohibiting the unequal yoking of
animals; in the New Testament the outward form of such

.

community to the Gentiles renders all meats clean (Acts
10), and the sacrifice of Christ has put the system of or-
dinances which separated the Jews and Gentiles out of
gear {Eph. 2:1 1-&0) -- but their basic requirement of holy
separation from tte unclean world of unbelief is still con-
firmed and in force {2 Cor. 6:14-7:1 ). The ceremontal law is
therefore confirmed forever by Christ, even though not
kept in its shadow-form by New Testament believers.

The morai law of God can likewise be seen in two
subdivisions, the divisions having simply a literary dif-
ference: (1) general or summary precepts of morality -- for
instance, the unspecified requirements of sexual purity
and honesty, “thou shalt not commit aduitery’” and “thou
shalt not steal,” and (2) commands which specify the
general precepts by way of illustrative application -- for in-
stance, prohibiting incest, homosexuality, defrauding
one’s workers, or muzzling the ox as he treads. The
Puritans termed these case-law applications of the
decalogue “judicial laws,” and they cormrectly held that we
are not bound today to keep these judicial laws as they are
worded (being tied in the language of an ancient
culture that has pawed away) but only required to tread
their underlying principles (or ‘‘general equity,” as they
called it). The Oid Testament required thet a railing be
pieced around one’s roof as a safety precaution, since
guests were entertained on the flat roofs of houses in
that ancient society; with our slopped roofs today we do
not need to have the same literal railing, but the general
underlying principle might very weii require us to have the
fence around «wr backyard swimming pool -- again, to
protect human life. There is abundant evidence that the
New Testament authoritatively cited and applied these
case-law illustrations to current situations. To use exarn-

pies mentioned above, the New Testament echos the Oid

Testament law in prohibiting incest (I Cor. 8:1),

homosexuality (Rem. 1:26-27, 32), defrauding employees

(Mark 1019), and muzzling the ox as he treads {l Tim.
518). Many more examples or ethical injunctions outside
of the Decalogue being enforced in the New Testament
are available. Therefore, we conclude that Jesus has
forever confirmed the morallaws of God, their summary
expressions es well as their case-law applications.

By recognizing the various categories of God’s Old
Testament law we can readily understand the continuing
vaiidity of every stroke of God’s commandments for today.
It is simply a matter of properly reading the law itself.

tFor further reading along these lines see Theonomy
in Christian Ethics, Craig Press, 1977, asp. chapter 9.
The book may be ordered from me for $10.60 &t 1219
Pineview Dr., Clinton, MS 39056; Include check lndld-l
dress. ) . o
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