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How Do Old Testament Laws Apply to Us?
A Study of Exodus 19-20
Characteristic:  Authority of the Bible
Big Idea:  Stand at the cross, not the mountain.
Introduction:

A.
(Slide:   This drama is a reenactment of a scene from the TV series, West Wing, written by Aaron Sorkin (Episode 25, “Midterms,” originally aired 10-18-2000).  The President of the United States is about to address a gathering of radio talk show hosts in the White House.)
B.
(Drama.  Advance  slide when President introduced.)
C.
This drama is a reenactment of a scene from the TV series, West Wing.  On the evening in which it aired, I can imagine the responses of the millions of people who watched it.

1.
I imagine that some people were happy to see that a right-wing bigot had been put in her place.
2.
I imagine that many others wondered about the Bible.  Does this prove that the Bible is hopelessly out of date, out of touch, and even absurd?

D.
This is a particularly relevant question for us today.  It’s good to be with you again.  We’ve been studying through the Bible book of Exodus.  Today we come to  Chapters 19 and 20 in which God begins to give His laws to the Israelites through Moses at Mount Sinai.
1.
Among those laws are the Ten Commandments.  The Ten Commandments have been in the news a lot lately.  In the wake of the mandated removal of a display of the Ten Commandments in a state court building in Alabama, many people are rallying in support of the Ten Commandments as the foundation of our government and God’s blueprint for living today.
2.
Nevertheless, the Ten Commandments constitute a small subset of the hundreds of commands issued by God through Moses at Mount Sinai.  Among these laws are some weird ones mentioned by the President in our drama.  Let me give you some examples:
a.
The last of the Ten Commandments appears in Exodus 20:17:  You shall not covet.  But, here’s another command in  Verse 24 of the same Chapter:
NAU Exodus 20:24 “You shall make an altar of earth for Me, and you shall sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your peace offerings, your sheep and your oxen . . .”
b.
And just a few verses after that, in  Exodus 21:7, there’s another command.  It says,
NAU Exodus 21:7 “If a man sells his daughter as a female slave, she is not to go free as the male slaves do.”
E.
This raises an important question.  Why do we Christians embrace some Old Testament commands and ignore others?  Isn’t that hypocritical?  Aren’t we picking out the one’s we like—the one’s that serve our own purposes—and conveniently overlooking the ones that seem embarrassingly absurd?
Let me give you some other examples of apparent hypocrisy:
1.
Halloween is just around the corner.

a.
Some may say that Halloween is detestable to God based on yet another command He gave to the Israelites as recorded in  Deuteronomy 18:9-12.  There, God says,
NAU Deuteronomy 18:9 "When you enter the land which the LORD your God gives you, you shall not learn to imitate the detestable things of those nations.  10 There shall not be found among you anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire, one who uses divination, one who practices witchcraft, or one who interprets omens, or a sorcerer,  11 or one who casts a spell, or a medium, or a spiritist, or one who calls up the dead. 12 For whoever does these things is detestable to the LORD . . .”
b.
Seems like God feels pretty strongly about dark, Halloween-type stuff.  It’s detestable.  But, in the very same book, we find something else that God says is detestable.   Deuteronomy 14:3 says,
NAU Deuteronomy 14:3 “You shall not eat any detestable thing.”
There’s that word again:  detestable.  What things are detestable?  Deuteronomy 14 goes on to list some detestable foods.   Verse 8 says,

NAU Deuteronomy 14:8 “The pig, because it divides the hoof but does not chew the cud, it is unclean for you. You shall not eat any of their flesh nor touch their carcasses.”
So, if we’re going to get worked up about Halloween on the basis of Deuteronomy 18, shouldn’t we also, on the basis of Deuteronomy 14, get worked up about the Big Apple Restaurant for serving pulled pork sandwiches?

2.
 Some could even argue that we Christians are hypocritical about the Ten Commandments.  We don’t treat them all the same.  We all revere the commandment, “You shall not murder.”  That’s not optional.  But what about the commandment, “Remember the Sabbath day”?  For some reason, that seems to be optional.  How many of us set aside a full day every week for the Lord, doing absolutely no work at all on that day?  I don’t.
Was the Sabbath-day command less important to God than the no-murder command?  Apparently not.  In fact, God commanded the death penalty for those who failed to observe the Sabbath.  He says in  Exodus 35:2,

NAU Exodus 35:2 “For six days work may be done, but on the seventh day you shall have a holy day, a sabbath of complete rest to the LORD; whoever does any work on it shall be put to death.”
F.
So, you see, you Christians are idiots.  Your pathetically hypocritical lives revolve around a Bible that is absurdly out of date and out of touch with reality.  You self-righteously beat up people with biblical laws that suit your own purposes and ignore the ones that are patently embarrassing.

