
How Does the Law Apply to Christians Today? 

  

For modern Bible students the question is: How does the Law apply to Christians today? In 

reply, we affirm two fundamental interrelated assumptions about the nature of OT Law. First, we 

believe that God intends it to serve as a paradigm of timeless ethical, moral, and theological 

principles. In other words, the Law is more than a temporary, dispensable cultural phenomenon. 

Actually, it plays a key role in Israel’s priestly ministry as a “light to the nations” (Isa 49:6 NRSV; 

cf. Exod 19:5–6). Christians who dismiss it as outmoded and irrelevant deprive themselves of the 

teachings God conveyed through it. They miss an additional resource for understanding what it 

might mean to be “Christ-like.” 

Second, to interpret Law properly the student must discover the timeless truth it conveys. In 

some cases, the truth lies right on the surface unobscured by culture. Prohibitions like “Do not 

murder” and “Do not steal” (Exod 20:13, 15; Deut 5:17, 19) need no cross-cultural translation; 

they clearly identify murder and stealing as wrong. Similarly, the timeless aspect of the 

instructions about equitable legal procedure (Exod 23:1–8) is fairly obvious: witnesses should 

tell the truth, not cater to the crowd (vv. 1–3); opponents at law should treat each other civilly 

(vv. 4–5); and judges should judge by evidence and refuse bribes (vv. 6–8). 

In other instances, the underlying, universal truth may be difficult to perceive behind its 

present cultural form—ancient Israelite Law—so careful interpretation is necessary. Consider, 

for example, the perplexing laws that decree a woman’s menstrual bleeding makes her and 

everything she touches unclean (Lev 15:19–30). These laws seem rather harsh and unfair, in 

effect making women untouchable one week out of every four. We wonder what timeless 

principle could possibly underlie them. 

To answer this question we need to consider the Israelite cultural background. Israelite 

women married early, had children early, weaned their children late (at ages two or three), and 

tended to have large families (cf. Psa 127:4–5). Thus, a monthly menses was much less common 

among Israelite women than it is today, especially among married women. In actuality, 

unmarried, adolescent women were those most directly and frequently affected by these laws. 

We suggest, then, that these laws, in effect, sought to regulate teenage passions and discourage 

sexual relations between young unmarried Israelites. If so, the underlying truth appears to be that 

sexual relations outside of marriage displease God and may adversely affect the orderly relations 

between Israelite families. 

From early on, Christians have often spoken of Christ as the key to interpreting the OT. Jesus 

himself established precedent for this view when he declared, “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” (Mt 5:17). 

Clearly the Gospel writers believed that Christ fulfilled many prophecies; five such “fulfillment 

quotations” appear in Mt 1–2 alone. But here Jesus refers to “the Law” as well as to the Prophets, 

presumably meaning all the Hebrew Scriptures, and Matthew goes on to illustrate Jesus’ code of 

ethics in contrast to the OT Law. Therefore, to fulfill a law must mean to bring to completion 

everything for which that law was originally intended (cf. v. 18: “until everything is 

accomplished”). 

In some cases, as with sacrifices and various ceremonies (cf. Col 2:16–17), that point of 

completion was Christ’s death and resurrection. Throughout his ministry, Jesus challenged 

fundamental principles of both oral and written Torah, especially those relating to Sabbath and 

dietary laws. At the same time, he never broke any of the written Law while it remained God’s 

will for his people (i.e., before the cross, resurrection, and sending of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost 



inaugurated the age of God’s new covenant).
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 In other cases, as with many moral injunctions, 

the point of completion will not occur until Christ’s return. 

Mt 5:17, therefore, suggests the following hermeneutical principle for applying the OT in the 

NT age: All of the OT applies to Christians, but none of it applies apart from its fulfillment in 

Christ. Thus, our view falls in the middle ground between the views of classic covenant theology 

(all the OT applies except what the NT repeals) and in classic dispensationalism (none of the OT 

applies except what the NT repeats). The former would logically lead to prohibitions against 

most modern farming practices and clothing fashions (Deut 22:9–12), while the latter would 

logically lead to the acceptance of sorcerers, mediums, and spiritists (despite Deut 18:9–13)! For 

in neither case does the NT say anything one way or the other about these specific practices. 

Instead, we suggest that all of the OT laws as “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16), but only as one discovers how those laws are fulfilled in 

Christ. 

How may we determine how Christ fulfills them? We suggest that where the NT specifically 

cites a particular law, the interpreter’s task is eased considerably. We obey the laws of sacrifice 

by trusting in Christ as our once-for-all sacrifice (Heb 9:1–10:25), not by bringing sheep or goats 

to be slain each Sunday in church. The kosher laws were designed to set the Israelites apart from 

the other nations so we obey this principle as we pursue a Christ-like lifestyle that avoids sin (2 

Cor 6:17), even though Christ declared that all foods are clean (Mk 7:19b). The symbol of 

baptism parallels the principle behind the law of circumcision (Col 2:11b–12a), though the rites 

are not identical in all aspects. For example, Christians baptize women as well as men, and most 

likely the NT envisioned only people old enough to repent from sin rather than infants as 

recipients (Col 2:11a–12b). 

