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The	genre	of	law	&	covenant	
Objectives	of	this	lesson	

1. Explain why the return to the land turned out to be less exciting than the original 
returnees may have hoped for. 

2. Describe the different styles, but the singular goal, of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah. 

Some	key	terms	
Torah, Nevi’im, Ketuvim, Tanakh, life-giving instruction 

Introduction		
You may be one of those people who has pretty low expectations about the value of a lesson on 
the law and I wouldn’t blame you. Some would argue like this: 

• Paul didn’t seem to like it! He said, “You who want to follow the law have fallen from 
grace, you’re alienated from Christ.” 

• Didn’t Jesus come to save us from the law anyway?  
• From what little we know the law is 

o Bloody—sacrifices all the time and PETA would NOT approve. 
o Icky—people are unclean from bodily discharges—enough said 
o Strange—no bacon allowed, no shrimp, no blended fabrics and it’s anti-gay 
o Unenlightened, gross, cruel and strange not to mention 
o Just plain obsolete! 

But in spite of these negative and naïve assumptions I believe there are several good reasons why 
we should study the Law 

1. To understand it on 
its own terms first.  

Why could the Psalmist say, 
 
97 Oh, how I love your law! 
    I meditate on it all day long. 
98 Your commands are always with me 
    and make me wiser than my enemies. 
99 I have more insight than all my teachers, 
    for I meditate on your statutes. 

2. To understand the 
role it played in Israel’s 
story. 
 

Why did Moses say, 
 
Deuteronomy 4 7 What other nation is so great as to have their 
gods near them the way the Lord our God is near us whenever 
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we pray to him?8 And what other nation is so great as to have 
such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am 
setting before you today? 

3. To understand the 
role it plays, if any, in 
our story. 
 

Paul said good things about the law too! 
 
1 Timothy 18 We know that the law is good if one uses it 
properly. 
 
Romans 714 We know that the law is spiritual; but I am 
unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.  

Towards	a	solution	
If we’re going to learn from the Old Testament law and apply it correctly today, we need first of 
all to understand it. 

1)	What	does	“law,”	(Torah	in	Hebrew)	mean?	
A.	Can	refer	specifically	to	the	first	five	books	of	Moses:	the	Pentateuch	

Jewish tradition takes the first letter of each of the three Hebrew words T, N, and K to form the 
word Tanakh which is a simple way to refer to what Christians call the Old Testament.  

B.	Sometimes	refers	to	the	more	law-focused	of	these	5	books,	namely:	
• Exodus 19—24, the first formal statement of the law, or constitution, as we have referred 

to it before. Within the text itself this section is most likely referred to as the “Book of the 
Covenant” (Exodus 24:7) with its summary (the ten commands), brief listing of laws 
(19—23), and ratification (24:1-13). 

• Leviticus adds a lot of ceremonial and sacrificial law, explaining to Israel how to relate 
to God at the tabernacle. 

The books English Hebrew 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers & Deuteronomy Law Torah 

Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, 
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Book of 

the Twelve (minor prophets) 
Prophets Nevi’im 

Everything else Writings Ketuvim 
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• Deuteronomy is the more formalized and comprehensive statement of the law and is the 
most complete statement of the constitution of the nation. 

C.		Can	refer	generally	to	almost	any	statute	or	teaching	anywhere	in	the	
Old	Testament	
In Romans 3:10–18 Paul lays out a long list of violations from the Old Testament, which 
describe the failure of mankind to live up to the righteous standards of God and he concludes 
with the summary:  

19 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every 
mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 

For our purposes what is most curious is that Paul describes this long list of statements as 
coming from the law and they come from across the Old Testament—Psalms, Ecclesiastes, and 
Isaiah. 

D.		The	most	important	and	basic	meaning	
The most basic meaning that underlies all of these is probably not best translated with the 
English word law with all of its modern connotations of punishment, fines, and penalty. The idea 
involves instruction and not the kind of unwanted lecture you might have received as a kid, but 
desperately needed help. The ancient Israelite would have considered it life-giving instruction 
that enables one to survive in a hostile world. This is why the Psalmist would shout (119): 

97 Oh, how I love your law! 
    I meditate on it all day long. 
98 Your commands are always with me 
    and make me wiser than my enemies. 