At least that’s what many people think of us.
All this raises a critically important question:   How do Old Testament laws apply to us?  And at the heart of this is the issue of the authority of the Bible.  One of the characteristics of a person who is  complete in Christ is a belief in the authority of the Bible.  It’s a belief that the Bible is the Word of God and has the right to command our beliefs and actions.  So, the  authority of the Bible is the key characteristic of completeness we’re talking about this morning.

But what about the weird commands in the Old Testament?  Are they authoritative?  How do they apply to us as Christians?
G.
We need to start our study by identifying what I’m talking about when I say “Old Testament laws.”
1.
The  first five books of the Old Testament, collectively called the Pentateuch, contain, among other things, a catalog of laws or rules given by God to the Jewish people through a man named Moses.  Because Moses was the person through whom the laws were given, it is sometimes called  the Law of Moses, or the Mosaic Law, or just the Law.
2.
From within the Pentateuch—which comprises Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—ancient Jews tallied  613 total laws or commands.  Of the 613, there are 248 things to do and 365 things not to do.
3.
The Mosaic Law includes the Ten Commandments and all the other odd commands already mentioned.

4.
And the Mosaic Law was given hundreds of years before Christ came.  So, when I ask, “How do Old Testament laws apply to us,” I’m really asking how this Mosaic Law applies to us as Christians since Christ has come.  In answering that question, I want to make just  three points this morning—three points about the Mosaic Law.
I.
First of all, the Mosaic Law is  inspired.  It is inspired by God such that the original words written in the Bible are exactly what God wants to communicate, without error.  So, even the weird stuff that seems weird to us is not a mistake.
A.
 Second Timothy 3:16 confirms this, saying,

NAU 2 Timothy 3:16 All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness;
“All Scripture” includes the Mosaic Law.  It’s inspired by God and is somehow profitable for us.
B.
 Romans 15:4 corroborates the usefulness of the things written in the Mosaic Law.  It says,

NAU Romans 15:4 . . . whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction . . .
So, the Mosaic Law is inspired to teach us.  I’ll talk about just how the Law teaches us in a moment.  The point for now is that the Law is inspired by God.  And anything that is inspired by God deserves our utmost respect and reverence.
II.
Second, the Law is  indivisible.  It was given as a unit.  It’s a single code.  So, we can’t pick and choose which commands to obey and which to ignore.  It’s all or nothing.
A.
 James 2:10 says,

NAU James 2:10 . . . whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.

Why?  Because the Law is indivisible.  It’s a unit.  You break one law, you break them all.  You put yourself under one law, you put yourself under them all.
B.
For example, one of the commandments of the Law is to be circumcised.   Leviticus 12:3 says,
NAU Leviticus 12:3 “On the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised.”
So, some Jewish Christians of Paul’s day wanted to require all Christians to be circumcised.  Paul says you can’t pick and choose.  If you want to put yourself under just one of the commands of the Law, you must put yourself under all of them.  He says in  Galatians 5:3,
NAU Galatians 5:3 And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law.

Why?  Because the Law is indivisible.  It’s a unit.  You keep one law, you’re obligated to keep them all.

III.
Third, the Law is  inoperative.  We are no longer bound to obey the commands of the Mosaic Law today because the Bible says so.  The Law has been done away.
A.
It is remarkable that in all the New Testament epistles, not once is the believer commanded to obey the Mosaic Law (Tracy, seminary class notes).  And nowhere in Scripture is the Law ever said to have been given to the church (Lightner, “Part III: A Dispensational Response to Theonomy,” BibSac, July 1986, p. 237)  But repeatedly it is said that Christ has brought an end to the Law.  Let me give you a few examples.
1.
 Romans 7, beginning in Verse 4 says,

NLT Romans 7:4 . . . The law no longer holds you in its power, because you died to its power when you died with Christ on the cross. . . . 6 But now we have been released from the law . . . 

2.
 Ephesians 2:15 says of Jesus,

NLT Ephesians 2:15 By his death he ended the whole system of Jewish law . . .

