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Chapter One
Introduction

 A growing movement is afoot among the followers of Yeshua (Jesus). Some 
refer to this movement as the “Messianic Movement” while others use the label 
“Torah Movement.” Regardless, what characterizes this movement is a renewed 
interest in the first five books of the Bible, often referred to as “the Law” or 
“the Books of Moses,” or (in Hebrew) “Torah.” The primary question that many 
people are asking these days is quite simple: “what place does the Law of God 
have in the lives of those who confess Yeshua to be their Savior and Messiah?” 
The current teaching of much of the Christian Church, that the Torah or Law 
of God has been abolished, set aside, or replaced by the “New Testament,” has 
been less than satisfying for many people who have returned to studying the 
Scriptures on their own and as a result have wondered why so many of the com-
mandments of God enumerated in the “Old Testament” find no place in the life 
of the Church and in modern Christianity. When they ask the leaders of their 
own Church about such questions, they are often met with smug replies or even 
disgust. Of even greater concern is the response when they begin to keep some 
of the commandments, such as observing the Sabbath as a day of rest set apart 
from the six days of work, or eating foods in accordance with the Torah guide-
lines. They are accused of giving up the essentials of their faith, as though they 
believe that salvation is gained by works rather than by faith in Yeshua! Or they 
are marginalized as those who desire to “go back under the Law,” diminishing 
the completed work of Yeshua.
 Many of us have experienced this to one extent or another. What often 
ensues are the discussions, often infused with a great deal of emotion, about 
how we are overlooking the clear and straightforward teaching of Jesus and His 
Apostles, to the effect that the Torah (or Law) has been done away with and that 
true believers in Jesus have entered into a “new way,” that is, the “New Cov-
enant” in which these old things have passed away. Usually the arguments that 
are presented to prove that the Torah no longer has any binding authority upon 
believers in Yeshua are built upon a single premise: “If I can prove to you that 
even one Law has been abolished, then it follows that all of the Law has been 
replaced by the teachings of Jesus and His Apostles.” Those who oppose the To-
rah as a standard of righteous living for followers of Yeshua are quick to point 
out that they do not oppose the Torah outright, for they affirm that the Books of 
Moses are the word of God. But they simply argue that the laws contained in 
the Torah have lost current relevancy and that the followers of Yeshua now are 
required to obey only those Laws that are given to us in the “New Testament.” 
So they seek to show that commandments related to the Sabbath, food laws, 
yearly festivals, and so forth were incumbent upon ancient Israel, but have no 
relevance for modern day believers. Some would go so far as to say that the 
laws contained in the Torah remain relevant for Jewish people, but then this 
opens a whole new theological conundrum which most are unwilling to pursue, 
namely, how such a theological position should be properly applied to Jewish 
believers in Yeshua.
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 Inevitably, when such discussions, debates, or arguments are presented, the 
same questions and biblical texts are brought forward. I have termed these as 
“Persistent Questions” because time and time again they are brought forward by 
those who oppose the application of Torah to the lives of believers in Yeshua. 
Now, there are far more than 10 such questions! But I have chosen those that, 
in my own experience, most often surface in these discussions. Generally, they 
revolve around the Sabbath, food laws, and circumcision, and (as I have said), 
are argued from the standpoint that if Yeshua or His Apostles dismissed these 
as no longer applicable to “New Covenant believers,” then it follows that the 
whole Torah has been replaced with new laws or commandments. So I have 
chosen these “10 Persistent Questions” as generally those with which we who 
desire to incorporate Torah commandments into our life of faith in Yeshua are 
confronted.
 Here is a list of the “10 Persistent Questions” I have chosen to discuss in 
this study, and some of the sub-questions or topics that they contain:

1. Didn’t Yeshua declare all foods clean (Mark 7:19)?
• In this story, Jesus dismisses the Old Testament food laws, and 

thus the distinction between “clean” and “unclean.”
• He also sets aside all of the traditions of the Jewish elders as ir-

relevant of His followers
• He makes it clear in this text that if your heart is right, it really 

doesn’t matter what you eat. From this we learn that in the New 
Covenant the outward things give way to the inward, spiritual 
realities.

2.	 If	we’re	to	keep	Torah,	what	about	animal	sacrifices?
• In ancient Israel, a person’s sins were forgiven when they brought 

the proper animal sacrifice. But now that Jesus has come, sins are 
forgiven by accepting His once-for-all-time sacrifice.

• The fact that the sacrifices have been done away with proves that 
the Torah has also been done away with.

• Ezekiel’s description of a future Temple must therefore be describ-
ing “spiritual,” not physical, sacrifices.

3. If Yeshua and His Apostles Changed the Sabbath to Sunday,  
Doesn’t that Prove that the Torah has been Abolished?
• The observance of the Sabbath was given by God to Israel to teach 

them a spiritual lesson, namely, that our rest would be won by 
Christ.

• We therefore rest, not in a physical sense, but in a spiritual one. 
The outward observance of the Sabbath has given way to the in-
ward, spiritual rest that we have in Jesus.

4. Doesn’t Paul Dismiss the Torah’s Laws about Food, Festivals,  
New Moons, and Sabbath in Colossians 2?
• The things of the Law were all shadows pointing forward to 

Christ. Now that Christ has come, the shadows are no longer of 
any value. Who wants shadows when one can have the substance?

• When the New Testament believer focuses on the shadows, the 
centrality of Jesus is displaced.

• These words of Paul make it clear that many of the command-
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ments of the Torah became obsolete when Jesus came.

5. In Peter’s Vision (Acts 10), Didn’t God Make it Clear that there was  
No Longer any Need to Keep the Food Laws of the Torah?
• Peter was stuck in the mode of thinking that to live righteously, 

one had to follow the laws given to Israel. God’s command that he 
should eat something unclean was given so that Peter would realize 
those laws had been done away with.

• If the food laws have been abolished, doesn’t this prove that the 
Law itself has been set aside?

6. Paul makes it clear that we are “not under the Law.” Doesn’t that 
mean that we no longer are required to obey the Torah?
• what Paul means by “under Law” is “required to obey the Law.” 

Since we are not “under Law” but “under grace,” we are no longer 
required to obey the Law.

• Those who are teaching that the Torah (Law) is still to be obeyed 
have missed the glory of God’s grace! Now that Jesus has come, 
the inferior Law has been replaced with God’s grace.

• Now, since God has given us His grace in Jesus, we have only one 
law—the Law of love. If we love God and love our neighbor, then 
we have fulfilled the whole Law (Lk 10:25–28; Rom 13:8, 10; Gal 
5:14; James 2:8)

7. If Paul abolished the commandment of circumcision, doesn’t that 
prove that the Torah has been abolished?
• Since Paul clearly teaches that circumcision has been done away 

with, he must likewise be teaching that the requirements of the 
Law have been set aside, for surely the Law required that all males 
be circumcised.

• Further, since circumcision has been abolished, and since circumci-
sion was the sign of the covenant God made with Israel, it is clear 
that this covenant has also been dismissed.

• God is only concerned with the circumcision of the heart now. The 
physical sign has given way to its spiritual reality.

8. Didn’t the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) Make it Clear that the To-
rah was Only for Jewish People?
• The Apostles dealt with the issue of the Law at the Jerusalem 

Council. They concluded that the Gentiles did not need to live in 
accordance with the Law, but gave them only four requirements.

• If there is any current use of the Law, it is only to give identity to 
the Jewish people. It is no longer a moral or ethical code, much 
less a standard of righteousness for Christians.

9. Wasn’t the Torah Given to Condemn Sinners and Not as a Guide 
for Living Righteously? (1Tim 1:8; Gal 3:19)
• The Law was never given to make people righteous, nor was it 

given as a standard for how people should live. God gave Israel the 
Law in order to prove to them that they need God’s grace.

• In fact, the Law was given to show Israel their sin and to cause 
them to look to Christ as the only way to be saved. Once a person 
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comes to Christ, they no longer need the Law.

10. Didn’t God Abolish the Ceremonial and Civil Parts of the Torah,  
Requiring of Us only the Moral Laws?
• When Jesus came, His words and teachings became the new Law 

for all who received Him. The old Law was therefore replaced by 
the new Law that Jesus brought.

• The ceremonial and civil laws of the Old Testament were given to 
Israel only until Jesus came. When Jesus did come, these externals 
were done away with. Now that we have the Spirit to guide us, we 
are called to obey the Law of Christ, not the Law of Moses. It is in 
the teachings of Christ and His Apostles that the moral aspects of 
the Law are more perfectly understood.

As noted above, these questions will be the focus of our study in this course, but 
they by no means exhaust the questions that have arisen regarding the place of 
the Torah in the life of the believer in Yeshua. I hope, however, that as we seek 
biblical answers to these questions, a good deal of light will be shed upon the 
primary question, namely, “Why we keep Torah.” 
 When asked to give a short, direct answer to this question, I usually respond 
“because God told us to keep the Torah” or “because I want to follow in the 
footsteps of Messiah, and He kept the Torah.” While such an answer may seem 
flippant or even naive, it brings forward a most important issue, that of herme-
neutics, or the method by which one interprets the Bible. Everyone who affirms 
the authority of the Bible would agree that the Bible is clear about God wanting 
His people to keep His commandments:

Deut. 5:29 Oh that they had such a heart in them, that they would fear 
Me and keep all My commandments always, that it may be well with 
them and with their sons forever!

Deut. 11:1 You shall therefore love the LORD your God, and always keep 
His charge, His statutes, His ordinances, and His commandments.

Deut. 13:4 You shall follow the LORD your God and fear Him; and 
you shall keep His commandments, listen to His voice, serve Him, 
and cling to Him.

Josh. 22:5 Only be very careful to observe the commandment and 
the law which Moses the servant of the LORD commanded you, 
to love the LORD your God and walk in all His ways and keep His 
commandments and hold fast to Him and serve Him with all your 
heart and with all your soul.

1Kings 8:61 Let your heart therefore be wholly devoted to the LORD 
our God, to walk in His statutes and to keep His commandments, as 
at this day.

Psa. 119:1 How blessed are those whose way is blameless, Who walk 
in the Torah of the LORD.

Eccl. 12:13 The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and 
keep His commandments, because this applies to every person.

1John 2:3 By this we know that we have come to know Him, if we 
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keep His commandments. 4 The one who says, “I have come to know 
Him,” and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth 
is not in him;

1John 5:3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; 
and His commandments are not burdensome.

Rev. 14:12 Here is the perseverance of the saints who keep the 
commandments of God and their faith in Yeshua.

“But,” some will hasten to argue, “it all depends upon how you interpret these 
verses!” Some will argue that those texts in the “Old Testament” are specifically 
written to Israel, not to the Gentiles. Others will interpret “commandments” in 
various ways, determining that some commandments endure while others do 
not. Still others will interpret passages from the Tanach (Old Testament) as hav-
ing less authority than those of the Apostolic Scriptures (New Testament). Some 
will find a deeper, “spiritual” interpretation of the commandments, interpreting 
them allegorically. So, given all of the various interpretations by so many dif-
ferent scholars and groups, how are we to be sure about what the Bible actually 
says? In short, is there a “proper” method of interpretation?
 This is not a course on hermeneutics.1  But it is important to state from the 
beginning that I accept the grammatical, historical hermeneutic. In short, I may 
sum up my understanding of this hermeneutic in three basic axioms: 1) that the 
word of God is incarnational, 2) that words do not have meaning apart from 
their grammatical and historical (cultural) background, and 3) that words do not 
have meaning apart from the context in which they are found.
 The word of God is incarnational — What I mean by this is that the Bible is 
the inspired word of God given in common human languages (Hebrew, Ara-
maic, and Greek) just as the Word of God (Yeshua) is God in common, human 
flesh. This means that in the same way that Yeshua was fully man yet fully 
divine, so the Scriptures are divinely inspired yet given to us in common, human 
languages. This means that we should employ common, human methods of in-
terpretation to understand the meaning of the words. In short, there is no sensus 
plenior, or “deeper sense” to be found in the Scriptures. As in all human com-
munication, the words themselves, cast in phrases, sentences, paragraphs, etc., 
carry the meaning of the author. The languages of the Scripture are not them-
selves sacred. It is the inspired message that these common languages convey 
that is sacred.
 Words do not have meaning apart from their grammatical and historical 
(cultural) background — Words develop and evolve over time. One need only 
consider the way that the word “bad” is used in modern day slang to get a sense 
of this. It is foolhardy to think that when a modern American teenager describes 
an automobile as “really bad” he means that the car has many flaws! In all 
cultures, in all eras of earth’s history, words take on special or even technical 
meanings that can only be known when one understands the social context in 
which they are uttered or written. It is blatantly neglectful to think that one can 
understand the words of Yeshua and His Apostles without taking into due con-
sideration the Jewish culture in which they were spoken and written.
 In a similar way, grammatical and syntactical issues evolve as a language 
evolves. What might be correct grammar in one era is incorrect in another. One 
example from English will suffice to demonstrate this. Until recently, subjunc-

1 See my Interpreting the Bible: An Introduction to Hermeneutics, available at 
www.torahresource.com.
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tive clauses in the singular demanded a verb in the plural: “If I were a rich man” 
is correct grammar, not “If I was a rich man.” However, in modern times, schol-
ars in English grammar are suggesting that this grammatical rule is antiquated 
and needs to be dropped. Such grammatical and syntactical changes are evident 
in the Scriptures, for they span millennia of time in their writing. To presume 
that the grammar of the Torah is equivalent with the grammar of the post-exilic 
books is, once again, to neglect the obvious evolution of the Hebrew language.
 Words do not have meaning apart from the context in which they are 
found— Quite often in theological debates, those on opposite sides resort to 
“proof texting.” This is when a verse or two is taken entirely out of the context 
in which they are found, and thus given a meaning that the wider context could 
never support. For instance, one could claim that Peter believed in salvation by 
baptism. After all, 1Peter 3:21 states quite plainly, “baptism now saves you.” 
If one looks at the fuller context, however, it is clear that Peter is making an 
illustrative parallel between Noah and his family in the ark (who were saved 
from the flood) and the common practice of the mikvah in 1st Century Judaisms. 
Even as the ark was the means by which God physically saved Noah and his 
family, so the mikvah dramatizes the reality of resurrection, and particularly the 
resurrection of Yeshua. Here’s the whole verse:

Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you—not the removal of dirt 
from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience—through 
the resurrection of Yeshua Messiah…

“Proof texting” is often dangerous work. It takes snatches of texts out of their 
contexts and imports meaning into them which the author himself never in-
tended.
 It will be our duty, then, in this course, to interpret the various biblical texts 
we will encounter, within their historical and cultural background, in accordance 
with good grammar and syntax, and within their larger contexts.
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Chapter Two
Mark 7:19 

“Didn’t Yeshua Declare All Foods Clean?”

 By all accounts, the issue of purities presented a primary focus among some 
of the Jewish sects of the 1st Century. Primary in this regard were the cov-
enantors of Qumran, those who produced what we now know as the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. Their dire concern over matters of ritual purity was one of the factors 
that forced their separation from Jerusalem and the Temple, opting rather to 
live in the desert, away from what they had determined were the less-than-pure 
halachot of the other Jewish sects.
 The Pharisees, while not as radical in their pursuit of ritual purities, was 
nonetheless known for their stringent measures when it came to matters of clean 
and unclean. Josephus describes the Pharisees as “the most accurate (ajkribeia, 
akribeia) interpreters of the laws”1 The Greek word could be just as accurately 
translated as “strict” or “precise.” Luke, recording the words of Paul, uses the 
same word to describe the Pharisees (Acts 26:5) and Paul himself (Acts 22:3). 
In this regard, Josephus says of the Pharisees that they are “a certain sect of the 
Jews that appear more religious than others, and seem to interpret the laws more 
accurately (ajkribevsteron, akribesteron, i.e., “with greater strictness”).2

 Yeshua was often in the company of the Pharisees. This in itself might sug-
gest a far closer association with the Pharisees than has often been suggested. 
Indeed, the very fact that in Mark 7 Pharisees are in the company of Yeshua’s 
disciples during a meal would indicate a close camaraderie.3 This presents the 
scene of our story as more of an intramural debate rather than an “outsider” 
(Yeshua) castigating a sect of Jews viewed as entirely “other.”

The Setting

 It is difficult to know exactly what the setting is for the encounter between 
Yeshua and the Pharisees in Mark 7. In the previous chapter, Yeshua and His 
disciples are in the Galilee, and it would appear that this setting continues in 
our chapter. For instance, in v. 17, Yeshua leaves the crowd that had gathered 
and enters “the house,” perhaps a reference to the home of one of the disciples 
(Matthew? Peter?).4 Moreover, the general setting seems to take into account 
a greater time-frame than merely a single meal or meeting because Yeshua is 
addressing “the crowd” before He and His disciples have a more private discus-
sion of the matter.
 Mark tells us that some “Pharisees and scribes came from Jerusalem.” It is 
possible that by this he intends us to understand that the Pharisees were local 
to the Galilee, while the scribes came from Jerusalem. Regardless, the scribes 
themselves were apparently of the Pharisaic sect, as was often the case.

1 War 2.162
2 War 1.110.
3 On issues relating to table fellowship, cf. m.Avodah Zera 5.5; t.Avodah Zera 4.6. 

One of the issues relating to table fellowship had to do with the interpretation of 
Ex 34:15, which involved eating foods offered to idols. 

4 Cf. Lk 5:29.
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The Issue

 The primary issue that arises in this encounter between Yeshua and some 
Pharisees is that of purities. The Pharisees had witnessed the fact that disciples 
ate their food (“bread” is a generic term for food in general) without first wash-
ing their hands in a ceremonial fashion (v. 2). Mark adds (vv. 3–4) a further 
explanation regarding the matter of washing hands and items in order to make 
them ceremonially clean5 in accordance with the halachic rulings of the Phari-
sees:

(For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they carefully 
wash their hands, thus observing the traditions of the elders; and when 
they come from the market place, they do not eat unless they cleanse 
themselves; and there are many other things which they have received 
in order to observe, such as the washing of cups and pitchers and 
copper pots.) Mark 7:3–4

In describing this aspect of purities, Mark indicates that “all the Jews” follow 
this halachah of washings, but this does not accord with what we know of the 
various sects of Judaism in the 1st Century. Indeed, the prejudice against the am 
ha’aretz (the common people) often levied by the Pharisees makes it clear that 
not “all the Jews” followed these traditions of washings. We should most likely 
understand the term “Jews” here (oiJ  jIoudai`oi, hoi Ioudaioi) to refer generally 
to “Judeans,” that is, those of the Pharisaic sect who lived in Jerusalem and thus 
were greatly concerned with the laws of purities related to the Temple and its 
service. The washing of “cups and pitchers and copper pots” was of particular 
importance for the food eaten by the priests, both in the Temple precinct itself, 
as well as outside of the Temple.
 The accusation of these Pharisees against the disciples of Yeshua was gen-
erally that they did not “walk” in accordance with traditions of the elders (v. 5):

The Pharisees and the scribes asked Him, “Why do Your disciples not 
walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with 
impure hands?”

In short, the Pharisees are questioning the integrity of Yeshua Himself in as 
much as His disciples appear to have disregarded what the Pharisees consid-
ered to be Torah commandments but which were actually the commandments 
of men. Nowhere in the written Torah is there the commandment to wash 
one’s hands ceremonially before eating. Here we have the true nub of the is-
sue: whether or not the oral traditions, the Oral Torah, or the “traditions of the 
elders” had binding authority as did the Written Torah, or the Law of Moses. 
From the standpoint of the Pharisees, the Oral Torah, those traditions enacted 
by the Sages and passed on from generation to generation, had binding author-
ity equal to (and in some cases, greater than) the Torah given to Moses on Mt. 
Sinai.

Moses received Torah at Sinai and handed it on to Joshua, Joshua to 
elders, and elders to prophets, and prophets handed it on to the men of 

5 The word pugmhv, pugme, in v. 3 is curious. The word literally means “fist,” and 
some have suggested that the meaning is “washing up to the wrist” or “washing 
with cupped hands” or something like that. More than likely, however, the mean-
ing is “thoroughly” or even “ceremonially.” Thus, the NASB has “they carefully 
wash their hands.” See R. T. France, Mark in NIGTC, on 7:3.
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the great assembly. They said three things: (1) “Be prudent in judgment. 
(2) “Raise up many disciples. (3) “Make a fence for the Torah.” (m.Avot 
1.1)

This opening of the “Sayings of the Fathers” (Pirkei Avot) makes clear that the 
passing on of the Written Torah was accompanied by additional interpretations 
and laws (Oral Torah), and that both were to be received as authoritative. “Be 
prudent in judgment” implies that one must interpret the Torah in line with how 
the majority of Sages had interpreted it; “Raise up many disciples” implies pass-
ing on to one’s disciples not only the written text of the Torah, but the interpreta-
tions and applications (halachah) that had been enacted by the Sages; “Make a 
fence for the Torah” specifically references the additional laws enacted by the 
rabbis in order to safeguard the laws of the Written Torah. In asking Yeshua why 
His disciples were not abiding by these additional laws, the Pharisees were mak-
ing the point that the traditions, the Oral Torah, the additional laws or “fences” 
enacted by the Sages, were equal in weight and authority to the divinely given 
words of Moses. 

Rabbi Elazar of Modin says: He who profanes sacred things, degrades 
the festivals, and puts his fellow man to shame in public, violates the 
covenant of our father, Abraham, and he who interprets the Torah 
contrary to the Halachah—even though he is learned in Torah and 
possesses good deeds—has no share in the World to Come. (m.Avot 
3.11)

Here we see that interpreting the Torah contrary to the received tradtions (hal-
achah) is considered a condemning practice. Thus, the “traditions of the elders” 
had been given authority on par with the Scriptures themselves. It was to this 
issue that Yeshua addresses Himself.

Yeshua’s Response

 It was the common practice of the Pharisees to reference a text from the 
Tanach when presenting their arguments. Yeshua does the same by first quoting 
from Isaiah 29:13 – 

And He said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as 
it is written, “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is 
far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the 
commandments of men.”

As Mark has the quote, it essentially follows the Lxx translation. It may well be 
that Yeshua quoted directly from the MT (Hebrew text) but that Mark followed 
the Lxx since the majority of his readers may have been Greek. Even though 
the Lxx translation departs in some details from the Hebrew, both well support 
the argument of our Master. And His argument is this: that the commandments 
of men ought never to be given equal authority with the eternal words of God 
Himself. To do so gives authority to mere mortals that should be recognized as 
belonging to God alone.
 Yeshua then gave clear teaching on just how the Pharisees were prime ex-
amples of what Isaiah had taught—they had elevated the man-made command-
ments above the commandments of God. How? By neglecting or even negating 
the commandments of God in favor of their own traditions. Indeed, while in 
many cases the halachah created by the Sages was done to protect the com-
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mandments of the Torah, in reality, the “fences” they built sometimes kept the 
people from obeying the commandments. The money changers at the Temple 
is an obvious example, whose services were prescribed by prevailing rabbinic 
commandments. The level of sanctity demanded by the Sages prohibited the 
use of common money for buying sacrificial animals. But to change common 
currency into Temple currency requires usury fees, which in some cases meant 
the poor were unable to fulfill their obligations of bringing sacrifices. In their 
attempts to guard the sanctity of the Temple, the Sages had, in some cases, set 
aside the very commandments they sought to guard.
 Yeshua next brings up the issue of Korban as yet another example of how 
the rulings of the Sages could set aside the commandments of God. The is-
sue of Korban related to the taking of a vow. In short, one could take a vow in 
regard to common things (such as land, crops, money, etc.) that they would be 
dedicated to the Temple. Sometimes such vows were done in haste. The com-
mon phrase of the vow was something like: “May such-and-such be korban (or 
konam) to you.”6 In making such a vow, the person was thought to be pious, for 
he or she had dedicated something of worth to the Temple. Yet in making such 
a vow, the question was whether the vow could ever be annulled or changed. 
While in the later strata of the rabbinic literature such vows were relaxed, it 
appears that in the earliest traditions, the Sages were very reluctant to allow a 
vow of Korban to be retracted. This meant that even if one’s parents were in dire 
need of help, those things vowed as Korban could not be released to offer them 
support. While the written Torah clearly describes the dedication of things to the 
priests (Tabernacle/Temple, Lev 27) and gives clear laws regarding vows (Num 
30), honoring one’s parents, which surely includes assisting them when they are 
in need, was also a Torah commandment. Indeed, Yeshua links the fifth com-
mandment (Ex 20:12) with its reiteration in Ex 21:17(16), “He who curses his 
father or his mother shall surely be put to death.” Thus, the honoring of father 
and mother, a positive commandment, takes precedence over the negative com-
mandment not to neglect one’s vow (Num 30:2). Furthermore, for Yeshua, the 
deciding factor when commandments conflicted was the principle of love. Love 
for one’s neighbor was the high mark of obedience to God’s Torah, and surely 
one’s parents qualified as one’s closest of neighbors.
 Up to this point, Yeshua has not given a direct answer to the initial question 
of the Pharisees regarding the washing of hands. Rather, He had gone directly 
to the root issue, namely, the very motivation for keeping the commandments 
in the first place, that is, a genuine heart of love for God and for one’s neighbor. 
The Pharisees had levied an accusation against the disciples based upon the 
“traditions of the elders.” Yeshua had responded by emphasizing the importance 
of keeping the commandments given directly by God. This is an important point 
and must not be missed: Yeshua’s primary emphasis here is keeping the com-
mandments given by God. His judgment against the Pharisees is that they had 
made it possible to set aside the commandments of God in favor of their man-
made traditions. So His point is that the commandments of God are not to be 
set aside,  and the fact that the Pharisees are doing so in favor of their traditions 
is wrong. We must keep this fact in mind as we move now to Yeshua’s words 
about food.

Yeshua’s Teaching on Food

 Yeshua now speaks to the crowd that had gathered. He wants them to under-

6 We find this wording in m.Nedarim 8.7. 
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stand the heart of the issue, namely, that ritual purities offered a fitting illustra-
tion of the purity of one’s soul or heart. To pay due attention to ritual purity but 
to neglect the purity of one’s soul was to miss the heart of the Torah itself. For 
one is to love God first with all of one’s heart (Deut 6:4f). He makes His point to 
the crowd simply and straightforward:

there is nothing outside the man which can defile him if it goes into 
him; but the things which proceed out of the man are what defile the 
man. (Mark 7:15, cf. Matt 15:11)

Here, once again, we must take the larger context into consideration. The Phari-
sees were not accusing the disciples of eating non-kosher foods. They were in-
sisting that because the disciples had not ritually washed their hands before they 
handled the food and drink, the possibility existed that contamination of ritual 
impurities had made the otherwise kosher food ritually unclean. In the worst 
case scenario (as far as the Pharisees were concerned), idolatrous contamination 
might be transferred to the food, and if eaten, would be considered participation 
in idolatry (eating food offered to idols, cf. Ex 34:15). The metaphor of “clean 
hands” was connected to a “pure heart” in Psalm 24:4, and in 2Sam 22:21 (cf Ps 
18:20), the “cleanness of my hands” is parallel to “my righteousness.” Failing to 
accept the literal meaning of the phrase, that “clean hands” refers to the righ-
teousness of one’s actions, the Pharisees had substituted a man-made ritual for a 
life of righteousness that flowed from a heart wholly given over to God.
 With this in mind, Yeshua’s words become clear. Idolatry begins in one’s 
own intentions or heart7, not in what one touches or eats.8 One cannot convey 
the filth of idolatry simply by contact. Rather, idolatry comes about whenever a 
person gives greater allegiance to something or someone other than God. In fact, 
His point to the Pharisees is that in setting aside the commandments of God in 
favor of their own traditions, they had themselves entered into a form of idola-
try!

Did Yeshua Declare All Foods Clean?

 Having heard this teaching of their Master, the disciples inquired further 
about the “parable” after they had entered the house (vv. 17f). Yeshua takes their 
questioning as an indication of their lack of understanding.

And He said to them, “Are you so lacking in understanding also? 
Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man from outside 
cannot defile him, because it does not go into his heart, but into his 
stomach, and is eliminated?” (vv. 18–19)

He simply reiterates what He had taught the crowd: defilement of the heart or 
soul does not come about by eating foods with hands that have not been ritually 
cleansed in accordance with man-made laws. He makes the clear observation 
that whatever one eats is digested in the stomach and eliminated in the latrine. 
The foods prescribed by the Torah (which was clearly what the disciples were 
eating) had not become unclean just because they had not washed their hands. 

7 Cf. James 1:14f.
8 Paul no doubt based his own teaching on the words of Yeshua, for he teaches that 

“idols are nothing” (1Cor 8:4; 10:19) in the sense that an idol or an idolater can-
not convey the defilement of idolatry to another person simply through physical 
contact.
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But, in fact, after the food is eliminated into the latrine, the feces are not only 
unseemly (cf. Deut 23:12f) but according to the prevailing halachah of Yeshua’s 
day, could render objects and persons ritually unclean.9

 But what about the last clause of v. 19? Note how it is rendered by a number 
of our modern English translations:

because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is 
eliminated?” (Thus He declared all foods clean.) [NASB]

For it doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his 
body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean.”) [NIV]

Mark 7:19 For it does not enter his heart but his stomach, and then goes 
out into the sewer.” (This means all foods are clean.) [NET]

It is this last phrase of v. 19 that has become the primary fulcrum in the argu-
ment that Yeshua here dismisses the food laws of the Torah. But are these trans-
lations worthy? Let’s examine the verse more closely.
 Here is a literal, even wooden, translation of v. 19 –

because it does not come into his heart but rather into the stomach, and 
goes out into the latrine, purging all the foods.

This is fairly close to the translation of the KJV – 

Because it entereth not into his heart, but into the belly, and goeth out 
into the draught, purging all meats?

 So how did our modern English translations come up with the phrase “He 
(Yeshua) declared all foods clean,” especially noting the following:

1. The word “declared” (or any equivalent) is not found in the verse in any 
of the Greek manuscripts. It is added by the translators. It is not a vari-
ant (as though some manuscripts have the word “declared” and others 
do not).

2. The addition of the proper name “Jesus” in the final clause by the NIV 
is also an addition of the translators. It is not found in any of the manu-
scripts in this final clause of v. 19.

3. The word translated “clean” (kaqarivzw, katharizo) can just as accu-
rately be translated “purge” in the sense of taking away that which is 
unclean.

So once again we must ask, “How did our modern English translations come up 
with their translations of this final phrase?” We might be tempted to accuse them 
of a prejudiced translation since the vast majority of modern Christian scholars 
come to the Gospels with a preconceived conclusion that Yeshua did away with 
the Torah. And there is no doubt that this starting point may affect the choices 
that a translator has when attempting to render the original Greek into a modern 
language. But there is actually more to the issue than this. The issue, however, 
can only be understood when one looks at the Greek grammar itself, and thus 
it becomes fairly technical. I will attempt to summarize the issue, and then I 
will give a more detailed explanation for those of you who have some working 
knowledge of the Greek.

9 Cf. b.Berchot 62a.
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 Here is the issue: the final phrase of v. 19 begins with a participle, and the 
question that confronts the translator and the biblical interpreter is to which 
noun in the immediately previous context does the participle attach. Or to put 
it in grammatical terms: what is the antecedent of the opening participle in the 
final clause of v. 19? Here is what it looks like in the Greek:

kaqarivzwn tavnta ta; brwvmata

However, as in most inflected languages, the antecedent noun that attaches to 
a participle must agree in number, case, and gender. The opening participle in 
our clause is singular, nominative, masculine. That means that the subject of 
the participle, or the antecedent noun to which it attaches must also be sin-
gular, nominative, masculine.10 The translators of our modern English bibles 
have almost universally decided that the antecedent noun to which the parti-
ciple attaches is the singular, nominative, masculine pronoun “He” (referring 
to Yeshua) at the opening of v. 18: “And He said to them….” This would make 
the clause to read, “He is cleansing all foods.” But what would this mean? How 
could Yeshua be “cleansing all foods?” The point is made that in the Lxx, the 
same verb (kaqarivzw, katharizo) is used in Lev 13:6, 23 of the High Priest “pro-
nouncing” someone with a skin defect to be clean. This is how the translators 
settled on “He declared all foods clean” or something equivalent.
 At first, this may seem to be the most obvious solution, given the gram-
matical constraints of the Greek. But there is another alternative. Sometimes a 
nominative masculine participle is used when the subject of the participle (its 
antecedent) is unspoken or not mentioned in the previous context.11 This fits our 
context perfectly because, admittedly, Yeshua is using the latrine and the bodily 
function of elimination as the illustration for His teaching. Simply for the sake 
of propriety, one would expect that certain things might be left unmentioned. In 
fact, the most natural reading of vv. 18–19 is that the food goes into the stomach 
and then out into the latrine, and it is the whole process of bodily elimination 
that purges all the food. Not wanting to mention in specific the process of elimi-
nation, Yeshua simply uses a masculine participle (no doubt He was speaking 
Hebrew or Aramaic) to speak generally of the process. Mark reproduces the 
language Yeshua used in his Greek translation expecting that his readers would 
understand. And most likely they did. It was the later generations of the emerg-
ing Christian Church, which, wanting to distance themselves from the syna-
gogue and thus from Torah observance, found in Yeshua’s words an interpreta-
tion that fit their current needs, even if it did go contrary to the larger context of 
Mark 7 as well as Yeshua’s explicit teaching in Matthew 5:17f, about His view of 
the Torah.

Summary

 Let us summarize what we have found about Mark 7 – 
1. the issue at hand related to “the traditions of the elders” vis-a-vis the 

10 For comments on the textual variant in v. 19 that reads kaqarivzon (katharizon), 
singular nominative neuter, see below.

11 See below for examples and for further explanation of this grammatical principle 
in koine Greek.

participle
“cleansing/purging”

adjective
“all”

definite article
“the”

noun
“foods”
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commandments of God. The Pharisees were accusing Yeshua’s dis-
ciples of acting unrighteously because they were not adhering to these 
traditions.

2. Yeshua takes them to task on this perspective. In elevating their tradi-
tions above the commandments of God, they had acted unrighteously. 
They were fulfilling the very prophecy of Isaiah (Is 29:13).

3. Yeshua’s manner of argumentation makes it clear that His high priority 
was obedience to God’s commands. He judges the Pharisees as erring 
because they had set aside the commandments. For Yeshua, the com-
mandments of God stand above the traditions of men, and when one 
must choose between them, the commandments of God should always 
take precedence.

4. Yeshua was teaching that idolatry begins in the heart or soul. It is not 
conveyed or contracted through ritual impurity. Eating proper food with 
ritually unwashed hands did not bring defilement. Rather, a person is 
defiled with the sinful lusts of the heart and soul take fruit in unrigh-
teous actions.

5. Yeshua uses the latrine as an illustration. The disciples had eaten their 
food without first ritually washing their hands. That food had not de-
filed them. But when they visited the latrine, and the food was purged 
out of their body, the feces could make a person ritually defiled. The 
principle is clear in the illustration: it is not the food that goes into a 
person that defiles, but the excrement that comes out which is unclean. 
This gives way to illustrate the broader principle: it is not what comes 
into a person that defiles the heart or soul, but what comes forth from a 
heart given over to sin and lust. This produces “evil thoughts, fornica-
tions, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as 
well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness.”

6. The final clause of v. 19, rendered by some of the modern English 
translations as “Thus He declared all foods clean,” is product of the 
translators and is not founded upon the Greek itself, nor does such a 
translation fit the wider context. If, in the early part of the chapter, Ye-
shua is making a strong appeal to keep the commandments of God and 
not to set them aside in favor of man-made traditions, it is incongruous 
to conclude that Yeshua Himself set aside the commandments of the 
Torah in “declaring all foods clean.” Rather, in the final clause of v. 19 
Yeshua simply states the obvious: foods that are eaten are purged into 
the latrine. It is what comes out of the person that defiles, not what goes 
in.

7. Far from dismissing the commandments of the Torah, Yeshua in Mark 
7 upholds the Torah and the commandments of God. But as always, 
He calls His followers to obey the commandments from a heart of love 
to God and love to one’s neighbor. He urges obedience to the Torah 
from a proper motivation, not as a matter of mere tradition or religious 
obligation.
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The Grammatical Aspects of Mark 7:19

 The crux of  Mark 7:19 revolves around the last phrase of that verse, and 
particularly the word meaning “to make clean,” kaqarivzw, katharizo. First, the 
fact that there is a textual variant relating to this word has given rise to different 
translations. The Textus Receptus, following the later manuscripts, has kaqariv-
zon pavnta ta; brwvmata.12 The verb, kaqarivzon, katharizon, is parsed as a neuter 
participle. But the older and more reliable manuscripts have kaqarivzwn pavnta 
ta; brwvmata, where the verb is a masculine participle. From a text critical 
standpoint, we should reckon that the original reading is kaqarivzwn (masculine 
singular nominative participle) rather than kaqarivzon (neuter singular nomina-
tive particple) on the obvious weight of the textual evidence.
 We may ask what would have prompted some scribes to change the mascu-
line to the neuter form of the participle? Apparently, the scribes had difficulty 
understanding what stood as the subject of the participle. Since the obvious 
meaning seems to be that the elimination of excrement is the subject, the neuter 
gender for the participle seemed the correct reading (corresponding to the 
unspecified noun sw`ma, “body” or to the process of elimination itself). Thus, 
the preceding phrase,  ejkporeuvesqai eij~ to;n ajfedrw`na, “it goes out into the 
latrine,” has the bodily process of elimination in view, and thus the subject of 
the following participle would be the unnamed “it” of the verb ejkporeuvesqai. In 
this way, the final phrase means “it (i.e., body or the excrement itself) purges all 
foods,” and is reflected in the KJV, “…and goeth out into the draught, purging 
all meats.” The Greek nouns utilized to describe human excrement are kovprion 
(neuter), kovpron or kovpro~ (either neuter or masculine),13 and skuvbalon (neuter), 
meaning “garbage, refuse,” but which can also refer to human excrement (cp. 
Sirach 27:4). Thus, the impetus for changing the masculine form to read as a 
neuter would have been to clear up any ambiguity as to the subject of the par-
ticiple. It is the body itself or the process of elimination (or the excrement) that 
brings about the purging or cleansing the body of that which is unclean.14

 The earlier manuscripts, however, almost universally have kaqarivzwn, 
which is masculine singular. In this case, the closest antecedent masculine 
singular noun is ajfedrwvn, “latrine.” However, there is a grammatical problem. 
Participles generally must agree in gender, number, and case with the noun to 
which they attach. In the phrase ejkporeuvesqai eij~ to;n ajfedrw`na, the word 
ajfedrw`na is in the accusative case, while the following particple, kaqarivzwn, 
is in the nominative case. When one first reads the sentence, it would appear 

12 The UBS3 lists the following data: kaqarivzwn א A B L W X D Q f1 f13 28 565 892 
1009 1071 1216 1241 1242 1253 1546 1646 Byzpt l49, 184, 211, 299, 950, 1761 syrp, h copsa, bo 
eth Origen Gregory-Nyssa Chrysostom // kaqarivzon K P 33 700 1010 1079 1195 
1230 1344 1365 2148 2174 Byzpt Lect Diatessarona // kaqarivzwn or kaqarivzon ita, 

aur, b,c,d,f, ff2, l,n,q vg // kai; kaqarivzetai (1047 omit kaiv) syra // kaqarivzwn te l70 // kai; 
kaqarivzei (D l185 omit kaiv) iti, r1 (goth omit kaiv) arm geo

13 The ambiguity of kovpron/kovpro~ is noted by BDAG (ad loc.). Since kovpron may be 
parsed as either feminine or neuter (where no other gender indicators are pres-
ent), in some texts it may function as a neuter noun, like its corresponding noun, 
kovprion, as in Lk 13:8, though BDAG would favor the masculine parsing.

14 Note the comments of Henrich Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the 
Gospels of Mark and Luke (Funk & Wagnalls, 1884), p. 89–90 [Reprinted by Hen-
drickson Pub., 1983].
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that the latrine (ajfedrwvn) is the logical antecedent of the nominative singular 
masculine katarivzwn, giving the meaning “it goes out into the latrine, and thus 
the latrine purges all foods.” But the fact that the participle does not agree in 
case with the word ajfedrw`na seems to render this reading impossible, since 
ajfedrw`na, the object of preposition eij~, is necessarily in the accusative case.
 Seeking for the subject of the participle kaqarivzwn becomes, therefore, 
the crux interpretum for the passage. What or who “cleanses all foods?” Most 
modern translations add the words “thus He declared” to the dangling participle 
phrase “cleansing all foods,” in order to inform the readers that the subject of 
the participle, as far as the translators are concerned, is Yeshua. This interpreta-
tion goes back as far as Origen,15 where the subject of the nominative masculine 
participle is traced in the context to v. 18 and the implied subject of levgei, “He 
said,” i.e., Yeshua said. It is therefore suggested that Yeshua is likewise the 
subject of the masculine participle, and the final participial clause is therefore 
understood to mean “He (Yeshua) is cleansing all foods.” But how would Ye-
shua cleanse all foods? The answer is that He cleansed all foods by declaring all 
foods clean, and thus the added “He declared all foods clean.”
 Rudolph, in his article “Yeshua and the Dietary Laws: A Reassessment of 
Mark 7:19b,”16 concludes that this is the only possible explanation for the nomi-
native singular participle:

The NA27 Greek text of Mark 7:19b reads kaqarivzwn pavnta tav 
brwvmata (literally: “cleansing all the foods”). Most English translations 
turn this dangling participial clause into a Markan insertion by placing 
it within parentheses and adding the words at the beginning “(thus 
he declared…” (NRSV) or “(In saying this, Yeshua declared…” 
(NIV Prophecy Edition). The reader is left with the impression that 
Mark is summarizing the significance of Yeshua’s teaching in the 
previous verses. In support of such a translation, it should be noted 
that kaqarivzwn (“cleansing”) is nominative masculine. Thus, Yeshua is 
the one who is doing the cleansing and not the body as indicated by the 
textual variant kaqarivzon.17

 Is this true? Does the fact that the participle kaqarivzwn is nominative 
masculine mean that its only possible subject within the immediate context is 
Yeshua? Actually, there is another alternative. It is well known in Greek gram-
mar that the nominative singular participle may sometimes refer to something 
within the previous context or to something implied in the context not explicitly 
mentioned, even though it may not be in the same grammatical case.18 Note the 
following examples:

Luke 24:47 and that repentance for forgiveness of sins would be 

15 Origen, Commentary on Matthew, Book 12, section 11.

16 David J. Rudolph, “Jesus and the Food Laws: A Reassessment of Mark 7:19b,” EQ 
74:4 (2002), 291–311; updated and revised in “Yeshua and the Dietary Laws: A 
Reassessment of Mark 7:19b,” Kesher 16 (Fall, 2003), 97–119.

17 Ibid., Kesher 16 (Fall, 2003), 97–8.
18 See F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other 

Early Christian Literature (Univ. of Chicago, 1961), p. 76, §137(3); James Hope 
Moulton and Nigel Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek, 3 vols. (T&T 
Clark, 1963), 3.316; Maximilian Zerwick S. J., Biblical Greek (Pontificii Instituti 
Biblici, 1963), pp. 5–6.
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proclaimed in His name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 
(kai; krucqh`nai ejpi; tw`/ onovmati aujtou` metavnoian eij~ a[fesin aJmartiw`n 
eij~ pavnta ta; e[qnh, ajrxavmenoi ajpo  jIerousalh;m). The participle in the 
clause “beginning from Jerusalem” is nominative masculine plural, but 
there is no nominative masculine plural noun in the preceding context 
to act as its antecedent. It presumes an understood subject in the 
infinitival clause krucqh`nai…metavnoian,  “to preach…repentance,” 
something like aujtoiv khruvxousin…metavnoian…ajrxavmenoi ajpo  
jIerousalh;m, “they  preach…repentance…beginning from Jerusalem.” 
A similar construction is found in Acts 10:37 (where some manuscripts 
attempt to smooth out the incongruence).

2Thess 1:8 dealing out retribution to those who do not know God 
(ejn puri; flogov~, didovnto~ ejkdivkhsin toi`~ mh; eijdovsin qeo;n), where 
didovnto~, “dealing out” is masculine singular genitive, but refers to the 
previous angels (v. 7, ajggevlwn), which is masculine plural genitive.

James 3:8 But no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full 
of deadly poison. (th;n de; glw`ssan oujdei;~ damavsai duvnatai ajvqrwvpwn, 
ajkatavstaton kakovn, mesth; ijou` qanathfovrou). Here, the adjectival 
phrase, “restless evil” (ajkatavstaton kakovn) is nominative masculine 
singular, but it modifies th;n glw`ssan, which is accusative feminine 
singular.