This is why the psalmist and so many others really loved the law. It is why Moses boasted in 
Deuteronomy 4,  

7 What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God is near 
us whenever we pray to him?8 And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous 
decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 

When you read the word law from now on keep this semantic range of meaning in mind: 



 [OT LIT: LAW AND COVENANT GENRE]        Page 4 of 10 
 

 

2)	What	was	the	purpose	of	the	law?	
Many Christians whose only understanding of the law comes from certain verses in the book of 
Galatians assume that the only point of the law is to make the unbelieving person feel guilty for 
sin and turn to Christ. While there is some truth here, it’s like saying that the purpose of an 
airplane is to make noise. Results, no matter how valid, should not be confused with purpose. 
When God gave the law to Israel, He wasn’t primarily thinking of how to convict people of their 
sin, he had much more positive and immediate purposes for Israel in mind! 

A.	The	most	IMMEDIATE	point	
The most immediate point about which we have recently talked 
is to constitute 2.5 million sons of Jacob into one Nation of 
Israel. This body of laws and instruction provide a national 
identity (who are we and what are we about), culture (how we 
do life as a community) and values (what is most important to 
us). In short, it shows Israel how to flourish under the sweet rule 
of Yahweh. 

Remember that the law was given to people who were already redeemed (Exodus 12; faith in the 
blood of the Passover lamb) and in a relationship with God to show them how to live well with 
him as their king. To put this negatively the main purpose of the law was not to bring unsaved 
Israel to her knees, but to guide a believing nation in life. This is not just an Old Testament 
teaching, but reflects what Jesus says as well. “If you love me (have a relationship with me) 
you’ll keep my commands (the evidence of relationship)” (John 14:23. This positive idea of 
flourishing as a society is peppered throughout the words of the law as well. Consider the 
powerful words of Deuteronomy 5:29:  

Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands 
always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever! 

Clearly God desires that his people flourish, and the law outlines the pathway to such success. 
Despite the urban legends, the law was never intended to produce a relationship with God, it 
only measures and enhances it. 

5 books of Moses,
i.e., Pentateuch

Exodus 19-24, 
Leviticus, 

Deuteronomy

Any law, command
Statute, guideline

In the OT
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B.	The	most	IMPORTANT	point	
The most important point of the law is to reveal who 
God is—to show us his character and person. When the 
law prescribes how Israel should behave and who she 
is, the premise behind it all is that this is who God is 
and how he lives and interacts with his creation. That 
is, Israel should properly image or represent God on 
the earth. This means that she should live out God’s life 
and reflect him, so the prescribed behaviors for Israel 
are all based on the behavior of God. If God asks Israel 
to be truthful it is because first of all He is truthful. If God asks Israel to love it is because he 
loves. If God instructs Israel to “have no other gods before me” it is because he alone is supreme, 
and all others are imposters and anything else would be a destructive way of life. When Israelites 
read the law their first response (properly) was, “so this is what God is like” rather than “wow, I 
wonder what kind of penalty I’ll have to pay for breaking that one.”  

C.	An	IMPORTANT	side-effect	
I’m not sure if this should be listed as the 3rd purpose of the law or if we should now start 
speaking of results of the law. My concern here is simply to differentiate between what are main 
intentions and what are unintended consequences. Of course, with God we could argue that 
nothing is really unintended, but I hope you’ll understand my 
emphasis here. As much as God intended the law to guide believers 
how to live, the truth is that there were also many unbelieving 
Israelites who lived in the nation too. In fact, during sometimes in her 
history the nation was probably filled with more unbelievers than 
believers! In times like those the law takes on a different role, so to 
speak. If unbelievers choose not to follow the law, then in their 
disobedience the law will show the nation how and when they fall 
short. Deuteronomy 28:15–68 is a powerful passage that details the 
curses, which God will bring on the nation for deliberate 
disobedience. We’ll study this passage later when we look at the 
book of Deuteronomy. Perhaps an illustration will help here. Any parent who has raised children 
understands that she desperately wants to comfort, encourage and instruct a child in positive 
ways, but if a child is obstinate then the same person who has positive intentions and desires 
becomes a disciplinary force of correction, but all parties, both parent and child, are happier if 
the former roles can be played. In this context let me also address a few urban (or 21st century) 
myths associated with the law:  

