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e. The Baptist witnessed to the fullness of grace and truth in the incarnate Logos. So 

Jesus’ disciples bear their own testimony by possessing in themselves His fullness 

in ever-increasing measure. But there is a further witness: the witness which the 

Law of Moses provided. John’s statement implies that grace and truth did not 

come into being through the Law, but the Law yet testified of it. John didn’t say 

as much here, but that was because he was concerned with how grace and truth 

were actually realized in the fullness of the times. The Law of Moses didn’t bring 

about that realization, but this doesn’t mean it didn’t in any way speak to God’s 

gracious design and its accomplishment. Indeed, Jesus Himself insisted that the 

Law served a prophetic role in the salvation history, and the very heart of all 

prophetic revelation is the triumph of grace and truth pledged by God to come 

about in the Messiah (ref. Matthew 11:1-15; cf. Luke 24:25-27, 44-48). 

 

 The Scriptures leave no doubt that a relationship existed between the Law of 

Moses and the realization of God’s gracious design in Jesus. (This relationship is 

often treated in terms of the notions of law and grace or law and gospel). The 

nature and dynamics of that relationship, however, have been hotly debated for 

centuries with the various positions being characteristically tied to particular 

theological systems and their hermeneutical approaches. 

 

- Broadly speaking, the Reformed tradition treats law and grace (“gospel”) 

as signifying the two options by which a person can secure the moral, 

ethical and spiritual perfection (“righteousness”) which God demands of 

all men. Law speaks to God’s righteous standard in commandments, 

ordinances, precepts, etc. which secures personal righteousness for those 

who fully comply with it. Conversely, grace speaks to righteousness 

obtained as God’s gift to those who exercise faith in Christ. This 

righteousness, then, involves the imputation of Jesus’ righteousness which 

He secured by His perfect obedience to God’s law. This scheme is 

articulated in various Reformed confessions (Lutheran, Presbyterian, etc.). 

 

 Beyond this, Reformed Theology has historically treated law and gospel 

as fundamental principles by which the Scripture is ordered and 

interpreted. Consistent with its premise that the whole of the post-fall 

salvation history has been governed by one “covenant of grace” (which is 

regarded as functioning in various “administrations” including the Old and 

New Covenants), Reformed Theology finds a foundational unity in the 

two testaments in the conviction that both reveal, uphold and contain 

examples of the twin doctrines of law and gospel. So Michael Horton: 

  

 “At the heart of the reformation’s hermeneutics was the distinction 

between ‘Law’ and ‘Gospel.’ For the Reformers, this was not equivalent 

to ‘Old Testament’ and ‘New Testament’; rather, it meant, in the words of 

Theodore Beza, ‘We divide this Word into two principal parts or kinds: 

the one is called the ‘Law,’ the other the ‘Gospel.’ For all the rest can be 

gathered under the one or other of these two headings.’”  
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 “Ursinus, primary author of the Heidelberg Catechism, said that the Law-

Gospel distinction has ‘comprehended the sum and substance of the 

sacred Scriptures,’ are ‘the chief and general divisions of the holy 

scriptures, and comprise the entire doctrine comprehended therein.’ To 

confuse them is to corrupt the Faith at its core. While the Law must be 

preached as divine instruction for the Christian life, it must never be used 

to shake believers from the confidence that Christ is their ‘righteousness, 

holiness and redemption’ (1 Cor. 1:30). The believer goes to the Law and 

loves that Law for its divine wisdom, for it reveals the will of the One to 

whom we are now reconciled by the Gospel. But the believer cannot find 

pardon, mercy, victory, or even the power to obey it, by going to the Law 

itself any more after his conversion than before. It is still always the Law 

that commands and the Gospel that gives. This is why every sermon must 

be carefully crafted on this foundational distinction.”  

 

- Dispensationalism is the predominant theological and hermeneutical 

system in the American Church and it has its own scheme of law and 

grace. In the first instance, its assigns either “law” or “grace” as the 

determining characteristic of any given stage (dispensation) in God’s 

program for the world. In other words, each dispensation in the 

dispensational scheme is characterized and ordered by either “law” or 

“grace” (though both principles may be operative in some sense). In 

particular, Dispensationalism names the era of Israel under the Old 

Covenant the “dispensation of law” and the church age under the New 

Covenant the “dispensation of grace.” (Traditionally, it also regards the 

so-called future millennial kingdom as a “law” dispensation.) 