Interestingly, the Greek Grammars (see footnote 18 above) also reference Mark 
7:19b as an example of a nominative masculine participle that does not agree in 
case with its apparent antecedent.
 For those who take levgei, “He (Yeshua) said” as the antecedent for the par-
ticiple kaqarivzwn, (thus, “He (Yeshua) declared …”), appeal is made to the Lxx 
of Leviticus 13, where the priest pronounces a person clean or unclean, depend-
ing upon the various attendant circumstances. Here are two examples:

Lev. 13:6 “The priest shall look at him again on the seventh day, and if 
the infection has faded and the mark has not spread on the skin, then 
the priest shall pronounce him clean (kaqariei` aujto;n oJ iJereuv~); it is 
only a scab. And he shall wash his clothes and be clean. 
Lev. 13:23 “But if the bright spot remains in its place and does not 
spread, it is only the scar of the boil; and the priest shall pronounce him 
clean (kaqariei` aujto;n oJ iJereuv~).

In these instances, the verb kaqarivzw means “to declare someone clean,” and 
it is reasoned therefore that the same verb in Mark 7:19 could bear a similar 
meaning. But this could only be the case if the final clause is understood as the 
Evangelist’s own editorial comment. 
 Those who take the final phrase of our text as an editorial comment by Mark 
do so primarily on two grounds: 1) that kaqarivzwn requires a masculine noun for 
its antecedent, and the closest such antecedent is the masculine singular subject 
of levgei in v. 18, and 2) that Mark is known to interject his own explanatory 
comments, an example of which is the lengthy editorial comment at the begin-
ning of this same chapter (7:3–4). Since Mark finds it necessary to explain the 
general halalchah of the Pharisees and Judeans, it is reasoned that he must be 
addressing a Gentile audience, and this gives cause for his parenthetical com-
ment at the end of v. 19: Yeshua is reassuring the Gentile believers “that the Jew-
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ish food laws were not obligatory for them.”19 This, in a nutshell, is the conclu-
sion of Rudolph’s article.
 But paralleling the final clause of Mark 7:19 with the previous editorial 
comments (7:3–4) is a bit tenuous. In the first place, the explanatory insertion in 
vv. 3–4 is lengthy, and is clearly part of the narrative exposition, necessary for 
setting up the narrative scene to follow. But if v. 19b is also an editorial addi-
tion by Mark, it is unclear how it functions in light of the pericope as a whole. 
The issue at hand was the accusation against Yeshua’s disciples, that they fail to 
follow the halalchah of the elders, because they do not wash their hands before 
they eat. Yeshua’s response is not to negate all of the traditions of the elders, but 
to put them in their proper place, that is, subordinate to God’s commandments. 
His emphasis is upon the weightier matters of the Torah that are being neglected 
in favor of the traditions of the elders. So, as usual, He goes to the heart of the 
issue: loving God and loving one’s neighbor. He uses the fifth Word (honoring 
father and mother) as His primary example because it bridges these two aspects 
of the Ten Words.20 Yeshua also notes what an evil heart brings forth: “evil 
thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wick-
edness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness” (vv. 
21–22). These are things that ultimately defile, not eating food with unwashed 
hands (cp. the parallel account in Matthew 15). That is because what comes into 
the heart is not so easily purged, and also because that which defiles the heart 
also causes others to be defiled, for it is duplicated through one’s actions and 
speech. In contrast, that which enters the bowel is quickly purged, and if done so 
in the proper place, does not defile others.
 So one wonders how, from this emphasis of Yeshua, Mark could come 
to the honest conclusion that He was suspending the Torah laws of clean and 
unclean foods for the Gentiles? To put it simply: if Mark has interjected v. 19b 
as his halachic deduction from Yeshua’s teachings, it seems as though he missed 
the point. Moreover, Yeshua’s words take on a more universal aspect, for Mark 
construes His teaching using a[nqrwpo~: “there is nothing outside the man which 
can defile him if it goes into him” (Mark 7:15). This appears as a universal 
axiom, not something that is constrained by Jewish vs. Gentile boundaries.21 For 
Mark to have derived halalchah specific to Gentile believers from this saying of 
Yeshua appears to have missed the heart of Yeshua’s teaching in this instance.
 Secondly, in describing the particular action of the Pharisees and Judeans 
(oiJ  jIoudai`oi) in the opening narrative exposition (vv. 3–4), Mark uses indica-
tive verbs (oujk ejsqivousin, “they do not eat,” used twice, v. 3 and 4). He uses the 
participle (kratou`nte~ th;n paravdosin tw`n presbutevrwn, “holding to the tradi-

19 James D. G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (John 
Knox, 1990), p. 45.

20 What I mean by this is that the Ten Words may be grouped as those directed pri-
marily to God (Words 1-4) and those pertaining primarily to one’s neighbor (Words 
6-10). Thus, the Ten Words encompass “loving God” and “loving one’s neighbor.” 
The 5th Word, the command to honor one’s parents, is the “bridge” between the 
two halves of the Ten Words, for loving God as Father is first understood by a rec-
ognition of one’s earthly father. Or to put it another way, honoring and submitting 
to the authority of one’s parents is the first step in understanding what it means to 
honor and submit to God as one’s Father.

21 This use of a[nqrwpo~ may be understood as universal (=mankind) all the more 
because of Mark’s repeated use of “son(s) of man” terminology, cf. Mark 2:10, 28; 
3:28; 8:31, 38; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45; 13:26; 14:21, 41, 62; 15:39.
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tions of the elders”) to indicate normative or characteristic action of the Phari-
sees and Judeans. In the supposed parallel to v. 19b, the participle kaqarivzwn 
should thus bespeak normative or characteristic action on the part of Yeshua (at 
least from Mark’s perspective). Thus, the meaning would be “He (Yeshua) regu-
larly declared all foods clean.” If in fact this final clause of v. 19 is the Evange-
list’s own declarative statement regarding halalchah for Gentile believers, we 
would have expected Him to use the indicative rather than a participial form 
(and most likely an aorist indicative). In fact, the modern English translations, 
in order to cast the final phrase of our text as an editorial affirmation on the part 
of Mark, construe the participle in precisely this manner: “(Thus He declared all 
foods clean),” (NASB, NRSV, ESV, ); “(In saying this, Jesus declared all foods 
‘clean’),” NIV.
 Therefore, to interpret Mark 7:19b as the halachic conclusion of the Evan-
gelist himself, directed to the Gentiles but not to the Jewish people, seems to 
raise more difficulties than it solves.
 But the need to understand the final clause of v. 19 as Mark’s editorial con-
clusion is removed if, in fact, kaqarivzwn can have an antecedent with which it 
does not share grammatical concord (as noted above). In this case, the anteced-
ent of kaqarivzwn could be either ajfedrw`na (“latrine”) or the excrement itself 
(which is spoken of only euphemistically as that which goes out into the latrine). 
This allows the final clause of v. 19 to function normally as the conclusion of 
Yeshua’s argument, namely, that as it pertains to food, what comes forth from 
the bowel does not defile, because it goes out into the latrine and is properly 
purged. In contrast, what comes out of the heart does defile, both the one from 
whom it proceeds as well as others. Therefore, Yeshua’s teaching is that one 
should be more concerned about what goes into and comes forth from the heart, 
rather than whether one eats food with hands that have not been washed.
 In the final analysis, even though the best reading of the text is kaqarivzwn 
(masculine singular nominative), it can be understood as essentially the same in 
meaning as the inferior reading kaqarivzon. Grammatically, it is perfectly war-
ranted to translate Mark 7:18–19 as follows:

18 And He said to them, “Are you so lacking in understanding also? 
Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man from outside 
cannot defile him, 19 because it does not go into his heart, but into his 
stomach, and goes out into the latrine, cleansing all foods (from the 
body)?
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Chapter Three 
“If We Are to Keep the Torah, 

What About Animal Sacrifices?”

 Let’s face it. For nearly two thousand years, the Law has been given a bad 
reputation by the Christian Church. Not entirely, of course, but most modern-
day Christians, when asked about “the Law,” will tend to respond in negative or 
semi-negative terms. It is no wonder, then, that when  believers in Yeshua begin 
to observe and appreciate Torah commandments such as keeping the Sabbath 
or eating kosher foods, many of their Christian friends are shocked and con-
cerned. “Why would anyone want to put themselves under the restrictions and 
regulations of a Law from which Jesus freed us?!” It isn’t long until the shock 
and concern fuels confrontation. Sometimes this confrontation is sincere and 
meaningful. After all, if a brother or sister really thinks that someone who is 
keeping the Sabbath and eating kosher food has been deceived by the “doctrines 
of demons,” they have a great motivation to rescue that poor soul from the slip-
pery slope of legalism.
 Sometimes such confrontation, when it is sincere, comes with proof texts to 
show the person how deceived they  really are, with the genuine hope that they 
will “see the light.” Occasionally, however, the confrontation begins by pointing 
out just how ridiculous observing the “old Law” really is: “So, where do you 
plan to sacrifice your first lamb? In your backyard?” (often accompanied by a 
couple of nervous chuckles). They are quite sure that this question is the coup 
de gras that will halt this “Torah nonsense” and get the person back on track.
 What throws the whole conversation into a tizzy is when the Torah-loving 
believer calmly says: “Well, we obviously can’t offer sacrifices when there is no 
Temple and no established priesthood. But if there were a Temple and priest-
hood, I’d be ready and willing to bring my sacrifice as God commands.” 
 After the initial shock wears off, the stunned Christian usually retorts with 
something like this: “Jesus made the final sacrifice. We no longer need sacrific-
es, and anyone who would think we do just doesn’t appreciate the finished work 
of Christ!” This response is based upon a number of faulty presumptions: 1) that 
animal sacrifices were actually received by God as full payment for one’s trans-
gressions; 2) that forgiveness of sins before Yeshua came was through offering 
sacrifices, but that after He came, forgiveness of sins was by faith in Yeshua and 
sins were forgiven on the basis of His death; and 3) that to even consider offer-
ing an animal sacrifice after Yeshua died on the cross would be an affront to His 
finished work of paying for sins through His own death.

What Did the Animal Sacrifices in the Tabernacle and Temples Accomplish?

 The first question that confronts us when we discuss animal sacrifices in 
the Tabernacle and subsequent Temples (the 1st Temple built at the time of 
Solomon, and the 2nd Temple built during the time of Zerubbabel) is what they 
actually accomplished in terms of the salvation of sinners. Many Christians be-
lieve that before the coming of Yeshua, people who were true believers in God 
had their sins forgiven on the basis of bringing a sacrifice as commanded in the 
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Torah. They further believe that once Yeshua was crucified on the cross as the 
final and ultimate sacrifice for sin, there was no longer any need to bring animal 
sacrifices since His death was the ultimate and final sin sacrifice.
 But the author of Hebrews surely did not believe that God forgave sins on 
the basis of the animal sacrifices offered by priests in the Tabernacle and Tem-
ple. Note Hebrews 10:1–4:

1 For the Torah, since it has a shadow of the good things to come and 
not the very form of things, can never, by the same sacrifices which 
they offer continually year by year, make perfect those who draw near.  
2 Otherwise, would they not have ceased to be offered, because the 
worshipers, having once been cleansed, would no longer have had 
consciousness of sins?  3 But in those sacrifices there is a reminder of 
sins year by year.  4 For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats 
to take away sins. 

The first thing to note is that some of the English translations add a pejorative 
term to the first verse, suggesting that the Torah is “only” or “merely” a shadow 
of the good things to come. Here are two examples:

For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come… 
(ESV)
For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things to come… 
(NASB)

But neither the word “but” nor the word “only” is represented in the Greek. The 
point of the author is not that a shadow is bad or unimportant, but that it por-
trays the existence of something, but is not the thing itself. In other words, the 
sacrifices functioned to substantiate the method by which God forgives sins, but 
they did not provide the very means for this forgiveness.
 This is precisely the point he makes in the next verses. If an animal sacrifice 
could actually function to remove forever the sin of the one who brought the 
sacrifice, then there would be no need to keep bringing sacrifices. The yearly 
Yom Kippur sacrifice would suffice for all of one’s sins. But the very fact that 
the Yom Kippur sacrifice was required every year, made it clear that it did not 
remove the sins of Israel. This is because the sacrifices were never given by God 
to bring about the removal of sins in a final and ultimate sense. It is not because 
there was something wrong with sacrifices in general, or the Yom Kippur sac-
rifice (the yearly sacrifice) in specific, but because the animal sacrifices com-
manded by God in the Torah were never given for that purpose. As the author of 
Hebrews states, “It is impossible (ajduvnato~, adunatos = “unable,” “powerless,” 
“impossible”) for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.” The animal 
sacrifices could never “make perfect” (teleiovw, teleioo) those who “draw near” 
(to “draw near” is a technical term for “bring a sacrifice” since the Hebrew 
 karav, “to draw ,קרב korban, “a sacrificial offering,” is based upon the verb ,קָרְּבָן
near”).
 Some might argue that the animal sacrifices simply “covered” the sins of 
those who brought them, awaiting the time of the Messiah’s appearance when, 
by His own sacrifice, the sins would be removed. But this does not match up 
with the Scriptures. For instance, David writes in Ps 32:1–2,

How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is 
covered! How blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute 
iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit!
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David speaks of sins actually being “forgiven,” and the parallel term, “covered,” 
does not mean simply “set aside” or “overlooked,” but actually paid for.1 This is 
made clear by the second line, which pronounces blessing upon the person “to 
whom the Lord does not impute iniquity.” If the Lord does not impute iniquity 
to a person, it means that the iniquity has been entirely removed. This is precise-
ly how Paul interprets Psalm 32:1-2 when he quotes it in Romans 4:6–8,

…just as David also speaks of the blessing on the man to whom God 
credits righteousness apart from works: “blessed are those whose 
lawless deeds have been forgiven, and whose sins have been covered. 
blessed is the man whose sin the lord will not take into account.”

Note carefully how Paul interprets David’s words. He states that when lawless 
deeds are forgiven or sins covered—when the Lord does not take into account 
one’s sins—it is equivalent to having righteousness credited to one’s account. As 
Cranfield notes:

…his appeal to the psalm-passage has an inward and substantial 
validity, for God’s reckoning righteousness to a man “apart from 
works” is, in fact, equivalent to His forgiving of sin.2 

David was not under the impression that his sins had simply been “covered” in 
the sense of “overlooked” for a time! Rather, he understood that God had actu-
ally removed his sin on the basis of His promise to send the Messiah as the sin 
bearer, the very Messiah in whom David had placed his faith. This accords with 
David’s words in Psalm 103:12, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has 
He removed our transgressions from us.” Indeed, according to Peter in his Sha-
vuot sermon, David knew not only that the Messiah would come, but also that 
He would die and be resurrected (Acts 2:30–31):

And so, because he was a prophet and knew that god had sworn to him 
with an oath to seat one of his descendants on his throne, he looked 
ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, that he was neither 
abandoned to hades, nor did his flesh suffer decay.

This is Paul’s main point in Romans 4 where he quotes the Psalmist, namely, 
that the manner of salvation (including the forgiveness of sins by faith in the 
work of Messiah Yeshua) was the same for David as it was for the Romans. That 
means it is impossible that salvation in the “Old Testament” was based upon the 
forgiveness of sins via animal sacrifice, while salvation in the “New Testament” 
was via faith in Yeshua as the sacrifice for sins. Neither David nor Paul believed 
that there were two ways of salvation, one before the incarnation of Yeshua, and 
a different one after His incarnation.
 “But,” someone might argue, “doesn’t the biblical text itself state that offer-
ing an animal sacrifice actually atoned for sin?” Yes, it does. Note the following 
examples:

in regard to the sin offering:
All its fat he shall offer up in smoke on the altar as in the case of 

1 For a short study on this, see my article entitled “Thoughts on the Meaning of the 
Hebrew Word Kafar, ‘To Atone,’” available in the Articles in English section of 
TorahResource.

2 C.E.B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Epistle to the 
Romans, 2 Vols (T & T Clark, 1975), 1.233.
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the fat of the sacrifice of peace offerings. Thus the priest shall make 
atonement for him in regard to his sin, and he will be forgiven. (Lev 
4:26, cf. Num 15:28)

with regard to the guilt offering:
The second he shall then prepare as a burnt offering according to the 
ordinance. So the priest shall make atonement on his behalf for his sin 
which he has committed, and it will be forgiven him.

 
with regard to individual transgression
He shall bring his guilt offering to the LORD to the doorway of the 
tent of meeting, a ram for a guilt offering. The priest shall also make 
atonement for him with the ram of the guilt offering before the LORD 
for his sin which he has committed, and the sin which he has committed 
will be forgiven him. (Lev 19:21–22)

 At first reading, these texts seem to contradict what the author of Hebrews 
clearly states! Here, in the few examples given from the Torah (and there are 
many more), the animal sacrifice atones for the transgressor and his sin is forgiv-
en. But in Hebrews we read that “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats 
to take away sins.” Since we begin with the premise that the book of Hebrews 
is part of the inspired word of God, we proceed on the basis that there must be a 
way to reconcile what at first appears to be contradictory. And there is.
 When we look further at the use of atonement language in the Torah, we see 
that atonement is said to bring about ritual purity. Note the following examples:

in the consecration of the altar
For seven days you shall make atonement for the altar and consecrate 
it; then the altar shall be most holy, and whatever touches the altar shall 
be holy. (Ex 29:37)

in a return to the status of ritual purity for someone who has become 
ceremonially unclean.
for a woman after childbearing
Then he shall offer it before the LORD and make atonement for her, 
and she shall be cleansed from the flow of her blood. This is the law for 
her who bears a child, whether a male or a female. (Lev 12:7)

for a person with skin disease
The priest shall next offer the sin offering and make atonement for 
the one to be cleansed from his uncleanness. Then afterward, he shall 
slaughter the burnt offering. The priest shall offer up the burnt offering 
and the grain offering on the altar. Thus the priest shall make atonement 
for him, and he will be clean. (Lev. 14:19–20)3

Surely the altar had no sin of its own, nor is it a sin to give birth to a child. 
Moreover, one could not say that contracting a disease is necessarily connected 
with one’s own sin. This was specifically taught by Yeshua when He healed the 
man who was born blind:

As He passed by, He saw a man blind from birth. And His disciples 
asked Him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he would 
be born blind?” Yeshua answered, “It was neither that this man sinned, 
nor his parents; but it was so that the works of God might be displayed 

3 Note also Deut 32:43 where the text speaks of making atonement for “the land.”
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in him. (John 9:1–3)

What do we learn from this? We learn that atonement as spoken of in the Scrip-
tures functions on two levels: one related to the sanctity of the earthly Taberna-
cle or Temple (we may designate this as “temporal atonement”) and one related 
to one’s eternal standing in righteousness before God (we may designate this as 
“eternal atonement”). 
 This may be illustrated by reconciliation between people, and reconcilia-
tion between God and a sinner. If a person sins against another person causing 
a breach in their friendship, the person sinned against may forgive the offender, 
bringing about reconciliation between them. But this does not necessarily mean 
that the sin has been forgiven by God. If the offender seeks both to be forgiven 
by his neighbor as well as by God, then both temporal and eternal forgiveness is 
established. 
 Now let’s apply this to the issue of ritual purity. In the administration of 
the Tabernacle and Temple, there was to be a clear distinction between those 
who were ritually pure or clean, and those who were not. In short, ritual impu-
rity or being ceremonial unclean resulted from some connection to death. For 
instance, the flow of blood following childbirth appeared as a small death (as did 
the monthly flow of blood in menstruation). Likewise, a skin disease or bodily 
discharge had a connection to death, since in severe cases, such conditions 
could bring about physical death. Since the dwelling place of God (Tabernacle 
or Temple) was to be a demonstration of the fact that God is the God of life and 
not death, all connection to death, including one’s own sin, barred a person from 
participation in the activities carried on in the sacred space of the Tabernacle or 
Temple. As we know, sin is connected to death from the very beginning: “…for 
in the day that you eat from it you will surely die”. Thus, the bringing of the 
appropriate sacrifice functioned in two significant ways: 1) it cleared the way 
for the person to return to a status of ritual purity so that person could come to 
the Tabernacle or Temple and participate in the worship prescribed by God, and 
2) it demonstrated the divine method of forgiving sins eternally, that is, through 
the death of an innocent victim dying in the place of the one who had sinned. 
In this way, all of the sacrifices were signposts pointing forward to the Mes-
siah, Yeshua, Who would come and, in fulfillment of the words of the Prophets, 
make full and eternal payment for the sins of His people, all who would believe 
in Him. Those genuine believers who lived before the coming of Yeshua had 
their sins eternally forgiven by placing their faith in the Messiah Who was yet to 
come.  
 The author of Hebrews himself makes it clear that the sacrifices did have a 
temporal function:

For if the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkling 
those who have been defiled sanctify for the cleansing of the flesh, how 
much more will the blood of Messiah, who through the eternal Spirit 
offered Himself without blemish to God, cleanse your conscience from 
dead works to serve the living God? (Heb 9:13–14)

Here, he makes it clear that the sacrifices did bring about the “cleansing of the 
flesh,” meaning that they effected ritual purity. His point is that these animal 
sacrifices could not cleanse the conscience (v. 9) but they could cleanse the 
flesh. His comparison is that the sacrifice of Yeshua is so much better because 
through His work, the conscience can be cleansed. He sees the animal sacrifices 
as functioning in the temporal realm to effect ritual purity and Yeshua’s sacrifice 
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(to which the animal sacrifices pointed) as effecting eternal cleansing, that is, 
the cleansing of the conscience or the heart.
 But there is another important distinction that our author makes between the 
temporal effect of the animal sacrifices and the eternal atonement secured by the 
sacrifice of Yeshua: the animal sacrifices needed to be repeated in order to bring 
about ritual purity, but the sacrifice of Yeshua was accomplished once for all 
time:

Every priest stands daily ministering and offering time after time 
the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins; but He, having 
offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, sat down at the right hand 
of god, (Heb 10:11–12)

It is the purpose of Hebrew’s author to show the utter superiority of Yeshua’s 
sacrifice to those of the animal sacrifices. He does this primarily by showing 
that 1) Yeshua’s sacrifice has eternal consequences since by His sacrifice eternal 
payment is made for one’s sins and therefore their sins are eternally forgiven, 
whereas the animal sacrifices effect only temporal cleansing/forgiveness, and 2) 
that Yeshua’s sacrifice was once-for-all-time whereas the animal sacrifices must 
be continually repeated (since a person may often contract ritual impurity).
 In making his point that the sacrifice of Yeshua was a once-for-all-time 
event, He states: “Now where there is forgiveness of these things, there is no 
longer any offering for sin” (Heb 10:18). This has often been read by Christian 
commentators to mean that once Yeshua offered Himself as the eternal sacrifice 
for sin, there is no longer a need for the animal sacrifices known as sin offerings. 
But this interpretation fails to take into account the larger context. The author’s 
point is that unlike the animal sacrifices that are offered day after day and year 
after year, Yeshua’s sacrifice was a once-for-all-time event. Thus, he quotes Jer-
emiah 31:34, “and their sins and their lawless deeds I will remember no more,” 
and uses this as the final substantiation for his argument: since God will never 
again remember their sins and lawless deeds, it is clear that there is no need 
for Yeshua to offer Himself time and time again as the sacrifice in payment for 
their sins. Our author has already stated (10:4) that the blood of bulls and goats 
cannot take away sin, so he cannot be teaching here that the sin offerings of the 
Temple did take away sin at one time, but since the death of Yeshua they are no 
longer needed as they were before. Rather, he is making an obvious observation: 
once a transgression has been cleared, there is no longer any need for sacrifice in 
relationship to that transgression. This was demonstrated by the animal sacri-
fices as well. If a woman gave birth to a child, she was required to bring the ap-
propriate sacrifice if she were to return to the status of ritual purity. But once she 
brought her sacrifice for that event, she no longer needed to bring another one 
for that same event. Thus, since the sacrifice of Yeshua cleanses the conscience, 
forgiving all of one’s sins in the court of Heaven, there is no need for Yeshua to 
ever offer Himself again as the sacrifice for sinners.
 The fact that the Tabernacle and Temple services and ordinances, along with 
priestly administration of the animal sacrifices, revealed God’s way of forgiving 
sins, pointing to the once-for-all-time sacrifice of Yeshua, is emphasized by Paul 
as well. In his Epistle to the Galatians, Paul raises the question why the Torah 
was given in the first place, especially since he has emphasized the promise 
made to Abraham in the Abrahamic covenant. We read this in Galatians 3:19.

Why the Torah then? It was added because of transgressions, having 
been ordained through angels by the agency of a mediator, until the 
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seed would come to whom the promise had been made.

Once again, many have read this verse to mean that the Torah, with its sacrificial 
service, was given because of Israel’s transgressions, and that it ceased to have 
any purpose when the Seed (Who is Yeshua, cf. 3:16) came Who was the fulfill-
ment of the promises made to Abraham. Some with this in mind have suggested 
that the Torah was given as punishment to Israel because of the sin of the golden 
calf. But this idea can be immediately dismissed when we remember that Paul 
considers the Torah to be righteous, holy, and good: “So then, the Torah is holy, 
and the commandment is holy and righteous and good” (Rom 7:12). Moreover, 
Paul considers the Torah to be spiritual, meaning endowed with the power of 
the Spirit: “For we know that the Torah is spiritual, but I am of flesh, sold into 
bondage to sin” (Rom 7:14). So Paul agreed with the Scriptures, that the Torah 
is pure, right, good, clean, enduring forever, and that it is to be desired far more 
than even precious gold—that it is sweeter than honey because it brings not only 
temporal but eternal blessings (cf. Ps 19:11ff).
 So what did Paul mean when he wrote to the Galatians that the Torah was 
given “because of transgressions?” First, in the context, Paul is giving a posi-
tive, not a negative reason for why the Torah was given. His point in the prior 
context is that the Torah, given four hundred and thirty years after the giving of 
the Abrahamic covenant, did not annul or somehow replace the promises given 
to Abraham. This means that the giving of the Torah must be complimentary to, 
or in harmony with, the former covenant. Thus, when he answers the question 
“Why the Torah, then?”, he is expressing how the Torah works together with the 
Abrahamic covenant to bring the promise of blessing. 
 Secondly, the phrase translated “because of transgressions” (tw`n para-
bavsewn cavrin prosetevqh) could be better understood to mean “for the sake of 
transgressions.” The Greek word translated “because” by the NASB is cavrin, 
charin, which often indicates the goal to which something proceeds.4 The point 
is that one primary function of the Torah was to show how God could remain 
just and still forgive sinners. On the basis of the Greek phrase itself, we could 
paraphrase the verse this way: “Why the Torah then? It was given (added to 
the revelation already given in the Abrahamic covenant) to reveal the divine 
method of dealing with transgressions.” It was given “for the sake of” transgres-
sions—to show Israel how God would deal with transgressions, i.e., through the 
sacrifice of an innocent victim dying in the place of the guilty sinner. This rein-
forces that besides offering the means to obtain ritual purity and reconciliation 
of the sinner to the corporate worship of Israel, the sacrifices, indeed, the entire 
sacrificial system, functioned to reveal God’s way of forgiving sin, foreshadow-
ing the sacrifice of Yeshua by Whom eternal forgiveness would be purchased 
for all who believe.
 But how then are we to understand Paul’s statement that the Torah was 
given “for the sake of transgressions…until the seed would come to whom the 
promise had been made”? Does the Torah only function to teach about God’s 
method of dealing with sin until Yeshua arrived, and then did it cease having 
this function? Here is where we get tripped up with our English word “until.” 
Generally, “until” means “up to a certain point and no further.” For example: 
“you’ll sit at this table, young man, until you finishing eating your peas!” That 
means the child sits there until he finishes his peas, and then (and only then) 
he leaves the table and no longer sits at it. But neither the Hebrew word עַד (‘ad, 

4 So BDAG, ad loc. cavrin, which gives “indicating the goal” as the first definition 
for cavrin.
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which is often translated “until”) nor the Greek word a[cri (axri) translated 
“until” in our verse, is bound to this meaning. Both words may have the sense 
of “marking a continuous extent of time up to a point”5 but without necessarily 
implying that something ceases at that point. 
 A good example of this is the use of axri, the very word in our text, found 
in Job 32:11 of the Lxx:

Hearken to my words; for I will speak in your hearing, until (axri) you 
shall have tried the matter with words.

These are the words of Elihu who had remained silent because of his youth. 
When he did speak, he asked the “friends” of Job to listen to his words until 
they understood his point. Now this does not mean that after they had come to 
understand his argument they would no longer listen to his words. Rather, the 
use of the preposition axri6 means “listen to my words with a view to under-
standing what I am saying.” The preposition axri designates the goal to which 
his words proceeded, namely, that they should understand his argument.
 Axri is used the same way in Galatians 3:19. Paul’s meaning is that the To-
rah was given as a revelation of how God would deal with sin, a revelation that 
always had the Messiah and His saving work as the goal. It is not that the Torah 
ceases to function in this way once Messiah has come, but simply that the To-
rah’s revelation of God’s method of forgiving sin always had Yeshua in focus. In 
other words, the revelation of the Torah in terms of how God forgives transgres-
sions functioned throughout the millennia as a witness to Messiah’s sacrifice for 
sin. This is exactly what Paul means when He writes in Rom 10:4 that Yeshua 
is the “goal (telov~, telos) of the Torah with regard to righteousness.” Thus, one 
of the main reasons that the Torah was given was to demonstrate God’s way of 
dealing with transgressions, ultimately pointing to the Seed through Whom the 
promise of blessing given to Abraham would be realized.

Summary – What Did Animal Sacrifices Accomplish?

 We have seen that the animal sacrifices in the Tabernacle and Temple did 
have a valid function, namely, effecting ritual purity and thus allowing the 
person or object that had become ritually impure to return to an acceptable 
status for participation in worship at the Tabernacle or Temple. In this sense, 
the animal sacrifices made atonement for the ritual impurities that separated a 
person from participation in the Tabernacle or Temple services. We have also 
noted that the sacrifices offered divine revelation about how God would forgive 
sins eternally (the innocent One paying the penalty for the guilty sinner), and 
how a person’s heart or conscience could be cleansed from the guilt of sin. We 
have seen the distinction between temporal and eternal atonement, the former 
dealing with the earthly Tabernacle or Temple, and the latter having to do with 

5 BDAG, ad loc, a]rci.
6 In Job 32:11, the Greek a[criv translates the Hebrew preposition עַד, ‘ad, often trans-

lated “until.” This Hebrew word may also have the sense of “with a view towards” 
or “marking continuous time up to a particular time or event.” Note Ps 110:1, “Sit 
at My right hand until (עַד) I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.” This 
verse, referring to the session of Yeshua in the heavenlies, does not mean that once 
His enemies are subdued, He no longer sits at the right hand of the Father. Rather, 
it emphasizes the fact that Yeshua, in His high priestly work, secures both the 
blessing of His own people as well as the destruction of His enemies. His “sitting” 
(session) is “with a view toward” the subduing of His enemies.
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God’s declaration of a sinner as eternally and completely forgiven on the basis 
of Yeshua’s sacrifice for sin.

What Does This Mean for Us?

 Once we have seen how the Scriptures describe what the animal sacrifices 
in the Tabernacle and Temple actually accomplished, we can see that they 
never detracted from the once-for-all-time sacrifice of Yeshua. Since the animal 
sacrifices were never given to make the infinite payment for sin which God 
requires, a payment only the infinite and eternal Son of God could accomplish, 
we recognize that offering a sacrifice at the Tabernacle or Temple could in no 
way diminish the value of Messiah’s death. Only if the Scriptures taught that 
animal sacrifices actually did make eternal payment for sin before the coming of 
Yeshua, could offering them after Yeshua’s death signal a disregard for what He 
had accomplished. In fact, the offering of sacrifices, rather than detracting from 
Yeshua, the sacrifices point to His work of redeeming sinners.
 We know that the Apostles never considered that offering sacrifices at the 
Temple might be construed as a disregard for the high and eternal value of Ye-
shua’s death. For instance, when Paul returned to Jerusalem after being sent out 
by the assembly at Antioch, it was told to him how many of the believing Jews 
in Jerusalem had heard false rumors about him, that he was teaching the Jew-
ish people to forsake the Torah (Acts 21:20–21). James and the other Apostles 
knew this was entirely false and so they made a plan to prove to the Jerusalem 
community that Paul did live in accordance with the Torah himself, and that 
he taught others to do the same. The plan they agreed upon was to have Paul 
go to the Temple to participate with four other men who were completing their 
Nazirite vows as well, and to pay for their expenses in the whole matter (Acts 
21:23–24). Obviously, the completion of a Nazirite vow required the offering of 
a sacrifice (Num 6:13ff). Clearly the Apostles could not have encouraged Paul to 
undertake this duty if they had the slightest notion that offering a sacrifice was 
an affront to the death of Yeshua.
 The same is true of all believers in Yeshua who lived before the destruc-
tion of the Temple. If they traveled to Jerusalem for Passover, as the Torah 
commanded, they would have brought their Pesach sacrifice, offering it at the 
Temple and eating it at their Seder. The same would have been true for the other 
pilgrimage festivals (Shavuot and Sukkot), regarding which the Torah requires 
that the adult men of the family not come “empty-handed,” by which is meant 
that they were to bring the appropriate sacrifices and tithes (Deut 16:16). What 
is more, those believers living near the Temple would have doubtlessly partici-
pated in the Temple services, as did Peter and John (Acts 3:1), celebrating the 
daily services which were marked by the offering of the daily sacrifices. Had 
they thought that the sacrifices somehow diminished the glory and finality of the 
death of Yeshua, surely they would not have participated.
 Moreover, if the sacrifices in the Tabernacle and Temple actually did make 
an eternal and acceptable payment for one’s sin, there would have been no need 
for Yeshua to die. Does anyone really think that God would have given His own 
dear Son to be sacrificed for the sins of His people if the sacrifice of an animal 
would have sufficed to do the same thing? But the reality is, as we have shown, 
that the animal sacrifices never did take away sin in an eternal or ultimate sense. 
This is because sin is an infinite transgression against the infinite holiness of 
God, and therefore only an infinite sacrifice, the death of the eternal and sinless 
Son of God, could make such payment.
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How Can We Live According to the Torah and Not Bring Sacrifices?

 The Torah is clear that sacrifices are to be brought only to the Temple (the 
place where God chooses to put His name) and they must be offered by recog-
nized priests serving in the Temple. Since the destruction of the Temple in 70 
CE, it has therefore been impossible to bring sacrifices because to offer sacrific-
es elsewhere or without a bona fide priesthood would actually be in violation of 
the Torah commandment (cf. Deut 12:5ff; Num 3:10, etc.). Since it is impossible 
to fulfill the commandments of the Torah regarding the offering of sacrifices, 
does this mean that it is impossible to keep the Torah altogether? Or to ask the 
question another way: does our inability to carry out the commandments that 
require a Temple and priesthood mean that obeying the other commandments 
is actually moot? If we can’t obey the many commandments attached to the 
Temple and priesthood, should we presume that obeying the remainder of the 
Torah is irrelevant, since to transgress one commandment is to transgress them 
all (cf. James 2:10)?
 We know intuitively that this line of thinking is wrong. Does anyone really 
believe that if a person cannot keep all of the commandments perfectly, they 
should just give up trying to obey any of God’s commandments? Obviously, that 
argument flies in the face of the many Scriptures that enjoin God’s people to 
obey His commandments. But it also neglects to take seriously what the Scrip-
tures themselves teach about obeying God’s commandments.
 First, when James writes that “whoever keeps the whole Torah and yet 
stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all,” he is not suggesting that 
if a person sins, he should just “give up” trying to live obediently. The context 
makes it clear that James is exhorting his readers to live in obedience to the “To-
rah of liberty” (2:12). What James is expressing is the unity of the Torah. One 
cannot “pick and choose.” All of the commandments are linked together because 
they are all given by the same Law Giver. For instance, to think that I can keep 
the Sabbath but disregard the commandment to love my neighbor as myself, is 
to misunderstand the Torah and the One Who gave the Torah. That is James’ 
point.
 But we may also note Deuteronomy 30:1–3, because in this passage Moses 
describes the scenario that would take place if Israel were to be disobedient to 
the covenant and disregard God’s commandments:

So it shall be when all of these things have come upon you, the blessing 
and the curse which I have set before you, and you call them to mind 
in all nations where the LORD your God has banished you, and you 
return to the LORD your God and obey Him with all your heart and 
soul according to all that I command you today, you and your sons, 
then the LORD your God will restore you from captivity, and have 
compassion on you, and will gather you again from all the peoples 
where the LORD your God has scattered you.

The picture is clear: one of the curses that is enumerated in the giving of the 
covenant is that of exile. If Israel is disobedient to the Lord, and they refuse 
to repent of their waywardness, God promised that He would exile them from 
the Land (Deut 29:22–28). What recourse do they have in such a scenario? Is 
Israel forever lost if they should be exiled because of their disobedience? No. In 
the text quoted above, being restored from captivity is dependent upon Israel’s 
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willingness to return to the Lord (this speaks of repentance7) and to obey Him. 
But notice carefully the words that describe such obedience: “obey Him with 
all your heart and soul according to all that I command you today.” How could 
Israel, in exile, obey God in accordance with all that Moses commanded? Surely 
in the land of their exile there is no functioning priesthood and no established 
Temple. Yet in spite of the fact that they would be unable to obey the command-
ments related to the priesthood and Temple, their willing obedience to the rest of 
the commandments is counted by God as obeying the whole.
 The same principle is therefore true for us. Even though there is currently 
no functioning priesthood or Temple, in God’s eyes, He counts our obedience to 
Him in the things we can do as a sufficiently complete demonstration of our love 
to Him. When we fail to obey Him, He offers a way of forgiveness our sin (1Jn 
1:9), and calls us back to obedience. It is in this way that we love Him with all 
of our heart and all of our soul.

Will There Be Sacrifices in the Millennium?

 The notion that the death of Yeshua did away with the sacrifices is also con-
troverted by the description of the millennial Temple in Ezekiel’s prophecy. In 
Ezekiel 40–48, he describes in great detail a Temple that has yet to be built, and 
also describes many of the activities that will take place in this Temple. Note the 
following examples:

In the porch of the gate were two tables on each side, on which to 
slaughter the burnt offering, the sin offering and the guilt offering. 
(Ezek 40:39)

Then he said to me, “The north chambers and the south chambers, 
which are opposite the separate area, they are the holy chambers where 
the priests who are near to the LORD shall eat the most holy things. 
There they shall lay the most holy things, the grain offering, the sin 
offering and the guilt offering; for the place is holy.” (Ezek 42:13)

 It shall be the prince’s part to provide the burnt offerings, the grain 
offerings and the drink offerings, at the feasts, on the new moons and 
on the sabbaths, at all the appointed feasts of the house of Israel; he 
shall provide the sin offering, the grain offering, the burnt offering and 
the peace offerings, to make atonement for the house of Israel.” (Ezek 
45:17)

Here we see that in the millennial Temple, the sacrificial system is reinstated. 
We do not have sufficient time or space to discuss all of the issues relating to 
Ezekiel’s Temple, but the point that is relevant to our current study is that a 
Temple, which by all accounts is yet future, will see the return of all of the sac-
rifices, including the guilt and sin offerings. Moreover, the Prince (whom many 
think represents Yeshua), is also involved in the sacrificial service.
 What will be the purpose of these sacrifices? I would maintain that their 
purpose is precisely the same as was the purpose of the sacrifices offered in the 
Tabernacle and former Temples: 1) as part of what the Torah requires for a puri-
fying objects and people in order that they might be ritually pure and therefore 

7 The Hebrew word for “repentance” is ּתְׁשּובָה, t’shuvah, which is based upon the 
Hebrew verb ׁשּוב, shuv, which means “to return.” Thus, “to return to the Lord” is 
the way that the Hebrew would express “repent before the Lord.”
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able to participate in the Temple service. In short, to effect temporal atonement 
in relationship to the Temple itself, and 2) to be God’s revelation of the method 
by which He forgives sinners, that is, through the death of an innocent victim 
paying the penalty for the one who has transgressed. Even as the sacrifices in the 
Tabernacle and 1st and 2nd Temples foreshadowed the sacrifice of Yeshua,  the 
“Lamb slain before the foundations of the earth,”8 so the sacrifices in the mil-
lennial Temple will point back to Him and His saving work on the cross as an 
infinite sacrifice. The former sacrifices in the Tabernacle and Temples constituted 
a foreshadowing of Messiah’s work; the sacrifices in the millennium will be a 
memorial of the saving work He accomplished.
 Some would argue that once the reality has come, there is no longer any 
need for that which illustrates the reality. In terms of our current topic, once 
Yeshua, the complete and infinite sacrifice, has come, there is no longer any need 
for the animal sacrifices that illustrate or point to His death. Yet this is to mis-
understand the function of an illustration or a picture. A picture freezes in time 
an important event or person. This is why we look through wedding albums for 
years after the wedding took place. Using the logic of those who argue that once 
Yeshua has come, there is no longer any need for the picture of His death por-
trayed in the sacrifices, one might also think that a wedding album is useless to 
a man and his wife who have been married for many years. Yet we know that is 
not the case. The pictures in that album bring to one’s mind the specifics of that 
very important event. Similarly, only a relatively few people actually saw the 
crucifixion of our Messiah, Yeshua. The agony and supreme price that He paid to 
set us free from our sins is known to us only through the words of others. We can 
seek to envision what it must have been like, and even enact dramas to appreci-
ate more fully what our Lord underwent in His death. But I have a sense that the 
reinstituting of the sacrificial system in the millennial Temple, pointing as it will 
to the death of Yeshua, will enable those who participate to appreciate in a very 
real and substantial way the manner in which He gave His life for us. Like the 
pictures in the wedding album that bring the very moment of that grand event so 
clear to the memory, so the slaughter of an innocent animal on behalf of one who 
needs to return to ritual purity will bring in vivid relief the price that was paid 
for their eternal redemption.
 Moreover, in the time of Yeshua’s life upon this earth, the majority of Israel 
were blind to who He was and to the work He accomplished on the cross. In the 
millennial Temple, regathered Israel will not only look upon the pierced One, 
but will also have a new appreciation for the message previously missed in the 
sacrifices. Having come to confess that Yeshua truly is Israel’s Messiah, the op-
portunity to participate in the sacrifices as a memorial to His death as the Lamb 
of God will be meaningful indeed!

8 Cf. Rev 5:6; 13:8 (though whether the phrase “from the foundations of the world” 
modifies the verb “written” or “slain” is disputed. See the NIV and the explanation 
in the NET Bible). That the salvation of the elect was secured even before the com-
ing of Yeshua is clearly taught by the Apostles, cf. Eph 1:4; 2Tim 1:9.
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Chapter Four 
“If Yeshua and His Apostles Changed the Sabbath to Sunday, 

Doesn’t That Prove the Torah has been Replaced?”

 The commandment to sanctify or set apart the seventh day of the week from 
the other six days of work is number four of the Ten Commandments:

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and 
do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your 
God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, 
your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who 
stays with you. For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the 
earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day; 
therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy. (Ex 
20:8–12)1

What is more, desecrating the Sabbath drew the death penalty:

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, But as for you, speak to the sons of 
Israel, saying, ‘You shall surely observe My sabbaths; for this is a sign 
between Me and you throughout your generations, that you may know 
that I am the LORD who sanctifies you. Therefore you are to observe 
the sabbath, for it is holy to you. Everyone who profanes it shall surely 
be put to death; for whoever does any work on it, that person shall 
be cut off from among his people. For six days work may be done, 
but on the seventh day there is a sabbath of complete rest, holy to the 
LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall surely be put 
to death. So the sons of Israel shall observe the sabbath, to celebrate 
the sabbath throughout their generations as a perpetual covenant. It is 
a sign between Me and the sons of Israel forever; for in six days the 
LORD made heaven and earth, but on the seventh day He ceased from 
labor, and was refreshed. (Ex 31:12–17)

We see this enacted in the story of the Israelite man who was gathering wood on 
the Sabbath:

Now while the sons of Israel were in the wilderness, they found a man 
gathering wood on the sabbath day. Those who found him gathering 
wood brought him to Moses and Aaron and to all the congregation; 
and they put him in custody because it had not been declared what 
should be done to him. Then the LORD said to Moses, “The man 
shall surely be put to death; all the congregation shall stone him with 
stones outside the camp.” So all the congregation brought him outside 
the camp and stoned him to death with stones, just as the LORD had 
commanded Moses. (Num 15:32–36)

 In fact, the sanctity or distinction of the Sabbath was established before the 
Torah was ever given. In the creation narrative, we read that God distinguished 
the Sabbath from the six days of creation, and pronounced a special blessing 

1 Note the reiteration of the fourth commandment in Deut 5:12–15 as well.
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with regard to the day of Sabbath:

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts. By 
the seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He 
rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then 
God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested 
from all His work which God had created and made. (Gen 2:1–3)

We also see that even before the Torah was given to Moses on Mt. Sinai, the 
distinctiveness of the Sabbath was already established in Israel, demonstrated in 
God’s instructions regarding the gathering of manna (Ex 16). The people were 
to gather manna each day but leave none of it over for the next day. When some 
of the people tried to store some for the next day, it became worm infested. 
However, on the sixth day, the people were to gather enough for two days—for 
the sixth day and for the Sabbath, because on the Sabbath God did not cause 
the manna to fall from heaven as He did each of the six days of the week. The 
primary reason that God gave the manna in this way was to test Israel’s willing-
ness to obey God in a matter that required trusting Him for their sustenance:

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Behold, I will rain bread from 
heaven for you; and the people shall go out and gather a day’s portion 
every day, that I may test them, whether or not they will walk in My 
instruction (ּבתֹורָתִי, b’torati, “in My Torah”). On the sixth day, when 
they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather 
daily.” (Ex. 16:4–5)

From these early texts of the Torah, we may summarize a number of important 
facts about the Sabbath:

1) the Sabbath day was made distinct from the six days of work well be-
fore the giving of the Torah on Mt. Sinai. The Sabbath day was estab-
lished at the very creation of the universe.