	 	 1.	The	law	was	never	intended	as	a	means	of	earing	merit	with	God.	
Although the Pharisees may be the posterchildren for this understanding, we should realize that 
Jesus was always fighting against their misconceptions about the law.  
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	 	 2.	The	law	never	required	sinless	perfection	
People have misunderstood James’ admonition that if you break the law in one point you’ve 
broken it in every point (2:10). In the context James is simply saying that you can’t pick and 
choose what parts of the law you’ll obey and that the sin of favoritism toward the rich is just as 
serious a sin as murder (see the whole context of his argument in 2:8-11). He was not trying to 
discourage the faithful to give up on a hopeless task of faithfully following God’s rules. God 
knew Israel would sin—and would sin often—which is exactly why he provided forgiveness 
through sacrifice throughout the law.  

	 	 3.	The	punishments	in	the	law	are	redemptive	in	their	intent.	
The curses in Deuteronomy do not simply punish without purpose; rather they get Israel’s 
attention to draw her back to God. The goal was to drive Israel away but to redemptively guide 
her back toward the path of obedience. We will see this later in the latter chapters of 
Deuteronomy especially. 

D.		To	isolate	and	protect	Israel	from	the	Canaanites	and	a	culture	of	
death	until	Messiah	came.	
Because God desired for Israel to be his witness among the 
nations it was very important that they not simply become 
like the nations. Many of the powerful cultural and social 
aspects of the law served as protective barriers shielding 
Israel from too much interaction with the nations and 
preserving her special relationship with God. For example, a 
kosher diet required Israel to arbitrarily (yes, I said 
arbitrarily) and seriously restrict their dietary choices. While this may or may not have had 
beneficial results for her nutrition (a very doubtful idea) it certainly did make social interaction 
(read going out to eat) with the pagan nations around her difficult. If you know orthodox Jewish 
people who hold to a kosher (clean) diet then it is highly unlikely that they’ve ventured over to a 
Gentile’s house for dinner.  

This simple thing kept the nation culturally and spiritually distinct and served to preserve her 
identity for thousands of years. Did it work? Just look at history. Do you know of any other 
socio-religious groups from the ancient world that survive today? Ever seen any Hittites, 
Amorites, or Moabites today? But do you see Israelites? And now you know one of the reasons 
why.  

E.	To	give	physical	object	lessons	of	spiritual	realities	
	 	 1.	Don’t	sow	a	field	with	two	kinds	of	seeds,	or	create	a	fabric	with	two	kinds	of	
material	
This is another one of those seemingly arbitrary laws because they seem so unscientific and 
purposeless in their realms, at least to our minds. That is, there is no agricultural danger in 
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different kinds of plants and no fashion danger in different threads—but that was never the point 
in the first place. One of the most significant battles between God and his rebellious creation is 
the battle for truth, and one of Satan’s best strategies is to destroy truth by mixing it with error. 
This is why in our choices today of entertainment, media, and information we must be careful to 
sort out all the competing voices lest we mix error into our worldview that should be about what 
is true. Every time a young boy would ask a father about why the law prescribed one seed per 
field or a young girl asked a mother the law concerning fabrics, these were divinely appointed 
object lessons to raise the discussion to more important concepts of truth, worship, and 
worldview.  

	 	 2.	Clean	and	unclean	is	an	elaborate	system	(object	lesson)	that	teaches	the	
pervasiveness	of	the	curse,	sin,	death,	and	Israel’s	separation	from	God.	
The book of Leviticus particularly investigates this object lesson and though we can glean some 
valuable lessons from it, some questions still remain. There is no one-to-one correspondence 
between clean and holy or between unclean and unholy, but generally, what makes a person 
unclean are things associated with the curse and death. Admittedly this does not apply in the 
realm of foods, but we’ve discussed that above under heading, D.  