 

 And so, whereas Reformed Theology emphasizes the continuity between 

law and grace (“gospel”), viewing them as operating together in the 

Scripture and in the life of God’s people in every age, Dispensationalism 

emphasizes the discontinuity between them. So Louis Sperry Chafer: “For 

the child of God under grace, every aspect of the law is now done away.” 

 

 Not surprisingly, how one understands and relates the concepts of law and grace 

(especially in relation to the covenants) significantly affects the way verse 17 is 

read and interpreted; an object is necessarily colored by the lens through which it 

is viewed. A few citations from scholars of differing traditions make the point: 

 

  “There are some interesting words at the beginning of John’s Gospel—words 

that appear to drive a wedge between Moses and Jesus. The words go like this:  

“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 

Christ” (John 1:17 NIV). These words are noteworthy because of the implied 

converse:  Grace and truth do not come through Moses; the law was not given 

through Jesus Christ. Distinctions like this one – telling the difference between 

Law and Grace – are the hallmark of the Lutheran understanding of, well, just 

about everything.”  (Lutheran Hans Wiersma) 
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 “Moses gave the law, went up in Sinai and God carved it out on the mountain 

with His finger of fire. Moses put the two tables of stone under his arm, called the 

tables a testimony, marched down off the mountain, brought the law. Everybody 

was put under law, obey the law or else... whack, that's it. Is there any grace in 

law? No... there is no grace in law…” (Dispensationalist John MacArthur) 

 

 “The Christ who declares the law from the mountain (Matthew 5-7) is not only a 

new Moses (5:1; 23:2). He is Yahweh incarnate, now come to expound his own 

law… John 1:17 is no disparagement of the Mosaic Law. Rather, John moves 

from that in which “grace and truth” are expressed to the one in whom they are 

inherent – from the law itself to the lawgiver. [This statement highlights the 

traditional Reformed position that Jesus’ “fulfillment” of the Law involved His 

reaffirming and reestablishing it.] By incarnating and imparting “grace and 

truth” (1:14, 17), Jesus fully reveals the very character that Yahweh revealed to 

Israel at Sinai.” (Reformed Theological Seminary professor Knox Chamblin) 

 

In the end, the way forward in discerning John’s meaning is not through the application 

of a priori theological, systematic or confessional premises, but by a genuinely biblical, 

canonical and contextual consideration. 

 

1) The first thing to consider, then, is the biblical meaning of the word law. This is 

important because the Christian community has tended to misunderstand this term 

since at least the Middle Ages. And the primary reason for this misunderstanding 

is the Church’s de-Judaizing of the Scriptures. Over the centuries the Church got 

farther and farther away from the Bible’s Jewish context and one result was that 

the revelatory and covenantal – and so the relational – nature of law as a biblical 

concept was obscured and, in some instances, lost altogether. By the Middle 

Ages, Christians (and churchmen) largely treated law in legal, impersonal terms. 

 

 The Hebrew word is torah and it speaks most broadly to the idea of instruction. 

But because this instruction comes from God, it is revelatory: God intended His 

torah to reveal Himself and His purposes as well as interpret His actions. God 

speaks His word (dabar) to men in order to inform and instruct them (dabar 

(logos) as torah), but always with the premise of relationship. This is true firstly 

because man is image-son. But more narrowly, God communicates His torah to 

those men to whom He’s revealed Himself directly and personally. And so torah 

is a covenantal concept, evident in the fact that the term is used to denote God’s 

covenant with Israel (the Law of Moses) as well as the corpus of Scripture that 

presents and explicates that covenant (the Pentateuch, or five Books of Moses).  

 

 Most Christians, however, interact with the concept of law outside of this biblical 

framework. They treat (if not conceive) God’s law as essentially no different from 

the civil and criminal laws that govern human societies: as an impersonal legal 

code of moral and ethical standards, directives and ordinances which are 

obligatory and, when disobeyed, impose penalties. Viewed this way, God’s torah 

is relational and covenantal only to the extent that any set of societal laws are.   
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2) The next thing to consider is John’s use of the term in this context. His statement 

that this law was given through Moses shows that he was referring to the Law of 

Moses – that is, God’s covenant with Israel made at Sinai. The context for this 

covenant was God’s covenant with Abraham: The Sinai Covenant ratified 

Yahweh’s covenantal relationship with the people of Israel as Abraham’s 

covenant offspring; Yahweh would be the God of Israel as He had been the God 

of their father Abraham (Genesis 15:1-18, 17:1-8; Exodus 3:1-17, 6:1-8, 19:1-6).  