2) the Sabbath day is to be observed by everyone who is part of Israel, 
whether native born or the “sojourner” who has joined Israel.

3) desecrating the Sabbath was a capital offense
4) the commandment to keep the Sabbath is eternal, enduring throughout 

“all your generations.”
5) the commandment to keep the Sabbath was included in the Ten Words 

(Commandments), marking it as equally important with the other nine.

 We also discover in the words of the Prophets that the Sabbath remains vi-
able in the millennium, when Yeshua will reign upon the earth. What is more, 
it is clear in these texts that the Sabbath is enjoined upon all who have attached 
themselves to the Lord, whether the native born of Israel or those from the na-
tions who have come to confess the God of Israel as the One true God:

Thus says the LORD, “Preserve justice and do righteousness, for My 
salvation is about to come and My righteousness to be revealed. How 
blessed is the man who does this, and the son of man who takes hold 
of it; who keeps from profaning the sabbath, and keeps his hand from 
doing any evil.” 
“Also the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to 
Him, and to love the name of the LORD, to be His servants, every one 
who keeps from profaning the sabbath and holds fast My covenant; 
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even those I will bring to My holy mountain and make them joyful 
in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will 
be acceptable on My altar; for My house will be called a house of 
prayer for all the peoples.” The Lord GOD, who gathers the dispersed 
of Israel, declares, “Yet others I will gather to them, to those already 
gathered.” (Is.56:1–2; 6–8) 

We see that this prophecy of Isaiah finds its fulfillment at the time when the 
Lord gathers the dispersed of Israel, brings them to the Land, and establishes 
the Temple (“My house”) and its services once again, when burnt offerings and 
sacrifices are offered on the altar (“on My altar”). This doubtlessly pictures that 
which takes place in the time of restoration, or the millennial reign of the Mes-
siah. 
 This prophecy of Isaiah establishes the fact that the Sabbath could not be 
abolished by the coming of Yeshua or by His death on the cross. For whatever is 
abolished by Yeshua’s death is forever abolished. Take, for instance, the penalty 
of condemnation that is abolished by the death of Messiah on behalf of all who 
put their faith in Him. Such condemnation is “nailed” to the cross (Col 2:14). If 
one were to allow that something abolished by the death of Yeshua could later 
be reinstated, one would also have to reckon with the fact that condemnation 
for sin could also be reinstated. But the Scriptures are clear that when Yeshua 
obtained redemption for His people through His own sacrifice on the cross, the 
redemption is eternal:

But when Messiah appeared as a high priest of the good things to 
come, He entered through the greater and more perfect tabernacle, not 
made with hands, that is to say, not of this creation; and not through 
the blood of goats and calves, but through His own blood, He entered 
the holy place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption. (Heb 
9:11–12)

It is clear that what Yeshua accomplished in His death is eternal and irrevocable. 
One could never argue, then, that Yeshua abolished the Sabbath by His death, 
for the Sabbath is clearly in place in the time of restoration—the millennium.

But Didn’t Yeshua Himself Break the Sabbath?

 Many who argue that the Sabbath has been done away with, and use this 
to establish that the Torah has thus also been set aside, reference a number of 
instances in the Gospel records that they believe prove their point. But before 
we look at these texts specifically, we should note the precarious position such 
an argument presents. Surely those who believe that Yeshua disregarded the 
Sabbath commandment do not think that He sinned in doing so. Yet on what 
grounds do they hold such a position? If sin is the transgression of God’s com-
mandments (1Jn 3:4),2 surely breaking the Sabbath commandment would be a 
sin. And if the argument is made that since Yeshua is the “Lord of the Sabbath,” 
He has the right to disregard this commandment, how does this align with the 
words of Yeshua Himself, that even the smallest stroke of the Torah is to be 
obeyed?

Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and 

2 On the use of “lawlessness” (ajnomiva, anomia) as describing sin, cf. Matt 7:23; 
13:41; 23:28; 24:12; Rom 6:19; 2Cor 6:14; 2Th 2:3, 7; Heb 1:9.
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teaches others to do the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of 
heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great 
in the kingdom of heaven. (Matt 5:19)

However the commandments were considered in Yeshua’s day, it is eminently 
clear that the Sabbath commandment would not have been considered by Yeshua 
or His colleagues as a “least” or “small” commandment.3 It ought to give anyone 
pause, then, when Yeshua is accused of disregarding a commandment that is 
so clearly emphasized in the Bible as eternally viable, for to do so also marks 
Yeshua as a transgressor. But the Scriptures make it amply clear that Yeshua was 
without sin.4

 Moreover, the Torah is clear that if anyone comes as a prophet and seeks to 
turn Israel away from obeying what God has given them, that prophet is a false 
prophet and is not to be followed:

But that prophet or that dreamer of dreams shall be put to death, 
because he has counseled rebellion against the LORD your God who 
brought you from the land of Egypt and redeemed you from the house 
of slavery, to seduce you from the way in which the LORD your God 
commanded you to walk. So you shall purge the evil from among you. 
(Deut 13:5)

What is more, if one argues that the Sabbath commandment is only for Jewish 
people and not for Gentiles who come to faith in Yeshua, or that Yeshua abol-
ished in His death the Sabbath commandment as it pertains to Gentile believers, 
then to argue that Yeshua Himself disregarded the Sabbath commandment is a 
non sequitur, for Yeshua is Jewish! To maintain that the Sabbath commandment 
remains eternally viable for Jewish people while at the same time maintaining 
that Yeshua Himself disregarded the Sabbath is to affirm that Yeshua did, in fact, 
transgress the Torah. 
 It can be seen from the outset, then, that the view held by many, that Yeshua 
set aside the Sabbath commandment, brings grave theological problems into the 
discussions, proceeds on a path that is openly contradictory to the Scriptures in 
general and to Yeshua on words in particular, and even brings into question the 
very nature and work of Yeshua as God’s chosen Messiah. This is in no way to 
say that those who believe the Sabbath has been abolished have in this affir-
mation denied Yeshua. What it does point out is that many who have come to 
believe that the Sabbath has been abolished have never fully pondered how such 
a position undermines a consistent Christology (doctrine of the Messiah) and 
Soteriology (doctrine of Salvation).

Picking Grain on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:1–8; Mark 2:23–28; Luke 6:1–5)

 Often those who believe that Yeshua set aside the Sabbath commandment 
appeal to the Gospel account that describes Him and His disciples walking 
through a field on the Sabbath. As they are going, some of the disciples pick 
heads of grain, rub them in their hands to separate the grain from the chaff in or-
der to eat the grain. Some Pharisees who saw them doing this accuse them (and 
by extention, Yeshua Who is their teacher) of breaking the Sabbath:

3 For further study on Matt 5:17ff, see my papers, “Matthew 5:17-20: Yeshua’s View 
of the Torah” and “What Does “Plerosai” (to fulfill) Mean in Matthew 5:17?”, both 
available in the Articles in English section at www.torahresource.com.

4 Cf. Heb 4:15; 7:16; 1Pet 1:19; 2:22–24; 1Jn 3:3.
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At that time Yeshua went through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and 
His disciples became hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and 
eat. But when the Pharisees saw this, they said to Him, “Look, Your 
disciples do what is not lawful to do on a Sabbath.” (Matt 12:1–2)

Following this, Yeshua answers their accusation by referencing David’s eating 
of the Bread of the Presence (cf. 1Sam 21:1–6) even though he and his men 
were not of priest lineage. The Torah makes it clear that only the priests had the 
right to eat the Bread of the Presence. He then references the priests themselves 
who work on the Sabbath by offering sacrifices at the altar, a duty which re-
quired cutting, lifting, gathering, and burning, activities which the Sages pro-
hibited on the Sabbath. He then quotes from Hosea 6:6, emphasizing that God 
desires covenant loyalty or faithfulness to be the basis of worship (specifically 
the bringing of sacrifices in the context of Hosea), not merely going through the 
motions.5 Having affirmed that “something greater than the Temple is here,” He 
states: “the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”
 Before we look more closely at how Yeshua’s mention of David and the 
priests in the Temple bolster His defense to the Pharisees, it is important to note 
what Yeshua does not say. If, in fact, it was Yeshua’s intention to teach that 
He had come to change the Torah and in specific, to do away with the Sabbath 
commandment, He certainly does not indicate so here. Rather than positing that 
He has the right and the authority to do away with the Sabbath, His argument is 
structured so as to prove that neither He nor His disciples have violated the Sab-
bath. At the conclusion of the interchange He clearly affirms that His disciples 
were innocent of the charges (Matt 12:7). In other words, His response to the 
Pharisees only makes sense if we understand its conclusion to be that the charge 
of the Pharisees against Yeshua’s disciples was without sufficient grounds. 
Moreover, had the Pharisees sustained their argument that His disciples broke 
the Sabbath, one would certainly think that this accusation would have been 
raised when they were seeking grounds for Yeshua’s execution.
 But what exactly was the defense that Yeshua gave to the Pharisees? First, it 
should be emphasized that nowhere in the Torah of Moses is there a prohibition 
against picking heads of grain and eating them on the Sabbath. It is true that the 
Torah prohibits harvesting on the Sabbath (Ex 34:21), but harvesting is distin-
guished from picking heads of grain, as we discover in the laws of the Sabbati-
cal year (the Shemitta year). During the Sabbatical year, planting and harvesting 
is prohibited (Lev 25:4–5). Yet according to Ex 23:11, the poor are allowed to 
take from the field whatever they need (as opposed to taking only from the cor-
ners during a common year). Notice also Deut 23:25.

When you enter your neighbor’s standing grain, then you may pluck 
the heads with your hand, but you shall not wield a sickle in your 
neighbor’s standing grain. (Deut 23:25)

Here, to “wield a sickle” (=harvesting) is differentiated from plucking heads of 
grain. So while the Torah itself prohibits harvesting on the Sabbath, plucking 
heads of grain is not defined as harvesting and would therefore be allowed.
 The Sages, however, were more strict in their definition of what constituted 
harvesting. In the 39 prohibited activities on the Sabbath,6 reaping, binding, 
threshing, winnowing and selecting fit from unfit produce, are included. The 

5 For a more thorough exposition of Matt 12:1–8 and the corresponding texts in the 
Synoptics, see my commentary on Matthew, 2.415ff.

6 m.Shabbat 7.2; cp. Jubilees 50:12.
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expanded explanation in the Bavli (Babylonian Talmud) makes it clear that 
detaching fruit from its source is prohibited on the Sabbath.7 So based upon the 
additional rulings of the rabbis, the disciples broke the Sabbath. But based upon 
the Torah itself, they did not.
 Yet even though the accusation of the Pharisees was based upon their own 
rules and definitions, Yeshua does not discount their judgment altogether. He 
could have retorted that neither He nor His disciples were required to obey 
man-made rules, but He does not. Instead, He seeks to show the Pharisees that 
they were misjudging His disciples, and that if they would use “equal weights 
and balances” in their assessment of the situation, they would recognize that the 
disciples were within the bounds of Sabbath activities allowed by the Torah.
 Many have wondered how Yeshua’s appeal to David and his men, when 
they ate the Bread of the Presence in apparent violation of the Torah, could be 
understood to support His claim of innocence in regard to the Sabbath regu-
lations. Some have suggested that Yeshua appeals to the rabbinic ruling of 
piquach nefesh, which means “saving a life.” The majority of Sages held the 
ruling that when a person’s life is threatened, all Torah commandments may be 
suspended save three: the prohibition of 1) idolatry, 2) sexual taboos [specifi-
cally adultery and incest], and 3) murder.8 Now it seems likely that in the case of 
David and his men, who were engaged in battle, their lives may have depended 
upon getting food, even that which otherwise would be prohibited to them. But 
this could hardly have been the case with the disciples of Yeshua. Certainly 
their hunger was not at the point of starvation, so Yeshua’s point could not have 
been to make a comparison with David and his men on the grounds of pichuach 
nefesh.
 Others have suggested that since David was God’s anointed king (even if he 
had yet to be recognized and coronated as such), and since he was a foreshadow 
of the Messiah Himself, he warranted the status of a priest9 and therefore had the 
right to eat the Bread of the Presence. The analogy is then to Yeshua as King and 
Priest, and that He therefore had the right to suspend certain Torah command-
ments. This explanation fails on several grounds. First, as noted above, it is clear 
that Yeshua does not agree with the Pharisees that His disciples broke the Sab-
bath and thus He is not giving an explanation why it was permissible for them to 
break the Sabbath. Secondly, Yeshua was not the one who plucked the grain and 
ate it—this was done by His disciples. If the argument is based upon the anal-
ogy to David as King and Priest, then it might apply to Yeshua but hardly to His 
disciples.
 More to the point, however, is the fact that Yeshua says that David and his 
men “ate the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for him to eat nor for 
those with him, but for the priests alone” (Matt 12:4). Yet the Sages, perhaps to 
exonerate David, had ruled that the Bread of the Presence was no longer subject 
to the laws of sacrilege once the bread was removed from the Table.10 This rul-
ing, however, seems directly contrary to Lev 24:9 which states plainly that the 
Bread of the Presence was to be eaten only by Aaron and his sons.
  And this, it seems to me, is the crux. I think the best explanation for Yesh-
ua’s argument is simply that He is highlighting the manner in which the Phari-

7 b.Shabbat 73b.
8 b.Sanhedrin 74a; cp. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Hilchot De’ot 6.8.
9 Cf. 2Sam 6:14, 17; 8:18 where David functions as a priest, and his sons are called 

“priests.”
10 m.Meila 1.1, cp. Maimonides, Sefer Ha’Avodah: Hilchot Me’ilah 2.8; m.Zevachim 

9.5.
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sees dispense their halachah inconsistently. In regard to their halachah, they are 
using unjust weights. They exonerate David, who clearly violated Torah com-
mandments by eating the consecrated bread, yet they condemn Yeshua and His 
disciples for failing to adhere to laws found nowhere in the Torah. In doing so, 
they have shown that they consider their own halachah to have a greater author-
ity than the Torah itself. Thus, Yeshua’s argument is one of kal v’chomer (light 
and heavy). If David is considered innocent of violating clear Torah command-
ments, how much more should they consider Yeshua and His disciples innocent, 
for they have merely disregarded man-made halachah. Furthermore, if the Phar-
isees’ motivation in exonerating David was to maintain his hero status within 
the history of Israel, had they recognized just who Yeshua was, they would have 
gladly exonerated Him and His disciples. This helps to explicate the statement 
of Yeshua that “something greater than the Temple is here” (Matt 12:6).
 The same is true with the example of the priests doing their duties on the 
Sabbath in the Temple. Is there anywhere in the written Torah where it states that 
their work of service on the Sabbath violates the day? No, there is no mention 
of this. But in the writings of the rabbis we read: “the sacrificial service super-
sedes the Sabbath.”11 Yeshua therefore reminds them of their own rulings and the 
manner in which they found a way to hold the priests guiltless for their work in 
the Temple on the Sabbath, even though they engaged in activities that the Sages 
themselves had defined as prohibited on the Sabbath. Had they been willing to 
recognize who Yeshua truly was, and were likewise willing to be consistent in 
the application of their own rulings, they surely would not have made such an 
accusation against Yeshua’s disciples.
 This explanation helps us understand why Yeshua quoted from Hosea 6:6 in 
His response: 

But if you had known what this means, ‘i desire compassion, and not a 
sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the innocent. (Matt 12:7)

In this quote, the word “compassion” is e[lio~ (elios) in the Greek, which is 
often the word chosen by the Lxx translators for Hebrew חֶסֶד, chesed, usually 
translated “lovingkindness.” But very often chesed is found in covenant contexts 
where it emphasizes “steadfast love” in the sense of “loyalty” or “faithfulness” 
to the covenant stipulations. Thus, when Hosea gives the words of Adonai, that 
He desires “chesed and not a sacrifice,” it must be understood in the context of 
Hosea’s entire prophecy. Israel had strayed from following after God and His 
ways. She had played the harlot with foreign gods but thought she could bring 
sacrifices to the Temple as usual. In other words, Israel had lost sight of just how 
jealous God is for His chosen people. The sacrifices were mere ritual rather than 
heart-felt expressions of worship and awe to the one and only God of Israel. 
Hosea’s prophetic call to Israel was to return to a loyal, faithful obedience to the 
covenant God had made with her at Sinai—to return to the Torah as an expres-
sion of true love and thanksgiving to the God Who had redeemed Israel for 
Himself. What God wanted was “chesed” (covenant loyalty) which would then 
cause the bringing of sacrifices as He intended.
 This, I think, is what Yeshua is saying to His detractors as well. In all of 
their attempts to regulate the Sabbath, they were missing the fact that the Sab-
bath was to be a sign of covenant relationship—a covenant that included not 
only love for God but also for one’s neighbor. Yeshua is not pitting “compas-

11 b.Shabbat 132.b; note also m.Pesach 6.1, which states that the activities of prepar-
ing and offering the Pesach sacrifice supersede the Sabbath laws.
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sion” against “sacrifice,” or moral law against ritual law. Hosea’s words are 
not an “either/or” but a “both/and.” This is also what Yeshua is emphasizing 
by quoting Hosea: the many Sabbath regulations that had been added by the 
rabbis threatened to turn the day into a ritual, losing sight of  its true covenant 
significance. The manner in which they had accused Yeshua and the disciples of 
profaning the Shabbat was just one indication that this was happening.
 In the conclusion of the interchange between Yeshua and the Pharisees, our 
Master makes this strong statement: “For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sab-
bath” (Matt 12:8; Mk 2:28; Lk 6:5). Many who believe that the Sabbath has 
been set aside read these words of Yeshua as stating that He had the authority to 
overrule the Sabbath laws if He so desired. But again, this does not fit the over-
all tenor of Yeshua’s answer to the accusation of the Pharisees, for He affirms 
that the disciples were innocent of the charge. It would not follow, then, that He 
would be saying “My disciples have the right to break the Sabbath because as 
Lord of the Sabbath, I can give them that right.” 
 So what is the meaning of this concluding statement? First, the use of “Son 
of Man” is best understood as a Messianic title and applied by Yeshua to Him-
self12 rather than as a general reference to mankind. Given this understanding, 
the point is that Yeshua appeals to His Pharisaic colleagues to apply the same 
halalchah to this current situation which they were more than willing to offer 
David and the Temple priests. 
 Second, it seems to me that the phrase “Lord of the Sabbath” should be 
understood not so much as “Lord over the Sabbath”13 but as “the Lord Who 
established the Sabbath.” That is, Yeshua, in claiming to be one with the Father, 
is Himself the Creator Who established the Sabbath in the first place (Gen 2:3). 
Moreover, He is the very One Who would establish the eternal rest which the 
weekly Sabbath foreshadows. Thus in the Torah Adonai speaks of the Sabbaths 
(both weekly and festival) as “My Sabbaths” (Ex 31:13; Lev 19:3, 30; 26:2), 
and here Yeshua is identifying Himself as the speaker. Given His position as the 
One Who established the Sabbath in the first place, the Pharisees should have 
interpreted His actions to be fully in line with the very purpose of the Sabbath 
rather than trying to judge Him in accordance with their self-made regulations. 
Rather than emphasizing the covenant to which the Sabbath pointed, they had 
overshadowed the sign of the covenant with their own regulations.
 What, then, is the conclusion? Did Yeshua and His disciples disregard the 
Sabbath by walking through a field, plucking heads of grain, and eating the 
grain? The answer is “No.” They may have not conformed to some of the laws 
formulated by some of the Pharisees, but they in no way violated any command-
ment of God. This is directly stated by Yeshua when He describes His disciples 
as “innocent” — “But if you had known what this means, ‘i desire compassion, 
and not a sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the innocent. (Matt 12:7).

Healing on the Sabbath

 A second point that is sometimes mentioned by those who believe Yeshua 
broke the Sabbath laws of the Torah is that He healed people on the Sabbath. In 
the Synoptics, the healing of the man with a withered hand takes place imme-
diately following the grain plucking incident (Matt 12:9f; Mk 3:1f; Lk 6:6f). 
Yeshua and His disciples enter a synagogue on the Sabbath and meet a man with 

12 See my Matthew Commentary, 2.425f and the comments in my The Messiah: An 
Introduction to Christology, pp. 53–68.

13 Note the NEB: “sovereign over the Sabbath.”



Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions – 45Chapter 4: Didn’t Yeshua and His Apostles change the Sabbath
       to Sunday?

a withered hand. Seeking to find accusations against Yeshua, that He openly 
violated the Sabbath laws, some Pharisees ask Him: “Is it lawful to heal on the 
Sabbath?” (Matt 12:10). Yeshua, using a kal v’chomer argument answers that it 
is lawful. He argues this way: if a person would give aid to a helpless animal on 
the Sabbath, how much more would it be right to give aid to a person. 
 If the later Talmud (Bavli) gives some indication of rabbinic debates that 
existed in the earlier centuries, then b.Shabbat 128b might be of interest here. 
In this rabbinic discussion, the debate is over what to do for an animal caught in 
a pit or dyke on the Sabbath. The conclusion is that one provides for the animal 
even though this might violate certain rabbinic laws. The reasoning is that the 
Biblical law requires giving aid to a dumb animal, so this supersedes the laws 
made by the rabbis. It seems quite possible that this same question regarding 
what is to be done on the Sabbath for an animal in need was being debated in 
the time of Yeshua, and that He affirmed the right to help the animal—this did 
not constitute prohibited “work” on the Sabbath. He then argues from this prem-
ise to giving aid to a person on the Sabbath as well.
 But more to the point is this: the Pharisees were seeking to accuse Yeshua, 
not on the basis that healing on the Sabbath was a violation of biblical law, but 
that it was contrary to the man-made laws that had been attached to the biblical 
commandments governing the Sabbath. Healing or giving aid to a sick person 
on the Sabbath clearly was no violation of any commandment given by God.

Does Paul Negate the Sabbath Commandment?

 Quite often, when the issue of the biblical Sabbath arises, the teaching of 
Paul in Romans 14 is referenced.14 And more often than not, those who are al-
ready convinced that the Torah has been set aside in favor of something new that  
Yeshua brought, interpret this text as supporting their view. They read Romans 
14 in isolation, as though they are unaware of Paul’s other statements regarding 
the Torah and its applicability to those who have confessed Yeshua as Messiah.
 However, if one were to read Romans 14 in the context of the whole epistle, 
as well as in the wider context of what we know of Paul from Acts and from his 
other epistles, a new picture would emerge. This is especially true if one consid-
ers the social and cultural background within which the epistle was written.
 First, we should have in mind Paul’s own words in Acts 28:17—

After three days Paul called together those who were the leading men 
of the Jews, and when they came together, he began saying to them, 
“Brethren, though I had done nothing against our people or the customs 
of our fathers, yet I was delivered as a prisoner from Jerusalem into the 
hands of the Romans.”

How could Paul have made such a bold claim if, in fact, he was going about 
teaching that the Sabbath had been set aside? To hold such a position would 
mean that Paul was two-faced or a blatant liar. If here he pretends to be fully 
Torah observant, but then in Romans 14 he tells the believers that the Sabbath 
and kosher laws have been abolished, he is hardly to be trusted!
 Further, as noted above, in Acts 21 the leading elders of the Jerusalem com-
munity knew that the rumors being spread about Paul, that he was despising 
the commandments of the Torah in his teaching, were false. This is why they 

14 For a more complete exposition of Romans 14 and how this text relates to the topic 
at hand, see my Romans Commentary, Vol. 2, pp. 405ff.
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admonished Paul to help four men complete their Nazirite vows, the effect of 
which would be to affirm what the elders knew full well: “and all will know that 
there is nothing to the things which they have been told about you, but that you 
yourself also walk orderly, keeping the Torah” (Acts 21:24). Therefore, to sug-
gest that in Romans 14 Paul is teaching the abolition of Torah commandments is 
first of all to neglect what other biblical texts clearly tell us about Paul.
 Second, we should consider the words of Paul in light of his 1st Century 
setting. Consider this scenario: you’re attending a Bible study, and a guest 
speaker is scheduled to teach. He begins by asking you to take your Bible, open 
to the Epistle of Ephesians, and rip out its pages. He explains to you that he has 
received a direct revelation from God that Ephesians has been abolished and is 
no longer applicable to believers in our day. Now this might seem far-fetched to 
you, but consider that if Paul had told the Romans to disregard the command-
ments of Moses, he would have been doing exactly the same thing. For in the 
time of Paul, the Bible consisted of what is commonly known today as the “Old 
Testament”—there was no “New Testament” until years later. My point is this: 
for Paul to have suggested that the Sabbath had recently been done away with 
would be just like telling a group of Christians to rip Ephesians out of their 
Bibles.
 Third, perhaps the most important key to understanding Romans 14 is 
found in the opening verse:

Now accept the one who is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of 
passing judgment on his opinions. (Rom 14:1)

Before we briefly discuss this passage, we should focus in on the word “opin-
ions” (dialogismov~, dialogismos). It is found 14 times in the Apostolic Scrip-
tures (Matt 15:19; Mark 7:21; Luke 2:35; 5:22; 6:8; 9:46-47; 24:38; Rom 1:21; 
14:1; 1Cor 3:20; Phil 2:14; 1Tim 2:8; James 2:4) and 19 times in the Lxx (1Mac 
2:63; Ps 39:6; 55:6; 91:6; 93:11; 138:2 ,20; 145:4; Wis 7:20; Sir 9:15; 13:26; 
27:5; 33:5; 40:2; Is 59:7; Jer 4:14; Lam 3:60-61). Considering its use in these 
texts, the primary meaning is “thought” or “to reason,” “to think carefully.” 
NIV has “disputed matters,” NASB, NRSV and ESV have “opinions.” Regard-
less of the various English translations, the point is clear that the word defines 
matters for which there were no certain solutions, or at least not any upon which 
the Apostle Paul would take a dogmatic stance. This in itself should forever put 
to rest the notion that Paul is discussing issues of Sabbath and kosher food laws, 
for though in our times these might be considered matters of “opinion,” they 
surely could not have been so construed in Paul’s day. What must fall under the 
category of “opinions” are those things for which both sides could equally be 
considered righteous and worthy. Though those weak in faith may have been 
often characterized as accepting one side of the issue, the side they chose was 
not, in and of itself, wrong or dangerous. If it had been, we would certainly 
have expected Paul to be more firm on which side was correct and which one 
was not.
 How are we to understand the designation “weak in faith?” While there has 
been much discussion on this among the commentators, it seems best to seek an 
explanation that is based in the social and cultural background of the Roman as-
sembly itself. Undoubtedly there were Jewish people in this Roman community 
who had a genuine faith in God but were still in the process of being convinced 
that Yeshua was, in fact, the promised Messiah. And then there were obvi-
ously Jewish and non-Jewish members who had openly confessed Yeshua. Paul 
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was not willing to designate those Jewish members who had not yet confessed 
Yeshua as having no faith, for they openly demonstrated a genuine faith in God 
and were intent upon trusting His promise to send the Messiah. Their faith was 
genuine but not yet fully formed in terms of confessing Yeshua. So Paul does not 
deny that they have faith, but only speaks of their faith as “weak.” These Jewish 
members may have given more authority to the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem than did 
those members who had already confessed Yeshua to be the Promised One. As 
such, they would have held more strictly to the rabbinic halachah, and may have 
even considered the additional rabbinic laws as absolute and required. As such, 
they may have adopted a vegetarian diet in order to avoid any possibility that 
the meat they might otherwise eat had been tainted by being handled (and per-
haps offered to idols) by Gentiles. Remember that even Peter himself was torn 
between the rulings of the rabbis that forbade certain aspects of table fellowship 
with Gentiles (cf. Gal 2:11f) and the obvious unity of Jew and Gentile that had 
resulted from faith in Yeshua.
 This understanding of “weak in faith” helps explain why Paul could affirm 
both those who refused to eat meat, and those who had no problem eating meat. 
The issue at hand was not related to the food laws of the Torah—Paul would 
have never relegated such disputes to the realm of opinions. Rather, the food 
issues Paul confronts here relate to the additional laws constructed by the rabbis 
whereby they considered otherwise clean foods to be rendered unclean through 
being handled by Gentiles or originating from common markets where offer-
ings to idols might have taken place. Those who still considered themselves as 
required to adhere to the full rabbinic halachah as determined by the Sanhedrin, 
might have had great difficulty eating with their Gentile brothers and sisters 
unless they were willing to serve only vegetables. So Paul encourages those 
stronger in faith to accommodate those who were weak in faith. And he makes it 
clear that neither should judge the other as sinning, but that each should accept 
the other, for God has accepted them both (v. 3). 

The one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does not 
eat, and the one who does not eat is not to judge the one who eats, for 
God has accepted him.

This makes it amply clear that from Paul’s perspective, the food issue being 
discussed here was not a matter of obedience or disobedience. In other words, 
it was not related to the clear commands of God regarding what is permitted 
and what is prohibited for food. For surely Paul would not have stated that God 
accepts what in the Bible is designated as an “abomination.” Note Deut 14:3, 
“You shall not eat any detestable (תֹועֵבָה, to’evah) thing.” The word translated by 
“detestable” here (to’evah) is usually translated as “abomination,” the same word 
that describes all manner of sexual deviancy, including homosexuality (Lev 
18:22; 20:13), incest, and bestiality, as well as idolatrous child sacrifice (Lev 
18:27–30). It is preposterous to think that Paul would have had such a blatant 
disregard for Scripture, calling something acceptable that God designated as an 
“abomination.” Had he actually done so, he would have proven himself to be a 
false teacher (Deut 13:5).
 When Paul next brings up the matter of days, he takes the same perspective, 
that both those who designated a specific day as having a special significance 
and those who designated no day are to be accepted. As I noted above, often 
those who are convinced that keeping the Sabbath is no longer God’s will for 
His people interpret Paul’s discussion here as proving their point. But there are a 
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host of reasons why this passage cannot be talking about the shift from Sabbath 
to Sunday which came about in the emerging Christian Church. First, and most 
obvious, the word “sabbath” never occurs in this text. To presume that Paul 
is talking about the Sabbath when, in fact, he never even mentions the word 
Sabbath, ought to immediately cast doubt whether the sabbath is really Paul’s 
subject
 Second, such a shift from Sabbath to Sunday cannot be documented to have 
occurred any time before the destruction of the Temple. Even if Ignatius (To the 
Magnesiuns, 9) speaks of the “Lord’s Day” as the first day of the week, or if 
other documents (such as the Didache, “the Lord’s own day,” 14:1; The Epistle 
of Barnabas, “Wherefore also we keep the eighth day for rejoicing. . . ,” 15:9) 
speak of the priority of the first day, these are post-destruction, and cannot be 
used to document that such a shift had occurred in the time of Paul. Laansma, 
even though he comes to the conclusion that the first day of the week gained a 
wide recognition in the 1st Century, must still admit:

There is no indication in the NT evidence that the day displaced or 
rivaled the sabbath, that it was a day of rest, that it had anything to do 
with the Fourth Commandment or that it involved any sort of transfer 
theology.15

It is therefore without historical foundation to presume that Paul’s mention of 
various days automatically refers to a choice between Shabbat and the first day 
of the week.
 Third, there are only two times in the Apostolic Scriptures that even men-
tion the first day of the week in reference to the sect of The Way. 

On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break 
bread, Paul began talking to them, intending to leave the next day, and 
he prolonged his message until midnight. (Acts 20:7)

On the first day of every week each one of you is to put aside and 
save, as he may prosper, so that no collections be made when I come. 
(1Corinthians 16:2)

 The Acts 20:7 text is obviously talking about the conclusion of the Sabbath, 
when Paul began to teach after havdalah (the ceremony that concludes the Sab-
bath). It is reasonable to presume that Roman slaves were not afforded the Sab-
bath as a day of rest by their masters. The only time they could gather together 
with the Jewish believers, therefore, was after the day’s tasks were completed. 
In Acts 20, Paul anticipates traveling the next day, and prolongs his time with 
the believers into the late evening and night. Since the new day began at sunset 
from a Jewish reckoning, the havdalah service was technically on the first day 
of the week. It seems quite possible that the Jewish believers and their non-Jew-
ish brethren would eat together at the end of the Sabbath, sharing with those 
who because of their slave status could not attend the Sabbath services. But this 
is hardly presented by Luke as a substitution for the Sabbath.
 The second text, 1Corinthians 16:2, deals with the injunction of Paul that 
the communities of The Way should gather money for the relief of their broth-
ers and sisters in Jerusalem. Since in traditional Jewish halachah money was 

15 J. C. Laansma, “The Lord’s Day” in The Dictionary of the Later New Testament & 
Its Developments (IVP, 1997), p. 683.
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not to be gathered on the Sabbath, it was only natural that another day should be 
chosen. To select the first day of the week makes sense since the awareness of 
the needs were no doubt made known in the Sabbath gatherings, and they were 
therefore fresh on the minds of the community. But note carefully in the context 
of 1Corinthians 16 that there is no explicit mention that the community recon-
vened in order to gather the funds. All the text really indicates is that individu-
ally each should set aside money on the first day to await its gathering at the 
arrival of Paul.
 Fourth, there is some indication in the early church fathers that though there 
was a clear and discernible shift in the 2nd Century away from Sabbath to the 
first day of the week, there were still many who considered the Sabbath to be 
a day of rest, and a day that the followers of Yeshua should observe. Note the 
remarks of Jerome (342-420 CE):

You ask me whether you ought to fast on the Sabbath and to receive the 
eucharist daily according to the custom - as currently reported - of the 
churches of Rome and Spain. Both these points have been treated by 
the eloquent Hippolytus, and several writers have collected passages 
from different authors bearing upon them. The best advice that I can 
give you is this. Church-traditions - especially when they do not run 
counter to the faith - are to be observed in the form in which previous 
generations have handed them down; and the use of one church is not to 
be annulled because it is contrary to that of another. As regards fasting, 
I wish that we could practice it without intermission as - according to 
the Acts of the Apostles - Paul did and the believers with him even 
in the season of Pentecost and on the Lord’s Day. They are not to be 
accused of manichism, for carnal food ought not to be preferred before 
spiritual. As regards the holy eucharist you may receive it at all times 
without qualm of conscience or disapproval from me. You may listen 
to the psalmist’s words: - “O taste and see that the Lord is good;” you 
may sing as he does: - “my heart pours forth a good word.” But do not 
mistake my meaning. You are not to fast on feast-days, neither are 
you to abstain on the week days in Pentecost. In such matters each 
province may follow its own inclinations, and the traditions which 
have been handed down should be regarded as apostolic laws.16

Why would Christians of the 4th Century be asking Jerome whether they should 
fast on the Sabbath? The only reasonable answer is that they were still consider-
ing the Sabbath of some importance.
 In the Epistle to the Philippians attributed to Ignatius (but known to have 
been written by someone else), we read:

Do not lightly esteem the festivals. Despise not the period of forty 
days, for it comprises an imitation of the conduct of the Lord. After the 
week of the passion, do not neglect to fast on the fourth and sixth days, 
distributing at the same time of thine abundance to the poor. If any 
one fasts on the Lord’s Day or on the Sabbath, except on the paschal 
Sabbath only, he is a murderer of Christ.17

 In fact, the strong laws made against the Sabbath were, in some measure, to 
stop the practice among Christians who, according to the leaders, were imitat-

16 Jerome, “The Principle Works: Letters, #72 - To Vitalis” (Nicene & Post Nicene 
Fathers, s.2, v.6(30), p. 365.

17 Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers,  v. 1(1), p. 231.
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ing the Jews in their observance. Chrysostom (347-407 CE) refers to the many 
Christians who keep the Sabbath.18 

The fact that at the Council of Laodicea in the 4th Century it was 
decreed (Canon 16) that only the “New Testament” was to be read on 
the Sabbath would appear to indicate that many Christians apparently 
preferred to hear the Jewish Scriptures read and expounded on that 
day.19

 Aphrahat, a Syrian Church Father in the 4th Century (c. 345) in his first 
homily implores his readers to abstain from observing Sabbath, new moons, and 
festivals of  the Jews. The fact that many 4th Century Christians were attracted 
to the Sabbath and Festivals offers the necessity for the 69th Canon of the 
Apostolic Canons which warns bishops and other clerics not to join the Jews in 
celebrating their feasts and fasts.
 And there are many more data that could be amassed to show that the con-
tinuation of Sabbath and Festivals among Christians was a well known phe-
nomenon as late as the 4th Century. It is therefore without warrant to read the 
late practice of the medieval Church back into Paul’s day. When he was talking 
of days, and one observing one day over another, he cannot be referring to the 
much later Sabbath/Sunday debate. Moreover, had the Sabbath/Sunday debate 
been extant in the Apostolic era, it would have doubtlessly caused great conster-
nation among many of the Jewish believers. We know how the Jewish believers 
in Jerusalem reacted to the rumor that Paul was teaching against the Torah (Acts 
21). It seems highly improbable that such a controversial debate over the viabil-
ity of the Sabbath, had it actually been extant in Paul’s day, would have failed to 
be mentioned in the Aposotlic Writings.
 If, then, Paul is clearly not speaking of the Sabbath when he addresses the 
issues of days in Romans 14, to what is he referring? Some suggest that he is 
referring to the Shavuot controversy which arose from the different interpreta-
tions of Lev 23:15f and how the days are to be counted from Passover to deter-
mine the day on which Shavuot is celebrated. Others have proposed that Paul is 
talking about designated days for fasting, and I think this best fits the context. 
 First, we know that fasting had taken on a very important role among the 
Pharisees in the time of Paul. Megillat Ta’anit, a work compiled in the 1st Cen-
tury (it lists no events past 67 CE) maps out 36 days upon which fasts are pro-
hibited. The Tosefta to m.Ta’anit 2.4 lists Monday and Thursday as prescribed 
days for weekly fasting.20 The Didache notes this and therefore designates 
Wednesday and Friday so that the fasting of the Christians would not coincide 
with that of the “hypocrites.”21 Given the fact that fasting had been linked with 
fervent prayer, and that there were apparently early controversies about which 
days were best designated as fast days, it may well be that to which Paul refers 
in our text.
 But even more intriguing is the manner in which Paul combines the idea of 
eating or abstaining from food and designated days in vv. 5–6:

One person regards one day above another, another regards every day 
alike. Each person must be fully convinced in his own mind. 

18 Adversus Judaeos 1.5.850; 8.8.940; Homiliae 1.7.
19 Louis Feldman, Jew & Gentile in the Ancient World (Princeton, 1993), p. 376.
20 That the Pharisees were known for fasting is made clear in the Apostolic Scrip-

tures, cf. Matt 9:14, and even that they fast twice a week, cf. Lk 18:12.
21 Didache 8.1.
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He who observes the day, observes it for the Lord, and he who eats, 
does so for the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who eats not, 
for the Lord he does not eat, and gives thanks to God. (Rom 14:5–6)

What we would have expected is for Paul to have said it this way: “He who 
observes the day, observes it for the Lord, and he who does not observe the day, 
still gives thanks to the Lord.” But that, of course, is not what he writes. He 
defines the observance of the day by whether a person eats or does not eat, and 
notes that both give thanks to the Lord. Thus, a person who has designated a giv-
en day for fasting, gives thanks to the Lord in his prayers, but does not eat. And 
the one who is not observing that particular day as a fast day, says the blessing 
before eating. One could see how easily it would have been to view the desig-
nated fasting days as required for all to observe, and then to have judged those 
who did not fast on these days as being impious or even to have transgressed the 
halachah. Paul, however, was unwilling to affirm as an absolute a man-made 
tradition that had not clear support from the Tanach or from Yeshua. In the mat-
ter of designated fast days, then, each person was to be convinced in his or her 
own mind, and the individual decision was to be accepted by the community as 
a whole.
 One other verse in Rom 14 requires our discussion: v. 14—

I know and am convinced in the Lord Yeshua that nothing is unclean 
in itself; but to him who thinks anything to be unclean, to him it is 
unclean.

Taken out of its context, this verse seems clearly to say that Paul has disregarded 
the clear teachings of the Torah which designate what is clean (and may there-
fore be eaten as food) and what is unclean (what is not to be considered as food, 
c.f., Lev 11). But once again, we must take not only the immediate context into 
consideration, but also what the book of Acts and Paul’s other epistles tell us 
about his own life and theological perspective. How is it possible that Paul could 
here blatantly disregard Lev 11 while at the same time affirming himself to be 
the Apostle of Yeshua? For as the Apostle of Yeshua, he was under restraint to 
teach what His Master had taught, and did not Yeshua plainly say that not even 
the smallest stroke of the Torah would be abolished while heaven and earth 
remain (Matt 5:17f)? 
 Moreover, we must keep in mind that the primary focus of the Apostle in 
this section is how varying “opinions” (v. 1) over disputed matters are causing 
division within the community at Rome. In the context, those who were not 
willing to eat meat did so, presumably, because they were not certain that the 
meat being offered was “clean” according to their standards. The issue at hand, 
then, was to what extent the current halachah of the Sages should be accepted 
as an absolute in determining clean and unclean. If the Sages ruled that meat 
purchased from a Gentile was unclean, did this in fact make it unclean? Was 
meat obtained from the public market to be considered unclean? Paul clearly 
says “no.” The definition of clean and unclean comes from Torah, not from man. 
Therefore, any meat declared edible by God should not be ruled unclean by 
man. It is on this basis that Paul emphatically declares that nothing is unclean in 
and of itself. That is, if God has declared it clean (and therefore edible) it should 
not be otherwise considered. That this viewpoint is correct will be seen in v. 20 
where Paul includes the word “food”: “Do not tear down the work of God for 
the sake of food. All things indeed are clean….” Paul’s point must be that every-
thing that qualifies as food (i.e., everything God permits to be eaten) is clean.



52 – Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions Chapter 4: Didn’t Yeshua and His Apostles change the Sabbath
                to Sunday?

 Yet there were apparently those in the synagogue at Rome who still, to one 
measure or another, held the Oral Torah as binding in the matter of food pre-
pared by or eaten in the presence of Gentiles. In their opinion on the matter, they 
would rather forego eating meat at all rather than risk violating the prevailing 
rabbinic halachah. Paul does not want those strong in faith to coerce those weak 
in faith through pressure of rejection. Rather, he wants each person to be fully 
convinced in his own conscience as an exercise of genuine faith.

By What Authority Did the Church Replace the Sabbath with Sunday?