The point of the system seems to be one’s ability to approach God at the Tabernacle or Temple. 
Only those in a state of cleanness are able to do so, so if the goal is to have fellowship with God 
then he must be mindful of one’s cleanness and through this series of laws it becomes clear how 
hard it is to approach God and causes one to yearn for some kind of overall cleansing from God. 

	 	 3.	“Don’t	boil	a	kid	in	its	mother’s	milk”	(Deut	14).	
This may look on the surface as though God imposes rules on the chef, and although there may 
be some truth to the idea, it likely goes much deeper. The tender relationship between a mother 
and her offspring can be seen in the nurturing care of nursing a baby. The milk, which is the 
essence of life and sustenance for a kid, is produced by the mother’s body and is an expression of 
self-sacrifice and giving. To use that same milk as a means to prepare the slaughtered offspring 
for dinner is a twisting of the original purpose. It treats what is in some sense so special and 
tender, or even sacred, as a trivial thing. There is an underlying and inherent morality to the way 
God designed life and relationships to work that should not be violated. This law is intended to 
turn one’s attention to the goodness of God’s creation and beckons the Israelite to participate in 
God’s goodness, mercy, and care and not to work against it in every area of life. 

Summary	
You can see from these five reasons that the law was not a simple document with just one 
purpose. It was highly complex and accomplished a multitude of good things in the life of the 
nation of Israel. Primarily, though, it is a national document setting the standards for an ancient 
nation, which no longer exists, at least with God as its king, and this is a pretty important starting 
point for understanding how we should relate to it today. 
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3)	Why	do	we	not	follow	the	law	today?	
It usually takes just one short reading of the law for most people to be predisposed against 
following the law today and if you’ve ever seen an animal sacrificed (or at least slaughtered) 
you’d probably be relieved as well. But it would be dishonest to take just any excuse because it 
seemed repulsive to our current western sensibilities or maybe because it looked like a lot of 
work. Again, just to be sure we’re thinking correctly, let me first list some wrong reasons (and 
explain why they’re wrong) for not following the law. 

A.		Some	poor	reasons	
	 	 First		
We shouldn’t abandon the law because we wrongly think that “it was a way of earning merit 
with God.” This was never the case! And even though the Pharisees may have thought so doesn’t 
mean this is how Moses intended it. After all, the Pharisees got most things wrong, so why 
should we ever think that their concept of the law was a healthy one? 

	 	 Second	
We shouldn’t abandon the law because we wrongly think that “now, in the New Testament we 
have replaced all ‘rules’ (law) with ‘freedom’ (grace).” This sadly misunderstands both law and 
grace! Grace is not the absence of life-giving-instruction; rather, it is the power to do it! In fact, 
there are just as many commands and rules to follow in the New Testament as in the Old 
Testament. If we think we’re getting away from specific and detailed rules, then we probably 
haven’t spent enough time in the teachings of Jesus (Matthew 5) or Paul (Romans 12)! 

B.		Some	better	reasons	
	 	 First	
The most simple and straightforward reason why we don’t follow the law today is that it was the 
constitution of an ancient nation, of which none of us are citizens. The law was a mix of 
theological and civil codes that formed the constitution of an ancient, theocratic nation. It’s true 
that God was the main ruler (thus “theocratic” [rule by God] versus “democratic” [rule by the 
people]), but its main function was still that of a legal and national document. Unless somehow 
you live in the land of Israel, and you have access to a reliable time machine so that you are 
currently living somewhere between the years of 1500 BC and the time of Jesus, chances are you 
are living under a different national constitution. 

	 	 Second	
God’s program has now expanded far beyond one nation. God’s extended people in the church 
get our identity, culture, and values in Christ and a new constitution (covenant).  

More specifically, the law contained not just moral, but also civil codes (tax laws, building 
codes, etc.) that were specific to that nation. Today, in the United States at least, we live under a 
multitude of civil laws. From regulations about how and where and when to park a car to how we 
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can wire a house or build a foundation to when and where and how much we should pay in taxes 
are all part of the civil codes of the counties, states and the federal government where we live. 
These have taken the place of those civil laws about taxation and building and agriculture that 
applied, again, to ancient Israelite citizens. In the Old Testament “God’s people” all lived in just 
one nation where all of these laws could easily apply to them. In the New Testament “God’s 
people” come from every nation in the world and each person is encouraged in the book of 
Romans and elsewhere to live peaceably under the civil codes of their respective countries, 
rather than those of Israel. 