3.
The Apostle Paul, himself a Jew, says in  1 Corinthians 9:20,

NLT 1 Corinthians 9:20 . . . I am not subject to the law . . .

4.
 Galatians 5:18 says,

NLT Galatians 5:18 But when you are directed by the Holy Spirit, you are no longer subject to the law.

5.
 Romans 6:14 says,
NLT Romans 6:14 . . . you are no longer subject to the law, which enslaves you to sin. Instead, you are free by God's grace.
6.
 Romans 10:4 says,

NAU Romans 10:4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.

B.
 Some argue that only parts of the Law have been done away.  For example, it is fairly common in Christian circles to subdivide the Law into  moral, ceremonial, and judicial laws.  The moral laws include the  Ten Commandments.  The ceremonial laws govern Israel’s religious life.  And the judicial laws govern Israel’s civic life.  It is common to say that the  ceremonial and judicial commands of the Law have been done away, but the moral commands of the Ten Commandments remain.  After all, the Ten Commandments were the only ones put on tablets of stone.

But, this argument doesn’t hold water for a number of reasons.
1.
While some people have made distinctions among the commands in the Mosaic Law, the Bible doesn’t.  Nowhere does the Bible distinguish between moral, ceremonial, and civil laws.  And nowhere does the Bible designate certain groups of laws to be kept and others to be set aside.
2.
Also, virtually everyone agrees that at least some of the commandments of the Mosaic Law have been done away.  That’s why there aren’t too many people sacrificing animals these days.  But remember, the Law is indivisible.  So, if a part of the Law is ended, the whole Law must be ended.  It’s a package deal.
3.
Also, if we want to keep the Ten Commandments, the unitary nature of the Law suggests that we must keep their corresponding penalties.  One Bible scholar notes,

If the Ten Commandments of the law are still binding then all of the penalties must remain the same.  The death penalties should be imposed for Sabbath-breaking, idolatry, adultery, rebellion against parents, etc.  To change the penalty of a law means to abolish that law. . . . A law with its penalty abolished becomes only good advice (Aldrich, “Causes for Confusion of Law and Grace,” BibSac, July 1959, p. 228).

4.
In addition, there are specific Scriptures that indicate that even  the moral laws, including the Ten Commandments have been done away.

a.
For example,  Romans 7:6 says,
NLT Romans 7:6 . . . we have been released from the law . . .

And in the very next verse, one of the Ten Commandments is quoted, thus showing that the Ten Commandments are among the laws from which we are released.   Verse 7 says,

NLT Romans 7:7 . . . it was the law that showed me my sin. I would never have known that coveting is wrong if the law had not said, "Do not covet."

b.
Also, in  2 Corinthians 3, Paul says the old system of law was temporary and is replaced by a new covenant enabled by Christ.  In  Verse 7, Paul says,
NLT 2 Corinthians 3:7 That old system of law etched in stone led to death . . .
What is the old system of law etched in stone?  It’s the Ten Commandments.  Those were the only ones etched in stone.  So, Paul says the Ten Commandments were temporary; they have been done away.

4.
This is not a novel or isolated interpretation.  Noted theologian,  Dr. Charles Ryrie notes, “. . . the evidence of the New Testament forces to the conclusion that the law—all of it, including the Ten Commandments—has been done away” (“The End of the Law,” BibSac, July 1967, p.244a).
5.
So, the answer to the question, “How do Old Testament laws apply to us?” seems clear.  They don’t.  Not directly.

C.
To many, these are fightin’ words.  A knowledgeable debater might say, “What about  Matthew 5:17?”  There Jesus Himself says,
NAU Matthew 5:17 “Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill.”
Now, at first blush, this really seems to confuse things.  It seems like Jesus might be saying that He came to uphold and affirm the Law as operative.  I want to show you that this is not what He’s saying.
1.
First of all, Jesus is not saying that there is no sense in which He has abolished the Law.  Notice Jesus says something in a very similar form in  Matthew 10:34.  He says,

NAU Matthew 10:34 “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.”