 Clearly, a full answer to this question, which would move us into a study 
of Church History, is beyond the scope of our present study. But the question 
is a worthy one for the simple reason that there is not one statement in all of 
Scripture to show that the Sabbath has been set aside or that Sunday was to 
be designated as its replacement. For all who intend to live in accordance with 
the Scriptures but who are convinced that the Sabbath has been set aside, that 
one fact ought to be unsettling. One surely would think that if God intended to 
rescind a commandment that He had formerly designated as an “eternal cov-
enant” (Ex 31:16), a commandment that drew the death penalty for its neglect, 
He certainly would have made such a change clear and unequivocal. 
 So how could generations of believers, many who professed a full and 
unyielding faith in God and His inspired Scriptures, so easily give way on one 
of the Ten Commandments? The answer is twofold. First, in the early emerg-
ing Church as well as in a large segment of the Protestant Church following 
the reformation, an allegorical hermeneutic became the lens through which the 
Bible was read. This allegorical method of interpretation allowed a shift in the 
application of the sacred text, a shift that was felt all the more necessary in view 
of the Church’s desire to distance herself from the Synagogue. When the Church 
designated herself as the “new Israel,” she likewise began to redefine the things 
that had marked the “old Israel” as distinctly God’s chosen people. Two primary 
defining issues were circumcision and the Sabbath, both covenant signs. While 
for the Jewish community, circumcision was the covenant sign that a non-Jew-
ish male must receive in order to be given covenant status, for the Church, 
becoming a member of the “new Israel” was signalled through the ritual of bap-
tism. Thus, circumcision was allegorically understood to be referring to baptism, 
the one replacing the other as the sign of the covenant.22 This is why in the early 
Church, infant baptism was done on the eighth day.23

 The shift from Sabbath to Sunday was also based upon an allegorical read-
ing of the Scripture. In Ex 20, the Sabbath is said to be a memorial of creation, 
while in the parallel text of Deut 5, the Sabbath is a memorial of the exodus. 
Since the exodus was viewed as the paradigm of redemption, and since the res-
urrection of Yeshua which secured the sinner’s redemption was tied to the first 
day of the week, it was an easy step for the Church to say that the Sabbath had 
been replaced by Sunday. This is why throughout a great deal of Reformed stud-
ies, the “Sabbath” is extolled, but one must realize that they are talking about 
Sunday as a Sabbath, not the seventh day as clearly designated in the Torah. 
 It is only in modern Christianity that the idea of Sunday as a Sabbath has 
been abandoned. For if one were to consult the historical confessions of faith 
adopted by the main Protestant denominations, one would find clear evidence 

22 This was based also upon the exegesis of Col 2:11–12.
23   Note the remarks in W. F. Flemington, The New Testament Doctrine of Baptism  

(London: SPCK, 1964), p. 133.
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that originally the Protestant Church as a whole considered Sunday to be the 
Christian Sabbath. The only exception is the Augsburg Confession (Lutheran). 
Here are few examples:

Augsburg Confession of Faith– Article xxviii (1530)
Of this kind (i.e., optional) is the observance of the Lord’s Day, Easter, 
Pentecost, and like holy-days and rites. For those who judge that by 
the authority of the Church the observance of the Lord’s Day instead 
of the Sabbath-day was ordained as a thing necessary, do greatly err. 
Scripture has abrogated the Sabbath-day; for it teaches that, since the 
Gospel has been revealed, all the ceremonies of Moses can be omitted. 
And yet, because it was necessary to appoint a certain day, that the 
people might know when they ought to come together, it appears that 
the Church designated the Lord’s Day for this purpose; and this day 
seems to have been chosen all the more for this additional reason, that 
men might have an example of Christian liberty, and might know that 
the keeping neither of the Sabbath nor of any other day is necessary.

The Heidelberg Catechism (1563)
What does God require in the fourth commandment? First, that the 
ministry of the gospel and the schools be maintained; and that I, 
especially on the sabbath, that is, on the day of rest, diligently frequent 
the church of God, to hear his word, to use the sacraments, publicly to 
call upon the Lord, and contribute to the relief of the poor. Secondly, 
that all the days of my life I cease from my evil works, and yield myself 
to the Lord, to work by his Holy Spirit in me: and thus begin in this life 
the eternal sabbath.

Westminster Confession of Faith (1646)
21.7. As it is the law of nature, that, in general, a due proportion of time 
be set apart for the worship of God; so, in His Word, by a positive, 
moral, and perpetual commandment binding all men in all ages, He has 
particularly appointed one day in seven, for a Sabbath, to be kept holy 
unto him: which, from the beginning of the world to the resurrection 
of Christ, was the last day of the week: and, from the resurrection of 
Christ, was changed into the first day of the week, which, in Scripture, 
is called the Lord’s Day, and is to be continued to the end of the world, 
as the Christian Sabbath.
21.8. This Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, after 
a due preparing of their hearts, and ordering of their common affairs 
beforehand, do not only observe an holy rest all the day from their 
own works, words, and thoughts about their worldly employments 
and recreations; but also are taken up the whole time in the public 
and private exercises of his worship, and in the duties of necessity and 
mercy.

The London Confession of Faith (1677/1698)
7. As it is of the Law of nature, that in general a proportion of time 
by God’s appointment, be set apart for the Worship of God; so by his 
Word in a positive-moral, and perpetual Commandment, binding all 
men, in all Ages, he hath particularly appointed one day in seven for 
a Sabbath to be kept holy unto him, which from the beginning of the 
World to the Resurrection of Christ, was the last day of the week; and 
from the resurrection of Christ, was changed into the first day of the 
week which is called the Lord’s day; and is to be continued to the end 
of the World, as the Christian Sabbath; the observation of the last day 
of the week being abolished.
8. The Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men after a due 
preparing of their hearts, and ordering their common affairs aforehand, 
do not only observe an holy rest all the day, from their own works, 
words, and thoughts, about their worldly employment, and recreations, 
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but also are taken up the whole time in the public and private exercises 
of his worship, and in the duties of necessity and mercy.

New Hampshire Baptist Confession – Article xv (1833)
We believe that the first day of the week is the Lord’s Day, or Christian 
Sabbath; and is to be kept sacred to religious purposes, by abstaining 
from all secular labor and sinful recreations; by the devout observance 
of all the means of grace, both private and public; and by preparation 
for that rest that remaineth for the people of God.

Confession of the Free-Will Baptists – Article xiv (1834/1868)
The Sabbath: This is one day in seven, which, from the creation of the 
world, God has set apart for sacred rest and holy service. Under the 
former dispensation, the seventh day of the week, as commemorative 
of the work of creation, was set apart for the Sabbath. Under the gospel, 
the first day of the week, in commemoration of the resurrection of 
Christ, and by authority of the apostles, is observed as the Christian 
Sabbath. On this day all men are required to refrain from secular labor, 
and devote themselves to the worship and service of God.

The Southern Baptist Church - Articles of Faith
The first day of the week is the Lord’s Day. It is a Christian institution 
for regular observance. It commemorates the resurrection of Christ 
from the dead and should include exercises of worship and spiritual 
devotion, both public and private. Activities on the Lord’s Day should 
be commensurate with the Christian’s conscience under the Lordship 
of Jesus Christ.

It can be seen that generally the Christian Creeds from the time of the Reforma-
tion view Sunday as a replacement for the Sabbath, and apply to it some of the 
principles of Sabbath, i.e., rest, worship, abstaining from certain activities. But 
what is interesting is that while in general the creedal affirmations are sup-
ported by corroborating citation of Scripture, the Scriptures listed to support the 
abrogation of the Sabbath and the instituting of Sunday as the Christian Sabbath 
are either non-existent or are Acts 20:7 and 1Cor 16:1–2. Only the Augsburg 
Confession openly recognizes that the Roman Catholic Church, at the time of 
the Reformation, claimed the authority for shifting Sabbath to Sunday, and for 
that reason Luther thoroughly rejected the idea.

Conclusion

1. Yeshua and His disciples did not break the Sabbath, nor did Yeshua 
teach that the Sabbath had been set aside.

2. Neither Paul nor any of the Apostles teach that the Sabbath command-
ment has been abolished or suspended.

3. In only two places is the “first day of the week” mentioned as pertaining 
to the followers of Yeshua: Acts 20:7; 1Cor 16:2. In neither of these is 
there any suggestion that the first day of the week had replaced the Sab-
bath, or that the first day of the week had become a set day of worship.

4. There is not one statement in the Scriptures to the effect that God has 
rescinded or suspended the Sabbath commandment, which He originally 
designated as an “eternal covenant” (Ex 31:16). 

5. Therefore, the argument that the Torah has been set aside because Ye-
shua and His Apostles abolished or changed the 4th Commandment fails 
for lack of evidence. Moreover, such an argument is in direct contradic-
tion to the clear message of the inspired Scriptures.



55

Chapter Five 
“Doesn’t Paul Dismiss the Torah’s Laws about 

Food, Festivals, New Moons, and Sabbath in Colossians 2?”

 One of the “Persistent Questions” that often arises when people are discuss-
ing whether or not the Torah remains a pattern of righteousness for those who 
have placed their faith in Yeshua is this: “why do you think the Law is appli-
cable to Christians? Haven’t your read what Paul says about this in Colossians 
2? He makes it as plain as can be that the laws about food, the Sabbath, and the 
Festivals found in the Old Testament are simply no longer a concern for us!”
 But is this really what Paul is teaching in his epistle to the Colossians? 
My purpose in this chapter is to study the text of Colossians 2 in its immediate 
context as well as within the larger context of all of Paul’s epistles. I hope that 
as we look at the text itself, we will be both able and willing to hear what the 
Apostle is actually teaching.
 Before we study the passage in Colossians 2, it will be helpful for us to 
review what we’ve already learned about Paul and his view of the Torah (Law). 
First, we know that Paul did not look at the Torah as something entirely nega-
tive. Surely he emphasizes the fact that the Torah contains both blessings and 
curses, and that the curses come upon those who are transgressors of the Torah. 
But one of Paul’s primary messages is that for those who have come to faith 
in Yeshua, the condemnation of the Torah—the curses it prescribes for those 
whose lives are characterized by lawlessness—has been entirely taken away 
by the death of Yeshua. “There is therefore now no condemnation to those who 
are in Messiah Yeshua” (Rom 8:1). To be under the condemnation of the Torah 
is, indeed, a negative thing! But Paul does not consider the Torah as a whole to 
be an instrument of condemnation. He speaks of the Torah as “holy, righteous, 
and good” (Rom 7:7) and describes the Torah as “spiritual” (Rom 7:14). We 
should not proceed on the premise, then, that Paul considered the Torah to be 
something contrary or opposed to a life of faith in Yeshua. Indeed, according to 
James and the other Apostles, the rumors being spread about Paul, that he was 
teaching against the Torah, were patently false and that Paul himself lived a 
Torah observant life (Acts 21:24). Given the fact that Paul exhorts the Philippi-
ans to “join in following my example, and observe those who walk according to 
the pattern you have in us,” we are left with only two possibilities. Either Paul 
was two-faced, telling the Philippians to follow his example of Torah obser-
vance while telling the Colossians the commands of Torah no longer mattered, 
or we have misunderstood his words in Colossians. I don’t think any of us who 
hold Paul’s epistles to be inspired are willing to settle for the idea that Paul was 
duplicitous, living one way and telling his followers to live another.
 Secondly, we noted in the previous chapter that for someone (like Paul) to 
declare that the commands of the Torah had suddenly become moot because 
of Yeshua’s death on the cross would be like telling believers in our day to rip 
out pages from their Apostolic Scriptures. For in Paul’s day, the so-called New 
Testament had not yet been gathered together in such a way as to constitute a 
viable part of the Scriptural canon. For Paul, then, to have taught that the clear 
commands of Scripture no longer needed to be obeyed would have been to 
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declare that parts of the Bible had lost their divine authority. We know this is not 
the case because Paul wrote to Timothy: “All Scripture is inspired by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness” 
(2Tim 3:16). When Paul refers to “all Scripture” (pa`sa grafh;) he is describing 
what is commonly called the “Old Testament” in our times, the foundation of 
which is the opening five books of Moses or the Torah. By Paul’s own words, 
then, the Torah is profitable for “training in righteousness.” It is not to be rel-
egated to a by-gone era as something that was good “back then” but no longer 
has a direct application to the followers of Yeshua.
 If we have this background in mind when we come to the epistle of Colos-
sians, we proceed with the premise that Paul could not be summarily dismiss-
ing the commandments of Torah and therefore we seek to find a valid interpre-
tation of Colossians 2 that agrees with what the Apostle has consistently taught 
elsewhere. Coming to the text with this perspective, without presupposing that 
Paul is against the Torah, we are enabled to hear the Apostle’s words as he 
intended us to hear them.

The Background to the Epistle to the Colossians

 To give a comprehensive introduction to the Epistle to the Colossians is 
beyond the scope of our present study. But what is of direct importance to us is 
to discover what the errant teaching was at Colossae to which Paul addresses 
himself. Apparently there was a teaching, which Paul describes as a “hollow 
and deceptive philosophy” (2:8) which threatened to lead the Colossian com-
munity away from his own teachings and halachah, and particularly away from 
holding Yeshua as the central and essential element of faith.
 But what exactly characterized this errant teaching has been the subject of 
much debate among scholars. Earlier scholarship, basing itself primarily on the 
work of F. C. Bauer,1 viewed struggle of the early emerging Christian Church 
as a long-running confrontation between Jewish Christianity and Gentile 
(Hellenistic) Christianity. The struggle, so it was fashioned, existed in Gentile 
Christianity seeking to unshackle itself from the Judaism out of which it was 
born. From this viewpoint, Colossians was interpreted as Paul’s contribution 
to this struggle, exhorting the Gentile Christians to divest itself of its “Jewish 
trappings” and to emerge as a distinctly Christian entity. The problems with 
this view are many, not the least of which we have already mentioned, namely, 
that this would make Paul duplicitous in his teaching, since elsewhere he extols 
the Torah as that which is profitable for righteousness, not something that could 
be called “hollow and deceptive philosophy.” Additionally, further studies 
(particularly those coming out of the study of the Dead Sea Scrolls) has shown 
that we should speak of Judaisms in the 1st Century. The idea that there was a 
monolithic Judaism against which the emerging Christian Church struggled is 
simply not borne out by the data. Moreover, there is strong evidence that a so-
called or final break with the synagogue did not happen until much later, in the 
post-destruction era.
 A second idea, one that has been received by many scholars, is that the 
Colossian philosophy against which Paul speaks was a syncretism of pre-Gnos-
ticism and Judaism.2 This pre-Gnosticism had affinities with the mystery cults 

1 F. C. Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ: His Life and Works, His Epistles and 
Teachings; A Contribution to a Critical History of Primative Christianity 2 Vols 
(Williams & Norgate, 1873–1875; reprinted 2 vols in 1 by Hendrickson, 2003).

2 See James G. D. Dunn, Colossians and Philemon in NIGTC (Eerdmans, 1996), In-
troduction: Presuppositions. See also the comments of Carl B. Smith II, No Longer 
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which eschewed secret wisdom and knowledge gained through mystical experi-
ences within the cult.3 This view has much to commend it, though its greatest 
weakness is that little is known about such “pre-Gnosticism,” There is always 
a danger in reading the later Gnostic texts as shedding significant light upon 
the belief systems of certain Jewish sects in the pre-destruction era, though the 
affinities of language and worldview that we find in some of Paul’s warnings 
would seem to establish some clear linkage. For instance, in Colossians we see

the emphasis on “wisdom” (1:9, 28; 2:3, 23; 3:16; 4:5), “insight” (1:9; 
2:2), and “knowledge” (1:6, 9–10; 2:2–3; 3:10) and the references to 
“the elements of the universe” (2:8, 20), which are associated with the 
angels of 2:18 and the cosmic powers of 2:10 and 15.4 

 More recently, some scholars have suggested that the Colossian philosophy 
about which Paul warns his readers in this epistle is simply a form of Judaism 
that had incorporated a good deal of mysticism into its self-definition.5 Such 
mysticism is clearly evident in the sectarian literature of Qumran, and though 
debated, some scholars have even identified astrological texts at Qumran as 
indicating involvement of the sect in some aspects of astrology.6 There is strong 
evidence that the Qumran sect sought mystically to enter into the heavenly wor-
ship of God conducted by the angels, so much so that they actually developed 
what they thought was the liturgy used by the angels in the heavenly scene.
 So what does all of this tell us about the possible background of Colossians 
and the “Colossian philosophy” that Paul hoped to dispel? It reminds us first that 
there were various sects of Judaism extant in the 1st Century, and that we dare 
not presume that when Jewish elements are referenced (such as the food laws, 
circumcision, Sabbath, New Moon, and Festivals) they stand for Judaism in 
general or Torah observance in specific. Even as the title “Christian” in our day 
is claimed by groups extremely diverse from each other, so we have come to un-
derstand that the Judaisms of Paul’s day were, in some measure, equally diverse. 
 Secondly, as we study the text of Colossians 2 in particular, we must take 
into consideration the complete picture Paul is giving. When we do, we will see 
that what Paul is combating is not Torah observance, but a form of Judaism that 
had strayed far from the very heart of the Torah itself. For want of a better term, 

Jews: The Search for Gnostic Origins (Hendrikson, 2004), pp. 154–156.
3 See E. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon (Hermeneia; Fortress, 1971); G. 

Bornkamm, “The Heresy of Colossians,” in F. O. Francis and W. A. Meeks, Con-
flict at Colossae (Scholars Press, 1973), 123–45; C. F. D. Moule, The Epistles to 
the Colossians and to Philemon in The Cambridge Greek Testament Commentary 
(Cambridge Univ Press, 1968), pp. 31–34.

4 James G. D. Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, Ibid., where he is describing the 
view of Lohse, not his own view. In the end, Dunn rejects the Gnosticizing Syn-
cretism view.

5 See Craig Evans, “The Colossian Mystics,” Biblica 63 (1982) 188–205; James D. 
G. Dunn, “The Colossian Philosophy: A Confident Jewish Apologia,” Biblica 76 
(1995), 153–158.

6 On mysticism at Qumran, see James R. Davila, “The Dead Sea Scrolls and 
Merkavah Mysticism” in Lim, ed., The Dead Sea Scrolls in their Historical Con-
text (T&T Clark, 2000), 249–264; Lawrence Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (JPS, 1994), 351–66; See also the discussion of The Songs of the Sabbath 
Sacrifice (4Q400–407) by John J. Collins, “Powers in Heaven” in Collins and 
Kugler, eds, Religion in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Eerdmans, 2000), pp. 9–28; On the 
astrological texts, see the article by Matthias Albani, “Horoscopes in the Qumran 
Scrolls” in Flint and Vanderkam, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls after Fifty Years, 
2 vols (Brill, 1999), 2.279–330, though Albani concludes that the texts are more 
astronomical than astrological.
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we may say that what Paul is seeking to reinforce to the Colossians is a biblical 
Judaism that has at its center an abiding covenant relationship with the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob through faith in His Messiah, Yeshua. He is warning 
them about a mystical, errant form of Judaism that through its mystical approach 
to religion had elevated angelic worship and in so doing, had demoted Yeshua as 
one of many intermediaries rather than as the unique Son of God.
 With this in mind, I agree wholeheartedly with the conclusion of Moule, that 
even though we may not be able to precisely, and with clear demarcation, define 
the “Colossian philosophy,” we surely can be settled on this:

It was a doctrine of God, and of salvation, which cast a cloud over 
the glory of Jesus Christ. For the present at least, it will be enough 
to remember this. St. Paul, writing to Colossae, had to deal with an 
error which, whatever else it did, did this—it put Jesus Christ into the 
background.7 

Colossians – A Brief Outline

I. Chapter One
A. Greeting: 1–2
B. Thankfulness for the Colossians’ faith and testimony, 3–8
C. Prayer for the Colossians, 9–12
 1. for their increased knowledge of God’s will
 2.  for increased spiritual wisdom and understanding
 3. for their ongoing growth and life of righteousness
 4. for their gratefulness to God for their own salvation
D.   The Centrality of Messiah Yeshua in all things

1. redemption is accomplished by Him, 13–14
2. He is the image of the invisible God, 15
3. He is the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, 16–17
4. He is the Head of the ekklesia, proven by His own resurrection, 

and thus He has first place in everything, 18
5. Because the fullness dwells in Him, He has accomplished the 

reconcilation of all things, 19–20
E. Messiah Yeshua has reconciled the Colossian believers, the proof 

of which is that they have received the Gospel by faith and con-
tinue to walk as those who have been redeemed, 21–23.

F. Paul’s ministry to the Colossians
1. Paul’s suffering is for the benefit of the Colossians, 24–25
2. He has revealed to them the mystery of the Gospel in Yeshua, 

namely, that the Gentiles should also be reconciled to God 
through Yeshua, the hope of glory, 26–27

3. Paul continues to urge everyone to be complete in Messiah, a 
ministry he carries out through the power of God, 28–29 

II. Chapter Two
A. Paul’s ongoing struggle for the Colossians and Laodiceans, that 

they should fully espouse the mystery of God, i.e., Messiah, 1–2
1. the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Him, 3
2. the Colossians should not be persuaded otherwise, 4
3. they should continue in their spiritual stability, that is, their 

7 H. C. G. Moule, Colossians and Philemon Studies (Pickering & Inglis Ltd., 1932), 
p. 9.



Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions – 59Chapter 5: Doesn’t Paul dismiss the Torah in Colossians 2?

faith in Messiah, 4–5
B. Paul’s Exhortations and Warnings

1. continue to walk by faith, the same faith by which you first 
receive Messiah and were instructed by Paul, 6–7

2. do not let anyone take you captive by an hollow and vain phi-
losophy, 8
a. according to the tradition of men
b. according to the elementary principles of the world
c. not according to Messiah

3. Regarding the Messiah, 9–15
a. He is the fullness of Deity dwelling in bodily form
b. those who are in Him have been made complete
c. He is the head over all rule and authority
d. He has accomplished the circumcision of the heart in those 

who receive Him
1) there is therefore no need to undergo the ritual of be-

coming a proselyte in order to be reconciled to God
2) the mikvah demonstrates that the believer has died with 

Messiah and risen again with Him
3) this means that God has forgiven those who are in Ye-

shua and He has cancelled the certificate of debt they 
owed, having nailed it to the cross.

4) this redemption has cosmic dimensions—He even 
defeated spiritual rulers and authorities

4. The practical ramifications of this reconciliation to God, 16–19
a. do not think that anyone can judge you as not being recon-

ciled to God because you have not accepted their “persua-
sive argument” based in “hollow and vain philosophy”
1) they are trying to make you members of their own sect 

which is defined by their own food laws and their spe-
cific halachah regarding the New Moon, the Sabbath 
and the Festivals

2) but you know that these are all things that point to 
Messiah Himself Who alone is able to reconcile sin-
ners to God

b. do not let them defraud you of the settled hope you have 
in Yeshua by insisting that God only accepts members of 
their sect, a group that is defined by
1) severe self-abasement
2) supposed mystical worship with the angels
3) trusting in supposed visions which actually become a 

source of pride
4) diminishing the central and exalted position that 

Yeshua alone has, being the Head of the ekklesia Who 
therefore supplies the body with its very life

c. remember from what you have been delivered, 20–23
1) you died to superstitions of the world, i.e., those things 

that mark your former paganism
2) why then would you want to submit to man-made 

decrees such as “do not handle, do not taste, do not 
touch”?

3) granted, this kind of ascetic life, filled with severe 
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deprivation of one’s own body, may appear to be very 
pious. It may even appear to be very esoteric and full 
of wisdom, but in reality, such man-made religion has 
nothing to offer in actually living righteously by God’s 
standards.

III. Chapter Three
A. Positive Exhortations to the Community

1. Rather, keep your eyes upon Yeshua and walk as He walked, 
1–4

2. Bring into subjection the evil desires of the flesh and live as 
one who has been made new, for all who are in Yeshua have 
been made new regardless of their ethnic or social status, 5–11

3. Let love and peace characterize your inter-community relation-
ships, 12–17
a. forgive each other
b. let the word of God dwell richly among you
c. always be thankful

B. Positive Exhortations to Families, 18–4:1
1. to wives: submit to your husbands as to the Lord
2. to husbands: love your wives
3. children: obey your parents
4. fathers: don’t exasperate your children
5. slaves: obey your master and be honest and diligent workers, 

always remember that in the ultimate sense, it is Yeshua the 
Messiah whom you serve

IV. Chapter Four
6. masters: deal with your slaves with justice and fairness, since 

in the ultimate sense, you too have a Master in heaven
A. Final Exhortations to all, 2–6

1. devote yourselves to prayer
2. keep alert with an attitude of thanksgiving
3. pray for Paul and his companions and for the success of their 

work in the Gospel
B. Greetings and messages to various individuals, 7–17
C. Salutation, 18

Colossians 2 – A Closer Look

 Having given a basic outline of the epistle, we are able to see that the 
primary message of Paul to the Colossians is that they are not to be persuaded 
by argument presented to them from other teachers, an argument which Paul 
considers to be a “hollow and vain philosophy.” These teachers were apparently 
teaching that full reconciliation to God comes about only through gaining a 
higher divine knowledge (which they most likely cast in the form of “myster-
ies”) obtainable through mystical religious experience. Their teaching, while not 
denying Yeshua outright, had nonetheless put Him in a position common with 
other exalted beings (such as the angels) and had thus diminished His unique 
status as the Son of God. In countering this Colossian philosophy, Paul em-
phasizes 1) that all true knowledge is to be found in the Messiah, 2) that He is 
above all since He is the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, 3) that the mys-
tery of God is embodied in Yeshua Himself, and 4) that the Colossian believ-
ers should not allow themselves to be judged as still needing to be reconciled 
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to God simply because they are not conforming to the man-made command-
ments (halachah) developed by this particular Jewish sect. Paul then goes on to 
encourage the Colossian believers to live out their faith in Yeshua by walking in 
faith and obedience to Him.
 With this in mind, let us look specifically at Colossians 2. The primary 
theme of the section (and indeed, of the entire epistle) is given in vv. 6–7

6–7   Therefore as you have received Messiah Yeshua the Lord, so walk in 
Him,		having	been	firmly	rooted	and	now	being	built	up	in	Him	and	es-
tablished	in	your	faith,	just	as	you	were	instructed,	and	overflowing	with	
gratitude.

 Paul’s direct admonition is that the Colossian believers is that their walk, 
their halachah, is to be grounded in the very same faith by which they first be-
lieved in Messiah Yeshua as their Lord. The word “as” is wJ~ (hos) in the Greek, 
which can be understood as “in the same way.” So the meaning here is: “In the 
same way that you have received Messiah Yeshua the Lord, walk in Him.” They 
received Yeshua as their Lord and Savior by faith, that is, not trusting in any-
thing else or anyone else for their eternal salvation. This Messiah centered faith 
must therefore also characterize their ongoing life of righteousness.
 
8  See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty 
deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary 
principles of the world, rather than according to Messiah.

 In opposition to this Messiah centered life of faith, there were those who 
were teaching that such faith was not enough—that unless the Colossians ac-
cepted their specific teachings and halachah, they would fail to be reconciled to 
God.8 “To take captive” (sulagwgevw, sulagõgeõ) is used only here in the Apos-
tolic Writings, though its meaning is attested elsewhere.9 It means “to carry off 
as booty.” Paul’s point is that this false teaching seeks to reverse the redemptive 
acts centered in Messiah, a redemption that is cast in exodus-type terms in Col 
1:13, “For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the 
kingdom of His beloved Son….” The false teachers are thus compared to the 
enemy who seeks to recapture those who have been liberated from their domain 
of darkness.
 This false teaching is characterized by Paul as a philosophy (filosofiva, 
philosophia) that is empty or hollow (kenov~, kenos) and deceptive (ajpavth, ap-
ate). It is first empty or hollow because it does not contain the truth even though 
it may appear to be very sophisticated, promising wisdom not attainable by oth-
ers. This is why it is deceptive—it appears to offer a level of wisdom above all 
others but in the end contains no wisdom at all.
 This false teaching is then characterized by Paul with two additional phras-
es, each beginning with “according to” (katav, kata). Thus, this philosophy (love 
of wisdom) is based upon 1) the tradition of men (kata; th;n paravdosin tw`n ajn-
qrwvpwn) and 2) the elementary principles of the world (kata; ta; stoicei`a tou` 
kovsmou). These are in direct opposition to the truth that is based upon Messiah 

8 The use of ti~, tis, “someone” may point to a specific teacher though Paul opts not 
to name him specifically. See Ralph P. Martin, Colossians (Zondervan, 1972), p. 
74.

9 See Moulton-Milligan, The Vocabulary of the New Testament (Eerdmans, 1930), p. 
596.
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(kai; ouj kata; Cristovn).
 Here we receive our first important detail about the Colossian philosophy 
that Paul combats, namely, that it is based upon the “tradition of men.” This tells  
us plainly that Paul is not referencing the commandments of God given in the 
Torah, for these are not the “tradition of men” but the very word of God divinely 
inspired (2Tim 3:16). Indeed, in Paul’s first epistle to the Thessalonians, he 
makes a clear contrast between the teaching of men and the living word of God:

For this reason we also constantly thank God that when you received 
the word of God which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the 
word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God, which also 
performs its work in you who believe. (1Thess 2:13)

This sets the stage for the entire passage. What Paul is combating is not the 
teacing of Scripture (the Tanach in Paul’s day) but the errant teaching of men. 
Indeed, the exact same phrase, “the tradition of men” was used by Yeshua Him-
self to make a distinction between the Torah as given by God and the additional 
commandments or fences enacted by the Sages: “Neglecting the commandment 
of God, you hold to the tradition of men” (th;n paravdosin tw`n ajnqrwvpwn), Mk 
7:8.10 
 The second phrase that characterizes the Colossian philosophy is “accord-
ing to the elementary principles of the world.” Here he uses the Greek word 
stoicei`a (stoixeia), and we find this same phrase not only in our passage (vv. 
8, 20) but also in Galatians (4:3, 9). This phrase, “the elemental  things of the 
world” (ta; stoicei`a touv ko/smou)̀ has evoked much debate. The word stoix-
eia means literally “things placed side by side,” and was used of the ABCs in 
early education. Thus, the word gained the meaning “rudiments,” and came 
to be used of the basic building blocks of the universe. The possible mean-
ings include: (1) the basic building blocks of the universe as envisioned by the 
Greek philosophers, namely, earth, water, air, and fire, which were given names 
of divinities, Demeter, Poseidon, Hera, and Hephaestus, respectively; (2) the 
elementary forms of religion (cf. Heb 5:12); (3) the heavenly bodies, the stars, 
understood as divine powers which influence or determine human destiny, and 
from a biblical perspective, dealing with demonic deception.11

 It would be understandable how such beliefs would have been part and 
parcel of Gentile paganism, but how is it that a Jewish sect would be seeking to 
persuade the Colossians to such things? Interestingly, we discover in the extant 
Jewish literature that a recognition of the stoixeia as having some control of the 
universe existed. Consider Philo’s use of the term stoixeia. While he is clear that 
the Greeks deify the stoixeia and worship them (Decal. 53), he also seems to 
recognize that the stoixeia are real, and that they play a vital role in the uni-
verse. In The Life of Moses we read (describing the High Priest):

[the breast plate is] rightly called the place of reason, for a rational 
principle (logos), ordered and firmly established, creates the transitions 
and seasons of the year…. When the high priest enters to offer the 
ancestral prayers and sacrifices there may enter with him the whole 
universe, the long robe a copy of the air, the pomegranate of water, the 
flower trimming of earth, the scarlet of fire…, the twelve stones on the 
breast in four rows (stoixoi) which holds together and administers all 

10 Note also Mark 7:3; Matt 15:2–9.
11 Note Burton, Galatians in The International Critical Commentary (T&T Clark, 

1921), pp. 510f.



Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions – 63Chapter 5: Doesn’t Paul dismiss the Torah in Colossians 2?

things.12

 This is only one example. Philo is rather taken up with the vital role of the 
“four elements” in the universe, and even how the four seasons parallel the 
stoixeia. For Philo, since the universe was created out of the “four elements,” 
(he did not believe that God created into nothing, but that the four elements 
were eternal), the number four reigned supreme in mathematics and in the basic 
structure of the universe. That is why, for instance, there are four seasons. It is 
no wonder then, that he also considered the stoixeia to be integral for the right 
understanding of man and God, and the relationship between them.
 The idea that the stoixeia were viewed as controlling events in the universe 
and were, in some cases, connected to the angels, seems to have been part of the 
errant teaching of the Colossian philosophy. That the angels assisted in giv-
ing the Torah to Israel (cf. Acts 7:38, 53; Gal 3:19; 4:9f) no doubt was used to 
elevate their position of authority and perhaps gave rise to the mystical notion 
that the angels themselves were to be consulted in order to attain the wisdom 
of the Torah. But whatever else the phrase “elementary principles of the world” 
may entail, it is clear that for Paul it envisions a demonic element that seeks to 
displace the central position of Yeshua. This is clearly the case in Gal 4:9 where 
being “enslaved” to the stoixeia is defined by Paul as reverting to the paganism 
out of which His Gentile readers had been delivered:

But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by 
God, how is it that you turn back again to the weak and worthless 
elemental things, to which you desire to be enslaved all over again?

Whatever else might be said about the phrase “elementary things of the world,” 
we can be certain of this: what Paul is combating here are not the command-
ments of the Torah but about a syncretism that has combined pagan aspects with 
some form of Judaism, a Judaism that gave a prominent position to the role of 
angels. As Martin notes:

Our conclusion is that Paul’s evidence suggests that the Colossian 
“philosophy” was concerned to give a prominent place to angelic 
orders as custodians of human destiny. In current hellenistic thought 
this was closely related to the stars and their patron deities.13 

 Paul goes on in verses 9–15 to reinforce to the Colossians the utter suffi-
ciency of Yeshua by Whom and in Whom they have been made complete. There 
is therefore no need to join the sect of Judaism that is propounding such errant 
teaching. The Colossian Gentile believers are being encouraged to become pros-
elytes in this sect, requiring circumcision as part of the joining ritual. But Paul 
argues that they have already experienced the true meaning of circumcision, 
that is, the circumcision of the heart (cf. Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; Rom 2:29) 
through having died and been raised again with Yeshua. Paul emphasizes that 
the mikvah in which they engaged at their initial coming to faith in Yeshua had 
demonstrated just this very thing.
 In making these statements about circumcision, Paul is not negating the 
commandment of the Torah. Rather, he is combating the notion that Jewish 
status (which was accorded to all proselytes) was the basis of covenant member-
ship and therefore the means by which one was assured of acceptance before 
God. Paul’s consistent message is that reconciliation to God is possible only 

12 Vit. Mos. 2.121, 125.
13 Ralph Martin, Colossians, p. 15.
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through faith in the work and person of Yeshua the Messiah.
 Having reinforced the complete work of Yeshua as the only means of salva-
tion as well as the source for all true knowledge and wisdom, including the wis-
dom that produces genuine holiness, Paul now goes on to encourage the Colos-
sian believers to stand firm in their faith and not be persuaded by the judgment 
of the false teachers.

16–17   Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink 
or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day—things which 
are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Mes-
siah.

 What does it mean here to “act as your judge” (krinevtw, krinetõ)?14 We 
get help from the parallel term in v. 18, “let no one defraud you of your prize.” 
Here, the word katabrabeuvw (katabrabeuõ), which is used only here in the 
Apostolic Scriptures, means “to cheat someone of that which is rightfully 
theirs.” It envisions a judge or umpire at the games who robs the winner of his 
prize and gives the victory to his opponent.15 The point is that the false teach-
ers are judging the Colossian believers in regard to their halachah in observing 
the Torah commandments relating to food, drink, festivals, new moons and the 
Sabbath. The false teachers are telling the Colossians that unless they observe 
the commandments in strict adherence to their particular halachah, they are 
not actually keeping the commandments at all and will therefore fall under the 
judgment of God.
 It is the common Christian interpretation of these verses that Paul had 
taught the Colossian believers to disregard the Torah regulations of kosher foods 
and appointed times, and that the false teachers were trying to persuade them 
that these were necessary. But that interpretation neither fits the wider teaching 
of Paul (as I have shown above) nor the immediate context. The false teachers 
are suggesting that the Colossians are failing to observe the commandments 
as they had determined they should be observed, not that the Colossians had 
entirely neglected the commandments.
 This is reinforced by v. 17. The things under discussion, the laws of kosher, 
festivals, new moon and the Sabbath, are characterized by Paul as “a shadow of 
what is to come.” Note carefully that the word “mere” in the NASB is not actu-
ally in the Greek text. It has been added by the translators. Note further that the 
phrase is cast in what is yet to be: (literally) “a shadow of what is about to be.” 
The laws of food purities as well as the appointed times commanded by the To-
rah all have their ultimate purpose in revealing the full and completed work of 
Messiah, not only in His procuring salvation for the elect, but also and finally in 
bringing about the reconciliation of all things (cf. Col. 1:20). Thus, even follow-
ing the death, resurrection, and ascension of Yeshua, the Torah commandments 
continue to function as a shadow pointing forward to the full consummation of 
God’s redemptive plan. Paul’s point is that these Torah commandments are not 
the end in themselves, but are signposts pointing forward to Yeshua’s final reign 
and victory. They are therefore important but only as they point to Messiah. 
They cast a shadow, and “the substance (literally ‘body’) belongs to Messiah.”
 

14 This is a present active imperative, so more literally we might translate: “someone 
is not to judge you….”

15 See BDAG, “katabrabeuvw.”; C. E. B. Cranfield, Colossians and Philemon, pp. 
103–04.
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18–19 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-
abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has 
seen,	inflated	without	cause	by	his	fleshly	mind,	and	not	holding	fast	to	the	
head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by the 
joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.

 The false teachers, while presenting their message as offering the Colos-
sians a higher and more pious form of wisdom and knowledge, were actually 
seeking to defraud the Colossians of the very essence of their salvation in Yes-
hua. Here we find out more about the false teaching.
 First, it was characterized by an extreme asceticism, the notion that one’s 
own body was evil and that the only means of overcoming such evil was 
through self-abasement—the starvation of the body through extreme fasting or 
depriving the body of normal comforts and care. Taught as a means of over-
coming hostile spirit-powers, such deprivation may have been used to induce 
a trance-like visionary experience, as the next phrase indicates. Once again, 
this perspective is far afield from what the Torah teaches, for the dualism of the 
later Greek philosophers finds no support in the Torah. From the perspective 
of Moses, the world God created, both in its physical and non-physical realms, 
is good and contains the very revelation of God Himself. Indeed, mankind 
was created in the very image of God, and it is this fact which renders the life 
of mankind sacred and elevates them above the animals. Asceticism found no 
place in Pharisaic Judaism or in the Apostolic Judaism portrayed in the writings 
of the Apostles. This highlights once again that the error Paul is combating here 
is that of a particular sect of Judaism, not what is taught in the Scriptures.
 Second, the Colossian philosophy included the “worship of angels.” Once 
again, such a thing finds no place in Pharisaic Judaism or in the Judaism of the 
Apostles. But first we must decide whether the genitive (of angels) should be un-
derstood objectively or subjectively. Is this phrase describing the activity of an-
gels in the act of worship (“angels who are worshipping”) or that the angels are 
the objects of mankind’s worship (“people worshipping the angels”)? Scholars 
are divided on this, but it seems to me that the subjective genitive has more sup-
portive evidence than does the objective genitive. That is, while various strains 
of Judaism in the late 2nd Temple period gave more or less emphasis upon the 
role of angels, the idea that they would have considered angels as objects of 
their worship seems far-fetched. In light of the strong significance in the late 
2nd Temple period Judaisms on monotheism, it is difficult to envision angels 
receiving worship which rightly was to be given only to God. Indeed, there 
is plenty of evidence in early Jewish literature that the worship of angels was 
forbidden, even as the Tanach itself prohibits the worship of the host of heaven 
(Deut 4:19; 17:3; Jer 8:2; 19:13; Zeph 1:5).16 In The Life of Adam and Eve 13–15, 
angels are commanded by Michael to worship Adam as the image of God; in 
pseudo-Philo 34.2 sacrifice to angels is linked with magic and condemned.17 
 Because of this, some scholars have opted to interpret the phrase as a 
subjective genitive, that is, as referencing the manner in which the angelic hosts 
worship God. If this is Paul’s meaning, then he is describing the Colossian phi-
losophy as incorporating a mystical ascent to the angelic realms (much like the 
Merkevah literature) through vision or even bodily ascent. That late 2nd Temple 
Jewish literature was very interested in the activity of angels in the realm of 

16 Apocalypse of Zephaniah 6.15; Apocalypse of Abraham 17.2; Philo, De fuga et 
inventione 212; De somnis 1.232, 238; Ascension of Isaiah 7.21.

17 As note by Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, on Col 2:18.
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heavenly worship is clear.18 Equally significant is the evidence from Qumran:

Most interesting of all is the evidence that such worship was coveted 
at Qumran. According to 1QSa 2:8–9 the rules for the congregation of 
the last days would have to be strict, “for the Angels of Holiness are 
[with] their [congregation].” But the implication of other references is 
that these rules were already in operation, indicating that the Qumran 
community saw itself as a priestly community whose holiness was 
defined by the presence of the angels (cf. particularly 4QCD and 
1QM 7:4–6 with Lev. 21:17–21). So explicitly in 1QH 3:21–22: “Thou 
hast cleansed a perverse spirit of great sin … that it may enter into 
community with the congregation of the Sons of Heaven” (similarly 
1QH 11:10–13). More to the immediate point, in 1QSb 4:25–26 one of 
the blessings of the priest is: “May you be as an Angel of the Presence 
in the Abode of Holiness to the glory of the God of [hosts]. … May 
you attend upon the service in the Temple of the Kingdom and decree 
destiny in company with the Angels of the Presence.” Most interesting 
of all are the recently published complete (but often fragmentary) texts 
of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400–405), which contain 
songs of praise to be offered to God by angels in the heavenly temple 
during the first thirteen sabbaths of the year and in which it is clear 
enough (since the Songs presumably belonged to the community’s 
liturgy) that the community itself (or at least its priests) joined with the 
angels in reciting these songs of heavenly worship.19 

However we are to understand the phrase “the worship of angels,” it is clear that 
such was not normative in Pharisaic Judaism as we know it, which was by all 
accounts the Judaism practiced by the vast majority of the Jewish community 
in the time of Paul. Once again, this phrase makes it clear that the Colossian 
philosophy against which Paul was battling was a sectarian Judaism that had in-
corporated a great deal of mysticism (based upon visions), perhaps also borrow-
ing aspects of the pagan mystery religions. Their teaching and worship was thus 
a far cry from the Scriptures (Tanach) that undergirded Paul’s message.
 And once again, Paul points out that such arrogant and false “humility,” 
characterized by self-abasement, while having the appearance of lofty ideals, 
had failed to see that Yeshua is the all-important Messiah of God Who gives life 
and sustenance to congregations that belongs to Him.

20–23   If you have died with Messiah to the elementary principles of the 
world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to de-
crees, such as, “Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!”  (which all refer 
to things destined to perish with use)—in accordance with the command-
ments and teachings of men? These are matters which have, to be sure, the 
appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe 
treatment	of	the	body,	but	are	of	no	value	against	fleshly	indulgence.

 In the final paragraph, Paul returns to the fact that the Colossian philosophy 
has asceticism at its core, and that such deprecation of the body has not real 
value when it comes to true holiness. Now he describes this asceticism as the 
“severe treatment of the body,” letting us know that it went far beyond fasting. 
He even incorporates what must have been the standard mantra of the sect: “Do 

18 Cf. 1 Enoch 14.18–23; 36.4, 39–40; 61.10–12; 2 Enoch 20–21; Apocalypse of Abra-
ham 17–18; Testament of Levi 3.3–8.

19 Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, on Col 2:18.
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not handle, do not taste, do not touch!” To what does this refer? The first verb 
(a{ptw, haptõ), translated “handle” by the NASB, means more “to have close 
contact” or even “to have intimate contact” and could just as well be translated 
“touch.” The same verb is used by Paul in 1Cor 7:1 to denote sexual relation-
ship: “Now concerning the things about which you wrote, it is good for a man 
not to touch a woman.” It is possible, then, that abstinence from sexual relations 
was characteristic of this sect on the premise that such relations lowered one’s 
purity.
 “Do not taste” (geuvomai, geuomai) could well refer to eating what would 
normally be allowed within the Torah regulations (i.e., clean foods) but which 
were prohibited by the additional rules of the sect. It is very possible that in 
their extreme asceticism, foods that were handled by Gentiles or even found in 
their presence may have been rendered unfit for consumption. Thus, “do not 
taste” more than likely carries with it extreme measures of food separation that 
were far in excess of what the Torah itself required.
 “Do not touch” (qiggavnw, thinganõ) is a close synonym of the earlier 
haptõ but may have the added sense of “grasp with the hand,” “to lay hold of 
something.”20 This may relate specifically to the whole issue of purities and the 
attempt of those in the Colossian sect to remain separate from those outside 
of their group in order to attain a higher level of ritual purity. This was also a 
concern of the Qumran sect.
 But whatever is precisely meant by these three negatives, Paul makes it 
clear that these prohibitions are not derived from the commandments of God, 
for he adds, “in accordance with the commandments and teaching of men.” 
Here is yet another clear indication that what Paul is combating is not the ob-
servance of Torah commandments as given by God through the hand of Moses 
but the ascetic teachings of a particular Jewish sect, teachings which were, after 
all, a “self-made religion.”
 As such, this man-made religion, while it may have appeared as very eso-
teric and lofty, and perhaps as attaining to far greater holiness than most Jewish 
communities, actually was impotent to give its members any real strength 
against fleshly indulgence. It had the outward form or appearance of holiness 
but inwardly contained no real power against sin (cf. 2Tim 3:5).