 

 The Israelite nation was the Abrahamic covenant seed in corporate form, and 

therefore the people through whom Yahweh had determined to bless all the 

earth’s families (cf. Genesis 12:1-3, 26:1-4, 28:1-14). This is critically important, 

for it is the premise for the Sinai Covenant and the relationship it ratified between 

Yahweh and Israel: The Lord elected Israel in Abraham and consecrated them in 

view of their role in His purpose to restore Adam’s race – and so the entire cursed 

creation – to Himself. In a way not yet clear at the foot of Mount Sinai, God’s 

promise to Eve of a triumphal seed was to be fulfilled in connection with Israel, 

the Abrahamic household ordained to mediate His blessing to all people. 

 

 What was clear to the Israelite people as they arrived at Sinai was that they were 

Abraham’s covenant offspring and the God of their fathers had delivered them 

from Egypt according to His oath to Abraham (Genesis 15:12-21) in order to 

gather them to Himself as His people to dwell with Him in His sanctuary land (cf. 

Genesis 17:1-8 with Exodus 15:17, 25:1-8). And as Abraham’s seed, their life 

with God was somehow going to serve His ultimate goal of worldwide blessing in 

restoration and ingathering; somehow, through them, Yahweh was going to fulfill 

His oath to make Abram Abraham – the father of a multitude of nations. 

 

 Like all covenants, the Sinai Covenant (the Law of Moses) defined the 

covenanting parties and prescribed the obligations, privileges, blessings and 

sanctions associated with the parties’ covenantal relationship; the Law showed 

Israel who they were in relation to Yahweh and who He was in relation to them. 

And at the heart of this relationship and its prescription was Israel’s election and 

calling as Abraham’s covenant seed. The implication is clear: Keeping Yahweh’s 

covenant meant, in the ultimate sense, fulfilling their calling as His elect son on 

behalf of the entire world. This, then, is the framework for understanding how the 

Law of Moses was revelatory, covenantal and relational. That understanding, in 

turn, is critically important for understanding John’s meaning here. 

 

3) Again, John stated that the Law was given to Israel through Moses. In contrast, 

grace and truth came about through Jesus Christ. This seems to imply that grace 

and truth were somehow absent from the Law of Moses, which dispensationalists 

have pointed to in drawing a sharp distinction between the legal nature of the 

Sinai Covenant and the gracious nature of the New Covenant. For their part, 

Reformed Christians often struggle to explain John’s statement in the light of their 

conviction of the unity of the “one covenant of grace” and therefore the equal 

“graciousness” of the Law of Moses and the New Covenant in Christ. 
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 But John was neither drawing an absolute antithesis between the Old and New 

Covenants in terms of grace and truth nor treating them as essentially the same. 

One key to understanding his point is his choice of verb: Grace and truth came 

about – were realized – in Jesus Christ. John was correlating the Law with Jesus 

(and, by implication, the New Covenant), but in terms of promise and preparation: 

The Law of Moses served a prophetic and preparatory role in the cause of grace 

and truth. The Law testified of them, but didn’t see them actualized:  

 

- As Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham’s corporate seed, the Law of Moses 

upheld and promoted His gracious intention for the world. 

 

- So also it demonstrated and exalted the Lord’s integrity; He had delivered 

Israel and taken them to Himself just as He promised Abraham. And His 

faithfulness in that work reinforced the veracity of His pledge that He 

would bless the entire world through Israel.  

 

The Law presupposed, upheld and nurtured Yahweh’s promise to Abraham 

concerning his calling on behalf of the world, but it didn’t see that promise 

fulfilled. And the reason was that the promise depended upon Israel being Israel 

and the Law was powerless to secure this. The Law defined and prescribed 

Israel’s identity and calling as Yahweh’s son, servant, disciple and witness, but it 

could neither achieve nor enforce that outcome. And the powerlessness of the 

Law was all the more evident in the fact that Israel had failed to be Israel; if the 

Law was unable to preserve whatever faithfulness Israel possessed, it certainly 

could not make the unfaithful nation become a faithful son who would fulfill his 

calling on behalf of the world. The Law could not bring about the fulfillment of 

God’s gracious design and therefore it could not vindicate His integrity. If grace 

and truth were to be realized, it would have to happen through another means. 

