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Did Jesus Abolish the Law?

The question of whether Jesus abolished the law is a topic of significant theological debate
within Christianity. The law, primarily referring to the Mosaic Law given to the Israelites in
the Old Testament, comprises a set of commandments and regulations that governed the
lives of the Hebrew people. Understanding the relationship between Jesus and the law is
crucial for interpreting the New Testament and grasping the essence of Christian doctrine,
particularly regarding salvation, grace, and moral conduct. This article seeks to explore the
nuances of this question, drawing insights from scripture, historical context, and theological
perspectives.

Understanding the Law in the Old Testament

Before delving into Jesus’ stance on the law, it is essential to comprehend what the law
entailed in the Old Testament context:

The Nature of the Law

1. Ceremonial Laws: These laws governed religious rituals, sacrifices, and ceremonies,
detailing how the Israelites were to worship God.
2. Civil Laws: These laws were designed to regulate the everyday life of the Israelite
society, including matters of justice, property rights, and social responsibilities.
3. Moral Laws: These commandments addressed ethical behavior and moral conduct,
including the Ten Commandments, which are foundational to Judeo-Christian ethics.

The law served several purposes, including maintaining social order, setting Israel apart
from other nations, and revealing the nature of sin.



Jesus’ Relationship with the Law

In examining whether Jesus abolished the law, one must consider his teachings and actions
as depicted in the New Testament. Central to this inquiry are the Sermon on the Mount and
various passages from the Gospels.

Key Biblical Passages

Matthew 5:17-19

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus makes a pivotal statement:

“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. For truly, I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not
the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law
until everything is accomplished.”

This passage indicates that Jesus did not come to nullify the law but rather to bring its
ultimate purpose to fruition. His fulfillment of the law suggests that he embodies the ethical
and moral principles it espouses.

Romans 10:4

The Apostle Paul writes, “For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who
believes.” This verse has led to different interpretations regarding the law’s relevance post-
Christ. Some argue that it signifies the law's termination, while others contend that it points
to the completion of the law’s purpose in Christ.

Galatians 3:24-25

Paul also states, “So the law was our guardian until Christ came that we might be justified
by faith. Now that this faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian.” This verse
suggests that the law served a temporary role leading up to the arrival of Christ, who
provides a new means of justification through faith rather than adherence to the law.

The Concept of Fulfillment

Understanding the concept of fulfillment is essential in the discussion regarding Jesus and
the law.



What Does Fulfillment Mean?

1. Completion of Prophecy: Jesus’ life and work fulfilled numerous prophecies found in the
Old Testament, providing a divine continuity between the two testaments.
2. Moral and Ethical Fulfillment: Jesus expanded upon the moral laws, emphasizing the
spirit behind the commandments rather than mere adherence to the letter. For example, in
Matthew 5:21-22, He equates anger with murder, illustrating that the moral intention
behind the law is paramount.
3. Establishment of a New Covenant: The sacrificial system of the Old Testament is viewed
as fulfilled in Jesus’ ultimate sacrifice, which offers a new covenant based on grace rather
than law.

The Role of Grace and Faith

One of the most significant shifts introduced by Jesus and later expanded upon by the
Apostles is the emphasis on grace and faith.

Grace versus Law

1. Justification by Faith: Paul’s letters stress that salvation and justification come through
faith in Christ rather than through adherence to the law (Ephesians 2:8-9).
2. Living by the Spirit: In Galatians 5:18, Paul states, “But if you are led by the Spirit, you
are not under the law.” This reflects a shift from a law-based righteousness to a life led by
the Holy Spirit.
3. Love as the Fulfillment of the Law: Jesus summarized the law as loving God and loving
one’s neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40). This principle of love transcends legalistic observance
and focuses on the heart’s intent.

Theological Perspectives

The question of whether Jesus abolished the law has led to various theological
interpretations.

Antinomianism

Antinomianism is the belief that under the grace of the New Covenant, Christians are free
from the moral law. Proponents argue that since Christ fulfilled the law, it is no longer
binding. Critics, however, point out that this perspective can lead to moral laxity and a
misinterpretation of the ethical teachings of Jesus.



Continuity and Discontinuity

Many theologians advocate for both continuity and discontinuity between the Old and New
Covenants. They argue that while Jesus did not abolish the law, he transformed it,
emphasizing that the moral implications remain vital for believers today, albeit through the
lens of grace.

1. Continuity: The moral law continues to guide ethical conduct and is rooted in the
character of God.
2. Discontinuity: Ceremonial and civil laws are seen as fulfilled in Christ and no longer
applicable to Christians in the same way.

The Law of Christ

Some theologians speak of the “Law of Christ,” which reflects the teachings of Jesus and
the ethical imperatives found in the New Testament. This law emphasizes love, grace, and
the leading of the Holy Spirit as the guiding principles for Christian living.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the inquiry into whether Jesus abolished the law reveals a complex interplay
between the Old and New Testaments. While Jesus did not abolish the law in a literal sense,
he fulfilled it, reshaping its role in the lives of believers. The emphasis on grace, faith, and
love signifies a transformative approach to understanding God’s requirements. Christians
are called to live out the moral essence of the law through the guidance of the Holy Spirit,
embodying the love of Christ in their lives. As believers navigate their faith, they are
encouraged to embrace the spirit of the law rather than merely its letter, fostering a
relationship with God rooted in grace.

Frequently Asked Questions

Did Jesus explicitly state that he came to abolish the
law?
No, Jesus stated in Matthew 5:17 that he came not to abolish the law but to fulfill it.

What does it mean for Jesus to fulfill the law?
Fulfilling the law means that Jesus completed the requirements of the law through his life,
death, and resurrection, providing a new covenant for believers.



How do modern Christians interpret the relationship
between Jesus and the Old Testament law?
Many modern Christians believe that while the moral principles of the law remain relevant,
the ceremonial and civil aspects were fulfilled in Christ and are no longer binding.

What is the significance of the Sermon on the Mount in
relation to the law?
The Sermon on the Mount provides a deeper understanding of the law, emphasizing
internal transformation and the spirit of the law rather than mere external compliance.

Did Jesus change any specific laws during his ministry?
While Jesus did challenge certain interpretations of the law, such as those related to
Sabbath observance, he did not change the moral law itself.

How do Paul's writings relate to the question of the law
after Jesus?
Paul's writings, particularly in Romans and Galatians, argue that believers are justified by
faith apart from the law and that they are no longer under the law but under grace.

What role does the law play in the lives of Christians
today?
The law serves as a moral guide for Christians, helping them to understand God's character
and will, but they rely on grace through faith in Christ for salvation.

Are there any specific New Testament passages that
discuss Jesus' view on the law?
Yes, passages like Matthew 5:17-20, Romans 3:31, and Galatians 5:14 discuss the
relationship between Jesus, the law, and how Christians should live in light of his teachings.
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