
OLD  TESTAMENT LITERATURE - Dr. Chris Miller
Session 8 - THE LAW

The study of Law and Covenant
(Do we really have to?)

INTRO

● Paul didn’t seem to like it ‘ “You who want to follow the law have fallen from grace,

you’re alienated from Christ”  (Gal)

● Didn’t Jesus come to save us from the law? (sin, not the law)

● From what little we know the law is

○ Bloody -- sacrifices all the time.

○ Icky --- people are unclean from bodily discharges

○ Strange -- no pork, shrimp, blended clothes and anti-gay

○ Unenlightened, gross, cruel and strange not to mention obsolete!

● Why take the time?

1. To understand it and evaluate it on its own terms first.

Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long.

Your commands are always with me and make me wiser than my enemies.

I have more insight than all my teachers, for I meditate on your statutes.

Ps 19:97-99

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

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? 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? Deut 4:7-8

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

We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. 1 Tim 1:8

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. Rom

7:14
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1. What does the “law,” (Torah in Hebrew) mean?

a. Can refer specifically to the first five books, which Moses wrote: the Pentateuch.

THE BOOKS English Hebrew
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers & Deuteronomy Law Torah
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Twelve Prophets Nevi’im
Everything else - Wisdom (Ps, Proverbs) Daniel Writings Kethubim

TaNak (OT)

b. Sometimes the more law-focused of these 5 books, namely

I. Exodus 19-24, the first formal statement of the “constitution”

II. Leviticus, adds a lot of ceremonial law (sacrifices, priests, clean and

unclean)

III. Deuteronomy, the most comprehensive statement of the constitution, a

“second law”

c. Can refer generally to almost any statute or teaching anywhere in the Old Testament.

d. But 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. Life-giving instruction.

2. What is the purpose of the Torah?

a. The most IMMEDIATE point - to constitute 2.5 million sons of Jacob into one Nation of

Israel. This body of laws and instruction provide a national identity (who we are 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

Yahwah.

b. The most IMPORTANT point - to REVEAL who God is

i. “You shall have no other gods before me” Why? Because he alone is supreme

and all others are impostors.

ii. “Love your neighbor.” Why? Because God loves his creation even in rebellion.

iii. “Be honest.” Why? Because God is true and dishonesty is destructive.
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c. An IMPORTANT side-effect - is to make sin obvious. The law shows unbelievers in the

nation how and when they fall short with a redemptive intent (Deut 28:15-68)

i. The law was never intended as a means of earning merit with God. (only the

Pharisees believed that)

ii. Nor did it ever require sinless perfection. Rather it assumed sin on the part of

people and thus made provision for forgiveness through sacrifice.

iii. The “curses” in Deuteronomy don’t simply punish without purpose; rather, they

get Israel’s attention and draw her back to God.

d. To protect Israel from the Canaanites and a culture of death. Food laws are powerful

spiritual forces!

e. To give physical object lessons of spiritual realities.

i. Don’t sow a field with 2 kinds of seed. (separate truth from error)

ii. “Clean and unclean” is an elaborate system (object lesson) that teaches the

pervasiveness of the curse, sin, death and Israel’s separation from God.

iii. “Don’t boil a kid in its mother’s milk” (Deut 14). (substance intended for its nurture

and growth - it’s morally wrong)

3. Why do we not follow the law today??

NOT because But because

1) It was a way of scoring points with God 1) It was the constitution of an ancient nation,
of which none of us are citizens.

2) Now, in the New Testament era we have 2) God’s program has now expanded far
replaced all those troublesome “rules”             beyond one nation. God’s extended people
(law) with “freedom” (grace).                            in the church get our identity, culture and

values in Christ & a new constitution.
(rules and the power to do them)

3) And many practices of worship have
become obsolete because of the coming of
Jesus and the Spirit (sacrifice, food, worship).
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4. How do I respond to OT laws?

1. Figure out what the law meant to Israel. (more easily said than done - background from

the storyline, history, culture, practices)

2. 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:

A. Laws against idolatry (and 9 of the 10 commands repeated in the NT) are valid

today for Christians.

B. But food laws and sacrificial laws had only to do with the nation before Messiah

came and brought the Spirit (Book of Hebrews).

3.  The New Testament almost always embraces the ethical values of the Old Testament

even if it doesn't call for the same enforcement since the Church, unlike the nation of

Israel, it is not a government that can or should enforce civil laws.

● If Jesus didn’t say anything about something new (homosexuality)… it’s because

he fully went along with where the OT was.

● Jesus’ NT teaching on divorce is fully based on what you have in the OT.

● If something is silent in the NT, it’s probably because everything we needed to

say had already been said.

● There’s a huge difference between the church and the nation, but not so much

between what is right and wrong.
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