Summary

1. Paul had a positive, not a negative view of Torah (Acts 21:24; Rom 7:7, 
14). For Paul, the Torah was good, not bad.

2. Paul considered the Torah to be the living, inspired word of God. Ac-
cording to 2Tim 3:16, the Torah is therefore profitable for righteous 
living.

3. With these facts in mind, if we interpret Colossians 2 in such a way as 
to have Paul instructing the Colossians to disregard the Torah, we have 
made Paul self-contradictory, and even worse, a false teacher.

4. But when we study the Colossians 2 in its context, we discover that 
Paul is not combating the observance of Torah commandments but the 
infiltration of a “philosophy” based upon the teaching of men and not on 
the word of God.

5. This Colossian philosophy, which Paul calls “hollow and deceptive,” 
promised its members greater experiences of religious piety and wor-
ship.

20 BDAG notes that the verb can denote “hostility toward someone,” thus, “to grab.”
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6. While it is impossible to precisely define what this Colossian philoso-
phy was, or the group or teacher that had formulated it, Paul does give 
us a number of things that characterized this errant teaching:
a) it offered a higher, more complete form of knowledge and wisdom
b) it required an ascetic life which involved severe self-abasement, 

adherence to many additional laws and restrictions, and mystical 
forms of worship.

c) those who taught the Colossian philosophy judged outsiders as 
having no real reconciliation to God.

d) entrance into the sect was through conversion for Gentiles (cir-
cumcision) and adherence to the strict rules pertaining to kosher 
laws, purity laws, observance of the appointed times, and perhaps 
abstinence from sexual relations at certain times.

e) these stringent measures were man-made, not anything found in 
the Torah itself, but were taught as the means by which a person 
could attain to the mysteries of God and thus to a heightened level 
of holiness.

f) the sect may have considered that through mystical experiences 
brought on by extreme self-abasement (fasting, deprivation of the 
body, etc), they were actually able to worship with the angels in the 
heavenly realm.

7. Paul clearly defines the Colossian philosophy as a deceptive argument, 
as the religion of men and not of God, and as offering no real value to 
the Colossian believers. In using these descriptors, he surely cannot be 
talking about the Torah given to Moses on Sinai.

8. When Paul tells the Colossians not to let anyone judge them in respect 
to food or drink, or a new moon, a festival, or a Sabbath day, he is 
instructing them not to be concerned that the false teachers judge them 
as estranged from God because they are not part of their particular sect. 
Rather, the Colossians should continue in the halachah they received 
from Paul, obeying the commandments of the Torah and remember-
ing how the appointed times are a revelation of the good things that are 
coming, particularly, the return of Yeshua to reconcile all things.

10. Most egregious in the false teaching of the Colossian philosophy was 
the lowering of Yeshua to a position of one among many equals in the 
heavenly entourage. Paul seeks to correct this errant teaching by em-
phasizing throughout the epistle that Yeshua has the unique and exalted 
position as the Son of God, for in Him the fullness of Deity dwells in 
bodily form. Yeshua is the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, and He 
is the head of the ekklesia which derives its life from Him.

Conclusion

 Far from being a teaching of Paul that the Torah and its commandments 
have been set aside, the epistle of Colossians reinforces the need to walk in 
Yeshua by the same faith through which He is received (2:6–7), a faith charac-
terized by obedience to God’s commandments. What Paul was combating in the 
epistle is not teachers who were encouraging the Colossians to keep Torah, but 
false teachers who were trying to draw the Colossians into their own, man-made 
religion, a religion that diminished the unique person and work of Yeshua, and 
elevated an outward asceticism without having the power for true holiness.
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Chapter Six 

In Peter’s vision (Acts 10), didn’t God make it clear that there 
was no longer any need to keep the food laws of the Torah?

 1The beginning of the sect called The Way is chronicled in the book of Acts. 
Obviously there had been many Gentiles who had joined the people of Israel 
throughout her history, beginning with the exodus from Egypt. But the coming 
of Yeshua, the promised Messiah, had initiated the era promised by the prophets 
in which all the nations of the earth would be blessed. In fact, the book of Acts 
is the history of how Yeshua’s command to make disciples of all the nations was 
actually carried out.

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age.” (Matt 28:19-20)

He said to them, “It is not for you to know times or epochs which the 
Father has fixed by His own authority; but you will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both 
in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest 
part of the earth.” (Acts 1:7-8) 

 The Shavuot which immediately followed the ascension of Yeshua brought 
the promised outpouring of the Ruach HaKodesh (Holy Spirit). This was not the 
beginning of the Ruach’s work, for He had always been active in the life of the 
nation of Israel as well as in the lives of individual believers. But He now em-
powered the disciples to do the work Yeshua had commissioned them to do—to 
be His witnesses.
 The early chapters fulfill the commission to Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria. 
Thousands were added to the followers of Yeshua, and Jews from all over the 
region were coming to faith in Him. The Shavuot experience of all those Jews 
and proselytes who had come from the regions of the Diaspora was the inau-
gural event in which the work of spreading the gospel of Yeshua was realized: 
each heard in their own language, indicating that the harvest had begun, just as 
Yeshua had promised.
 But that the Jewish people should be drawn to the truth of Yeshua as Mes-
siah was not a major shock to anyone. After all, the nation of Israel had car-
ried with her since ancient times the revelation of the Torah and the Prophets, 
and the promise that God would be faithful to her, drawing her back from her 
waywardness. The Gentiles, however, were a different issue. How would the 
promise made to the fathers, that all of the nations would be blessed in the seed 
of Abraham—be fulfilled? The answer came in a kind of “second Shavuot” at 
the house of Cornelius.

 

1 This chapter is taken from my book, FellowHeirs: Jews and Gentiles Together in 
the Family of God (FFOZ, 2003), pp. 65–72.
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Peter’s Vision and the Inclusion of the Gentiles

 The calling of Peter to go to the house of Cornelius sets the stage for the 
fulfillment of the final element of Yeshua’s promise: the witness would go to the 
Gentiles through the empowered lives of the Apostles, and the Gentiles would 
be gathered into the blessing of Abraham, fulfilling the ancient, covenant prom-
ise. 
 The story is well known. Developed against the background of 1st Century 
Judaisms in which Gentiles were considered unclean (in one respect or an-
other), Peter is commissioned to go to the Gentiles gathered in Cornelius’ house. 
Though Cornelius is characterized as righteous, a God-fearer, and one whose 
prayers God accepted (Acts 10:1-2), Peter is hesitant to go to his house—this 
was clearly against the prevailing halachah of his day. “Dwelling places of 
Gentiles [goim] are unclean.”2 Peter is therefore left with a dilemma: would he 
follow the words of Yeshua, to be a witness to the nations, or maintain his alle-
giance to the prevailing halachah that rendered the homes of Gentiles off-limits.
 The dilemma is solved by a vision given to Peter by God. The suspended 
sheet, filled with animals, is presented to him, and the command given to “kill 
and eat.”

Interpreting the Vision

 The meaning of the vision is no matter of speculation, for Peter gives it 
explicitly:

“And he said to them, ‘You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a 
man who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit him; and yet 
God has shown me that I should not call any man unholy or unclean. 
That is why I came without even raising any objection when I was sent 
for. So I ask for what reason you have sent for me’” (Acts 10:28-29).

 In relating the events to the other Apostles, Peter notes: 

“And behold, at that moment three men appeared at the house in which 
we were staying, having been sent to me from Caesarea. The Spirit 
told me to go with them without misgivings. These six brethren also 
went with me and we entered the man’s house” (Acts 11:11-12). 

 We may presume that by the words “the Spirit told me,” Peter was referring 
to the vision. So the meaning of the vision is clear: the Gentiles were not to be 
considered unclean, and Peter was not to hesitate to go to the house of Corne-
lius, despite the current halachah that forbade him to do so.
 The dilemma, of course, is how the vision of the sheet could be so inter-
preted. What was it about the vision itself that would have made the message 
regarding Gentiles so clear in Peter’s mind? The traditional notion that the 
vision was teaching the abolition of the Torah does not fit, because the Torah 
never taught that the Gentiles were unclean. More to the point, the teachings of 
Yeshua and His Apostles support the value and holiness of the Torah, and flatly 
deny that it was or could be abolished.3 
 It would appear rather that in the vision, Peter was put to a test. This test 
was whether or not he would make his life decisions based upon the eternal 

2 m.Oholot 18.7.
3 E.g., Matt 5:17ff; Rom 7:7ff.
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teachings of the Torah. Specifically, in this case, would he follow the teaching 
of the Written Torah or would he allow the teachings of men to be the deciding 
factor?

The Command to “Kill and Eat”

 The Greek phrase “kill and eat” in 10:13 is qu`son kai; favge (thuson kai 
fage). The imperative thuson is from the root thuõ, which has as its primary 
meaning “to sacrifice.”4 While it can mean generally “to kill” (cf. John 10:10), 
the preponderance of uses in the Apostolic Scriptures denotes “slaughtering for 
a sacrifice.”5 The use of this word, then, raises the level of purity in the com-
mand to “kill and eat.” Though any meat for consumption was to be from clean 
animals, to put it in the context of slaughtering for a sacrifice raises the level of 
ritual purity to its highest. Not only did the animal need to be of those desig-
nated clean, but it also had to be without defect. In other words, the language of 
the command to “kill and eat” emphasizes that it must be carried out to the strict 
letter of the Torah, as though it would qualify even for a sacrifice.
 The description of the animals in the suspended sheet would tend to indicate 
that the animals contained therein were of the unclean sort: “…and there were in 
it all kinds of four-footed animals and crawling creatures of the earth and birds 
of the air” (Acts 10:12).
 Though “four-footed” could surely include clean animals, the Greek 
tetravpoda (tetrapoda, “four-footed”) is often used in the Lxx for wild animals 
rather than domesticated flocks.6 Though some wild animals, such as the hart, 
were designated clean, no wild animal was fit for a sacrifice. And the designa-
tion “crawling creatures” (eJrpetav, herpeta) is the word used in the Lxx of rep-
tiles which, in terms of food, were considered utterly detestable (ֶׁשקְץ, sheqetz) 
and strictly forbidden.7 “Birds of the air” could include those which are clean, 
but when listed with the other categories may likely have been those which were 
scavengers and were also unclean. Given these facts, it is most likely that the 
animals Peter saw in the vision were entirely unfit for consumption as far as the 
Torah was concerned. In light of the fact that the command to “kill and eat” was 
set in the context of the highest standards (that of sacrifice), Peter’s response is 
perfectly understandable: “By no means, Lord, for I have never eaten anything 
unholy and unclean.”
 Several things should be noted in Peter’s response. First, he includes two 
terms: “I have never eaten anything unholy,” (koinov~, koinos, literally “com-
mon”) and unclean,” (ajkavrqanto~, akathartos, “ritually unclean”). We should 
understand the word “common” (translated “unholy”) to refer to sacrificial meat 
that has been rendered unfit for eating (because it remained beyond the pre-
scribed period of time). What Peter is saying is that not only has he never eaten 
meat from an unclean animal, he has been careful not even to eat meat that was 
at one time permitted but had been rendered unfit by the passage of time. 
 So, rightly adhering to the commands of Torah, Peter refuses the divine 
command to “kill and eat.” He passed the test with flying colors! He is never 

4 BDAG, “quw”.
5 Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7; Acts 14:13,18; 1 Cor 5:7; 10:20. The places where the word 

denotes killing for a festive occasion are Matt 22:4 (parable of the wedding feast), 
Luke 15:23, 27, 30 (parable of the Prodigal Son). Only in John 10:10 is thuson used 
in the general sense of “kill.”

6 Ex 8:12-14; 9:9-10; Lev 18:23; 20:15; Num 35:3; Job 40:20; 41:17; Is 30:6.
7 Lev 11.41, 43; 20:25.
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rebuked for his refusal, nor does he ever eat in the context of the vision. God had 
put him to the test: would he follow the strict letter of the Torah in regard to the 
food laws? The manner in which the test is given would indicate that God fully 
expected Peter to make the right decision. After all, he had lived according to 
Torah in matters of proper food his entire life.
 In fact, Peter’s refusal to eat what the Torah forbids is a very close parallel 
to the response of Ezekiel in a similar situation. In chapter four of Ezekiel, in a 
visual aid to the prophetic message of woe against Israel, the prophet is instruct-
ed to make bread, cook it, and eat. The problem is that the bread is to be cooked 
over a fire whose fuel is human dung, and therefore unclean.

“You shall eat it as a barley cake, having baked it in their sight over 
human dung.” Then the LORD said, “Thus will the sons of Israel eat 
their bread unclean among the nations where I will banish them.” But I 
said, “Ah, Lord GOD! Behold, I have never been defiled; for from my 
youth until now I have never eaten what died of itself or was torn by 
beasts, nor has any unclean meat (ּפִּגּול  b’sar pigul) ever entered ,ּבְׂשַר 
my mouth.” Then He said to me, “See, I will give you cow’s dung in 
place of human dung over which you will prepare your bread.” (Ezek 
4: 12–15)

 Here, clean food prepared over unclean fire renders it unclean. This is be-
cause it was common to cook bread by laying it directly upon the coals of a fire, 
and thus its contact with the human waste would render it unclean. This may 
have derived from the Torah commandment regarding latrines, which is found in 
the context of things that render a person unclean: 

“You shall also have a place outside the camp and go out there, and you 
shall have a spade among your tools, and it shall be when you sit down 
outside, you shall dig with it and shall turn to cover up your excrement. 
Since the LORD your God walks in the midst of your camp to deliver 
you and to defeat your enemies before you, therefore your camp must 
be holy; and He must not see anything indecent among you or He will 
turn away from you” (Deut 23:12-14). 

It would appear, then, that human excrement renders anyone who comes in con-
tact with it “unholy.”
 In the Ezekiel text under consideration, the term “unclean meat” is b’sar 
pigul in the Hebrew. This is interesting because pigul is not the normal word 
for “unclean” (we would expect  טָמֵא, tamei’). Pigul is found only in three other 
places (Lev 7:18; 19:7; Is 65:4). In the Leviticus texts, pigul describes sacrificial 
meat that is left over beyond the prescribed number of days, and thus becomes 
unclean.
 The parallels to Peter’s vision are striking. Both are presented with some-
thing unclean and told to eat. Both give claim to a life untarnished by avoiding 
anything unclean, and thus both protest the direct command of God because they 
believe the command “to eat” is contrary to established Torah commandments. 
The difference, however, is also important. In Ezekiel, God responds to the 
prophet’s protest by changing His initial command, allowing the prophet to use 
normal cow dung (often used for fires) in the place of human excrement. Since 
the Torah forbade human excrement to exist inside the camp (city), its presence 
was unclean. In the prophetic “visual aid,” of course, it would have highlighted 
the fact that the city was under siege and thus the people could not go outside of 
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its boundaries to deposit sewage as the Torah demands. 
 In Peter’s vision, he, like Ezekiel, assesses the Torah commandments cor-
rectly, and refuses to transgress them. Furthermore, as noted above, he is never 
rebuked for his refusal, and in the vision, he never eats from the sheet full of 
animals. But here is where Peter’s vision and Ezekiel’s visual aid differ. Peter 
rightly determined that the sheet full of  unclean animals presented an unfit 
situation for food, but he had also concluded that Gentiles presented an unfit 
scenario for fellowship. Yet this latter presumption was not based upon Torah, 
but upon rabbinic ruling. Therefore, Peter is corrected by the Divine voice. God 
was teaching Peter that in precisely the same manner in which he determined 
what was fit to eat and what was not (by applying the words of God’s Torah), so 
he should determine whether or not to fellowship with the Gentiles. He had used 
the word of God to determine what was fit to eat. Would he also use the word of 
God to determine his relationship with the Gentiles?
 But could a voice from heaven overturn the established halachah of the day? 
The rabbinic literature speaks to the issue of a bat kol, or a heavenly voice. An 
interesting Talmudic citation deals with this very issue:

It has been taught: On that day R. Eliezer brought forward every 
imaginable argument, but they did not accept them. Said he to them: ‘If 
the halachah agrees with me, let this carob-tree prove it!’ Thereupon 
the carob-tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place — others 
affirm, four hundred cubits. ‘No proof can be brought from a carob-
tree,’ they retorted. Again he said to them: ‘If the halachah agrees with 
me, let the stream of water prove it!’ Whereupon the stream of water 
flowed backwards — ‘No proof can be brought from a stream of water,’ 
they rejoined. Again he urged: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let 
the walls of the schoolhouse prove it,’ whereupon the walls inclined to 
fall. But R. Joshua rebuked them, saying: ‘When scholars are engaged 
in a halachic dispute, what have you to interfere?’ Hence they did not 
fall, in honor of R. Joshua, nor did they resume the upright, in honor 
of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined. Again he said to 
them: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!’ 
Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: ‘Why do you dispute with R. 
Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halachah agrees with him!’ But 
R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: ‘It is not in heaven.’ What did he mean 
by this? — Said R. Jeremiah: ‘That the Torah had already been given 
at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because You 
have long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, After the majority 
must one incline.’8

 In light of this, we may better understand Peter’s protest. The heavenly 
voice, in this case, was not asking Peter to walk contrary to Torah, but rather 
to apply the Torah in this particular situation. Where in the Written Torah did it 
prohibit him from entering the house of a Gentile? Where in the Written Torah 
could he find solid grounds for denying the request of Cornelius? Peter realized 
there were none. God had not created the Gentile “unclean.” That was a rabbinic 
fabrication. Peter had reasoned correctly, corroborated by the Written Torah, that 
eating something unclean was wrong. Would he likewise reason, on the basis of 
Written Torah, that it was proper to fellowship with Gentiles? 
 Thus, Peter understood the purpose of the vision through the test of author-
ity it required of him. God’s Torah stood above that of the Sages. When it came 
to the Gentiles, Peter was to follow God’s Written Torah, not the halachah of the 

8 b.BavaMetzia 59b.
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rabbis. As noted above, Peter got the message! He passed this test as well. He 
did not hesitate to go to the house of Cornelius, and he knew that he was free to 
eat with these covenant members without thinking that he would be engaging 
in ritual impurity. For surely Cornelius and the other believing Gentiles would 
have been eating foods that aligned with the biblical commandments. The real 
difficulty for Peter were the man-made laws that had erected a wall between 
Jew and Gentile. What Peter had come to understand through the vision of 
the suspended sheet was that this rabbinic wall of separation had been forever 
abolished by the death of Messiah, uniting all who confessed Him as Messiah, 
whether Jew or Gentile.9

Summary and Conclusion

 The vision given to Peter in Acts 10 was not about abolishing the com-
mandments regarding clean and unclean food but about the separation between 
Jews and Gentiles that had been enacted by the rabbis. The reason that God 
used the issue of clean and unclean foods was to demonstrate to Peter that the 
Torah itself, not man-made laws, should function as the authority upon which he 
made halachic decisions regarding association with believing Gentiles. Given 
the decision whether or not to eat unclean meat, Peter applied the command-
ments of the Torah and refused to eat that which God forbids. In doing so, he 
demonstrated a correct appeal to the Torah as foundational for life’s decisions. 
What God was teaching Peter through the vision was that he should base his 
decision regarding the Gentiles upon the same authoritative word of God as he 
did in regard to food. Nowhere in the Torah is there a commandment to sepa-
rate from Gentiles who have attached themselves to the God of Israel. Quite the 
contrary: the Torah regularly commands the native born Israelites to accept and 
welcome foreigners who desire to worship the One true God, and to treat them 
with equality as having the same covenant privileges and responsibilities as the 
native born Israelite (e.g., Ex 12:19; Lev 18:26; 24:16; Num 9:14; 15:15, 16, 29; 
19:10; Deut 31:12).10

 What is clear from the Acts narrative is that Peter got the message! He real-
ized that the vision related to people, not to food, and that he should not con-
sider unclean what God had declared to be clean. He had realized that he should 
judge his association with believing Gentiles on precisely the same authoritative 
basis as he had determined what food was allowed and what was prohibited. He 
had passed the test about food with flying colors because he had held tena-
ciously to what God had commanded in the Torah. What he came to realize was 
that God required exactly the same tenacious adherence to the Torah in regard to 
receiving believing Gentiles as his covenant brothers and sisters.
 Understood in the context of Acts, and made clear through Peter’s own 
explanation of the vision (Acts 10:28–29; 11:11–12), the vision given to Peter 
in Acts 10 in no way negates the Torah laws regarding clean and unclean food. 
On the contrary, the proper interpretation of the vision rests upon the fact that 
the Torah remains authoritative both in regard to food and in regard to believing 
Gentiles. And the vision was successful in correcting Peter’s halachah so that 
he willingly went to the house of Cornelius even though this contradicted the 
prevailing teaching of the rabbis. He willingly subordinated the commandments 
of men to the eternal, unchanging commandments of God.

9 Eph 2:11f.
10 For a more in-depth study on the equality of native born and foreigner within the 

life of Torah, see my book FellowHeirs: Jews & Gentiles Together in the Family of 
God (FFOZ, 2003) available at www.torahresoure.com.
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Chapter Seven 

Paul makes it clear that we are “not under the Law.” Doesn’t 
that mean that we no longer are required to obey the Torah?

 It is not uncommon, when talking to people who are quite certain that the 
Torah has been abolished, to hear a reference to the statement of Paul in Ro-
mans 6:14: “… for you are not under law but under grace.” Most who bring this 
up as proof that the Torah has been cancelled understand Paul’s words to mean 
“you are no longer under any obligation to obey the law (Torah) because you 
are now under grace.”
 But before we look more closely at Rom 6:14 and the other Pauline texts 
that incorporated the phrase “not under Law,” we should consider the implica-
tions of the interpretation offered above. If, in fact, “under law” is understood to 
mean “obligated to obey the law (Torah)” and “under grace” means “not obli-
gated to obey the law (Torah),” and if those holding such a view also teach that 
those believers who lived before the coming of Yeshua were obligated to obey 
the Torah, there is only one logical conclusion: those believers who lived before 
the coming of Yeshua were not “under grace.” But if they were not “under 
grace,” then on what basis were they saved from the wrath of God? Here, once 
again, the pitting of “law” against “grace” ends up requiring two ways of salva-
tion which Paul flatly denies (Rom 4:1–8), for if believers before the coming of 
Yeshua were saved apart from grace, this is clearly a different Gospel than what 
Paul was preaching.

Romans 6:14–15

 In this sixth chapter of Romans, Paul is exhorting the believers in the Ro-
man assembly to live righteously. His argument is that if they have died with 
the Messiah, they have also risen with Him to a new life (vv. 4–5). Furthermore, 
in that Yeshua died once for all time, never to die again, and in that He arose 
with an indestructible life, He lives forever without the possibility of ever being 
separated from the Father as He was (inexplicably) on the cross. He therefore 
“lives to God” (v. 10). Paul goes on to encourage his readers to do the same, 
i.e., in the same way that Messiah died to sin once for all time, the believer must 
likewise consider himself “dead to sin, but alive to God in Messiah Yeshua” 
(v. 11). Paul then goes on to remind the Romans that whereas before coming to 
faith in Yeshua they served sin itself as a master, since they have believed the 
sinful master has been deposed and a new Master has taken charge. Rather than 
heeding the voice of the deposed master, they are to be reminded that righteous-
ness is now giving the orders, a righteousness that proceeds from God and is 
defined by Him (v. 13). 
 1This brings us to v. 14 in which Paul states the primary basis for his pres-
ent exhortation: “For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under 
Law (Torah) but under grace.” The fact that sin no longer is master (kurieuvsei, 
kureusei “act as lord or master”) is because the old man has been crucified and 

1 The following material is from my commentary on Romans: Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans, 2 vols (TorahResource, 2005–2007), 1.150ff.
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no longer has the power to direct sin within the sinful nature to deeds of un-
righteousness. Left without “leadership,” and with the renewed man now “in 
charge” and longing to follow the Lord and live righteously, the remaining sin is 
at a distinct disadvantage, for the inevitable course of the believer’s life will be 
toward God and away from sin.
 In the opening line of v. 14, Paul makes a categorical statement that sin, 
personified as a ruler, will never again have sovereign rule over them because 
a new Lord has taken His rightful place over their lives. This interpretation 
understands the opening “for” to explain why the believer should not present his 
members as instruments of unrighteousness—namely, because he now serves a 
new Master. There is no need, as it were, to appease the master of unrighteous-
ness, for he no longer has any ruling power.
 This does not mean that sin will no longer have power, for it will—in the 
remaining sinful nature. Thus, it also means that sin will be a constant enemy 
against which war will be waged. What it does mean, however, is that hope of 
victory is sure, because the war has already been won—the enemy’s “general” 
has been deposed.
 For you are not under Torah but under grace – Taken out of context, this 
phrase has regularly been interpreted by Christian commentators to mean that 
the authority of the Torah has been abolished for believers and superseded by a 
different authority, that by “law” (novmo~, nomos) Paul means the life of sin, and 
by “grace” he means the life of righteousness. Note for example, the words of 
Ambrosiaster (366 CE):

If we walk according to the commandments which he gives, Paul says 
that sin will not rule over us, for it rules over those who sin. For if we 
do not walk as he commands we are under the law. But if we do not sin 
we are not under the law but under grace. If, however, we sin, we fall 
back under the law, and sin starts to rule over us once more, for every 
sinner is a slave to sin. It is necessary for a person to be under the law 
as long as he does not receive forgiveness, for by the law’s authority 
sin makes the sinner guilty. Thus the person to whom forgiveness is 
given and who keeps it by not sinning anymore will neither be ruled by 
sin nor be under the law. For the authority of the law no longer applies 
to him; he has been delivered from sin. Those whom the law holds 
guilty have been turned over to it by sin. Therefore the person who has 
departed from sin cannot be under the law.2

 Rather, the context shows clearly that Paul’s point in this concluding phrase 
is that the reign of sin had its power or authority through the Torah, for the 
Torah condemns sin and the sinner. Paul has taught clearly that the power of sin 
to condemn is found in the Torah. Thus, when he concludes that the believer 
is not under the Torah but under grace, he is not putting the Torah and grace at 
odds with each other, but showing the means by which the believer is no longer 
a slave to sin but instead is alive unto God. The penalty of the Torah against the 
sinner, just and righteous as it was, was put entirely upon Yeshua and therefore 
the believer is no longer under its condemnation. In the place of condemnation 
has come forgiveness and grace. 
 Cranfield has this to say:

[this phrase] is widely taken to mean that the authority of the law has 

2 Quoted from Gerald Bray, ed., Romans: Ancient Christian Commentary on Scrip-
ture (IVP, 1999), p. 165.
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been abolished for believers and superseded by a different authority. 
And this, it must be admitted, would be a plausible interpretation, if 
this sentence stood by itself. But, since it stands in a document which 
contains such things as 3:31; 7;12, 14a; 8:4; 13:8-10, and in which the 
law is referred to more than once as God’s law (7:22, 25; 8:7) and is 
appealed to again and again as authoritative, such a reading of it is 
extremely unlikely. The fact that u Jpo no vmon (“under law”) is contrasted 
with u Jpo ; ca vrin (“under grace”) suggests the likelihood that Paul is 
here thinking not of the law generally but of the law as condemning 
sinners; for, since grace denotes God’s undeserved favour, the natural 
opposite to “under grace” is “under God’s disfavour or condemnation.” 
And the suggestion that the meaning of this sentence is that believers 
are not under God’s condemnation pronounced by the law but under 
His undeserved favour receives strong confirmation from 8:1 (“There 
is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus”), 
which, in Paul’s argument, is closely related (through 7:1-6) to this 
half-verse. Moreover, this interpretation suits the context well; for an 
assurance that we have been set free from God’s condemnation and 
are now the objects of His gracious favour is indeed confirmation 
(ga vr, “for”) of the promise that henceforth sin shall no more be lord 
over us, for those who know themselves freed from condemnation are 
free to resist sin’s usurped power with new strength and boldness. It is 
perhaps possible that in Paul’s “under law” here there was also another 
thought present, namely, the thought of labouring (as so many of his 
Jewish contemporaries were doing) under the illusion with regard to 
the law that a man has to earn a status of righteousness before God by 
his obedience. Since ca vri~ (“grace”) denotes God’s free, undeserved 
favour, the contrast with “under law” might perhaps be not unreasonably 
claimed as support for this suggestion.3

 In the next verse (6:15), Paul uses the same phrase: “What then? Shall we 
sin because we are not under Torah (Law) but under grace? May it never be!” 
Given the fact that “under Torah (Law)” in the previous verse means “not under 
the condemnation of the Torah (Law),” it is most likely that we should see the 
same meaning here. Paul’s point is simply that even though there is no possibil-
ity of condemnation under the penalty of sin imposed by the Torah for those 
who have received God’s grace in Yeshua, this in no way implies that they are 
free to sin. For he has already made clear that those who have died with Mes-
siah and risen again with Him have a new Master Who is to be obeyed. Thus, 
in these two verses (Rom 6:14–15), the phrase “not under Torah (Law)” means 
“not under the condemnation of the Torah (Law).” It is not a statement that the 
Torah has been abolished or set aside.
 It will be profitable for us to consider all of the times the phrase “under 
Torah” (uJpo novmon, hupo nomon) is used in Paul’s epistles as we attempt to 
understand what it means that we are “not under Torah.”

1Corinthians 9:20–224 

To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those who 
are under the Torah (Law), as under the Torah (Law) though not being 

3 C.E.B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Epistle to the 
Romans, 2 vols (T & T Clark, 1975), 1.319–20.

4 For further explanation of this passage, see my paper “All Things to All Men” 
– Paul and the Torah in 1Corinthians 9:19–23,” available in the “Articles in Eng-
lish” page at www.torahresource.com.
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myself under the Torah (Law), so that I might win those who are under 
the Torah (Law); to those who are without Torah (Law), as without 
Torah (Law), though not being without the Torah (Law) of God but 
under the Torah (Law) of Messiah, so that I might win those who are 
without Torah (Law). To the weak I became weak, that I might win the 
weak; I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means 
save some.

The Immediate Context

 Paul’s basic appeal in chapters 8–10 of 1Corinthians is that one’s freedoms, 
based upon “knowledge,” should be forfeited, if necessary, for the sake of those 
who were “weak.” This, in fact, is the same appeal he emphasizes throughout 
the epistle. In the midst of his instructions on the issue of meat offered to idols, 
and his appeal to forfeit one’s freedoms for the sake of another, Paul offers the 
illustration of his own life and ministry to demonstrate what this would look 
like. In 9:1–13 Paul lays out the authority he has as an Apostle of Yeshua, and 
his right (freedom) to expect that he would be supported by those to whom he 
ministers. Yet in 9:14–18 he explains that he forfeited this right to be remu-
nerated for his service, in order to further the effectiveness of his ministry. In 
so doing, he appeared to some as less than a bona fide Apostle, particularly 
because he chose to work at menial tasks to support himself. In the final para-
graph of chapter 9, Paul uses the illustration of an athlete who likewise forfeits 
personal rights in order to train for and run in the race. Thus, it is clear that the 
overarching principle set forth by Paul in the immediate context of our pas-
sage, as well as throughout the epistle, is that one must be willing to give up his 
freedoms in order to establish the priority of the Gospel within the community 
of faith.

The Structure of 9:19–23

 Having considered the wider context of our passage, we should note the 
parallel structure of the lines that make up the paragraph of 9:19–23. Since our 
text begins with the word “For,” it is linked directly with the preceding con-
text and forms the conclusion to 9:1–23, a description of Paul’s own pastoral 
example of forfeiting freedoms for the sake of the Gospel.5 It is important to 
realize that he is not describing what he is free to do, but rather the freedoms 
he has given up in order to further the success of his work as an Apostle of the 
Gospel of Yeshua.
 It is clear that there is a definite pattern of Hebraic style parallelism found 
in this paragraph. This structure may be represented as follows:

5 A great deal of debate has gone on among commentators as to the structure of 
1Corinthians 8–10. Those who are not concerned with the integrity of the epistle 
have often suggested that chapter 9, or parts of chapter 9, fit better in other places 
of the epistle, or were even later insertions. More recently, however, a number of 
scholars have shown the integrity of chapter 8–10. I take 9:19–23 to be the conclu-
sion of Paul’s example of forfeiting his freedoms, with 9:24–27 functioning as an 
introduction to the material in chapter 10. For a more detailed study of the struc-
ture of this section of the epistle, see Jerry L. Sumney, “The Place of 1Corinthians 
9:24–27 in Paul’s Argument” JBL 119/2 (2000), 329–333.



Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions – 79Chapter 7: We’re “Not under Law.” Doesn’t that mean we          
 no longer need to obey the Law?

(A) I made myself a slave to all in order that I might gain more (v. 19)
 (B) I became to the Jews as a Jew, in order that I might gain Jews (v. 20a)
  (B1) To those under the Torah as under the Torah …to gain those under  
     the Torah (v. 20b)
 (C) To those outside of Torah as outside of Torah … to gain those outside  
  of Torah (v. 21)
  (C1) I became to the weak weak in order that I might gain the weak (v.  
     22a)
(A1) I have become all things to all in order that I might in all circumstances  
   save some of them (v. 22b)

 In noting the structure of our text in this way, several important aspects 
are seen. First, the opening and concluding phrases (A//A1) are clearly paral-
lel. Paul begins by stating his position as “slave to all” and concludes that he 
has “become all things to all.” In good Hebraic fashion, he begins and ends by 
stating the same thing twice, utilizing parallel terms. Secondly, this structure 
indicates that Paul was not defining four different groups of people with whom 
he interacted, but two groups, each defined by two parallel lines. Thus, the group 
designated “Jews” in line B is further defined in B1 as “those under the Torah.” 
Likewise, the group designated “those outside of Torah” in C is further defined 
as “the weak” in C1. In each of these cases, the first designation is more fully 
defined by the second. This was necessary because the more general term (given 
in the opening line), if left by itself, would have been too ambiguous without 
further definition. The phrase “to the Jews I became as a Jew” leaves the reader 
with a very real quandary. Paul was obviously Jewish, and never ceased from 
identifying himself as Jewish (Acts 19:34; 21:39; 22:3; Phil 3:4–6). It therefore 
makes no sense for Paul to write that he “became as a Jew” unless the Jewish 
group to which he refers is made more specific. This he does by the additional 
phrase “those under the Torah…,” further defining this Jewish group as those 
who comprised the synagogue community of unbelieving Jews. Similarly, the 
designation “those outside of Torah” could, at first blush, be a designation for 
pagans or transgressors since the Greek word translated “those outside of To-
rah” is anomos, a word often used to describe “transgressors” or those who are 
“lawless.”6 But Paul is not indicating that he actually engaged in transgressions 
or unlawful acts in order to be received by this group. Rather, the second line 
further defines what he means by “without the Torah.” He is describing Gentile 
believers who were viewed by the unbelieving synagogue as outside of the cov-
enant defined by Torah, and who were therefore considered weak or incapable 
of covenant status before God. It was the unbelieving synagogue that labeled the 
Gentile believers as “without the Torah” and “weak.”
 Thus, Paul is noting his membership status in two groups of people, groups 
which had some very definite boundary markers, but which also overlapped in 
some ways: the wider Jewish community, particularly marked by their rejection 
of Yeshua as Messiah, and the community of The Way, comprised in the major-
ity of Gentile believers. These Gentile believers were technically considered 
“other” by the traditional synagogue, but were nonetheless viewed as within the 
wider circle of Judaisms by Roman society in general. Understanding that our 
text deals primarily with two groups (unbelieving Jews and believing Gen-
tiles) matches Paul’s description in 10:23–“Give no offense either to Jews or to 
Greeks or to the ekklesia of God.”

6 cf. Luke 22:37; Acts 2:23; 2Thess 2:8; 1Tim 1:9; 2Peter 2:8.
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 With this background in mind, and with the specific structure of our para-
graph noted, we are now in a better position to understand Paul’s words in this 
often-misunderstood paragraph.

9:19  For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so 
that I may win more. 

 In what way was Paul “free from all men?”7 The previous context gives 
us the answer: Paul was free from the need to gain his livelihood as a worker 
engaged in the general commerce of his day. As an Apostle, he had the right to 
expect remuneration from those he served, and he therefore had the right not 
to engage in a daily occupation in order to supply his basic needs. Yet, as he 
clearly explained, he gave up this right, and instead engaged in the work-a-day 
world, appearing as a common “blue collar” worker. As such, he served (“be-
came a slave”) to each one, striving to fulfill the requests of his customers, who 
doubtlessly came from all walks of life. But he did this because he wanted his 
work as an Apostle of Yeshua to be untarnished by those who might have ac-
cused him of huckstering the Gospel.
 In this verse we also encounter the use of the word “gain” or “win” (ker-
daino). This verb is found a total of five times in our passage, and always forms 
the purpose for Paul’s voluntary forfeiture of his freedoms. He became as a 
slave to Jews and non-Jews in order that he might win some of them to his 
message of the Gospel. Most have understood “win” in the sense of evange-
lism, to “win lost souls for Messiah.”8 Yet in the 17 times this verb is found in 
the Apostolic Scriptures,9 never is it clearly speaking of evangelistic success. 
While the word most often refers to acquiring possessions or money, in terms of 
interpersonal relations, the word describes successfully bringing someone to do 
what is right. Note Matthew 18:15: “If your brother sins, go and show him his 
fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won (kerdaino) your brother.” In 
this case, to win one’s brother is to rescue him from error, and bring him to do 
what is right. Thus, Paul’s purpose, couched in the word “win,” could include 
bringing someone to agree with the Gospel and its life-transforming message, 
but it could also include bringing those who had already espoused the Gospel to 
a fuller acceptance of its implications within the community of faith. To put it 
simply, Paul’s use of the word “win” could also include bringing fellow believ-
ers to agree fully with his Gospel, which proclaimed membership within God’s 
family on the basis of faith in Yeshua without the need to obtain Jewish status.

7 The Greek has ek panton pasin, literally “out from every person.”
8 The common use of “win” in the sense of “bring people to confess Yeshua as Sav-

ior” may have had some connection to the use of the verb sakar “to hire,” “hire 
for oneself,” “payment” in rabbinic literature, on which see David Daube, The 
New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (Hendrickson, 1998 reprint), pp. 355–361. 
However, the more modern use of the term “win” in the sense of “evangelizing the 
lost” is based upon a misunderstanding of Proverbs 11:30, “…and he who is wise 
wins souls.” The context of this verse would indicate that the righteous, because 
they live according to wisdom, have stability and thus avoid poverty, and therefore 
are able to sustain the lives of others as well. Whatever the phrase “…and he who 
is wise wins souls” means, it is not specifically talking about handing out gospel 
tracts.

9 Matt 16:26; 18:15; 25:16-17, 20, 22; Mk 8:36; Luke 9:25; Acts 27:21; 1Cor 9:19-22; 
Phil 3:8; James 4:13; 1Pet 3:1.
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9:20  To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those who are 
under the Torah, as under the Torah though not being myself under the Torah, 
so that I might win those who are under the Torah;

 As noted above, Paul’s claim to “become as a Jew” would have sounded 
very strange to those who knew him, since he was a Jew by birth and main-
tained a very open and obvious connection to his Jewish community. But the 
subsequent designation of those “under the Torah” helps define in a particular 
way the Jewish group with whom he here identifies. Of the many sects of Juda-
ism in the 1st Century, Paul continued to identify with the Pharisees (Acts 23:6) 
and thus submitted to their rule and authority within the traditional synagogue.
 For Paul, the phrase “under the Torah” (hupo nomon) describes those who 
have not confessed Yeshua as Messiah, and who continued to rely upon their 
Jewish identity, bound up in observance of the Torah, as the grounds for their 
acceptance by God.10 This being the case, it is understandable why Paul quickly 
reinforces the fact the he was not himself “under the Torah.” He no longer 
trusted in his Jewish status, identified by Torah observance, as the means of 
justification before God. Now, living according to the Torah was the inevitable 
response of love to the One Who had redeemed him.
 The majority of Paul’s Jewish brethren, according to his own testimony, 
had rejected Yeshua as the Messiah, something that grieved him greatly (Rom 
9:1–3). These remained in need of redemption from the curse of the Torah and 
constituted the majority of the established synagogues of Paul’s day. Yet though 
they remained “under the Torah” in Paul’s perspective, he nonetheless contin-
ued to submit to their rule, for five times he bent to receive lashes at the hands 
of the synagogue authorities (2Cor 11:24). And for what did he receive such 
punishments? Most likely he received lashes because he continued to proclaim 
Yeshua as Messiah (something that may have been considered blasphemy) and 
he willingly received Gentiles as bona fide covenant members of Israel (which 
may have been considered participation with idolaters). Yet, in order to keep 
an open door to his Jewish brothers and sisters by maintaining his place in the 
established synagogue, he submitted to their rule and to their whip.
 The Mishnah (Makkot 3) describes the process of giving lashes. Those who 
had committed a crime worthy of being cut off, could, in certain cases (such as 
blasphemy), be spared the extreme punishment of being banished by receiving 
lashes instead. As the transgressor bent down to receive the whipping, a reader 
would loudly proclaim the words of Deut 28:58ff, which comprise the curses 
of the covenant. Then Ps 78:38 was read aloud, which speaks of God’s compas-
sion and willingness to forgive. But after the lashes were finished, the Mishnah 
(Makkot 3:15) states: 

All those who are liable to extirpation (being cut off) who have been 
flogged are exempt from their liability to extirpation,  as it is said, 

10 In the Pauline epistles, “under the Torah” (hupo nomon) is found in Rom 6:14-15; 
Gal 3:23; 4:4, 21; 5:18. In each of these cases, those who are designated as “under 
the Torah” are those who are still under the condemnation of their sin. In the case 
of Yeshua who was born “under the Torah” (Gal 4:4), this designates Him as the 
One who came to take the penalty of condemnation for sinners, “to redeem those 
who are under the Torah.” Thus, for Yeshua to be “under the Torah” means that 
He took the condemnation of the Torah upon Himself for the sake of those He 
redeemed.
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“And your brother seem vile to you (Deuteronomy 25:3)—” once he 
has been flogged, lo, he is tantamount to your brother….

 Paul proved himself to be fully vested within the larger Jewish community 
by submitting to the whip for matters that were, in reality, not transgressions, 
but were considered so by those who had rejected Yeshua. Paul had every right 
and freedom in Yeshua to walk away from such man-made legislation, but 
he gave up his freedom for the sake of the Gospel. It was in this manner that 
Paul “became as a Jew to Jews,” that is, to the unbelieving Jewish community. 
Instead of accepting the penalty of being cut off from his people, he willingly 
received lashes that, in the perspective of the Jewish Sages, confirmed his on-
going status as one within their group. Because he submitted to their punish-
ments, he was received as a “brother.”

9:21-22  to those who are without Torah, as without Torah, though not being 
without the Torah of God but under the Torah of Messiah, so that I might win 
those who are without Torah. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the 
weak; I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means save some. 

 Who are these described as “without Torah?” By this term Paul does not 
mean that they were devoid of Torah in the sense of disregarding it. This he 
makes clear by adding the parenthetical phrase “though not being without 
the Torah of God but under (literally “in”) the Torah of Messiah.” It was not 
Paul who had labeled these as “without Torah” (anomos) but the traditional 
synagogue. Thus, those to whom Paul refers as “without Torah” are surely the 
Gentile believers whom the established synagogue considered outside of the 
circle of God’s favor and promises.11 Since they had not become proselytes, the 
larger synagogue community reckoned them as “without Torah.” In their eyes, 
the Gentiles who had not become proselytes had not submitted to the full yoke 
of the Torah as defined by the Sages, and could therefore not be received.12 They 
were still classed as “sinners” as over against “Jews.”13 One should remember 
that in the words of the Sages, “without Torah” would include not only the 
words of Moses, but also the interpretations and halachic decisions contained in 
the Oral Torah.
 But Paul wants to make it clear that though the Gentile believers were 
labeled as “without Torah” by the traditional synagogue, they were not, in fact, 
without the “Torah of God.”14 While in the eyes of the synagogue leaders they 

11 On the sense of being “without Torah,” cf. Rom 2:14, although anomos is not 
used in this verse. Note also that the same could be said of non-observant Jews in 
1Macc 7:5; 9:23, 58, 69; 11:25; 14:14 (in all of which anomos is used), showing that 
“without Torah” was used generally of those deemed to be outside of the covenant 
promises made to Israel. Since in the eyes of the Sages the Torah was the means by 
which the covenant was mediated to Israel, to be “without Torah” was likewise to 
be without the covenant.

12 “A proselyte who took upon himself all the obligations of the Torah except for one 
item, they do not receive him” (t.Demai 2.5).

13 Note Gal 2:15, “We are Jews by nature and not sinners from among the Gentiles,” 
which are the words of those who were teaching that Gentile believers were not 
full-fledged covenant members until they became proselytes.