Where the NT does not address a particular law, we must discover if it fits a category of Law 

the NT does address. For example, orthodox Jews view the command “you shall not boil a kid in 

its mother’s milk” (Exod 23:19 NRSV; 34:26; Deut 14:21) as a dietary law that prevents them 

from serving milk and meat dishes at the same meal. Even if this was the law’s original 

intention, this command takes its place with the other kosher laws that no longer apply literally 

to Christians’ diets since Jesus has declared all foods clean (Mk 7:19). Alternately, it may have 

been a command meant to dissociate the Israelites from certain pagan, religious practices, much 

like the otherwise unrelated warnings, “Do not cut the hair at the sides of your head or clip off 

the edges of your beard. Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put tattoo marks on yourselves” 

(Lev 19:27–28). Any practices, whether relating to diet or personal appearance, that represent 

pagan worship (as in the self-mutilation practices of several world religions and occult sects 

today) remain strictly forbidden for believers. But if Christians partake of goat’s meat and milk 

or get tattooed for some nonreligious reason, they do not transgress God’s commands. 

 

To summarize, OT Law relates to Christians in light of the NT in the following ways: 

• Some laws retain literal validity for Christians. For example, Jesus reaffirmed the 

OT injunctions to love the Lord wholeheartedly and to love one’s neighbor (Mt 

5:21–48; 22:40; cf. Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18). Similarly, Paul invoked the OT legal 

requirement of two or three witnesses to establish guilt in the case of accusations 

against Christian leaders (1 Tim 5:19; cf. Deut 17:6; 19:15; 2 Cor 13:1). Any 

other laws that the NT applies to Christians remain valid. 



• In some cases, the NT actually makes the OT Law more strict. For example, in the 

case of marriage, the seventh commandment forbids adultery, and the OT permits 

divorce and remarriage (Exod 20:14; Deut 5:18; 24:1–4). But unlike the OT, the 

NT regards divorce and remarriage (and, by implication, polygamy) as adultery 

(Mt 19:3–12; Mk 10:2–12; Lk 16:18). Further, Jesus permitted divorce only when 

marital infidelity had occurred (Mt 19:9); Paul, only in the case of desertion by an 

unbeliever (1 Cor 7:15–16). The truth behind both OT and NT laws was the value 

of preserving stable marriages. 

• Some laws no longer have literal validity because of NT teachings (i.e., their 

fulfillment in Christ renders their literal practice obsolete). Thus, Christians no 

longer need to follow literally the OT sacrificial system (Heb 10:1–10), to obey its 

food laws (Mk 7:19; cf. Acts 10:9–16), or to perform circumcision (Gal 5:2–6). 

  

• Laws that no longer apply literally still teach important timeless truths. Thus, the 

OT sacrificial system graphically reminds Christians that God takes sin seriously, 

requires a severe penalty, yet graciously offers forgiveness. Similarly, the clean 

animals in OT food laws probably symbolized Israel as the chosen people, in 

contrast to her ritually “unclean” pagan neighbors. Hence, eating reminded 

Israelites (and, by implication, Christians) of their gracious election by God and 

their resulting duty to pursue God-like holiness. Even the cultic law concerning 

the sabbatical fallow year (Lev 25; Deut 15) proves instructive, underscoring that 

compassionate humanitarian service ultimately represents service for God. 

Understanding Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law also has implications for interpreting NT 

ethics more generally. Kingdom demands, like the Mosaic Law, flow from and respond to the 

redemption of God’s people but do not “earn” anyone’s salvation. But failure to observe OT laws 

often led to specific sanctions and punishments; failure by the nation at large eventually led to 

loss of peace, prosperity, and land. Because Jesus’ single sacrifice has fulfilled all of God’s 

demands in Scripture for justice, few NT ethical texts ever suggest that keeping or transgressing 

God’s commandments today lead to the identical material blessings or punishments. 

Although the story of the woman caught in adultery almost certainly was not in John’s 

original text, a good case can be made for its authenticity as a true story about what Jesus did and 

said. In it he establishes a precedent for forbidding the application of OT sanctions even for such 

a fundamental moral issue as adultery. A possible exception appears in the case of murder. 

Because what we would call “first-degree homicide” was the only sin for which a ransom could 

not be substituted for a sacrifice (Num 35:31), some Christians believe capital punishment for 

murder remains appropriate in the Christian era. But many others point to Christ’s once-for-all 

sacrifice as obliterating the need for further sanctions—whether physical or spiritual—for all sin. 

 

As for specific principles of interpretation, we recommend the following: 

1. Whatever its literary type, the collection or series in which an individual law appears 

serves as its literary context. Thus, the student should investigate surrounding laws for 

interpretive clues. 

2. The student should endeavor to understand the original meaning of laws in light of their 

cultural background. Since many readers lack such knowledge, we recommend that they liberally 



consult Bible dictionaries, commentaries, and other background sources. See the bibliography at 

the end. 

3. Apply laws primarily to the NT counterpart of the original audience. For example, laws 

aimed at Israel as a whole make proper application to Christians in general. Since the NT affirms 

the “priesthood of all believers,” both priestly and ritual instructions would also apply to 

Christians in general, not just to clergy. 

4. Whether a given law applies literally, in principle, or both, depends upon how it compares 

to laws in the categories discussed above. The reader may use the latter as guidelines for making 

application.
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