 

4) And that means was the incarnate Logos – the person of Jesus Christ; grace and 

truth have been actualized in Him. But if it’s true that the Law of Moses pointed 

toward and prepared for that actualization, it follows that it prophesied of the One 

in whom this outcome would occur. This is precisely what Jesus Himself insisted 

to the Baptist’s disciples (Matthew 11:11-15; cf. Luke 24:13-27, 44-48; John 

5:39) and Paul came to hold this same conviction (Galatians 3-4; Acts 28:16-23). 

 

 As an aside, the covenantal, preparatory and prophetic role of the Law of Moses 

highlights how it was that Jesus fulfilled the Law. While many understand this in 

terms of Jesus’ perfect legal compliance with the Law’s demands, the truth is that 

He fulfilled the Law by being the “Israel” that it defined and prescribed. Jesus 

fulfilled the Law by being authentically Abraham’s covenant son and so also 

Yahweh’s son, servant, disciple and witness in truth. In fact, Yahweh so closely 

associated His coming messianic Servant with the realization of Israel’s covenant 

identity and calling that He referred to this One as the embodiment of the 

covenant (Isaiah 42:1-7, 49:1-9; cf. also 59:21). In Him, Yahweh’s gracious intent 

– revealed and ratified by covenant – would become “yea and amen.” 
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  Israel’s prophets promised that grace and truth (again, God’s gracious design for 

the world and His integrity in accomplishing it) were to be actualized in the 

Lord’s Servant-Messiah and John declared to his readers that this had in fact 

occurred in the person of Jesus Christ (1:18). It’s noteworthy that John chose this 

declaration to introduce Jesus by name. In this way he explicitly affirmed that 

Jesus of Nazareth – the man who is the subject of his subsequent account – is the 

incarnate Logos (1:14) and the messianic Servant (the Christ) whom the Baptist 

announced to Israel (1:15), and therefore Yahweh come into the world. 

 

f. The Law bore witness to the incarnate Logos, just as did Jesus’ disciples (v. 14) 

and Yahweh’s forerunner (v. 15). But John noted yet one more witness, and that 

witness was Jesus Himself. He testified to the incarnate Logos by being Himself 

the full explication of Israel’s covenant God – Yahweh who had now fulfilled His 

promise of redemptive and restorative theophany (1:18). 

 

 John believed that Jesus was the embodiment of the divine Logos who is one with 

God (1:1), and therefore the incarnation of Yahweh Himself. For centuries the 

Lord had insisted through His prophets that the day was coming when He would 

arise and enter the world in a new and powerful way for the sake of judgment, 

deliverance, purgation and restoration. He was coming to deliver, restore and re-

inhabit Zion, but in the person of His Messiah-Servant (cf. Isaiah 40-54, 59-60; 

Jeremiah 23:1-8, 30:1-33:26; Ezekiel 34, 37; Zechariah 1-3, 6:9-15, 8-9). John 

wanted his readers to understand as a first principle that Jesus of Nazareth is that 

One: He is Yahweh returned to Zion and dwelling in her midst, having delivered 

and purged her and now fathering and gathering to Himself new children for her.  

 

 This is precisely what John meant by his assertion that Jesus the Messiah is the 

full explication of God. Many treat John’s statement as just one more affirmation 

of Jesus’ deity; to observe Jesus is to observe God Himself. Others believe John 

was simply saying that Jesus explained God by His words and actions in a way 

and to an extent that transcended any of the prophets before Him. However, while 

John wasn’t saying less than this, he was, as indicated above, saying much more. 

He was saying that Jesus of Nazareth is the promised Messiah and therefore the 

covenant son of Abraham and David. As such, He is the One in whom Yahweh 

had inaugurated and was building His kingdom; He is Yahweh enthroned as King 

– Yahweh returned to Zion to overthrow the subjugating power, release her 

imprisoned exiles, purify and regather them to Zion’s restored habitation and once 

again and forevermore take His throne in His renewed sanctuary.  

 

The unseen God who had revealed Himself to Israel mysteriously and ethereally 

in fire, smoke and glory-cloud had now returned to Zion bodily in the incarnate 

Son (the “only-begotten God”). And residing “in the bosom of the Father” – an 

expression of perfect unity, intimacy and devotion, He has come into the world as 

one with Yahweh who sent Him. In Jesus Christ, God has actualized within His 

creation all that He is, desires and purposes. In Him, all that is of the Father has 

become yea and amen; in Him, God has supplied His own full exegesis. 