14 I recognize that the participle on (translated “being” in the phrase “not being 
without the Torah of God”) is singular, and thus refers specifically to Paul. Yet 
when Paul claims that he was “not being without the Torah of God,” it stands to 
reason that what he describes of himself must also describe the group he is with. 
Thus, when Paul speaks of “not being without the law of God but being in the law 
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had not qualified as bona fide covenant members since they had not submitted 
to the ritual of proselytism, Paul knew that they had submitted to the “Torah of 
God” as defined in the life and teachings of Yeshua. And Paul willingly identi-
fied with them in this. Whereas before coming to faith, Paul based his covenant 
membership on his Jewish status as a keeper of Torah (Phil 3:6), his participa-
tion in the Gospel had changed that. Like his Gentile brothers and sisters who 
had attached themselves to the God of Israel solely through faith in Messiah 
Yeshua, so Paul had come to realize that the Torah was not the means of righ-
teousness before God for anyone. If they were deemed as “without Torah” 
because they had not sought to “become Jews” as the means of attaining cov-
enant standing with God, then Paul was happy to receive that same label, for his 
status as righteous before God was founded upon being “in Messiah,” not upon 
his physical linkage to Jacob. When it came to right standing before God, Paul 
proclaimed that there was neither Jew nor Greek (Galatians 3:28).
 The language Paul employs here is insightful. While the traditional syna-
gogue labeled the Gentile believers as anomos, “without Torah” or “transgres-
sors,” meaning that they considered them outside of the realm of the Torah as 
traditionally taught and upheld by the Sages, Paul counters by saying that they 
were not outside of God’s Torah, but actually were in the Torah (ennomos) of 
Messiah (translated “under the law of Christ” in the NASB). The word ennomos 
is only found one other time in the Apostolic Scriptures, at Acts 19:39. There, 
in the ruckus caused by the silversmiths of Ephesus whose livelihood depended 
upon the manufacturing of idols for the cult of Artemis, Paul appeals to the 
protocol of Roman law, requesting that any formal charges against him should 
come from a “lawful (ennomos) assembly,” that is, the established court.15 In 
using the same word here, Paul establishes the fact that the Gentile believers do 
live in accordance with the Torah as written by Moses and modeled by Yeshua, 
even if they have not conformed entirely to the Torah as defined and expanded 
by the traditional synagogue. The truth was that their lives were governed by the 
very Torah of God as taught and lived out by Yeshua Himself.
 Thus, the typical understanding of these verses, that Paul abandoned Torah-
living while among the Gentiles, is entirely unfounded. He makes it amply clear 
that he (and by extension those among whom he ministered) lived by the Torah 
of God as defined by Yeshua. Furthermore, just a few chapters earlier (cf. 7:19), 
Paul had already stressed the point that obedience to God’s commandments was 
what really mattered, not whether one was a Jew (circumcised) or a Gentile 
(uncircumcised).
 Paul further identifies this group labeled as “without Torah” by adding, “to 
the weak I became weak.” But there is a significant difference in this phrase 
when compared to the preceding ones. In each of the others, Paul says he be-
came “as” (hos), but here he does not say he became “as the weak,” but that he 
actually “became weak.”16 Those who consider the designation “weak” to mean 

of Messiah,” this describes both his situation and that of the group with which he 
identifies. Moreover, it is important to note that in the case of those “under the 
Torah,” Paul specifically adds autos in the phrase “though not myself under the 
Torah.” Here, however, in the phrase of v. 21, he does not add the emphatic autos, 
“myself,” leaving open the option that the singular participle envisions the whole 
group.

15 The Greek word ennomos was used in Paul’s day to define proper law, and those 
whose lives conformed to it, cf. Liddell & Scott, Lexicon, “ennomos.” The word 
is found once in the Lxx, Sirach 0:10, where it describes those who live in accor-
dance with “the Law and the Prophets and the other books.”

16 In some of the later manuscripts, scribes have added the word “as” at this point, 
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“believers who were weak in their faith”17 suggest that Paul somehow presented 
himself as likewise weak in faith. But this certainly cannot be what the phrase 
means, for it does not say that he became “as” weak, but that he actually was 
weak. Moreover, Paul does not add a qualifying phrase as before. If he simply 
were struggling at this point to “adapt himself to weaklings,” we would expect 
an additional phrase such as “though I myself am not weak.” But he does not 
say this. He rather affirms that with the weak, he was weak.
 If, as I have suggested above, the phrase “to the weak I became weak” 
further identifies those who were considered “without Torah,” and if such a 
designation was the opinion of the Jewish community as it judged the Gentile 
believers to be outside of the covenant people because they remained Gentiles, 
then the designation “weak” identifies their inability to attain covenant status 
because they were not Jewish. At one point in his life, Paul had considered his 
Jewish status to be his strength in terms of covenant membership. But though 
his pedigree was impressive, the risen Messiah had revealed to him that reliance 
upon his flesh was hopeless (Phil 3:4–7). When it came to claiming a right to 
God’s blessings, Paul had come to the conclusion that he, like all of mankind, 
was weak before God. Thus he writes to the Romans (5:6): “For while we were 
still helpless (asthenes, the same word used in our text translated “weak”), at 
the right time Messiah died for the ungodly.” The Jewish community considered 
the Gentiles among whom Paul ministered as “weak” before God because they 
were outside of the people group to whom God had made covenant promises. 
Paul, on the other hand, had come to realize that no one could be a legitimate 
claimant to God’s righteousness in his own strength, or based upon his own 
worth. In this regard, all were “weak” before God when it came to deserving 
His favor. As such, he openly admitted that he, like the Gentiles, was weak 
before God. The righteous status he enjoyed was based entirely upon Messiah’s 
strength that overcomes the weakness of sinful flesh.
 Thus, when he came to the Gentile communities, he did so as one openly 
admitting his inability to garner God’s favor because he was Jewish. Clearly he 
did not despise his Jewish heritage, nor did he try to hide his Jewish identity. He 
confessed the advantages of his Jewish heritage.18 Rather, he openly confessed 
that his Jewish status offered no advantage in terms of right standing before 
God. To those who were considered weak (Gentiles), he openly identified him-
self as equally weak.
 It is with this in mind that Paul adds, “that I might win the weak.” It is 
apparent throughout Paul’s epistles that some Jewish believers continued to en-
courage their Gentile brothers to become proselytes as the necessary completion 
of their confession of faith in Yeshua. Paul, of course, was strongly against such 
a thing, since the linkage to Jewish status as the means of covenant member-
ship was the motivating force in persuading the Gentiles to proselytize. When 
Paul, himself Jewish, openly confessed that his Jewishness gave no special 
privilege in terms of being declared righteous before God, he stood before them 
as a living example of God’s means of justification. Moreover, as Paul evange-
lized the Gentiles, his message was one of faith in Yeshua as the only means of 
justification, and his own testimony supported this message of Good News. He 

most likely for two reasons: 1) they did not want Paul represented as actually 
weak, and 2) they felt that the parallelism with the former phrases implied that 
Paul had become “as” the weak. But the earliest manuscripts (∏46, א*, A, B) are 
unanimous in not including the word “as” at this point.

17 Cf. Rom 14:1.
18 Cf. Rom 3:1–2.
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proclaimed the Gospel not only in word, but also in deed (2Cor 10:11).
 Thus, Paul concludes with a restatement of how he began the paragraph. He 
starts by declaring himself a slave to all, and ends by saying “I have become all 
things to all men, so that I may by all means save some.” Obviously, the idea 
of becoming all things to all must be limited to what he has just explained in 
the previous verses. It goes without saying that Paul did not become a pagan to 
pagans, a fornicator to fornicators, or a thief to thieves. What he did do was give 
up his own freedoms in order to demonstrate the Gospel, centered in the Messi-
ah Yeshua. Moreover, he willingly identified with the Gentile believers because 
he confessed that his covenant status was based upon the same foundation as 
theirs, namely, faith in Yeshua and His work, and not in his Jewishness.

9:23  I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may become a fellow 
partaker of it. 

 In this final verse of the section, Paul brings the larger context of the entire 
chapter to a fitting conclusion. In calling the Corinthians to give up their indi-
vidual freedoms in order to effectively minister to each other, he has used his 
own life as an example. And the motivation for such a perspective is nothing 
less than the Gospel itself, which proclaims the self-sacrifice of Yeshua for His 
people. If the Gospel message is centered upon the selfless giving of Yeshua for 
sinners, then those who also sacrifice their own freedoms for the sake of others 
are privileged to participate in this Gospel. Paul recognized that in comparison 
to the sufferings of Messiah, his was merely “light affliction” (2Cor 4:14; cp. 
Rom 8:18), but even in this there was a filling up of the afflictions of Messiah 
(Col 1:24). Such self-abasement for the sake of the Gospel was, indeed, a par-
ticipation in the sufferings of Messiah and as such, a partnership in the Gospel. 
It was to this that Paul called the Corinthians, and still calls us.

Summary of 1Cor 9:19–23

 To summarize, I offer this expanded paraphrase as commentary on our text:

19 Even though I could accept the remuneration that you are required to give me as 
an Apostle of Yeshua, I have voluntarily forfeited this right and thus continue to work 
with my hands to make a living. As such, I am a servant to many people every day as 
they hire my services. By rights I shouldn’t have to do this, but I’ve decided to become 
a servant to all kinds of people in order to enhance the ministry entrusted to me in the 
Gospel, and thus to win over some to the full message of Yeshua as Messiah.
20 And I’ve become a servant in far greater ways than just sewing tents. For instance, to 
the Jewish community of my brothers and sisters who have rejected Yeshua, I still pres-
ent myself as a brother within their midst. I could just as easily have left that association 
and been content to submit only to the synagogues of The Way. But in order to give 
the Gospel a fair hearing within the unbelieving community of my people (those who 
remain under the penalty of the Torah and are in need of redemption from sin), I have 
submitted to their authority, even though it meant being whipped five times, and openly 
humiliated as a blasphemer and a companion of Gentile idolaters. I did this so that I 
would be received as a true brother, and so that I might have the ability to live out the 
Gospel before my countrymen.
21–22  On the other hand, I willingly associate with the community of the The Way, 
comprised in the majority of Gentile believers. I know that my own Jewish community 
considers them to be outside of the blessings of Torah, and that they have no hope of 
covenant membership unless they become proselytes. But I tell you that we are not 
outside of God’s Torah, but that we live in accordance with God’s teaching as we follow 
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in the commandments of our Master, Yeshua. Moreover, I tell you this—if the teach-
ers of my people designate this mostly-Gentile community as “without Torah” because 
they have not become proselytes, then they may as well say the same of me. That is 
because the Torah is not the means of obtaining righteousness before God for anyone, 
Jew or Gentile. They say of my Gentile brothers and sisters that they are weak, without 
any ability to obtain membership in God’s covenant. Well, that accusation is correct, 
because no one, in and of himself, can attain such covenant status. Everyone is weak 
before God in this regard, myself included. And that is my message to the Gentiles: I 
stand before them as a Hebrew of Hebrews, and Jewish to the core. But my message is 
that my Jewishness could never make me righteous before God, nor could the fact that 
they are Gentiles block their approach to God. All of us, whether Jew or non-Jew, come 
to God only through faith in His Son, Yeshua.
23  So you can see that I have lived out the very message I am impressing on you. You 
need to be willing to give up your rights and freedoms if doing so means you’ll be able 
to effectively minister to others. You can see in the examples I’ve given that I have been 
affirmed as a brother within the non-believing Jewish community, and I’ve been will-
ing to be maligned as “without Torah” and “weak” because I freely associate with the 
Gentile believers as well. You can see how I have given up my own freedoms in order 
to win a hearing for the Gospel. But while giving up my own freedoms was not always 
easy (I have the scars of the whip to prove this), it was worth it, for in suffering for the 
sake of the Gospel, I have been privileged to participate in the same kind of sufferings 
that our Savior underwent. As such, I have come to understand and appreciate what it 
means to be a partner in the message of the Gospel.

Galatians 3:23 
 
 We may begin first of all by discussing what Paul means in this verse by the 
term “faith”—“But before faith came . . . .” Now certainly Paul cannot mean 
here that there was no faith before the coming of Yeshua! Paul is the expounder 
of Gen 15:6 in Romans 4 and uses Abraham and David as the examples of 
what it “looks like” to have faith—saving faith. So what does Paul mean by the 
phrase “but before faith came . . . .? 
 Many commentators take the word “faith” here to be a metonym for Ye-
shua, i.e., the object of faith. So they would understand it to mean “But before 
Yeshua came we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith 
(in Yeshua) which was later to be revealed.” But this interpretation does not 
work either, for the simple and obvious reason that faith, i.e., true saving faith, 
has always been in one object and one object alone, namely, Yeshua. Faith in the 
Messiah has always been the means by which God declares a sinner righteous. 
Surely this is proven in the case of Abraham, for Yeshua Himself declared that 
Abraham longed to see His day, and he saw it (Jn 8:56f). David as well under-
stood that the promise of the Messiah was the focus of his faith, as he likewise 
understood the Messiah to be the hope for all mankind (2 Sa 7:19f). Therefore, 
to say that “faith” in this verse actually means the object of faith, i.e., Yeshua, 
simply cannot be sustained in the broader scope of Pauline theology (not to 
mention the emphasis upon faith in the Messiah throughout the scriptures).
 It seems to me that the plain meaning of the text ought to be our starting 
point. For Paul, the concept of something “coming” is that of “understanding” 
or “knowing the truth.” He uses this same idiom with regard to the Torah in 
Rom 7:9 where he writes: “And I was once alive apart from the Torah; but when 
the commandment came, sin became alive, and I died.”  The commandment was 
always extant, and even was very much a part of Paul’s life before he came to 
faith in Yeshua, yet in his terminology it had not yet come. It “came” when by 
faith his eyes were opened to see the commandment as it actually was. That is 
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to say, the concept of the commandment “coming” is that of knowing the truth 
about the commandment.
 If we take Paul to be using the same concept here, in regards to faith, then 
the phrase “before faith came” means before Paul (or any given individual) 
came to understand faith as it truly is—faith as God understands it. Thus, as a 
Jew, living within the context of Torah observance yet without faith in the Mes-
siah, the Torah functioned to point to the Messiah in every way—through the 
sacrificial system, the mo’edim (festivals), purity laws, etc. The Torah continued 
to function as a pedagogue leading to the teacher, restraining (in some ways) 
the natural tendencies of the flesh and directing the mind and heart to faith in 
Yeshua. Once Paul had genuinely placed faith in Yeshua, the Torah no longer 
needed to function in this convicting manner (as a pedagogue for an immature 
child) but took up the role of mentor, deepening the understanding and enlight-
ening the willing mind.
 Thus, to be “kept in custody under the Torah” is to be surrounded with the 
observance of Torah (as was generally true of the Jewish community of Paul’s 
day) in contradistinction from the pagan cultures whose lives were surrounded 
by idolatry, etc. Paul wishes to show, then, that the Torah, while condemning the 
sinner, nonetheless functions to lead the sinner to Messiah, if in fact that sinner 
is being drawn by the Almighty—drawn to faith in Yeshua.
 Here, then, we may understand “under Torah” to mean “compelled by the 
Torah to do those things which, though contrary to an unbelieving heart, actu-
ally point toward Yeshua.” To put it another way, to be “under the Torah” in this 
context is analogous to being under the rule of a pedagogue whose primary goal 
is to get the student to graduation.

Galatians 4:4-5

 It is easy to see why many commentators have understood Paul’s use of “un-
der the Torah” in these verses to simply mean “born as a Jew to redeem Jews.” 
That Yeshua was born to Jewish parents, and that the first events in His life were 
circumcision and appearance at the Temple is emphasized by the Gospel writers 
(cf. Lk 2:21ff). But the parallel with 3:13-14 is so close as to warrant a continu-
ing theme, namely, that one of the roles of the Torah as it pertains to the unbe-
liever is that of condemnation (cf. 2Cor 3:7ff). The Torah condemns sin and thus 
the sinner.
 But was Yeshua born “under the condemnation of the Torah?” In one sense, 
He was not. As the perfect and holy Son of God, He did not partake of Adam’s 
sin, and as such, was not born a sinner (cf. Rom 5:12f). But in another sense, He 
was born for the purpose of carrying the condemnation of His people, and in this 
sense He was born “under the condemnation of the Torah” as it pertains to their 
sins. 
 For Paul, the ministry of Yeshua was conceived of as primarily soteriologi-
cal. His coming was not fundamentally as a teacher of Torah or of wisdom as 
much as it was to identify with the human condition (“born of a woman”) “in 
order that, by His identification with the human condition…, His death might be 
the price necessary to free them from the slavery endemic to that human con-
dition….”19 In this regard then, we should most likely see Paul’s use of “born 
under the Torah, so that He might redeem those under the Torah” to be a refer-
ence to Jew and Gentile alike. Even though the Gentile has no sense that he is 
condemned by the Torah until such time as he hears the message of the Gospel, 

19 James D. G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians (Hendrickson, 1993), p. 217.
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he is nonetheless in a state of condemnation. He is “under the Torah” in the 
sense of being under its condemning power. Likewise, the Jew, who may have 
never considered that the Torah would condemn him, is under the condemna-
tion of the Torah until such time as he places his faith in the redemptive work of 
Yeshua. We may conclude that “under the Torah” in this context means “under 
the condemnation of the Torah.”

Galatians 4:21

 In this verse Paul speaks of those who “want to be under the Torah,” and 
asks them to listen to the Torah they want to be under. In an interesting (and 
somewhat difficult to interpret) analogy, Paul compares the present state of 
Judaisms to Hagar as a slave while speaking of the “Jerusalem above” as free 
and analogous to Sarah (though she’s actually never named). Clearly the “slave” 
is the one who believes his covenant membership rests upon his status as a Jew 
(whether native born or proselyte).  In such a case, those who are relying upon 
the “flesh” (ethnic status) for their right standing before God are actually under 
the condemnation of the Torah. While on the one hand they believe that the To-
rah, as marking their identity as Jews, is their means of covenant membership, 
in actuality the Torah is the forensic means of their condemnation. Once again, 
“under the Torah” means “under the condemnation of the Torah.” 

Galatians 5:18

 Here Paul is contrasting the leading of the Spirit with being “under the 
Torah.” Note v. 16ff: “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out 
the desire of the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you 
may not do the things that you please. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are 
not under the Torah.” Once again, to be under Torah means to rely upon the 
Torah (both written and oral) as the means of establishing covenant member-
ship through ethnic status. For the native born, this meant maintaining Torah 
obedience in order not to be “cut off from one’s people,” while for the Gentile 
it meant undergoing the ritual of rabbinic conversion (becoming a proselyte). 
In both cases, those who are “under the Torah” are condemned by the Torah 
because they are trusting in “the flesh” (ethnic status) as defined by the rabbinic 
interpretation of Torah.

Summary

 In summary, then, Paul’s use of the phrase “under the Law (Torah)” means 
primarily “under the condemnation of the Torah,” or may define those who are 
relying upon the Torah to give them a “Jewish status” which they believe is the 
means of covenant membership and right standing before God. We saw this in 
Rom 6 where the opposite of “under the Torah (Law)” is “under grace,” making 
it clear that “under the Torah (Law)” defines those who are condemned by the 
Torah because they remain in their sins. Likewise, in 1Cor 9, those “under the 
Torah” are those who are clinging to their Jewish identity (based upon keep-
ing the Torah) as their means of righteousness, who likewise judged Gentiles 
as outsiders and thus entirely “without the Torah.” This same meaning obtains 
throughout the book of Galatians where “under the Torah (Law)” refers to those 
who remain condemned in their sins, trusting in their “flesh” rather than in Ye-
shua. What the phrase does not mean, then, is that the Torah has been suspended 
or abolished. Such an interpretation entirely misses the meaning of the phrase 
which is demanded by the contexts in which it is found.
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Chapter Eight 
If Paul abolished the commandment of circumcision, doesn’t 

that prove that the Law has been abolished?

 The debate over the present viability of the Torah for today’s people of God 
often proceeds from what appears to be an unshakable logic, namely, that if 
one commandment of God can be shown to have been set aside by the Messiah 
or His Apostles, then the door is open to argue that many more of the com-
mandments have also been abolished or replaced. From the earliest days of the 
emerging Christian Church, this logic was applied to the Torah commandment 
of circumcision. Since Paul was interpreted as teaching against circumcision, 
the conclusion that the Torah has been set aside was an obvious forthcoming 
conclusion. For if circumcision was the sign of the covenant given to Israel, and 
if Paul teaches against circumcision, then clearly the covenant made with Israel 
has been cast aside, and with it, the Torah.
 Note, for example, what the Epistle of Barnabas (usually dated to the late 
1st Century or early 2nd Century) teaches about circumcision:

Furthermore, with respect to the ears he describes how he circumcised 
our heart. The Lord says in the prophet: “As soon as they heard, 
they obeyed me.”[Ps 18:44] And again he says: “Those who are far 
off will hear with their ears, and they shall understand what I have 
done.”[Is 33:13] Also, “Circumcise your hearts,” says the Lord.[Jer 4:4] 
And again he says: “Hear, Israel, for this is what the Lord your God 
says.”[Jer 7:2, 3] And again the Spirit of the Lord prophesies: “Who is 
the one who desires to live forever? With the ear let him hear the voice 
of my servant.”[Ps 34:12; Is 50:10; Ex 15:26] And again he says: “Hear, 
heaven, and give ear, earth, for the Lord has spoken these things as a 
testimony.”[Is 1:2] And again he says: “Hear the word of the Lord, you 
rulers of this people.”[Is 1:10] And again he says: “Hear, children, the 
voice of one crying in the wilderness.”[Is 40:3] In short, he circumcised 
our ears in order that when we hear the word we might believe. 
 But the circumcision in which they have trusted has been abolished, 
for he declared that circumcision was not a matter of the flesh. But they 
disobeyed, because an evil angel “enlightened” them. He says to them: 
“This is what the Lord your God says [here I find a commandment]: 
‘Do not sow among thorns, be circumcised to your Lord.’”[Jer 4:3, 4] 
And what does he say? “Circumcise your hardheartedness, and stop 
being stiff-necked.”[Deut 10:16] Take this again: “Behold, says the 
Lord, all the nations have uncircumcised foreskins, but this people has 
an uncircumcised heart!”[Jer 9:26]
 But you will say: “But surely the people were circumcised as a 
seal!” But every Syrian and Arab and all the idol-worshipping priests 
are also circumcised; does this mean that they, too belong to their 
covenant? Why, even the Egyptians practice circumcision! 
 Learn abundantly, therefore, children of love, about everything: 
Abraham, who first instituted circumcision, looked forward in the 
spirit to Jesus when he circumcised, having received the teaching of 
the three letters. For it says: “And Abraham circumcised ten and eight 
and three hundred men of his household.”[Gen 14:14; 17:23] What, 
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then, is the knowledge that was given to him? Observe that it mentions 
the “ten and eight” first, and then after an interval the “three hundred.” 
As for the “ten and eight,” the I is ten and the H is eight; thus you 
have “Jesus.” And because the cross, which is shaped like the T, was 
destined to convey grace, it mentions also the “three hundred.” So he 
reveals Jesus in the two letters, and the cross in the other one. He who 
placed within us the implanted gift of his covenant understands. No 
one has ever learned from me a more reliable word, but I know that you 
are worthy of it. (Epistle of Barnabas, 9.1–9)

In this description of circumcision, the physical aspects described in the Torah 
are considered to be of no value except that such physical circumcision looked 
forward to the reality, that is, circumcision of the heart. Thus, even when Abra-
ham circumcises the males of his household, the 318 men who go with him to 
retrieve Lot and his family (Gen 14) is allegorically interpreted to the effect 
that even Abraham was given revelation that physical circumcision was only a 
temporary sign that would give way to the reality in the death of Christ. In the 
Greek, the three letters that would represent the number 318 or: H=8, I=10, and 
T=300. The name Ihsou~ (iesous, “Jesus”) is regularly abbreviated in the Greek 
manuscripts as IH. The letter tau has the appearance of a cross, and thus for 
the author of Barnabas, the circumcision of Abraham’s household was a clear 
revelation that physical circumcision would give way to its spiritual reality (the 
circumcision of the heart) in the death of Yeshua. Indeed, that physical circum-
cision had no real meaning is proven by the fact that many other pagan cultures 
also engaged in the physical act of circumcision.
 This example from an early Christian document gives a fairly good repre-
sentation of how circumcision was despised in the early emerging Church as a 
worthless sign that only the Jewish people who had rejected Yeshua maintained. 
To one extent or another, this negative view of circumcision has remained fairly 
constant in the Christian Church up to this day. Note, for instance, the Belgic 
Confession of Faith, Article 34 (1561 CE):

We believe and confess that Jesus Christ, who is the end of the law, hath 
made an end, by the shedding of his blood, of all other sheddings of 
blood which men could or would make as a propitiation or satisfaction 
for sin: and that he, having abolished circumcision, which was done 
with blood, hath instituted the sacrament of baptism, instead thereof; 
by which we are received into the Church of God, and separated from 
all other people and strange religions, that we may wholly belong to 
him, whose ensign and banner we bear….

This same basic approach is echoed in the Westminster Confession of Faith 
(7.5–6), and the 1689 London Baptist Confession (Appendix, §2).
 But is this really what Paul meant when he writes to the Galatians: “Be-
hold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Messiah will be of no 
benefit to you” (Gal 5:2)? Is Paul, in fact, dismissing a clear commandment of 
the Torah? Was the Christian Church correct to interpret his words this way? 
Once again, if we are to find the meaning of Paul’s inspired words, we must first 
understand the background in which he wrote them. When we take the time to 
understand how circumcision was viewed in his day, we discover that Paul was 
preaching a far different message than that proposed by his Christian interpret-
ers. Indeed, in his own day Paul was accused of teaching against circumcision, 
an accusation that both he and the leading Apostles of Jerusalem denied (Acts 
21:24, cf. 28:17).
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 Circumcision was a core issue that faced the early community of The Way. 
In the 1st Century, circumcision was no longer simply the sign of the covenant 
with Abraham—it had long since combined with a cultural imperative to define 
Jewishness (at least as far as males were concerned). So clearly had circumci-
sion become an ideological identity marker for Jews, that Paul could utilize the 
term “the circumcision” to mean “Jewish people.”1 This was also the standard 
perspective of pagan authors. For them, “circumcision” and “Jewish” were one 
and the same.2

 This combination of a theological category (the covenant) and Jewish 
ancestry made circumcision a major dilemma for the believing Gentiles. Since 
the Pharisees taught that Jews had covenant status because they were Jews,3 and 
that therefore the only way for a Gentile to gain covenant status was to become 
a Jew through conversion (proselytism), for the followers of Yeshua to become 
circumcised gave the wrong message. Were they saved on the basis of faith in 
Yeshua, or by becoming a Jew? If they went through the ritual of a proselyte, it 
gave forth the message that they were trusting in their new heredity rather than 
in Yeshua. Once this is understood, one can appreciate why Paul forbade the 
Gentiles to receive circumcision.
 Yet, such a prohibition produced another dilemma for the Gentile believ-
ers: the Torah commanded that all males who were covenant members be 
circumcised. What is more, any male who was not circumcised was forbidden to 
participate in eating the Pesach lamb (Exodus 12:43ff). Thus, when the Apostles 
prohibited the Gentile believers from receiving circumcision, it would seem that 
they also separated them from at least one of the central Festival celebrations of 
the covenant community.
 How did the Apostles handle this issue? How could they, on the one hand, 
make sure that the Gentiles understood that their covenant standing was entirely 
a matter of God’s grace obtained through faith apart from the works of the To-
rah, while on the other hand expect them to integrate into the Jewish community 
in which they would be taught and mature in the things of God? The answer to 
this question lies in the teaching that the Gentiles were to be received as though 
they were circumcised even before they underwent the physical cutting of the 
flesh. Before they could receive physical circumcision, they had to be well 
grounded in the truth that their covenant status was based upon their faith, not 
the declaration of Jewishness offered by the rabbinic ritual of proselytism.

Colossians 2:11

 That the Gentiles were to be received by the synagogues of The Way as 
though they were circumcised, even before they received physical circumcision, 
may be implied by Paul’s bold statement in Colossians 2:11. In the context, the 
sufficiency of Yeshua’s atoning work on behalf of sinners is plainly in view. 
Yeshua, in whom the fullness of Deity dwelt in bodily form (2:9), was all one 
needed for full covenant status: “and in Him you have been made complete…” 
(2:10). But then Paul makes the categorical statement that the believers to 
whom he wrote were to consider themselves as circumcised: “In Him you were 
also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in the removal of 
the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Messiah; having been buried with 

1 E.g., Romans 4:12; 15:8
2 See the remarks of Shaye J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness (Univ. of 

California Press, 1999), pp. 40ff; 
3 Louis Feldman, Jew & Gentile in the Ancient World (Princeton, 1993), pp. 153ff.
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Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up with Him through faith in the 
working of God, who raised Him from the dead” (Colossians 2:11-12).
 That is, even though they had not submitted to the ritual of circumcision as 
part of a conversion process, they were to be received as though they had. For 
Paul, the fact that God had received them apart from circumcision (evidenced by 
their reception of the Holy Spirit and their consistent life of faith) meant that the 
community should receive them in like manner. Circumcision of the flesh could 
come later, when they were firmly established in the truth that they were “in 
Messiah” by faith, not by the works of the Torah.

Timothy: A Test Case

 The fact that Paul had Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:1-5) proves that in his 
mind, physical circumcision of someone who was considered a Gentile was not 
outside the scope of proper theology. Timothy would have been considered a 
Gentile by the Jewish community of his day, because though his mother was no 
doubt Jewish, his father was a Greek. The fact that he had not been circumcised 
as an infant affirmed this. What is more, in pre-destruction halachah, “a mixed 
marriage between an Israelite and a non-Israelite produced offspring whose 
status was determined patrilineally.”4

 From a narrative standpoint, it is striking that the first action of Paul follow-
ing the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 is to have Timothy circumcised, and this 
so that Timothy could accompany him as he distributed the edict of the council 
on the very subject of circumcision of Gentiles! We must presume that Paul was 
sufficiently confident of Timothy’s understanding of salvation by faith, that to 
have him undergo circumcision would not in anyway change his perspective. 
Having Timothy circumcised could thus be viewed as simple obedience to the 
Torah commandment without considering it a means of covenant status. In this 
way, Timothy’s circumcision was in accordance with the original purpose of 
the Torah, but not an acquiescence to the teaching that Jewish status gained one 
entrance into the covenant.
 We may therefore presume that Paul’s perspective on Gentile circumcision 
was that until the Gentile believer was sufficiently mature in his faith, he should 
not receive circumcision. Once he was well grounded in the fact that his faith in 
the Messiah was the means of his covenant inclusion, he would be circumcised, 

4 So Cohen concludes, The Beginning of Jewishness, p. 305. The whole issue of 
when the matrilineal principle was introduced into the rabbinic halachah is 
debated among the scholars. Cohen finds no conclusive evidence to indicate that 
the matrilineal principle was extant before the destruction of the Temple (Ibid., 
chapter 9; also note Cohen’s article “Was Timothy Jewish (Acts 16:1-3)? Patristic 
Exegesis, Rabbinic Law, and Matrilineal Descent”, JBL 105:2). Levinskaya (The 
Book of Acts in its First Century Setting [Eerdmans, 1996], pp. 12ff) affirms the 
matrilineal principle in the time of Paul and considers Timothy Jewish. Schiffman 
(“At the Crossroads: Tannaitic Perspectives on the Jewish-Christian Schism” in E. 
P. Sanders, ed., Jewish and Christian Self-Definition 3 vols. [Fortress, 1981], 2:118-
19) considers the offspring of the union of a Jewish woman and a non-Jewish man 
to be “certainly considered a Jew.” He admits that in terms of marriage law, the 
child would have been considered a mamzer (i.e., illegitimate), but a Jew nonethe-
less in all other matters. In weighing all the evidence provided by these scholars, 
it seems to me that Cohen has offered substantially solid arguments that have not 
been answered sufficiently by the others. I take it, then, that Timothy would have 
been considered a non-Jew by the prevailing halachah of his day, and it appears to 
me that Luke took the same perspective.
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a process that gained him no new pedigree, nor awarded him any more covenant 
status than what he already had. In this way, circumcision would be a seal of the 
covenant without any connection to the rabbinic ritual of proselytism.

Gentiles, Circumcision, and Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians

 Paul is very clear in his epistle to the Galatians: he does not want any of 
the Gentiles to be circumcised. “Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive 
circumcision, Messiah will be of no benefit to you. And I testify again to every 
man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole 
Torah. You have been severed from Messiah, you who are seeking to be justified 
by Torah; you have fallen from grace” (Gal 5:2-4).
 But what does Paul mean by the phrase “receive circumcision?” Does he 
mean that cutting the foreskin has some kind of eternal consequences? What 
about the thousands of baby boys in America who were circumcised as a matter 
of course (without any religious sense)? Is Messiah of no benefit to them? Obvi-
ously, Paul is speaking about something more than the physical act of circumci-
sion. Indeed, he is talking about the ritual of a proselyte, of which circumcision 
was the core element. To “receive circumcision” means to trust in the ceremony 
of becoming a proselyte as the means of entering the covenant rather than trust-
ing in the work of Yeshua. That is why Paul says “Messiah will be of no benefit 
to you.” If one trusts in being declared a Jew for his covenant status, then he 
will have no use for Yeshua and His saving work. He will have turned his back 
on the message of grace and believed the lie that one can enter the covenant of 
God’s family through the works of the Torah.
 Paul is not against circumcision as a simple act of obedience to God. He 
says so plainly: “For in Messiah Yeshua, neither circumcision nor uncircumci-
sion means anything, but faith working through love” (Gal 5:6).
 If circumcision means nothing, then it cannot, in and of itself, condemn 
anyone. But in another sense, Paul recognized the value of circumcision as a 
mark of covenant membership. “Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is 
the benefit of circumcision?  Great in every respect…” (Rom 3:1-2).
 What he means in Galatians is that circumcision is a non-issue when it 
comes to entering the redeemed people of God. Whether Jew (who would be 
circumcised as a baby) or non-Jew (who would not have been circumcised), 
entrance into the realm of salvation for both is through faith in Yeshua. Circum-
cision (Jewishness) neither qualifies a person as saved, nor does uncircumcision 
(being a Gentile) disqualify a person from being saved. For both, faith is the 
key. 
 Yet, in all of this Paul does not negate the fact that the Jew has been greatly 
blessed because God chose Israel as His covenant people. What advantage has 
the Jew? The advantage is that because God chose Israel, the Jewish people 
have received the revelation of God in the Scriptures, and have therefore known 
about God’s method of declaring sinners righteous. But simply receiving the 
revelation of God did not guarantee personal salvation. One still needed to place 
his personal faith in the work of God’s Messiah on his behalf.
 Therefore, when Paul speaks against circumcision, he is not speaking 
against the physical act itself nor against the Torah commandment as properly 
understood. Rather, he is speaking against the ritual of conversion taught as a 
means of gaining righteousness before God. He is not negating the Torah com-
mandment of circumcision, but the rabbinic ritual developed to bring in Gentiles 
on the basis of a declared Jewish status. 
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The Meaning of Circumcision5

 Why was circumcision given as the sign of the covenant in the first  place? 
Doesn’t it seem a bit strange? After all, a sign should be visible, and circumci-
sion, by its very nature, is hidden. If we want to understand why God would 
have given circumcision to Abraham as the sign of the covenant, we need to see 
it in the flow of the patriarchal narrative.
 The Abrahamic narrative begins in Genesis 12 with the covenant given 
to Abraham, a covenant that promised unconditional blessing. But this narra-
tive only continues the Genesis story that began with creation, the fall, and the 
promise of “the seed of the woman” (Genesis 3:15) who would overcome the 
trickery of the Serpent who had deceived mankind and who thus was estranged 
from his Creator. Throughout the Genesis story, Moses takes up this promise 
of the coming “seed of the woman” and weaves it into the stories of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, culminating in the Joseph story and the blessing of Jacob upon 
his sons (including his adopted sons, Ephraim and Manasseh). 
 The promise of blessing to Abraham, therefore, advances the revelation of 
the promise. It would be through Abraham that the disobedience of Adam and 
Eve, and the consequent condemnation of death, would be overcome for all of 
mankind. Thus, the Abrahamic covenant gave greater specificity to the initial 
promise of the “seed of the woman.”
 Ultimately, the covenant promises made to Abraham depended upon Abra-
ham having a son. A covenant that promised to bless his descendants was worth-
less if he had none. This need for the promised son dominates the narrative 
through the chapters following the initial giving of the covenant. When Abram 
and Sarai travel outside of the land to seek food in a time of famine, Sarai is 
taken by a foreign king. Would the promised son come from someone other than 
Abram? But God intervenes and the foreign king returns Sarai to Abram. God 
is maintaining His promise to bring blessing His way. The marauding kings of 
chapter 14 likewise  threaten the viability of Abram and his family, but again, 
God gives Abram the victory. 
 In chapter 15, Abram questions God about the promise of a son. Since Sarai 
is barren, no heir of Abram exists to inherit the promises of the covenant. He 
therefore asks God to accept his foreign servant, Eliezer, as a substitute. But 
God tells Abram that He will bring a son, and to prove it, He shows Abram the 
stars as a visual aid of how numerous Abram’s offspring will be. Yet the son 
does not appear. As time continues, and Abram and Sarai grow older, the ap-
pearance of a son is in question. Will God perform the word He had promised? 
Perhaps God intended Abram and Sarai to find a way themselves. And so Sarai 
suggests that Abram take Hagar, her handmaid, to have a child by her.
 The story is well known. Abram takes Hagar, and Ishmael is born. Now 
there is a son, but is he the one through whom the covenant promises will be 
realized? Apparently not. Even though Abram pleads with God that Ishmael 
should “stand before Him,” Ishmael is rejected as the promised son. In fact, 
Ishmael is a negative influence in the family, and Sarai requests that Abram send 
him and his mother away. God agrees, and informs Abram that he should listen 
to his wife. Once again, Abram and Sarai are childless.
 Then comes chapter 17, the renewal of the promise regarding a son, and 

5 For a fuller explanation of the meaning of circumcision, see my paper, “The Theo-
logical Significance of Circumcision,” (written for the Festschrift for Dr. O. H. 
Hegg), available at www.torahresource.com
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the giving of circumcision. In the flow of the narrative, the sign of the covenant 
speaks directly to the issue of the promised son. The sign is attached to the 
organ of procreation, but it is the cutting away of the flesh. Since the promised 
son is the key element to the success of the covenant, the sign points to the fact 
that the son would come, not by the flesh (such as the “Hagar Plan”) but through 
divine means alone. The promised son would come by God’s miraculous hand.
 Thus, circumcision as the sign of the covenant pointed initially to the 
giving of Isaac when Sarah was too old to bear children. The promised son 
would not come by the normal means of procreation, but through above-human 
means, through the direct miracle of God. But Isaac as the promised son was a 
foreshadowing of the ultimate Son, Yeshua, Who would be the quintessential 
representation of the Seed of Abraham.6 And like Isaac, Yeshua would come, not 
by normal means, but through the miracle of a virgin birth. The cutting away of 
the flesh from the male organ of procreation therefore functioned as the central 
sign of the covenant because it spoke directly of the divine means by which the 
ultimate Promised Son, the Messiah, would come. Indeed, even the rabbinic 
ceremony for circumcision emphasizes the messianic theme as the central issue.
 Unfortunately, the rabbinic theology transformed circumcision from a sign 
that called for faith in the coming Promised Son, to a sign of ethnic identity. 
Coupled with the belief that Jewishness guaranteed covenant membership,7 cir-
cumcision also became the core element in the ritual of conversion for Gentiles. 
It was this man-made transformation of the covenant sign against which Paul 
was teaching.

Summary: Gentiles and Circumcision

 In the time of Yeshua and the Apostles, circumcision had become synony-
mous with Jewishness. Moreover, the prevailing theology of the day was that 
Jewishness guaranteed covenant status. As such, the only way for a Gentile to 
gain covenant status was by undergoing the rabbinic ritual of conversion by 
which a Gentile was accorded the status of “Jewish,” and thus allowed into the 
covenant people.
 The message of the Gospel, however, was that covenant standing was based 
upon faith in God’s Messiah, modeled after the faith of Abraham with whom 
the covenant was first made. The Apostles preached a message of salvation by 
faith, not a salvation that could be gained by the “flesh” (i.e., ethnic status). 
Since the rabbinic teaching that Gentiles needed to become proselytes (in which 
circumcision was the core element) in order to enter the covenant was so well 
established, the Apostles agreed that the Gentiles should not receive circumci-
sion lest the message of the Gospel be compromised. Nonetheless, they were 
to be received as though they were circumcised since by their faith in Yeshua 
they were considered “circumcised with a circumcision not made with hands” 
(Colossians 2:11). 
 The fact that Paul had Timothy circumcised shows that Paul had no problem 
with a Gentile receiving circumcision. Apparently, Timothy was sufficiently 
grounded in his faith so as not to think that circumcision gained him any greater 
covenant status.
 The issue that Paul and the other Apostles faced was that circumcision (and 

6 Gal 3:16.
7 Note m.Sanhedrin 10.1, “All Israel have a place in the world to come, as it is said, 

Your people also shall be all righteous, they shall inherit the land forever; the 
branch of my planting, the work of my hands, that I may be glorified (Is. 60:21).”
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the ritual of conversion) had been taught for centuries as the means by which a 
Gentile entered the covenant. Such a teaching negated the core message of the 
Gospel, that one was received into the covenant people of God on the basis of 
faith in the Messiah Yeshua. It was this issue that prompted Paul’s epistle to the 
Galatians. The Gentile believers in Galatia were being persuaded to believe that 
unless they submitted to the ritual of a proselyte, they could not be bona fide 
covenant members. Thus, Paul’s prohibitions against circumcision are strong 
statements supporting justification by faith and denying justification “by the 
works of the Torah” (covenant entrance through becoming a proselyte).
 In fact, the original purpose of circumcision, given to Abraham after his 
failed attempt to bring the promised seed through his own fleshly efforts, was 
to be a symbol of how God would bring the promised son (and ultimately the 
promised Messiah) through above-human means. The cutting away of the flesh 
of the male organ of procreation signaled that the success of the covenant, based 
upon the coming of the Promised Son, would be from God, not man.
 This, in fact, is precisely how Paul interprets the sign and commandment of 
circumcision given to Abraham. The ritual of circumcision was not a means by 
which Abraham entered the covenant, but was a seal of the covenant status he 
already had, a covenant status gained by faith:

 Is this blessing [the status of being righteous before God] then on the 
circumcised, or on the uncircumcised also? For we say, “faith was 
credited to abraham as righteousness.” How then was it credited? 
While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, 
but while uncircumcised; and he received the sign of circumcision, a 
seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised, 
so that he might be the father of all who believe without being 
circumcised, that righteousness might be credited to them, and the 
father of circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, 
but who also follow in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham 
which he had while uncircumcised. (Rom 4:9–12)

Summary

 Paul never negated the Torah commandment of circumcision. What he and 
his fellow Apostles clearly denied was the rabbinic understanding that circum-
cision gave a man membership in the people-group of Israel. And, since God 
had already decreed that all of Israel was righteous in His sight (Is 60:21), the 
rabbis decreed that a Gentile who was willing to undergo the ritual of becom-
ing a proselyte, the primary sign of which was circumcision, would be granted 
the status of a Jew. For the rabbis then, Jewish status was the means of obtain-
ing righteousness before God. Those born Jewish must maintain their status by 
keeping the Torah. Those born Gentile must undergo the ritual of becoming a 
proselyte in order to be declared Jewish, a ritual that had as its central element 
the need for the Gentile to be circumcised. In both scenarios (whether pertaining 
to the Jew or the Gentile), the biblical principle that being righteous before God 
was a matter of His grace obtained through faith was negated. We should under-
stand, then, that when Paul makes strong statements against circumcision, he is 
using this term as a shorthand way of referencing Jewish status as the means of 
obtaining righteousness before God. Paul never negated the commandment of 
circumcision. He simply wanted to bring that Torah commandment back to its 
original intent, i.e., as a sign of faith, rather than as an ethnic marker.
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Chapter Nine 
Didn’t the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) make it clear that the 

Torah was only for Jewish people?