Clearly there is a sense in which Jesus does bring  peace on the earth; other parts of the Bible say so.  The primary point Jesus is making in Matthew 10:34 is that there is going to be  conflict between believers and nonbelievers.
Similarly, back in Matthew 5:17, there is a sense in which Jesus does  abolish the Law.  The primary point Jesus is making is that He has come to  fulfill the Law (Breshears, “The Place of Law in the Life of the Believer in Christ,” seminary paper, p. 3).
2.
This raises the question,  how does Jesus fulfill the Law?
a.
The word, “fulfill” means to bring into being that which was promised (Breshears, p. 3).

b.
How did Jesus bring into being that which was promised?  Scripture tells us that the Law was given to show all people their sinfulness and their need of a Savior.  Therefore, the Law points to Christ.  Christ fulfills the Law in that He is the culmination of it.  When the Christ to which the Law pointed came, the role of the Law in pointing to Christ ended.
This is explained in  Galatians 3, beginning in Verse 19.  It says,

NLT Galatians 3:19 Well then, why was the law given? It was given to show people how guilty they are. But this system of law was to last only until the coming of the child to whom God's promise was made. . . .  23 Until faith in Christ was shown to us as the way of becoming right with God, we were guarded by the law. We were kept in protective custody, so to speak, until we could put our faith in the coming Savior.  24 Let me put it another way. The law was our guardian and teacher to lead us until Christ came. So now, through faith in Christ, we are made right with God. 25 But now that faith in Christ has come, we no longer need the law as our guardian.

3.
This also explains how the Law can be at once inoperative and still instructional for us today.  We are not bound by it, but we can learn from it.  The Law in history demonstrates the sinfulness of humankind and we can see, in retrospect, how it pointed to Christ.  That’s instructive.
D.
 Some may wonder if I’m putting down the Mosaic Law and saying that now we can just do what we want.  In theological circles some might label me as antinomian—a guy who doesn’t believe in God’s laws.  Nothing could be further from the truth.
1.
The New Testament is full of commands that Christians are obligated to follow.  These commands are sometimes referred to collectively as the “law of Christ.”  For believers today, this Law of Christ has superceded the Law of Moses.
a.
 Galatians 6:2 says,

NAU Galatians 6:2 Bear one another's burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.

b.
 Romans 8:2 says,

NAU Romans 8:2 For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.

2.
 It is interesting that in the New Testament, there are commands that parallel the Ten Commandments.  In fact nine of the Ten Commandment are restated and in some cases expanded in the New Testament.  Observance of the Sabbath day is the only one of the Ten Commandments not restated in some way in the New Testament.
So for example, we Christians are still not to commit adultery, but not because the Mosaic Law says not to.  It’s because the New Testament says not to.  In fact, Jesus raises the bar even higher than the Mosaic Law did with respect to adultery.  He says in  Matthew 5:27-28,
NAU Matthew 5:27 “You have heard that it was said, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY'; 28 but I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
3.
 Why would God set aside the Mosaic Law and then reintroduce some similar commands in the Law of Christ?  Isn’t this contradictory?
a.
Theologian Charles Ryrie explains it  this way:

May this procedure not be likened to the various codes in a household with growing children?  At different stages of maturity new codes are instituted but some of the same commandments appear often.   To say that the former code is done away and all its commandments is no contradiction.  It is as natural as growing up.  So it is with the Mosaic law and the law of Christ (Ryrie, p. 247).

b.
 In some respects, moving from Old Testament laws to New Testament laws is like moving from residence and citizenship in Canada to residence and citizenship in the United States.
In making such a move from Canada to the United States you could be asked, “Are you under Canadian law?”  The answer is, “no.”  You could pressed further by the question, “Is there a single Canadian law that you are obligated to follow?”  The answer is, “no.”
But, if you were asked, “Are you prohibited from murdering somebody,” the answer is, “yes.”  Not because the law in Canada says so, but because the law in the United States says so.  It just so happens that Canada and the United States have that law in common.
So it is with Old Testament and New Testament laws.  They have some commands in common, but it’s the New Testament law that really governs us today (Aldrich, “Has the Mosaic Law Been Abolished?” BibSac, Oct. 1959, p. 326).
E.
The Mosaic Law—the Law that was given to the Israelites at  Mount Sinai—that Law has been done away.  A new law—a law ushered in by  the cross of Christ and including all the commands in the New Testament—that Law governs us today.  So, the  big idea of this entire message is this:  Stand at the cross, not the mountain.
You may be thinking, “Nice little metaphor there, Bob.  But how does that apply to me?”  Well a number of things occur to me.