	 	 Third	
We don’t follow the law of Israel today because many laws concerning worship have been 
superseded because of the “seed’s” coming. Because the center of worship has moved from the 
tabernacle to the “One who has tabernacled among us” (John 1), the old laws that governed 
worship at the tabernacle and Temple have now become obsolete (Hebrews 9). After the one 
sacrifice of all time has come all other sacrifices are now rendered unnecessary. The new 
testament still speaks of “sacrifices” but only in a metaphorical way as the living sacrifice of 
one’s own body/life (Romans 12:1-2) or as the “sacrifice of praise” (Hebrews 13:15).  

4)	Why	do	we	still	study	the	law	today?		
Just because we don’t follow the law does not mean that there isn’t real profit in studying it! 
Previously we’ve stated that the most important purpose of the law was to reveal who God is and 
it still does that just fine. So, I would say that the first reason is it still reveals much about the 
character of God. 

Second, we can still learn a lot about how to live. Loving one’s neighbor as we love ourselves is 
a universal law that was true even before it was written down by Moses and is true long after the 
Mosaic Law as a whole has been set aside. Many, many of the laws of the Old Testament fit in 
this category, which is why, at least nine of the original ten commands are also repeated in the 
New Testament. 

Finally, the law provides the necessary background to understanding God’s program in Christ to 
redeem and restore his creation. The story of Jesus begins in Genesis 3 (not in the Gospels) and 
the rest of the Old Testament, including the law, contributes to the ongoing drama of the 
salvation story that ultimately points toward, and helps us understand, who Jesus is and what he 
is doing in the pages of the New Testament. 

5)	How	should	I	respond	to	Old	Testament	laws?	
We all would be most content if there was a kind of silver-bullet that solved every question 
easily about how to learn from Old Testament laws, but there isn’t. The law is complex and 
God’s word is complex and it takes both knowledge and skill to carefully understand how we 
should respond to these laws. Here is a start: 
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A.		Figure	out	what	the	law	meant	to	Israel.		
I know this is more easily said than done—one must understand the background from the 
storyline, history, culture, and practices. Learning all of the lessons from this class is the first 
step on a long journey, so congratulations for sticking with it so far! 

B.	Ask,	“Was	the	lesson	derived	from	the	unchanging	character	of	
God	and	therefore	still	valid,	or	did	it	have	to	do	with	God’s	individual	
mission	for	a	temporary	nation?”	
For example, laws against idolatry and at least nine of the ten commands repeated in the NT and 
are valid today for Christians. But food laws and sacrificial laws had only to do with the nation 
before Messiah came and brought the Spirit. The book of Hebrews covers several of these issues. 

C.	The	New	Testament	almost	always	embraces	the	ethical	
values	of	the	Old	Testament	
This is true even if it doesn’t call for the same enforcement since the Church, unlike the nation of 
Israel, is not a government that can or should enforce civil laws. For example, you will 
sometimes hear the half-truth that Jesus never spoke about a particular topic, such as gender 
identity, with the implication that he had no views on the subject. The more biblically faithful 
understanding is that Jesus was in agreement with the ethical values of the Old Testament and his 
silence on a subject only implies that he had nothing to add. 

Conclusion	
The law is a very wonderful and complex piece of revelation and the more we grow in wisdom 
and understand its multi-faceted nature the better able we’ll be able to discern what we follow 
and what we don’t. Even when there is a law that we might not follow, the wise interpreter will 
seek the underlying principle under the specific rule and seek to learn how the wisdom might be 
utilized in our culture and situation. At least you have some major categories in which to think 
about the law such as “What does it reveal about God” and “How does it contribute to the story 
of redemption” and “How would this law guide Israel to flourish as a nation?” So, while some 
specific questions might remain, I trust that the most important questions about the Law have 
been answered for you! 

 