 In the on-going theological debates over the place of the Torah in the lives 
of believers in Yeshua, appeal is often made to Acts 15 and the Jerusalem Coun-
cil as proof that the Torah has been set aside or is no longer relevant, at least for 
Gentile believers. But this line of argumentation has an obvious flaw of logic: if 
the Jerusalem Council affirmed that the Torah remained an obligation for Jewish 
believers in Yeshua, then it is clear that the Torah has not been abolished. If the 
Torah remains active in respect to Jewish believers in Yeshua, then all of the ar-
guments to the effect that the Torah was abolished by the death and resurrection 
of Yeshua fall to the ground. For surely Jewish believers in Yeshua stand righ-
teous before God on the grounds of Yeshua’s saving work as do Gentile believ-
ers. If the work of Yeshua effectively abolished the Torah, then it is abolished for 
all who are in Yeshua. To argue on the one hand that the saving acts of Yeshua 
has abolished the Torah and then to say (on the basis of Acts 15) that the Torah 
remains active for Jewish believers only is a non sequitur.
 Yet the reason that so many come to the conclusion that the Torah is active 
for Jewish believers in Yeshua is because the texts of Acts 21 appears to make 
this obvious. Luke records for us how Paul was accused of teaching the Jewish 
believers that they no longer needed to circumcise their sons but that they should 
abandon their observance of Torah:

… You see, brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews of 
those who have believed, and they are all zealous for the Torah; and 
they have been told about you, that you are teaching all the Jews who 
are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise 
their children nor to walk according to the customs. (Acts 21:20–21)

In order to prove that this report about Paul was pure fabrication and unfounded 
gossip, Paul is instructed by James and the other leaders in Jerusalem to help 
four men complete their Nazirite vows, and in so doing, 

all will know that there is nothing to the things which they have been 
told about you, but that you yourself also walk orderly, keeping the 
Torah. (Acts 21:24)

And Paul received their instructions and left to complete the task which included 
offering sacrifices at the Temple and fulfilling the commandments regarding the 
Nazirite vow as set forth in the Torah (cf. Num 6).
 But the Jerusalem leaders also reiterate the edict set forth by the Jerusalem 
Council, that the Gentile believers should abstain from four things:

But concerning the Gentiles who have believed, we wrote, having 
decided that they should abstain from meat sacrificed to idols and from 
blood and from what is strangled and from fornication. (Acts 21:25)
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 At first reading it might appear as though there are two different standards: 
one for the Jewish believers and another for the Gentiles. Some read this text 
as teaching that the Jewish believers were obligated to keep the “whole Torah” 
while the Gentiles were required to keep only the four stipulations set forth by 
the Jerusalem Council. But is this really what the Apostles were saying? Further 
investigation into these texts will reveal a far different perspective.
 There is one more issue that warrants our attention, however, before we 
look more closely at Acts 15 and the Jerusalem Council. The idea that God 
prescribed two different standards of holy living, one for Jewish believers and 
another for Gentile believers, strikes at a very important aspect of soteriology 
(the doctrine or teaching of salvation). The Scriptures make it clear that one’s 
salvation consists not only of being declared righteous by God on the basis of 
the Messiah’s work (death, resurrection, ascension, and intercession, cf. Rom 
8:34) but also in the whole matter of sanctification, that is, becoming conformed 
to the image of Yeshua in one’s own life. Thus, our salvation involves not only 
being forgiven of our sins but also in actually living righteously in this world. 
To put it in theological terms, our salvation consists not only in justification but 
also in sanctification.1 Now, that being the case, if one were to argue that all, 
Jew and non-Jew alike, are justified on the same basis (faith in Messiah), but 
that sanctification for Jew and non-Jew differ (sanctification for Jewish believers 
involves obedience to the Torah but sanctification for Gentile believers does not 
require obedience to the Torah), then one must admit that there are two different 
plans of salvation—something that the Apostles even at the Jerusalem Council 
deny: “But we believe that we [Jewish believers] are saved through the grace 
of the Lord Yeshua, in the same way as they [Gentile believers] also are” (Acts 
15:11). The Jerusalem Council even casts this truth in terms of sanctification:

And God, who knows the heart, testified to them giving them the Holy 
Spirit, just as He also did to us; and He made no distinction between us 
and them, cleansing their hearts by faith. (Acts 15:8–9)

The fact that the salvation of the Gentiles (as manifest by the giving of the Holy 
Spirit at the house of Cornelius, Acts 10:44f) is described here as “cleansing 
their hearts by faith” portrays salvation in terms of sanctification. If, then, sanc-
tification is as much a vital part of our salvation as is justification, and if there 
is only one way of salvation for all, both Jew and non-Jew alike, then it is clear 
that there cannot be two different standards of righteousness. But to suggest that 
Jewish believers are to abide by the commandments of the Torah while Gentile 
believers have no such requirement is to posit two different methods of sanc-
tification. On the contrary, Paul makes it clear that Jewish people who confess 
Yeshua to be the Messiah are to remain Jewish and that Gentiles who confess 
Yeshua to be the Messiah are to remain Gentiles. But both Jew and Gentile are 
to be known by their obedience to the commandments:

Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in 
this manner let him walk. And so I direct in all the churches. Was any 
man called when he was already circumcised? He is not to become 
uncircumcised. Has anyone been called in uncircumcision? He is not 
to be circumcised. Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is 
nothing, but what matters is the keeping of the commandments of God. 
(1Cor 7:17–19)

1 e.g., Matt 7:16–20; Rom 8:1–7; 1Jn 2:3–5; Heb 12:14.
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Here, “circumcised” and “uncircumcised” stand for “Jewish” and “non-Jewish” 
respectively. That is, if a Jewish person comes to faith in Messiah, he or she is 
to retain their Jewish identity. If a non-Jewish person comes to faith in Messiah, 
he or she is to retain their non-Jewish identity. Or to put it simply: God is not the 
God of the Jews only, but He is also the God of the Gentiles as well (cf. Rom 
3:29). As such, the body of Messiah is a visible and vital revelation to the world 
that Jew and Gentile are united by faith in Messiah as equal recipients of God’s 
grace, which is the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise, “…in you all the fami-
lies of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14)
 But note carefully what Paul states as being important for both Jew and 
Gentile within the body of Messiah: “… what matters is the keeping of the com-
mandments of God.” For Paul, a Gentile who comes to faith in Yeshua does not 
become a Jew, nor does a Jew who comes to faith in Yeshua cease being Jewish. 
Each is called by the same divine initiative; each is chosen for salvation; each 
one is equally a recipient of God’s saving grace. And each is called to a life of 
holiness that is marked by keeping the commandments of God.
 In spite of this, one of the “Persistent Questions” that inevitably arises when 
we express our belief that obedience to the Torah is God’s will for all of His 
children is: “Isn’t it obvious that the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 exempted the 
Gentiles from having to obey the Torah? Even the Apostles admitted the Torah 
was a burden no one could bear!”
 But we need to look again at Acts 15 and the decision of the Apostolic 
Council convened in Jerusalem. What was the issue at hand? What had brought 
about the need for the Council in the first place? And how should the decision of 
the Apostles be interpreted? What does all of this tell us about the place of the 
Torah among the early followers of Yeshua?

The Core Issue at the Jerusalem Council2

 The opening verses of Acts 15 give us a clear picture of the core issue con-
fronting the Jerusalem Council:

And some men came down from Judea and began teaching the brethren, 
“Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you 
cannot be saved.” And when Paul and Barnabas had great dissension 
and debate with them, the brethren determined that Paul and Barnabas 
and certain others of them should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles 
and elders concerning this issue.3

 The “issue” at hand was whether or not someone who was not a Jew could 
be saved. To put it another way, how could a Gentile become a covenant mem-
ber with Israel and share in the blessings of the covenant? The prevailing belief 
of the Judaisms in Paul’s day was that only Jews had a place in the world-to-
come since God had made the covenant of blessing with Israel and no other 
nation.

All Israel have a place in the world-to-come.4

2 What follows is essentially the material taken from Chapter 5 of  my book, The 
Letter Writer: Paul’s Background and Torah Perspective 2nd Edition  
(TorahResource, 2008)

3 Acts 15:1-2.
4 m.Sanhedrin 10:1.
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This central theological axiom shows that from the perspective of the Rabbis, 
a Gentile could secure a place in the world-to-come only by becoming a Jew. 
This, the Rabbis taught, was possible through becoming a proselyte, a ritual 
based entirely upon their rules but without any foundation in the Torah itself. In 
fact, the added phrase “according to the custom of Moses”5 in the opening verse 
of Acts 15 may point to the fact that the disagreement taking place between Paul 
and Barnabas and the others was not over what the written Torah prescribed for 
Gentiles but whether or not the additional teachings of the Sages were binding 
upon them. 
 Thus when men from Judea taught that “unless you are circumcised (un-
dergo the ritual of a proselyte) according to the custom of Moses you cannot be 
saved,” they were simply applying the standard theology of their day. This is 
what the Council was dealing with: Did all Israel have a place in the world-to-
come? Did Gentiles therefore need to submit to the man-made ritual of the pros-
elyte so that, in accordance with the prevailing theology, they too could secure 
eternal life, that is, be saved?
 Nowhere in God’s word is there a ceremony outlined for a Gentile to be-
come a proselyte. In fact, the Torah is quite specific that the resident non-Jew 
was to be received as just that—a non-Jewish person who had attached himself 
to Israel and to her God. If God expected the believing Gentile to become a 
Jew through some ritual of conversion there would be no reason for a verse like 
Numbers 15:16:

There is to be one Torah and one ordinance for you and for the alien 
who sojourns with you.6

The fact that God does not prescribe a method for becoming a proselyte in the 
sacred text of the Scriptures shows us that the rabbinic matter of proselytization 
was entirely man-made.
 Yet the Torah does command that males be circumcised as a sign of the 
covenant made between God and Abraham’s descendants. But here is where the 
waters become muddied. Circumcision had become the central element in the 
rabbinic ceremony for the proselyte and Gentiles were undergoing circumci-
sion not to fulfill the requirements of the Torah but to comply with the rabbinic 
insistence upon proselytization. As Gentiles were taught that they could only 
enter the covenant by “becoming Jews” through the man-made ritual, they were 
likewise vulnerable to believing that their status as Jews was the grounds of their 
salvation rather than faith in God and His Messiah.
 The issue was one of status. What status qualified a person to be assured of a 
place in the world-to-come—ethnicity or faith? What was essential for salvation: 
the status of Jewishness or the status of being “in Messiah?” Paul and the other 
apostles at the Jerusalem Council unanimously agreed that one’s ethnic status 
had no bearing whatsoever on one’s salvation. The crux was faith not ethnicity.

5 tw`/ e[qei tw`/ Mwu>sevw~ (to ethei to Mouseos), “according to the custom of Moses” 
is found only here in the Apostolic Writings but is paralleled by similar phrases in 
Acts 6:14 (“customs which Moses handed down to us”) and Acts 21:21 (“to forsake 
Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk according to the 
customs”). The phrase “customs…among the Jews” is found in Acts 26:3 and “the 
customs of our forefathers” in Acts 28:3. Elsewhere in Acts the word “custom” 
(e [qo~, ethos) is used to denote culturally-bound customs (Roman customs, Acts 
16:21; 25:16) as well as personal customs (of Paul, Acts 17:2). 

6  cf. also Ex 12:49 and Num 15:29.
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Is the Torah a Burden No One Can Bear?

 The predominant interpretations of Acts 15, however, center not on this 
main issue of how Gentiles would be received into the body of Messiah, but on 
whether or not the Torah had any relevance to their life of faith. Such an em-
phasis not only misses the opening words of the chapter but also telegraphs the 
anti-Torah theology latent in the historic Christian church. What is given to us 
by Luke as an historical description of how the Apostles dealt with the rabbinic 
theology of their day has been turned into one of the primary texts used to dis-
parage the Torah.
 Yet not only do the opening words of the chapter tell us what the real issue 
was, but the language of the Apostles themselves also indicates that they were 
dealing with the dominant theology of their day. In particular, they were con-
fronting the manner in which the man-made rules of the Oral Torah had been so 
interwoven with the interpretation and application of the Written Torah that in 
many cases the two had become indistinguishable.
 Even the early rabbinic tradition expressed in Pirkei Avot indicates that 
interpretations of the Torah contrary to the received halachah were considered a 
grave transgression:

R. Eleazar the Modiite said: He who profanes holy things and despises 
the festivals, and shames his associate in public, and makes void the 
covenant of Abraham our father, and gives interpretations of Torah 
which are not according to halachah [ׁשֶֹלא כַהֲלָכָה], even though he possess 
Torah and good deeds he has no portion in the world-to-come.7

Daily life was more and more governed by the woven fabric of rabbinic theol-
ogy as the written text was layered by the established halachah of the lead-
ing authorities. It was into this socio-religious milieu that the Apostles found 
themselves pressed to give a ruling on the status of Gentiles. And when they did, 
they spoke in language that identified their efforts to distinguish between God’s 
eternal, inspired word and the long-standing traditions that had overlaid it.
 Peter, in the first of the speeches recorded in our chapter, uses language that 
signals an important key to its interpretation. Having reminded his audience that 
he had been the Apostle first sent to the Gentiles and that he had witnessed the 
evidence of the Spirit upon them while they were still Gentiles, he says:

Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck 
of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able 
to bear? But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord 
Yeshua, in the same way as they also are.8

7  m.Avot 3:11 (it is numbered 3:15 in R. Travers Herford, Pirke Aboth: The Ethics 
of the Talmud: Sayings of the Fathers [Schocken, 1962] and Shlomo P. Toperoff 
m.Avot: A Comprehensive Commentary on the Ethics of the Fathers [Aronson, 
1997], while in Charles Taylor, Sayings of the Fathers [KTAV, 1969] it is num-
bered 3:17). The phrase “not according to halachah” is missing in some manu-
scripts but seems necessary to complete the phrase since giving interpretations of 
Torah, something every Sage did, could not have been considered wrong. What 
this phrase would imply is that there came a time when a growing faction within 
Judaism was expressing halachah contrary to the rulings of the Sanhedrin and 
these were considered such a threat that they were marked as heretical. Parallel 
texts to this Saying are: Sifre on Numbers 15:31 (2:169-70 in Neusner’s translation), 
b.Sanhedrin 99a-b, Avot according to Rabbi Nathan, ch. 26.

8  Acts 15:10-11.



102 – Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions Chapter 9:  Didn’t the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) teach that  
 the Torah was only for Jews?

 Here Peter makes several important assertions that are central to the under-
standing of his words. First, note that he puts at odds the “yoke which neither 
our fathers nor we have been able to bear” with salvation through faith. The 
Gentiles had been saved and graced by God’s presence (evidenced by the Spirit) 
as a matter of their faith, not because they had changed status from Gentile to 
Jew. The “yoke” that the Pharisaic teachers desired to place upon them was, in 
Peter’s mind, contrary to salvation based upon God’s grace.
 But here is a central issue directly related to the proper interpretation of the 
passage. Would Peter have referred to the written Torah as a yoke that “neither 
our fathers nor we have been able to bear?” The common answer of Christian 
interpreters is a resounding “yes!” Taking the position that the Jews of his day 
believed their salvation was gained through perfect obedience to the Torah, 
Peter’s statement is interpreted as a ringing declaration against the impossibility 
of salvation by works.
 But the Council was not debating whether or not salvation was gained by 
works. No one, including the “men from Judea” who were insisting that the 
Gentiles become proselytes, believed that anyone gained a place in the world-
to-come by a complete adherence to Torah. As I have already noted, the prevail-
ing view was that a place in the world-to-come was the gracious gift of God to 
every Israelite as a member of the covenant nation.
 Furthermore, if Peter is describing the written Torah by calling it a “yoke 
neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear,” then he is putting the Scrip-
tures and the true gospel message at odds. But we know Peter did not do this. 
His message of the gospel given at that historic Shavuot (Acts 2) is the pure 
gospel. In his message there, after proving Yeshua to be the promised Messiah, 
Peter concludes:

Repent, and let each of you be baptized in the name of Yeshua 
HaMashiach for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and your children, 
and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God shall call to 
Himself.”9

However, notice that Peter’s complete message is based upon the Tanach. He 
shows from the Scriptures (Psalms) that the Messiah would suffer and be raised 
from the dead, and that it was by this work of Messiah that the promise of salva-
tion to Israel, as well as to the nations (given in the Abrahamic covenant found 
in Genesis), would be realized. Far from pitting the Torah against the message 
of salvation by faith, Peter bases his gospel upon Torah.
 Peter is not alone in affirming that the Torah teaches salvation by faith. 
Paul instructs us that when the Torah is read via the illuminating work of the 
Spirit, Yeshua is inevitably seen,10 and according to Galatians 3:8 he considers 
the Abrahamic promise to be the gospel.11 Moreover, the Apostolic message of 
the gospel is everywhere grounded in the Tanach, for the Tanach was the only 
divinely inspired Scriptures they had in which this message of salvation was 
given.12

9  Acts 2:38-39.
10  Rom 10:4 where “end” (te vlo~, telos) should be understood as “goal.” cf. 2Cor 3:1-

4:6.
11  cf. the parallel texts to Gen 12:3 as well: 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 27:29; 28:14.
12  cf. Rom 10:6-8 where Deut 30:12ff is quoted, and where Paul considers this Torah 

passage to be “the word of faith which we are preaching.” In fact, for Paul Gen 
15:6, “And Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him for righteousness” 



Why We Keep Torah: 10 Persistent Questions – 103Chapter 9:  Didn’t the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) teach that  
 the Torah was only for Jews?

 So if Peter cannot be referring to the written Torah by the descriptive phrase 
“a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear,” to what was 
he referring? 
 Interestingly, James uses similar language:

For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no 
greater burden than these essentials…13

 We must therefore ask the same question of James. Would he have charac-
terized the Torah as a burden? In his epistle, written before the Jerusalem Coun-
cil convened, James refers to the Torah as “the perfect Torah,”14 “the Torah of 
liberty,”15 and the “royal Torah.”16 Far from describing the Torah as a “burden,” 
James himself tells us that the Torah is an extreme blessing. 
 The only logical conclusion we can come to is that both James and Peter had 
something other than God’s Torah in mind when they used this terminology. Can 
we trace this idea of a “burden” and “yoke” to the teachings of Yeshua?

“Yoke” and “Burden” in the Sayings of Yeshua

 The teachings of Yeshua had no doubt remained part of the ongoing dialog 
among the Apostles. Like talmidim of any prominent teacher, the students of 
Yeshua surely rehearsed His teachings orally before they were written down. It 
seems certain the oral tradition of His teachings formed the basis for what later 
become the synoptic Gospels.
 Yeshua refers to the man-made laws of the Sages via the metaphor of a “bur-
den:”

And they tie up heavy loads, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they 
themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a finger. (Matt 
23:4)

 Furthermore, He characterizes His own teachings with the same term “yoke” 
as Peter uses at the Council:

Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble 
in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy, and 
My load is light. (Matt 11:29-30)

 The use of the term “yoke” in the Rabbinic literature is well attested. The 
Midrashim speak of the “yoke of Torah,”17 as well as the “yoke of God”18 and 
“yoke of the kingdom of heaven;”19 while Sifra and the Mishnah include “yoke 
of the commandments.”20 For the Sages, the metaphor of the “yoke” was one of 

showed beyond doubt that the message of salvation by grace through faith was the 
message Abraham believed (cf. Romans 4:3). Paul considers the Abrahamic prom-
ise to be the Gospel (Galatians 3:8), the same Gospel he preached.

13  Acts 15:28.
14  James 1:25.
15  James 1:25; 2:12.
16  James 2:8.
17  Mid. Rab. Genesis lxvii.7; xcviii.12; xcix.10; Mid. Rab. Exodus xv.11, 13; Mid. 

Rab. Numbers xiii.15, 16; xviii.21; xix.26; Mid. Rab. Lamentations iii.9; v.5.
18  Mid. Rab. Exodus xxx.5.
19  Mid. Rab. Numbers x.4; Mid. Rab. Lamentations l.43
20  Sifra 57b; 99d; m.B’rachot 2.2.
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willful submission to the Torah and thus ultimately to the rule of God.
 But when the rulings of men became so intertwined with the written Torah 
that for all practical purposes the two were one, to neglect the traditions of the 
Sages was viewed as a neglect of Torah. Remember, one of the Sayings of the 
Fathers warns that interpretations of the Torah that differed from received hal-
achah render a person unfit for the world-to-come.21 The implication is obvious: 
to throw off the traditions was to cast away the “yoke of the commandments” 
and to mark oneself as a heretic.
 Our understanding of the metaphor of a “yoke” is deepened when we 
understand that it was used to describe received traditions. For instance, in the 
ordering of the prayers in the synagogue liturgy, the Shema of Deuteronomy 6 is 
recited before the section beginning “and it shall be if you hearken” of Deuter-
onomy 11:13ff. But why?

In order that one should first receive upon himself the yoke of the 
Kingdom of Heaven and then receive upon himself the yoke of the 
commandments.22

As far as the rabbis were concerned, a person was not keeping the command-
ments unless, in doing so, they were adhering to that prescribed by the ruling 
authorities, i.e., according to the accepted halachah. The “yoke of the com-
mandments” was something additional to the “yoke of the kingdom of Heaven.” 
Indeed, the “yoke of the commandments” had effectively become the “yoke of 
the rabbis’ interpretations of the commandments,” and it was this yoke that had 
become a burden. 
 Another use of “yoke” is found in the Talmudic reference describing sins 
that are atoned for on Yom Kippur:

For all transgressions of the Torah, whether he repented or not, the 
Day of Atonement brings atonement, except in the case of one who 
throws off the yoke, perverts the teachings of the Torah, and rejects 
the covenant in the flesh.23

In this case, “throwing off the yoke” most likely refers to a denial of God’s 
existence, but it is also linked to perverting the teachings of Torah and failure to 
be circumcised. Note carefully how these three are joined in this Talmudic pas-
sage: throwing off the yoke, teaching Torah contrary to the prevailing interpreta-
tion, and not being circumcised. It is not hard to envision that Paul’s opponents 
could have thought this described his teaching. For in not requiring Gentiles to 
become Jews, it appeared as though he disregarded both the ruling of the Sages 
as well as the Torah commandment of circumcision.
 In fact, in Acts 21 we read there were believing Jews who were upset at 
Paul because a rumor had circulated that he was teaching the people to forsake 
Moses and the customs. So sure were they that he had forsaken God’s way, they 
were willing to attempt a mob lynching.
 Yet Paul was unwilling to require the Gentiles to submit to the many man-
made laws of the rabbis in order to be received into the community of believers. 
And his decision to move in this direction was considered by some to be worthy 
of death. The “yoke” of tradition had sat across the neck of Israel for so long 
that it was impossible for many to ever envision a genuine faith in God without 

21  m.Avot 3.11; see footnote 7 on p. 101 above.
22  m.B’rachot 2.2.
23  b.Shevuot 13a.
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it. And when it came to the Gentiles it was impossible to consider receiving 
them apart from their willing submission to the man-made ceremony of the 
proselyte.
 Yeshua made a most significant point when He asked His disciples to take 
upon themselves His yoke, not the yoke of His contemporaries. In contrast to 
the yoke of the rabbis, Yeshua identifies His yoke as “easy” (crhsto;~, chres-
tos), that is, “kind” and His burden as “light” (ejlafrov~, elaphros), that is, “not a 
burden.” His yoke was “kind” in that it gave “mercy” and “love” equal signifi-
cance with “righteousness” and “justice.” His burden was “light” because He 
had liberated the teaching of God, the Torah, from all of the man-made embel-
lishments and it therefore was able to penetrate the heart with חֶסֶד וְאֶמֶת, chesed 
v’emet, “loving-kindness and truth.” Yoked together with Him, the Torah was 
sweet as honey and the joy of one’s heart. It was under this kind and gentle yoke 
that Yeshua intended even the smallest stroke of the Torah and Prophets to be 
fulfilled in the lives of His followers.24

 This yoke of the Torah as Yeshua taught cannot be the “burden” and “yoke” 
referred to by Peter and James. The yoke they describe is unbearable, and even 
the minimal aspects of it (the four things required of the Gentiles) are in some 
measure a burden. Rather, the yoke they are unwilling to place upon the backs 
of the Gentile believers is the yoke of man-made rules and laws that required a 
ceremony to “get in” and submission to untold numbers of intricate halachot. 
Indeed, the layer upon layer of rabbinic additions to the Torah had made the 
whole matter a burden and had even at times clouded the very purpose of the 
Torah. It was this burden the Apostles were unwilling to place upon the Gen-
tiles, a burden every proselyte would have been expected to bear.

The Four Requirements

 Yet there was no way around the fact that the Gentiles would need to con-
form to some of the man-made laws that for so long had been attached to the 
Torah. For the Gentiles to be received within the Torah community of the Jews 
would require their willingness to conform to some of the essential community 
standards—standards defined by rabbinic traditions. This the Apostles could not 
deny.
 They therefore decreed that an essential group of traditions should be re-
ceived by the Gentile believers in order to give them a genuine, working mem-
bership within the synagogue community.25

For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no 
greater burden than these essentials: that you abstain from things 
sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from 
fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do 
well. Farewell.” (Acts 15:28-29)

Why these four? Is there some commonality that binds them together?

24  Matthew 5:17-21.
25  The idea that the four things required of the Gentile believers is the sum total 

of “Torah” for them cannot be sustained. Ample evidence exists that matters of 
morality prescribed by the Torah were considered the norm for all believers. That 
Paul expects the Corinthians to “celebrate the feast” (i.e., Pesach; 1Cor 5:8) would 
indicate that they were expected to keep even ceremonial aspects of the Torah as 
well.
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Were the Four Requirements Really the Noachide Laws?

 It is not uncommon for scholars to reference the Noachide Laws when 
discussing the edict drawn up by the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.26 Various 
authors have indicated their belief that the four things required of the Gentiles 
were a “short list” of the Noachide Laws.
 Yet it is not until the era of the Tosefta and Babylonian Talmud that the 
Noachide Laws were categorized under the name of Noah and prescribed as a 
requirement for righteous Gentiles.27 Post-Yavneh rabbinic legislation consid-
ered these laws to be the foundational commandments given to the generation 
before the flood and exemplified in the life of Noah. Following Rambam, the 
accepted halachah was that these commandments were necessary for a non-
proselyte Gentile to follow in order to be considered righteous and have a place 
in the world-to-come. The emphasis of rabbinic Judaism was that the Torah was 
given exclusively to Israel and the Noachide Laws to the Gentiles.
 The Tosefta lists the Noachide Laws as seven:28 1) prohibition of idola-
try, 2) prohibition of blasphemy, 3) prohibition of bloodshed, 4) prohibition 
of sexual sins, 5) prohibition of theft, 6) prohibition of eating flesh from a live 
animal, and 7) requirement to establish a legal system. But to derive these seven 
from Genesis 1-11 requires a lot of reading between the lines.
 It should be noted that nothing even remotely akin to such a formulation is 
found in the earlier Mishnah. Never does the Mishnah mention a body of laws 
that would render a Gentile righteous and therefore fit for the world-to-come. In 
the Mishnah a place in the world-to-come is reserved only for Israel, meaning 
that the only hope for Gentiles was to become proselytes.29 Indeed, this was the 
accepted status quo at the time of Acts 15.
 Furthermore, it seems apparent that the Noachide Laws were formulated in 
an era when the synagogue was taking a rather anti-Gentile position. The tide 
had changed. Rather than attempting to bring Gentiles into the faith of Israel 
as the Pharisees were apparently doing in Yeshua’s time,30 the Noachide Laws 
were formulated at a time when Gentiles were considered more of a threat than 
a mission field. The formulation of the Noachide Laws thus made a second way 
for the Gentiles—a way that gave them a place in the world-to-come without 

26  Brad H. Young, Paul the Jewish Theologian (Hendrickson, 1997), 38ff.; Marvin 
Wilson, Our Father Abraham (Eerdmans, 1989), 49; W. D. Davies, Paul and 
Rabbinic Judaism, 3rd edition (SPCK, 1970), 118; Mark Nanos, The Mystery of 
Romans (Fortress, 1996), 169-70; Alan Segal, Paul the Convert (Yale, 1990), 194ff. 
For further study of the history of the Noachide Laws in the rabbinic literature, 
see my paper “‘Do the Seven, Go to Heaven?’: An Investigation into the History 
of the Noachide Laws,” delivered at the 2006 Annual Meeting of the Evangelical 
Theological Society and available at www.torahresource.com.

27  Appeal is made to Jubilees 7:20ff as indicating an early date for the Noachide 
Laws. But a reading of the wider context shows conclusively that in this text the 
laws given to Noah are for Israel, not for the nations. Indeed, for the author of 
Jubilees the laws given to Noah are foundational for all of the yearly Mo’adim 
(Festivals).

28  t.Avodah Zerah 8.4; cf. b.Sanhedrin 56a-60a; b.Avodah Zarah 64b. The reference 
in Rambam, the first to specifically indicate that the Noachide Laws offer Gentiles 
a righteous standing and therefore a place in the world to come is: Mishnah Torah, 
Hilchot Melachim 8.11. See ad loc, Rabbi Eliyahu Touger, trans., Maimonides 
Mishneh Torah (Moznaim, 2001), p. 582.

29  m. Sanhedrin 10:1.
30  cf. Matt 23:15.
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becoming members of the Jewish community.
 This in itself makes the Noachide Law interpretation unworkable. The 
interpretation of these laws as a means by which Gentiles could be accepted in 
the world-to-come had not yet been formulated. At the time of the Jerusalem 
Council’s meeting, the commonly held view of the Pharisees (if in fact this is re-
flected in the Mishnah) was that the world-to-come was reserved for Israel. Thus 
the only means by which a Gentile would gain entry would be as a proselyte.
 If the Jerusalem Council’s decision caused controversy, it was not because 
it’s members were promoting a different, anti-Torah path of salvation for the 
Gentiles; rather it was in the Council’s position that the believing Gentiles were 
to be received as members of the covenant in exactly the same way as Jews were 
received—by their faith. Accordingly, even Jews were not received on the basis 
of their ethnic status, nor their outward observance of halachah. For the Apos-
tles, faith was the issue.

But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Yeshua, 
in the same way as they also are.31

To have given the Gentiles a different set of laws by which they would be re-
ceived into the fellowship of the Messianic community was to have undermined 
the very message of the Apostolic Gospel. And what we know of Paul’s Gospel 
from his epistles, it is certain he would never have acquiesced to a message that 
prescribed one way for the Jew and another way for the Gentile.
 Finally, had the Council actually prescribed the Noachide Laws for the 
Gentile believers they would have been disobeying Torah. For the Torah itself 
plainly states that there is one Torah for Israel and the Gentile who dwells with 
her. 
 Therefore the notion that the four stipulations given to the Gentiles in Acts 
15 are actually an early formulation of the Noachide Laws simply does not 
work. Such an approach is anachronistic. It presumes that a theology formulated 
some two or three hundred years later was the norm in the 1st Century and it 
ascribes to the Apostles a theological decision that is contrary to Torah and dia-
metrically opposed to their clear statement of salvation by faith. We must seek a 
better explanation for the four requirements given to the Gentile believers.

The Four Requirements as Fences Against Idol Worship

 One thing is clear: the four requirements given to the Gentile believers were 
viewed by the Apostles as essential. But grouped as they are, they comprise a 
specific message to the Gentiles about a specific issue. Obviously the Apostles 
were not suggesting to the Gentile believers that all morality and ethical guide-
lines were summed up in these four. Not at all! These requirements embraced 
a major and fundamental issue: the prohibition of idol worship in the pagan 
temples. In the minds of the Apostles, it was a matter of “make-or-break.”
 From a Jewish perspective nothing characterized the Gentiles more than 
idolatry. And nothing was more abhorrent. The issue was taken care of with the 
proselyte, for in submitting to the rabbinic ritual of circumcision the Gentile left 
his family and social relations and became a member of the Jewish community. 
As a consequence, he distanced himself from the pagan community and the idol-
atry it promoted. What is more, in taking on the full burden of the rabbinic laws 
the proselyte was forever separated from his own culture by the many fences of 

31  Acts 15:11.
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the rabbis. Indeed, there was no “short list” for the proselyte.
 But if Gentiles were to be allowed into the congregation and community 
without the requirement of becoming a proselyte, how was the community to 
be assured that these newcomers had made a final break with idolatry? Without 
the extensive regulations governing the rabbinic definition of “clean” and “un-
clean,” how could one be certain the Gentiles, living within the pagan culture, 
were not participating in the idolatry of their upbringing?
 Here is where the Jerusalem Council saw the need for Gentiles to submit 
to some of the man-made laws. The Jewish community needed to be satisfied 
that the Gentiles were no longer idolators and that they had forever turned their 
backs on this capital offense. In order to make such assurances, the Apostles 
required the Gentile believers to take on the “yoke” and “burden” of man-made 
laws in the area of idolatry. 
 The Oral Torah contained “fences” to protect against idolatry; fences not 
found in Scripture. Yet in the realm of idol worship these fences were consid-
ered essential to maintain a clear separation from the idolatry that was the warp 
and woof of Greek and Roman culture.
 The four stipulations are listed twice in Acts 15, one that seems to be a kind 
of preliminary “rough draft,” and a second that is the “final edition,” committed 
to writing for distribution to the congregations.

Acts 15:20 Acts 15:29

1. abstain from the things 
contaminated by idols and

2. from the fornication and
3. from the strangled things and
4. from the blood.

1. abstain from things sacrificed to 
idols and

2. from blood and
3. from things strangled and
4. from fornication

 There are some apparent differences: fornication and blood are switched 
in the order of the lists, and the matter of idolatry is identified first as things 
“contaminated” (tw`n ajlisghmavtwn tw`n eijdwvlwn, ton alisghmaton ton eidolon) 
but secondly as food “sacrificed” to idols (eijdwloquvtwn, eidolothuton). But there 
is also a difference not seen in the English translation. In the first list, each of 
the four prohibitions contains the article “the”— “the things contaminated by 
idols, the fornication, the (things) strangled, and the blood.” In the second list 
the article (“the”) before each item is missing. Since the second list leaves out 
the articles (“the”) it consists of only four words connected by the word “and.” As 
we would expect, the reiteration of the Council’s decision in Acts 21:25 conforms 
word for word to the written edition of the edict.32

32  The textual variants in each of these texts (Acts 15:20, 29: 21:25) are quite in-
volved. The majority of scholars receive the readings that yield 1) things sacrificed 
to idols, 2) blood, 3) things strangled, and 4) fornication. One text (∏45) has only 
two: 1) things sacrificed to idols, and 2) things strangled. Still other texts (D and 
various Western texts) have four, but leave out “things strangled” and add the Neg-
ative Golden Rule, “Do not do unto others…,” which is first attributed to Hillel (b.
Shabbat 31a; cf. Avot de R. Natan ii.26; cp. Didache i.2). The positive form is also 
found in Jewish literature, Mishneh Torah ii:Hilchot Abel xiv.I. It seems appar-
ent that the reason D and the Western texts have the list they do is to remove any 
sense of ritual requirements. By removing “things strangled” the abstaining from 
“blood” can be interpreted as “murder.” Thus “idolatry, murder, and fornication” 
are all moral, not ritual issues. On the other hand, the short list of ∏45 is not easily 
explained, unless idolatry is the main issue and the additional “things strangled” 
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 What might we glean from these comparisons? First, it seems quite pos-
sible that the first list given in Acts 15 is more spontaneous and less formal—a 
kind of “rough draft” or communication in progress. Having the opportunity 
to “hear” how the final edict was arrived at gives us additional insight into the 
interpretation of the Apostolic decree. In fact, the change from “things con-
taminated by idols” to “food offered to idols” helps us see that the setting the 
Apostles had in mind was the pagan temple. 
	 Furthermore,	the	final	list	describes	elements	found	in	a	single	setting	
by	the	fact	that	the	article	(“the”)	is	not	placed	before	each	item.	Rather	
than	viewing	them	as	four	individual	prohibitions	the	final	draft	gathers	
the	four	prohibitions	together	as	a	unity,	four	elements	of	a	single	realm.	
 In the phrase “things contaminated by idols,” the Greek word used for 
“contaminated” refers to “pollutions resulting from contact with idol worship.”33 
Thus, the subsequent “things sacrificed to idols” in the final draft shows us that 
participation within the pagan temples is the issue at hand. 
 Participation by Gentiles in feasts connected to the pagan temples was often 
more cultural than religious, though from a Jewish standpoint it was surely still 
idolatry. That Paul had to admonish the Corinthians not to partake of both the 
“table (altar) of demons” and the “table (altar) of the Lord”34 shows that some 
believing Gentiles were obviously doing so.
 Secondly, the use of the articles (“the”) before each item in the initial listing 
suggests that they represented well-known entities. Each of the four must have 
been things that both the Jewish community as well as the Gentiles were aware 
of and that could be identified by single terms.
 Thirdly, the fact that the final list consists of just four words (joined by 
“and”) shows that in the end the Apostles formulated the edict to be succinct and 
therefore easily remembered and implemented. That they were successful in this 
may be seen by the fact that the reiteration of the edict in a subsequent setting 
(Acts 21) matches the final draft word-for-word. 
 But what can be said about switching the order of fornication and blood 
in the lists? The best explanation is that originally the Apostles listed the two 
most obvious aspects of idolatry: “things contaminated by idols” and “fornica-
tion.” (This is exactly how John characterizes idolatry).35 Then to these were 
added the more specific categories, “blood” and “things strangled.” In the final 
draft, however, the two items that primarily identified the idol worship of the 
pagan temples (eating in honor of the god and acts of fornication) became the 
“bookends” to envelop the entire list with the sub-categories (blood and things 
strangled) in the middle.
 If this is the case, then the four items given to the Gentiles are a unified 
whole identifying idol worship in pagan temples and as such reveal the Apos-
tle’s demand that believing Gentiles separate themselves from any contact with 
the temples that could be construed by the Jewish community as participation 
in idolatry. In asking the Gentiles to divorce themselves from even the cultural 

is more or less epexegetical. This would yield the meaning, “things sacrificed to 
idols”, that is, “things strangled.”

33  F. F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles (Eerdmans, 1952), 299f; Ben Witherington 
III, The Acts of the Apostles (Eerdmans, 1998), 462. Especially important in iden-
tifying this word (which occurs only here in the Apostolic Writings) as referring to 
food eaten in idolatrous worship is the Lxx of Mal 1:7 where the same Greek word 
is used to identify polluted food offered on altars.

34  1Cor 10:21. See footnote 37 below, p. 110.
35  Rev 2:14, 20. Note that Rev 2:13 most likely refers to the pagan temple built in 

Pergamum in 29 BCE to Augustus.
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aspects of the pagan temples the Apostles were requiring the Gentiles to see 
idolatry from the Jewish perspective and even to conform to some of the ad-
ditional laws formulated by the Sanhedrin against it. As Witherington writes:

They must not give Jews in the Diaspora the opportunity to complain 
that Gentile Christians were still practicing idolatry and immorality 
by going to pagan feasts even after beginning to follow Christ.36

 Thus rather than listing four separate categories of prohibited practices for 
the Gentiles, the four requirements describe a single category—the pagan tem-
ples and their rituals. And though idolatry would naturally be considered outside 
the scope of a believer’s life, what the Apostles are calling for was conformity 
to the additional rabbinic halachah that pertained to idolatry—the “fences” not 
found in Scripture but necessary in this realm for inclusion into the Jewish com-
munity. 
 If the Mishnah gives us a picture of the 1st Century rabbinic viewpoint then 
we can see that fences had been built to guarantee a clear separation between 
the synagogual community and the idolatry of the Hellenistic culture in which 
it existed.37 The Apostles were willing to lay this “burden” upon the believing 
Gentiles in order to preserve them from any accusations of idolatry, something 
that could never have been tolerated in the wider Jewish community.
 But when we speak of pagan temples and their rituals we must remember 
that in great measure these were seen as cultural and social institutions and not 
merely as religious ones. For instance, the local pagan temple often served as 
the bank for individuals as well as the state and were the locations for all man-
ner of political issues.38 For Gentiles who had been born and raised in the idola-
trous culture of Greece and Rome, a great many aspects of family and commu-
nity life centered around the local temples. Could the believing Gentile continue 
to participate at these temples and even join in political, family, and community 
events without actually participating in idolatry? Could they eat there without 
giving their allegiance to the god or goddess to whom the meal was dedicated? 
 From a cultural standpoint there were doubtlessly believing Gentiles who 
thought they could,39 especially since meals were eaten in the courtyard and 
not in the temple itself. Since the idol was housed in the temple, participation 
in the courtyard events could have been viewed as separated from idol worship 
and therefore permissible. But how “close” could one get in one’s participation 
without actually being involved in idolatry? This was a question that must have 
concerned the Jewish community as they welcomed more and more Gentiles in.
  And it was this very issue that Paul addresses when he makes it clear that 
one cannot eat at the “table of demons” and the “table of the Lord.”40 In making 

36  Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 463.
37  This is not to negate the obvious fact that syncretism was, to one extent or another, 

a reality in many Jewish communities of the 1st Century, including synagogues 
and what went on in them. But the Sages ruled against syncretism of idolatrous 
practices, and thus the halachah is established theoretically even if it was not al-
ways followed practically. It seems clear that the closer one gets to Jerusalem, the 
more strict are the halachic practices of the Jewish communities.

38  J. R. C. Cousland, “Temples, Greco-Roman” in Evans and Porter, eds., Dictionary 
of New Testament Background (IVP, 2000), 1186.

39  1Cor 8:10. Paul is not concerned with the actual eating of food as though the food 
itself is somehow contaminated by a pagan incantation. But he is concerned with 
any participation in idol ritual, and this is the issue he emphasizes.

40 1Cor 10:21 where “table” is used to refer to the “altar,” cf. Ezek 41:22; 44:16; 
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this comment Paul is simply implementing the Jerusalem Council’s edict. It was 
not as though Gentiles could escape contact with idol worshipers and even with 
pagan temples. But how could they continue to live in the Gentile society while 
at the same time demonstrating to the Jewish community that they were not 
participating in the idol worship of their culture?
 That much of the general day-to-day activities within the Roman and Greek 
society involved the local temple meant that the Gentile believers needed to 
commit themselves to extra precautions to assure their Jewish brothers that they 
had forsaken all aspects of idolatry. The four prohibitions listed by the Council 
were given to do just that.

The Four Prohibitions as Aspects of the Pagan Temple
 
(1) abstain from meat offered to idols

The words “meat offered to idols” translates only one word in the Greek. This 
word, eijdwlovquto~ (eidolothutos) is used nine times in the Apostolic Scrip-
tures41 and always is in the context of eating food at a pagan temple. This fact is 
strengthened by the phrase used in the initial listing in Acts 15:20. There “things 
contaminated by idols” clearly refers to the pollution of food used in rituals of 
the pagan temple. The same word is used in 4Macc 5:2 to describe participa-
tion in idol worship. By using this word the Apostles were not prohibiting food 
from the common market but specifically food at a meal in connection with an 
idolatrous ceremony.
 Indeed, the Mishnah tractate Avodah Zarah does not prohibit the use of 
things belonging to idolators nor even entering a temple building or precinct that 
contained an idol. In general the Sages strictly forbade three things: 1) aiding 
idolators in their idolatry, 2) deriving any benefit from idols or idolatrous prac-
tices, and 3) participating in any manner in the worship of idols. Although these 
three prohibitions were governed by many rulings for each, there is nothing 
in the Mishnah that directly prohibits entering a pagan temple or eating in the 
courtyard. But the purposes for entering and the manner in which activities were 
done within the temple complex made all the difference. The Gentile believers 
would need to be fully cognizant of what they could and could not do in con-
nection with all matters pertaining to the pagan temple. And since the Jewish 
community generally suspected Gentiles of continuing in their former idolatry,42 
it was necessary for the Apostles to make clear rulings on the matter and thereby 
negate all suspicions.
 Thus Gentile believers could not eat a meal in connection with the pagan 
temples if in any way the food prepared was dedicated to the god or goddess. Of 
course there were meals and activities in the temple precinct that had nothing 
to do with the idol housed inside. Even these, it would appear, were off limits 
for the Gentile believer, because to participate in such eating would have raised 
questions in the Jewish community as to whether they had actually forsaken 

Mal 1:7, 12.
41  Acts 15:29; 21:25; 1Cor 8:1, 4, 7, 10; 10:19; Rev 2:14, 20.
42  Note the perspective of the Jewish writer in 2Macc 6:4-5, “For the temple was 

filled with debauchery and reveling by the Gentiles, who dallied with prostitutes 
and had intercourse with women within the sacred precincts, and besides brought 
in things for sacrifice that were unfit. The altar was covered with abominable of-
ferings that were forbidden by the laws.” This description no doubt was what Jews 
most likely thought went on in most pagan temples.
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their former idolatrous ways. 