1.
I imagine many well-meaning people have, at some point, started a read-through-the-Bible program and soon find themselves slogging through the Mosaic Law and wondering, “How do all these Old Testament laws apply to me?”  The answer is, they don’t.  Not directly.  They were given to a specific group of people for a for a specific purpose and for a specific period of time.  We stand at the cross, not the mountain.
My purpose is not to discourage you from reading the Mosaic Law, but to put it into perspective.  As you read it, look for timeless principles—ideas that may be reiterated elsewhere is Scripture.  And consider the historical purposes for which the laws were given.
For example, when you read about animal sacrifices to handle sins, you recognize that you don’t need to make such sacrifices today, but you can see how these sacrifices pointed ahead to the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus for our sin.  We stand at the cross, not the mountain.

And when you read, “Thou shall not murder,” you recognize that throughout the Bible, both before and after the Mosaic Law, human life is considered sacred because we are made in the image of God.  So this is touching on a timeless principle reiterated by Jesus.  We stand at the cross, not the mountain.

2.
All this is also very important to our witness to the world.  Viewing and handling the Mosaic Law properly affects how the world views us as representatives of Christ.  Let me give you a few examples.
a.
Take the drama that introduced this message.  The TV talk-show host was caught in the fallacy of applying the Mosaic Law to current moral issues and was embarrassed by a knowledgeable opponent.

You could break down the logic of the President’s diatribe this way.

Here’s  the first premise:  The Bible gives the commands in the Mosaic Law.

Here’s  the second premise:  The Mosaic Law is clearly out of date.  Nobody today follows it completely and it would be ridiculous to do so.

Here’s  the conclusion:  Therefore, the whole Bible is out of date and does not have authority in our lives.

The first premise is true.  And so is the second premise.  But,  the conclusion does not follow because the Bible itself says the second premise is true.  The Bible itself says that the Mosaic Law is out of date, that nobody follows it completely and that it would be ridiculous to try.  We stand at the cross, not the mountain.  We are governed by the Law of Christ, not the Law of Moses.
Every time we invoke the Mosaic Law against immorality today, we inadvertently confirm the face validity of our opponents’ faulty logic.


There is a strong biblical case against homosexuality, but it’s not based on Mosaic Law.  It’s based on the law of Christ in places like Romans 1:27.   We stand at the cross, not the mountain.
b.
Also, you may be aware of what’s been happening in Alabama with respect to the removal of a monument bearing the Ten Commandments at a state building.
In accordance with the law, the attorney general of Alabama, himself a professing Christian, had the Ten Commandments removed.  This has sparked various rallies across the country in support of the Ten Commandments, and some people have even vilified the attorney general for selling out the Word of God.

Now, I don’t really like the government eliminating symbols of our Judeo-Christian heritage, and I’m all for standing up for what you believe.  But, it seems to me there is a great irony here.  You see, a part of the law of Christ is to submit to governing authorities.  So, in submitting to the governmental mandate to remove the Ten Commandments in Alabama, one could argue that the attorney general was merely standing at the cross, not the mountain.

And the world watches us and wonders.  A columnist for the Arizona Republic wrote this last month:
. . . thousands of people wept on the steps of the Alabama courthouse in support of a rock bearing the Ten Commandments.  And watching, you wondered:  What hungry person gets fed because of this?  What naked person is clothed, what homeless person housed?

It seemed a fresh reminder that religious people are often the poorest advertisement for religious life (Leonard Pitts, September 29, 2003).
c.
The law of Christ has as its priority love.  Jesus says in  John 13:34-35,  
NLT John 13:34 So now I am giving you a new commandment: Love each other. Just as I have loved you, you should love each other. 35 Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples."

 We stand at the cross, not the mountain.
3.
There is one final point I’d like to make.  It’s really a question.  How will you stand before God when you die?  If He asks you, “On what basis do you stand before me; why should let you into heaven?” what would you say?

Will you say, “I stand at the mountain”?  Will you say, “Well, I’ve tried to keep the Ten Commandments as best I can, and I’m just hoping that somehow the good outweighs the bad.”  I’m sorry, but that will never work.  No one can stand before God on the basis of obeying the Ten Commandments.  They were given to show us how hopelessly sinful we are, how desperately we need a Savior.  No one can stand before God at the mountain.
So, the only answer God will accept is, “I stand at the cross.  I stand on what Jesus Christ has done for me at the cross.  I believe that Jesus died and rose again to be my Savior from sin.  He paid for my entrance to heaven, and I simply accept His payment.  I’m trusting in Him.”
We stand at the cross, not the mountain.
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