(2) (abstain from) blood

 This does not refer to eating meat with blood (which is taken up in the next 
prohibition), but rather to the ingestion of blood itself, something not uncom-
mon in idol rituals. Whether or not the common person drank the blood of the 
sacrificial victim is not certain, but there is evidence that the priests did.43 From 
a Jewish perspective, to participate in a ritual in which the representative priest 
drinks the blood of the sacrifice is to participate in the same abominable act. Of 
course, the Torah itself prohibits eating blood44 but the Apostles required the 
Gentiles to distance themselves from any ritual in which blood was ingested 
and/or improperly used. Such a thing was simply too abhorrent for the Jewish 
community.

(3) (abstain from) things strangled

 That the sacrifices in pagan temples were usually killed by cutting the throat 
is well attested. But strangulation is also known to have been used.45 This inhu-
mane killing of animals was contrary to the spirit of Torah. But while the Torah 
prohibited eating blood, there is nothing in the written Scriptures describing 
exactly how an animal was to be slaughtered. The Sages therefore felt the ne-
cessity to make such rulings in order to fully comply with the Torah command-
ments against ingesting blood. Meat from animals that had been strangled was 
therefore prohibited because of the high probability that the meat was saturated 
with blood.  
 Gentile believers were to have no participation whatsoever in the cruel 
strangulation of animals nor in the rituals that included such practices. Nor 
were they to eat meat of animals that were strangled. As such, meat for sale at 
the local pagan temple was out of bounds for the Gentile believer. The chances 
that the meat had been strangled were too high. The Apostles therefore required 
the Gentiles to submit to the more stringent rulings of the Sages when it came 
to meat and the kosher slaughter rules they had developed.46 This was no doubt 
a burden since meat from local temples could be more accessible and perhaps 
less expensive. But even beyond the issue of ingesting blood, this meat was not 
allowed because it was the product of pagan idol rituals.
 Some might argue that the subsequent teaching of Paul in 1Cor 8–10 seems 
to overturn the Council’s decision on meat offered to idols. There Paul argues 
that an “idol is nothing”47 and his subsequent words have been taken to mean 

43  R. M. Ogilvie, The Romans and Their Gods in the Age of Augustus (New York, 
1969), 49ff.

44  Lev 3:17; 17:12.
45  See the magical papyri PGM XII.14-95, “Take also on the first day seven living 

creatures and strangle them; one cock, a partridge, a wren…. Do not make a burnt 
offering of any of these; instead, taking them in your hand strangle them, while 
holding them up to your Eros, until each of the creatures is suffocated and their 
breath enters him. After that place the strangled creatures on the altar together 
with aromatic plants of every variety.” Quoted from Witherington, Acts, 464, 
n.423. Interestingly, even Philo mentions that pagans were sacrificing animals by 
means of strangulation: Philo, The Special Laws, iv:xiii.122.

46  The fully developed rabbinic halachah was eventually compiled in  Tractate Chul-
lin of the Mishnah.

47 1Cor 8:1ff.
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that meat offered to idols is allowed as long as no one is offended by it. But in 
the larger context it is clear that Paul maintains the Council’s decision by em-
phasizing the need for believers not to participate in the meals served at pagan 
temples.

…but I say that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice 
to demons, and not to God; and I do not want you to become sharers 
in demons.48

 His admonition to “flee idolatry”49 is surely to be understood as a warning 
not to participate in the pagan temple rituals. But his willingness to allow meat 
to be eaten without questioning where it might have been slaughtered50 must be 
seen as an attempt to stop the uncontrolled piling up of halachah. For the meat 
he is specifically talking about is that purchased in the market, not the pagan 
temple.51 Perhaps people argued that some meat in the market was actually from 
the pagan temples. But Paul is not willing to make additional halachah over 
and above that sanctioned by the Jerusalem Council. Where would it end? How 
could one be sure whether the meat was from the pagan temple or not? To make 
a ruling on this would lead in only one direction: separation from the Gentiles 
much like that which the Jewish community had prescribed.
 He therefore instructs his readers that they may eat the meat without ques-
tioning from where it had come, so long as their conscience allowed it. In the 
end we can only conclude that Paul prohibits meat known to have been from the 
pagan temple, but allows meat from the market place even if its origins are not 
known. He clearly continues the Council’s prohibition against any participation 
in idolatrous rituals.

(4) (abstain from) fornication 

 The word translated “fornication” is porneiva (porneia), the root of our 
English word “pornography.” While some have suggested that porneia here 
describes prohibited marriages (i.e., too close to the bloodline),52 the fact is that 
in Leviticus 18 where prohibited unions are discussed, the Lxx never uses the 
word porneia. Granted, porneia is used in 1Cor 5:1 to describe incest, but that is 
hardly what the Apostles are talking about here.
 The word porneia, however, is associated with the pagan temples where 
temple prostitutes were common.53 So notorious was temple prostitution in 
Corinth that the coined phrase “play the Corinthian” meant to engage in sexual 
promiscuity.54 
 Surely the Apostles wanted to make it clear that participation with temple 
prostitutes was outside of the realm of the holy life expected of believers. Join-
ing oneself to a prostitute was to negate God’s ownership of each and every 

48  1Cor 10:20.
49  1Cor 10:14.
50  1Cor 10:25ff.
51  1Cor 10:25.
52  cf. W. K. Lowther Clarke, New Testament Problems (Macmillan, 1929), 59-60; F. 

F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles (Eerdmans, 1951), 300.
53  Hauch/Schultz, “pornei va” in TDNT, 6:581ff, though with regard to pornei va  

(porneia) in Acts 15 the authors come to the conclusion that it refers to prohibited 
marriages.

54  C. S. Keener, “Adultery, Divorce” in Evans and Porter, eds., Dictionary of New 
Testament Background (IVP, 2000), 12.
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child called by His name.55 But this prohibition goes further. The Apostles 
wisely prohibited any connection with the temple rituals that utilized temple 
prostitutes, including any kind of support or participation in any service that 
included temple prostitutes, seen or unseen. Such distancing would telegraph 
the reality that Gentile believers were no longer participants in their former life 
of idolatry.
 In the end, the four prohibitions each attach to an aspect of the pagan tem-
ple, and require the believing Gentile to conform to the current halachah of the 
Jewish community with respect to all matters of idolatry. While it was both im-
practical and even impossible to prohibit the Gentile believer from any contact 
at all with the local temple (since it was the bank and the place where certain 
legal transactions took place), the prohibitions given to the Gentile believers 
required them to submit to Jewish halachah as a way of demonstrating a com-
plete break with their former idolatrous life. While they might have occasion to 
be in the temple precincts, they were to demonstrate by their exclusion from all 
idolatrous worship and ceremonies that they were “new creations.” There was 
to be no doubt that they had forsaken the gods of their fathers and turned to the 
One God of Israel.
 Their entire separation from the actual idolatry of the pagan temple is em-
phasized in the final sentence of the edict:

if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do well.56

The term translated “keep free” is diathrevw (diatereo), found only here and in 
Luke 2:51 (describing how Mary treasured i.e., kept the message in her heart). 
But in Ben Sira 1:26 the word is used to denote “keeping the commandments.” 
The word itself may have an emphatic sense57 and may signal the intention of 
the Apostles that the halachah given to the Gentiles was to be kept in detail. 
Indeed, the rabbinic sanctions regarding idolatry went much further than simple 
prohibitions against bowing to idols. Great pains were taken to distance oneself 
from every aspect of idolatrous pollution while at the same time living within 
the Hellenistic culture.
 The Apostles knew that the acceptance of Gentiles within the Torah com-
munity would be much greater if these new believers were willing to conform 
to the prescribed halachah governing contact with idols and, in particular, the 
pagan temple. Though this halachah could be a “burden” as it placed at least a 
part of the “yoke” of the Oral Torah upon them, it was essential for their inclu-
sion into the Torah community where they could learn the Scriptures and grow 
in faith. Their willingness to submit to these additional rulings gave the Jewish 
community the necessary confidence to receive them as those who had com-
pletely forsaken idolatry and turned to the One God of Israel.

Summary

 The Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 was dealing with a specific issue: was 
it necessary for Gentiles to become proselytes and thus take on the full weight 
of the man-made laws of the Sages in order to be accepted within the Jewish 
community? The Council voiced a unified “no” to this question. Using “cir-

55  1Cor 6:16ff.
56  Acts 15:29.
57  The compound with the preposition di va may have a perfective force, thus “fully 

keep.”
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cumcision” as a short-hand designation for “the ritual of becoming a proselyte,” 
the Council determined that the Gentiles would not need to be circumcised (i.e., 
become proselytes) in order to be received into the Torah community.
 There was, however, the need to assure the Jewish community that those 
Gentiles who had confessed Yeshua as Messiah had genuinely forsaken any 
form of idolatry. Since the Greek and Roman cultures were centered around idol 
worship with local pagan temples, it was important that the Jewish community 
be able to receive the Gentile believers without any suspicion of remaining 
idolatry. 
 The Apostles therefore required the Gentiles to accept the extra-biblical, 
man-made laws regarding idolatry. These were: 1) they should not participate in 
any meal that was even remotely connected to idol worship; 2) they should not 
participate in any gathering or ceremony that involved the misuse of blood as a 
sacrificial element; 3) they should not involve themselves in any ritual or cer-
emony that involved the strangulation of animals, and they should be careful not 
to eat meat from animals killed though strangulation (something not uncommon 
in the pagan sacrificial rituals); and 4) they should distance themselves from any 
contact with or support of the temple prostitutes and the fornication they repre-
sented in the pagan temple precincts.
 While the written Torah surely prohibited any worship of idols, the Sages 
had put a good number of “fences” in place to distance the people from any 
contact with idolatry. These “fences” were extra-biblical, yet the Apostles con-
sidered them essential in showing the clear break the Gentile believers had made 
with idolatry. But since they were man-made and not directly from Scripture, 
they were part of the “yoke” of Oral Torah, the “burden” that the Sages had 
laid upon the written Scriptures. While the Apostles were not willing to put the 
Gentiles under the full weight of the traditions (something not even the Jewish 
people had been able to bear), they did see the need to require the Gentiles to 
keep this rabbinic halachah. Only such a requirement could have fully satisfied 
the Jewish community that the Gentile believers had made a radical break from 
their former idol worship.
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Chapter Ten 
Wasn’t the Law given to condemn sinners 

and not as a guide for living righteously? (1 Tim 1:8; Gal 3:19)

 It is not uncommon in discussions regarding the place of the Torah in the 
lives of  believers in Yeshua, to hear the argument that the Torah was originally 
given, not as a guide for righteous living, but as God’s divinely appointed means 
for condemning sinners. Quite often, this particular question is also accompa-
nied by the assertion that now, since Yeshua has come, He is the standard of 
righteousness for all who have received Him, not cold words engraved in stone. 
It is argued that the whole of the Torah has been summed up in two command-
ments: to love God and to love one’s neighbor, and that therefore all of the many 
commandments found in the Torah are no longer relevant for the person who 
has put his or her faith in Yeshua. “Now,” it is said, “we need only to concern 
ourselves with loving God and loving our neighbor. We don’t need the ‘letter’ 
when we have the Spirit.”
 To many, this sounds very convincing, especially because there are verses 
in the Apostolic Scriptures which, when extracted from their contexts, appear 
to teach just that! For instance, in 2Corinthians 3:7–11, Paul seems to be saying 
that the Torah, written in stone, came with glory, but that now it has faded away 
in the overwhelming glory of Yeshua. Of course, that is not what Paul is teach-
ing, and an honest study of this passage makes that amply clear.1 Granted, Paul 
is contrasting his ministry with that of Moses and is showing that when Moses 
came down from Sinai with the Torah, the people had already rebelled against it 
through the sin of the golden calf. Thus, the immediate effect of Moses’ ministry 
was that of condemnation. In contrast, as Paul preached the gospel, many thou-
sands were responding to it and confessing Yeshua as the true Messiah. What 
is more, Moses came down from Sinai with a shining face, expressing the very 
glory of God, yet Moses covered his face so that the glory would not be seen 
by the Israelites. In contrast, the glory of Messiah shown forth unabated as Paul 
and his fellow Apostles preached the Gospel. This scenario afforded a perfect 
midrash for Paul since “Moses” could stand as a metonym for the Torah (one 
may “read Moses” which means to “read Torah”). In the same way that Moses 
hid the glory of God by putting a veil over his face, so the glory of the Torah 
(i.e., Yeshua) is veiled to those without the Spirit. But when the Spirit removes 
the veil, the glory of Yeshua is seen in the Torah, and this brings liberty. For 
Paul, liberty is not freedom from obeying the Torah, but freedom to obey the 
Torah. Thus, in the passage (as well as others2), Paul is not putting “letter” (i.e., 
the Scriptures) at odds with the “Spirit” but is rather teaching that without the 
illuminating work of the Spirit, the Scriptures themselves are meaningless. Paul 
even states that the life-giving message of the Scriptures is foolishness to those 
who read them apart from the work of the Spirit (1Cor 1:18–27; 2:14). So what 
Paul is teaching in 2Cor 3–4 is that the words of the Scriptures, if unaccompa-
nied by the work of the Spirit, do indeed condemn and cannot bring life. But 

1 For a more expansive exposition of 2Cor 3, see my DVD video presentation, 
“What’s So New About the New Covenant,” available at www.torahresource.com.

2 cf. Rom 2:29; 7:6.
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when the Spirit of God opens the eyes and heart of the one God intends to save, 
then (and only then) so the words of Scripture become the life-giving message 
of salvation.
 But what about the argument that the whole Torah (Law) is now summed up 
in loving God and loving one’s neighbor? Doesn’t this mean that we no longer 
need to concern ourselves with all of the many laws of the “Old Testament?” It 
would seem that since loving God and loving one’s neighbor is now what God 
requires, things like the Sabbath, what foods we eat, the biblical festivals, etc., 
are no longer of any importance. All God cares about now is that we show genu-
ine love to our neighbor and that we show our love to God in worshiping Him. 
In this way (so the argument goes), all of the external things of the Law have 
been internalized—keeping the Law now is a matter of one’s heart, not mundane 
things like tassels, food, and days on the calendar.
 First, surely our Master Yeshua taught that the Torah was summed up in lov-
ing God and loving one’s neighbor. We know, for instance, that Yeshua summed 
the whole Torah into what has become known as the “Golden rule”:

In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want them to 
treat you, for this is the Law and the Prophets. (Matt 7:12)

But this way of thinking was not original with Yeshua. We discover that Hillel, 
who died just years after Yeshua’s birth, taught the same thing:

What is hateful to you, do not do to anyone else. This is the whole 
Torah; all the rest is commentary. Go and learn it. (b.Shabbat 31a).

In another passage, we hear our Master’s specific teaching on this subject:

One of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, “Teacher, 
which is the great commandment in the Torah?” And He said to him, 
“‘you shall love the lord your god with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the great and foremost 
commandment. The second is like it, ‘you shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.’ On these two commandments depend the whole Torah 
and the Prophets.” (Matt 22:35–40, cf. Mk 12:28–31; Lk 10:25–28)

 
It is instructive, however, to realize that the lawyer who asked this question of 
Yeshua was seeking to test Him. This highlights the fact that it was a common 
practice in the time of Yeshua to find a way to sum up all of the commandments 
by stating a well known passage from the Tanach. The purpose of this exercise 
among the Sages was not to reduce the commandments but to state the ultimate 
goal of keeping the commandments. Or to say it another way: the common prac-
tice in the time of Yeshua of summing up the commandments was not to reduce 
what God required of His people by way of righteous living, but to help them 
have the proper focus in obedience.
 A discussion of the Sages regarding how all of the commandments might be 
summed up succinctly is found in b.Makkot 24a:

David came and reduced them to eleven, as it is written (Ps 15), A 
Psalm of David. Lord, who shall sojourn in Thy tabernacle? Who shall 
dwell in Thy holy mountain? — [i] He that walketh uprightly, and [ii] 
worketh righteousness, and [iii] speaketh truth in his heart; that [iv] 
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hath no slander upon his tongue, [v] nor doeth evil to his fellow, [vi] 
nor taketh up a reproach against his neighbour, [vii] in whose eyes a 
vile person is despised, but [viii] he honoureth them that fear the Lord, 
[ix] He sweareth to his own hurt and changeth not, [x] He putteth not 
out his money on interest, [xi] nor taketh a bribe against the innocent… 
Isaiah came and reduced them to six (Is 33:15–16) as it is written, [i] 
He that walketh righteously, and [ii] speaketh uprightly, [iii] He that 
despiseth the gain of oppressions, [iv] that shaketh his hand from 
holding of bribes, [v] that stoppeth his ear from hearing of blood, [vi] 
and shutteth his eyes from looking upon evil; he shall dwell on high… 
Micah came and reduced them to three (Mic 6:8), as it is written, It 
hath been told thee, O man, what is good, and what the Lord doth 
require of thee: [i] only to do justly, and [ii] to love mercy and [iii] to 
walk humbly before thy God… Again came Isaiah and reduced them to 
two (Is 56:1), as it is said, Thus saith the Lord, [i] Keep ye justice and 
[ii] do righteousness… Amos came and reduced them to one (Amos 
5:4), as it is said, For thus saith the Lord unto the house of Israel, Seek 
ye Me and live. To this R. Nahman b. Isaac demurred, saying: [Might 
it not be taken as,] Seek Me by observing the whole Torah and live? 
— But it is Habakuk who came and based them all on one (Hab 2:4), as 
it is said, But the righteous shall live by his faith.

Thus, when the Lawyer tested Yeshua in asking Him regarding the great com-
mandment, he was seeking to ascertain with which school of rabbinic thought 
Yeshua had aligned Himself. As often in the teachings of Yeshua, He centers on 
love as the key halachic element in obedience to God.
 But what we learn from this is that Yeshua, like His contemporaries, was 
not  attempting to diminish the Torah by summing the commandments into two 
broad categories (loving God and loving one’s neighbor). He rather was empha-
sizing the true motivation and heart intention for obeying the commandments in 
the first place. 
 What is more, if we are to understand our Master’s words, we must real-
ize what He meant by using the word “love.” All too often in our modern era, 
“love” is understood as an emotion, and surely emotion played a part in Yesh-
ua’s understanding of the concept of “love.” However, in the Scriptures, the con-
cept of “love” is far more weighted on the side of “faithful actions” or “loyalty 
to one’s word and promises.” For instance, in the Shema (Deut 6:4f; 11:13f), the 
command to “love the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your might” is immediately defined in terms of how one is to love: “These 
words which I am commanding you today shall be on your heart…,” meaning 
that the commandments of God are to govern one’s actions and deeds. Keeping 
the commandments is therefore the manner in which one loves God.
 This is explicitly stated by Yeshua and His Apostles:

If you love Me, you will keep My commandments. (John 14:15)

If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love; just as 
I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love.  
(John 15:10)

By this we know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His 
commandments. The one who says, “I have come to know Him,” and 
does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; 
(1John 2:3-4)
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For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His 
commandments are not burdensome. (1John 5:3)

 The same is true for what is meant by “loving one’s neighbor.” To love 
one’s neighbor means to act righteously toward him or her. This means not 
stealing from one’s neighbor, not coveting what one’s neighbor owns, not 
bearing false witness against one’s neighbor, not diminishing the life of one’s 
neighbor (by whatever means), aiding one’s neighbor, giving food to one’s 
neighbor, clothing one’s neighbor if he or she is impoverished, offering hospital-
ity to one’s neighbor, rejoicing with one’s neighbor, forgiving one’s neighbor, 
encouraging one’s neighbor, sorrowing with one’s neighbor, and the list could 
go on and on. I think the point is obvious: loving one’s neighbor means acting 
righteously toward one’s neighbor in accordance with what God has command-
ed. Each of the things I have mentioned above can be directly traced to what the 
Torah commands in terms of how one is to relate to one’s neighbor. Thus, from 
a biblical perspective, loving one’s neighbor means acting toward one’s neigh-
bor as God commands.
 In fact, “loving God” and “loving one’s neighbor” is a perfect summation of 
the Ten Commandments, for the first four commandments are directed God-
ward, while the final six are directed toward one’s neighbor. And the Ten Com-
mandments are clearly a summary statement themselves of the whole Torah.
 We may conclude, then, that when Yeshua summed all of the Torah and the 
Prophets into these two commandments (found in Deut 6:4f and Lev 19:18), He 
was going to the heart of what it means to obey each and every one of the com-
mandments given by the hand of Moses. He was not diminishing the command-
ments of God, but showing the manner in which they ought to be obeyed, with 
true intention and spiritual motivation.

1Timothy 1:8

 “But,” someone might say, “it seems clear that the Law was given to con-
demn and not as a standard by which to live out a life of faith.” And, a text like 
1Timothy 1:3–11 might seem to substantiate such a claim. 

As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus 
so that you may instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines,  
nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which give rise 
to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God 
which is by faith. But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure 
heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. For some men, straying 
from these things, have turned aside to fruitless discussion, wanting 
to be teachers of the Torah, even though they do not understand either 
what they are saying or the matters about which they make confident 
assertions. But we know that the Torah is good, if one uses it lawfully, 
realizing the fact that law is not made for a righteous person, but for 
those who are lawless and rebellious, for the ungodly and sinners, for 
the unholy and profane, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, 
for murderers and immoral men and homosexuals and kidnappers and 
liars and perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound teaching,   
according to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, with which I have 
been entrusted.

 Sometimes Paul’s words are “hard to understand” as Peter himself notes 
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(2Pet 3:15–16). For in some cases, it appears that Paul disparages the Torah, rel-
egating it to something that has exhausted its usefulness and has been replaced 
by something better. The difficulty is heightened all the more when his teaching 
in other places seems clearly to extol the Torah as the standard of righteous liv-
ing for all of God’s people.
 The text before us is just such an example. On a first reading, Paul appears 
to be saying that God gave the Torah for the sole purpose of condemning the 
unrighteous and that it has no positive application to those who are righteous. 
 Yet such an initial reading does not square with Paul’s statements elsewhere 
about the Torah. For instance, his assertion that the Torah is “spiritual” (Rom 
7:14) surely suggests that it has a positive application to those who have been 
born again by the Spirit. For Paul, only believers in whom the Spirit dwells are 
able to appreciate spiritual realities (1Cor 2:9–10). How then can he say in the 
text before us that the “Torah is not made for a righteous person?” If we rightly 
reject the point of view that Paul contradicted himself, then we must seek to 
understand this passage in harmony with his other teachings on the place of the 
Torah in the believer’s life. Moreover, since we receive Paul’s writings as the 
inspired word of God, we must strive to see how his teaching about the Torah in 
this text aligns with the rest of Scripture. 

Examples of Interpretations of Paul’s Perspective on the Torah  
in 1Timothy 1:3–11

 Commentators have generally understood this text in one of several ways: 

1) by “law” (nomos) Paul is referring to the the Sinai covenant (the “full 
Law”) which was added to the Ten Commandments only after Israel 
sinned with the golden calf incident. Thus, when saying “the law is 
not for the righteous but for the unrighteous,” Paul is referring to the 
ceremonial and civil laws that were added to the moral law of the Ten 
Commandments. 

2)  that the Torah no longer stands as a guideline of holy living for believ-
ers in Yeshua because a new guideline of righteousness has been sup-
plied by the life and words of Yeshua, as taught by the indwelling Spirit 
of God. His words are thus understood to mean: “The Law is not for 
believers but for unbelievers.”

3)  that Paul is using the term “law” (novmo~, nomos), not as a reference to 
the Torah of Moses, but as referring to the general concept of “law,” 
which is applicable only to criminals in human society. His words thus 
mean: “In human society, laws function to punish the unrighteous, not 
the righteous.” 

4) that Paul is not speaking of the Torah in general, but only of one aspect 
of the Torah, namely, the condemning of sin and sinners. Thus his state-
ment should be understood to mean that “the condemning work of the 
Torah is made, not for the righteous, but for the unrighteous.”

 Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 200) comments on 1Timothy 1:9 in his explanation of 
the purpose for which God gave the Torah.3 In general, Irenaeus taught that 
God initially intended to give Israel only the Decalogue (Ten Words), but that 
after Israel sinned with the golden calf, He considered it necessary to give the 

3 Irenaeus, The Sole Government of God, Book IV, chs. 14–15.
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complete Law in order to demonstrate Israel’s rebellion, and to reign in Israel’s 
wayward nature.4 Irenaeus emphasizes the point that the fathers were justified 
without the additional laws of the Sinai covenant, but that they had the Ten 
Words written upon their hearts.

Why, then, did the Lord not form the [Sinai] covenant for the fathers? 
Because “the law was not established for righteous men.” (1Timothy 
1:9) But the righteous fathers had the meaning of the Decalogue [Ten 
Words] written in their hearts and souls, that is, they loved the God who 
made them, and did no injury to their neighbor. There was therefore 
no occasion that they should be cautioned by prohibitory mandates, 
because they had the righteousness of the law in themselves.5

Thus, the morality of the Ten Words was written on the heart of the righteous 
ones, while the additional laws given after the golden calf incident were intend-
ed to rebuke wayward Israel for her sin.
 Clement of Alexandria (late 1st Century) also considered that the Torah was 
given primarily to show Israel the error of her ways, and ultimately to call all 
men to recognize their own sinfulness. Thus, he viewed the giving of the Torah 
itself as a demonstration of God’s grace, because it calls mankind to a realiza-
tion of his need for a Savior by bringing upon them the dread of utter condem-
nation. It is in this context that Clement of Alexandria appeals to 1Timothy 1:9 
in order to prove that the mission of the Torah was that of condemning sinners.6 
Moreover, Clement of Alexandria taught that the “Law,” given to those who 
were unrighteous (proven by quoting 1Timothy 1:9), presented them with a 
freewill choice between right and wrong, a choice that could result in salvation. 
In this way, the harshness of the Law was also a mark of God’s benevolence.7

 In a work of the 3rd Century (277 CE), called “The Acts of the Disputa-
tions with the Archheretic Manes,” attributed to Archelaus, bishop of Caschar, 
the Law is said to have been given in order to show the “strength of sin” (cf. 
1Cor 15:56). Having finished the work of revealing the true nature of sin by 
giving the Law, God rested (which is how Archelaus interprets the meaning of 
“Sabbath”). The current work of God is to reveal through spiritual (not physi-
cal) means the true nature of salvation in His Son. Once again, 1Timothy 1:9 
is brought forward to substantiate the position that the primary purpose of the 
Torah was to condemn sinners and to mark out the true nature of sin.8

 Calvin’s remarks on 1Timothy 1:5–11 are insightful. He notes that Paul is 
warning Timothy about how those who have rejected the gospel of Yeshua mis-
use the Torah. Anticipating that Timothy’s detractors would try to use the Law 
against the gospel, Paul reminds him “that the law gives them no support but 

4 As is typical of some of the early Church Fathers, Ezekiel 20:25 (“I also gave 
them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not live”) is 
brought forward to show that the giving of the Torah beyond the Ten Words was 
done in order to condemn Israel in her sinfulness. But this word of Ezekiel is not 
referring to the statutes and ordinances of the Torah, but of the statutes and ordi-
nances of the idolatrous worship into which Israel fell. That Ezekiel considers that 
God “gave” them to Israel (natan) is analogous to what Paul states in Romans 1:24 
that “God gave them over in the lusts of the hearts to impurity.” See the comments 
of Keil and Delitzsch on Ezekiel 20:24–25.

5 Irenaeus, Op. cit., Book IV, ch. 16, §3.
6 Clement of Alexandria, Stomata, Book IV, ch. 3; also cf. Book I, ch. 27.
7 Ibid., Book VII, ch. 2.
8 Archelaus, The Acts of the Disputation, §31.
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was even opposed to them, and that it agreed perfectly with the gospel which he 
had taught.”9 In explaining Paul’s statement of v. 9, that the “law is not made for 
a righteous person,” Calvin writes:

The apostle did not intend to argue about the whole office of the law, 
but views it in reference to men. It frequently happens that they who 
wish to be regarded as the greatest zealots for the law, give evidence 
by their whole life that they are the greatest despisers of it …. Paul 
remonstrates that the law is, as it were, the sword of God to slay them; 
and that neither he nor any like him have reason for viewing the law 
with dread or aversion; for it is not opposed to righteous persons, that 
is, to the godly and to those who willingly obey God.10 

Calvin therefore sees Paul’s words in this text as applying only to one aspect of 
the Torah, not to its entire purpose or mission. When Paul writes “the Law is not 
made for a righteous person,” he means that those who attempt to misuse the 
Torah are themselves condemned by it, and that one purpose of the Torah itself 
is to bring about such condemnation.
 Stern, in his commentary on 1Timothy 1:9 in the Jewish New Testament 
Commentary, follows a similar line of reasoning:

So only in some of its aspects is the Torah not for a person whom God 
has declared righteous. In its role as that which prescribes punishment 
and condemnation for offenses, shows people their sinfulness and guilt 
before God, and guides them away from trying to prove how good they 
are and toward trusting in Yeshua the Messiah…, the Torah is for those 
who are heedless of Torah in its role for the righteous.11

 Some modern commentators consider Paul’s words in 1Timothy to substan-
tiate a dismissal of the Law as a standard of righteousness for believers. Kent 
is representative of this position. After noting that the goodness of the Law is 
found only in its proper use (1Timothy 1:8), he writes:

Hence the impropriety of applying the Law to Christians is obvious. 
The believer had died to the Law’s demands in the person of his 
substitute, Christ (“the end of the law … to everyone who believeth,” 
Romans 10:4). To bring the Law into the church at Ephesus as a guide 
for Christians was to miss the purpose of the Law. It was not designed 
to form motives of integrity. Christians have something far better: the 
Holy Spirit who continually guides from within.12

 Others point out that the definite article is not used with the word “law” in 
1Timothy 1:9, and conclude that it therefore denotes general or universal (natu-
ral) law rather than the Law of Moses.

“Law” in this verse is without the definite article and so probably refers 
to law in general. The apostle indicates that the purpose of the law is not 
to police good men, but bad men. In other words, we need law for the 

9 John Calvin, Commentary on 1Timothy (vol. xxi in the reprint by Baker Book 
House, 1984), p. 26.

10 Ibid., p. 30.
11 David Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary (Jewish New Testament Publica-

tions, 1992), p. 635.
12 Homer Kent, The Pastoral Epistles (Moody Press, 1958), p. 87.
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punishment of criminals and the protection of society. He says that law 
is not appointed “for good men”—literally, “for a righteous person.” 
Rather, it is intended to deal with those who are unrighteous.13

 Yet each of these explanations has its difficulties. The notion that God 
initially intended to give only the Ten Commandments as a moral standard, but 
then added the rest of the Torah due to Israel’s sin, does not square with the 
biblical record itself. In Romans 10:5–8, Paul teaches that the “word of faith” 
which he was preaching was nothing different than the Torah given by Moses 
(note the quote in Rom 10:8 from Deut 30:12f), so the Torah is an expression of 
the Gospel (cf. Gal 3:8). God states that the laws and statutes comprised Israel’s 
wisdom, and that the nations around them would recognize how good these laws 
and statutes were (Deut 4:5f). Surely the words of the Psalmist (Ps 19; 119) 
extol the Torah as a most valuable possession of God’s people.
 The explanation that Paul is here dealing with just one aspect of the Torah, 
namely, that of condemning sin and sinners, initially appears helpful, for surely 
the condemning ministry of the Torah applies to the unrighteous, not the righ-
teous. But throughout the Scriptures the Torah is viewed as a unity, especially in 
its capacity as a covenant. Moreover, as a unity, the Torah reveals the holiness 
of God, not only in its positive descriptions but also in its condemnation of sin. 
And such unified revelation has a direct purpose in the life of the righteous as 
well.
 The idea that by “law” (nomos) Paul is not referring to the Torah but to the 
idea of “law” in general, does not fit the larger context. When Paul goes on to 
describe how the “law” is applied to the unrighteous, he clearly is using the 
Torah of Moses, not the concept of “natural law.” This is seen in the way that his 
list of sins parallels the second half of the Ten Words. Moreover, Paul often uses 
the word nomos (Law, Torah) without the article (the word “the”) to refer to the 
Torah of Moses (e.g., Rom 2:17, 23, 25; 1Cor 9:20).
  The interpretation that the Torah has been replaced by the inner leading of 
the Spirit, and that this is why Paul teaches that the Torah “was not made for the 
righteous” simply does not square with Paul’s teaching elsewhere that faith does 
not negate but establishes the Torah (Rom 3:31), and that those who are justified 
fulfill the requirements of the Torah by walking according to its precepts (Rom 
8:4). Paul’s teaching is that believers should keep the commandments of God 
(1Cor 7:19) as given in the Torah. Far from being replaced by the indwelling 
Spirit, the work of the Spirit is that of writing the Torah upon the heart.
 How then are we to understand Paul’s words here? What other interpretation 
can be offered that reconciles Paul’s positive view of the Torah with his words 
that the Torah is not made for the righteous?

Looking More Closely at 1Timothy 1:3–11

 In the opening paragraphs of this epistle, Paul reminds his disciple, Timothy, 
about his assigned task at Ephesus. Paul had left Timothy there in order to curb 
the false teachings of “some men” within the community. Paul only hints at the 
content of their “strange doctrines” (v. 3), which is literally “other teachings” 
(heterodidaskalein), the Greek word from which we derive our English “hetero-
doxy.” In short, they were teaching doctrines contrary to the Scriptures (which 
was the Tanach in Paul’s day). This contrary teaching incorporated “myths and 

13 Ralph Earle, “1Timothy” in Gaebelein & Douglas, eds. The Expositor’s Bible 
Commentary, 12 vols. (Zondervan, 1978), 11.352.
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endless genealogies” (v. 4). Paul speaks of “myths” in 1Tim 4:7 as well: “Have 
nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness” 
(ESV). In 2Tim 4:4, Paul speaks of those who “wander from the truth” into 
“myths,” while in Titus 1:14 he writes about “Jewish myths.” We do not have 
sufficient data to be dogmatic as to the meaning of “myths and endless genealo-
gies,” but several options seem most probable. 
 First, the extant Gnostic materials and references to these materials (from 
the early 2nd Century CE) contain teaching of a primordial world in which 
various beings ruled. Basilides taught that there were six spiritual beings that 
formed the pleroma (fulness), from which descended 365 angelic beings in an 
unbroken chain, each creating a heaven for its habitat. The lowest class of these 
powers was a demiurge god who created the physical world.14 Other Gnostic 
teachers (such as Valentinus) had different schemes of the pleroma and the 
physical world that descended from it, but in general, early Gnosticism de-
pended greatly upon mythical power figures and a chain of descent that resulted 
in the corrupted physical universe. Was such Gnostic teaching extant in Paul’s 
day? While fully developed Gnosticism was a product of the 2nd Century CE 
and later, it seems very warranted to suggest that some early forms of Gnosti-
cism were being taught in the 1st Century. Such teaching, grounded as it was 
upon mythic power figures and lines of descent (akin to genealogies), may well 
have been the source of the false doctrines about which Paul exhorts Timothy.
 Secondly, we know that apocalyptic literature was very popular in Paul’s 
day. Once again, much of the early apocalyptic literature incorporates mytho-
logical figures, and seeks to gain credibility by tracing genealogies of the 
authors and main characters to biblical figures of the patriarchal age. Many of 
these were produced by Jewish authors and incorporate Jewish themes. It may 
have been that such apocalyptic works were being received by some groups as 
authoritative, even if they were obviously contrary to the written record of the 
Scriptures. It is easy to see how doctrines based upon some of these apocalyptic 
works might have been the target of Paul’s polemics.
 Though we do not have enough information to pinpoint the “strange doc-
trines” from which Timothy was to guard the believers in Ephesus, it seems 
most likely that they were derived from a mixture of Jewish and Greek philoso-
phies.
 Paul goes on to describe the false teaching at Ephesus as giving way to 
“speculation rather than the administration of God which is by faith” (v. 4). As 
far as Paul was concerned, the manner in which God intends His people to live 
is plainly given in the Scriptures—there is no need to speculate. The teaching of 
the Gospel as given in the word of God, and centered in the person of Messiah, 
yields a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith (v. 5). The false teach-
ers, however, had strayed away from these, and engaged in “fruitless discus-
sion” (v. 6), desiring to be seen as worthy Torah teachers. Paul’s assessment, 
however, was that they neither understood the Torah nor its proper application 
to those they were teaching, even though they apparently taught their doctrines 
with confidence (v. 7).
 Paul then affirms the value of the Torah: “We know that the Torah is good, 
if one uses it lawfully.” The problem was not with the Torah, but the manner in 
which the false teachers were twisting its message. In other words, they were 
applying the Torah in an “unlawful” manner. In explaining how they were doing 
this, Paul emphasizes the proper (lawful) use of the Torah: “realizing the fact 

14 See Kurt Rudolph, “Gnosticism” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. (Double-
day, 1999), 2.1133-40.
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(literally, “knowing this”) that Torah (nomos) is not made for a righteous person, 
but for those who are lawless and rebellious…” (v. 9). Here is the pivotal sen-
tence, and it will be important for us to look more closely at it.
 First, Paul begins with the words “knowing this,” a phrase he often uses to 
introduce a basic truth with which all agree.15 That which all acknowledge as 
true is that the “Torah is not made for a righteous person.” But this translation 
does not accurately convey the Greek text. When we read the English word 
“made,” we think of the original giving of the Torah at Sinai, as though Paul 
meant, “the Torah was not given to righteous people,” or “God never intended 
the Torah to be used by righteous people.” But the word “made” in our English 
translation is actually the Greek verb keimai which does not mean “to make” 
but “to lay down,” much like our English phrase “to lay down the law.” This, in 
fact, is how the English Standard Version translates our verse: “understanding 
this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedi-
ent.” When we realize what Paul actually wrote, a new understanding emerges. 
When we speak of a law being “laid down,” we mean that it is applied by some 
guardian of the law upon someone else who has transgressed the law. 
 Perhaps an illustration will help explain my point. Consider the speed limit 
as an example of the law. As long as a person applies the law to himself, and re-
mains within the speed limit, there is no need for someone else (such as a police 
officer) to “lay down the law.” It is only when a person fails to make a proper 
application of the law to himself that someone else must “lay down the law” 
in regard to his deeds. From Paul’s perspective, the false teachers had failed to 
properly apply the Torah to themselves and were therefore in a position for the 
Torah to be laid down against them. Yet in spite of this, they were attempting to 
enact the Torah against others.
 In the list of sins that follows (vv. 9–10), Paul shows that he has the second 
half of the Ten Words in mind. The opening three pairs of terms (lawless/rebel-
lious; ungodly/sinners; unholy/profane) set the general tenor of Paul’s list of 
vices, and roughly correspond to the first half of the Ten Words (which speaks of 
sins against God). Then he concludes his list with parallels to the second half of 
the Ten Words (which speaks of sins against one’s fellowman):

1Timothy 1:9–10 Ten Words
those who kill father and mother honor your father and mother

murderers you shall not murder

immoral people and homosexuals you shall not commit adultery

kidnappers you shall not steal

liars and perjurers you shall not bear false witness

whatever is contrary to sound teaching you shall not covet

It is clear that Paul is following the general outline of the Ten Words, for “mur-
derers” would surely include those who kill father and mother, yet he lists these 
separately in order to emphasize the parallel. Likewise, the rabbinic interpreta-
tion of “you shall not steal” was that this referred to kidnapping.16 Since the sur-
rounding laws were capital offenses, the Sages taught that “you shall not steal” 

15 Cf. Rom 5:3; 6:9; 1Cor 15:58; 2Cor 1:7; 4:14; 5:6, 11; Gal 2:16; Eph 6:8, 9; Phil 1:16; 
Col 3:24; 1Thess 1:4.

16 cf. Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Bachodesh vii (Lauterbach edition, 2.261–62); 
b.Sanhedrin 86a.
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was also a capital offense, and only kidnapping would be a theft of that kind. 
Finally, the prohibition of coveting is an inclusive commandment, for coveting 
a neighbor’s house or possessions could lead to murder, theft, or bearing false 
witness. And coveting a neighbor’s wife leads to adultery. Paul likewise gives an 
all-encompassing phrase to end his list: “whatever is contrary to sound teach-
ing.”  Thus, in making this list, Paul points out clear examples of those who fail 
to apply the Torah to themselves and as a result stand guilty before the judge 
who will lay down the law against them.
 But surely Paul is not implying that the false teachers were murderers or 
guilty of kidnapping or adultery! No, he simply is demonstrating how the Torah 
is “laid down” against those who fail to properly apply it to their own lives. And 
this is his point: the false teachers had also failed to make a proper application 
of the Torah to their lives, because in all of their study, they had failed to see that 
Messiah Yeshua is the goal of the Torah. For Paul, the Torah is properly under-
stood and applied only when it results in seeing and accepting Yeshua as God’s 
Messiah, which in turn results in righteous living. This is why he concludes the 
paragraph with the phrase “according to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, 
with which I have been entrusted.”17 
 Ultimately, then, the “lawful” or proper use of the Torah, which Paul labels 
as “good,” is the self-application of its precepts through the agency of the Spirit. 
Or to put it another way, the Torah is properly applied when it is written on the 
heart. And when such is the case, the Torah does not need to be “laid down” or 
administered by someone else, for obedience to its precepts has become the very 
desire of the heart. What is more, such heartfelt obedience to the Torah contin-
ues to lead one to the Messiah, the very goal of the Torah.
 We see, then, that in our text Paul reiterates the same theme he has taught 
elsewhere regarding the Torah and its personal application.18 Apart from the 
work of the Spirit by which the Torah is written upon the heart, it does not fulfill 
its divine purpose of setting apart God’s people unto Himself. When, however, 
the Spirit lifts the veil and reveals the eternal truths of the Torah, the redeemed 
soul is given true freedom, that is, freedom to obey God’s commandments. 
Apart from the work of the Spirit in bringing the soul to life, the sinner is a slave 
to sin (Rom 6:17), and the Torah is properly “laid down” against such sinners. 
But when the Torah is written upon the hearts of those who have been redeemed, 
they are freed from the enslavement of sin, and enabled to become the servants 
of righteousness (Rom 6:18). By the work of the Spirit, they live in accordance 
with the Torah (Rom 8:4) “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is liberty” (2Cor 3:17).

Summary

 The words of Paul in 1Timothy 1:8-9 appear to teach that God never in-
tended the Torah to be applicable to righteous people, but that He gave it solely 
to condemn the unrighteous. But such an interpretation cannot be sustained, 

17 Note that vv. 12–17 continue the theme of Messiah Yeshua as the goal to which 
the “lawful” use of the Torah proceeds. Paul demonstrates this through an au-
tobiographical description. Before coming to faith, Paul (like the false teachers) 
misapplied the Torah (though he did it out of ignorance). Yet in God’s grace, Paul 
was granted the ability to see the revelation of Yeshua in the Torah and faith to 
believe in Him. As a result, he was able to use the Torah as it was intended to be 
used (“lawfully”), i.e., as a revelation of God’s will in the walk of faith.

18 Note particularly Romans 8:1–8; 2Corinthians 3.
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either by comparing Paul’s teaching elsewhere, or from a closer reading of the 
passage itself. The pivotal phrase in this text is “that Torah (nomos) is not made 
for a righteous person, but for those who are lawless and rebellious” (v. 9). 
The proper interpretation rests on the meaning of the Greek word that has been 
translated “made” by most of the English translations. The Greek word keimai 
does not mean “made” but rather “laid down,” so the phrase should read, “the 
Torah is not laid down for a righteous person, but for those who are lawless and 
rebellious.” The idea of “laying down the law” is not that of self-application 
of the Torah, but occurs when someone has transgressed the law. Paul’s point 
is that when an individual fails to personally apply the Torah to his or her life 
(something that can only be done by a person upon whose heart the Torah has 
been written by the Spirit), the Torah will be “laid down” against that person. In 
short, the Torah is only “laid down” against those who have disobeyed it, that is, 
against the unrighteous. 
 In the larger context of 1Timothy, Paul’s purpose for making this point is 
that there were false teachers at Ephesus who had put themselves forward as 
teachers of the Torah, but in reality, had failed to make a proper application of 
the Torah to their own lives. As such, the Torah is rightly “laid down” against 
such unrighteous ones. Paul’s proof that they had not properly applied the 
Torah to their own lives was that in their use of the Torah, they had failed to see 
Messiah as the Torah’s goal. Rather than being good teachers of the Torah, they 
actually stand condemned by the Torah, for apart from faith in Messiah Yeshua, 
they bear their own sin.

Galatians 3

 It is inevitable that in discussions related to the relevance of the Torah to 
followers of Yeshua, Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians becomes a focal point. Ob-
viously, our current study does not allow us the time or space to do a thorough 
exposition of Galatians, or even of those sections in Galatians that pose signifi-
cant questions in our study of “why we keep Torah.”19 Yet it is clear that certain 
verses in Galatians, especially when they are read in isolation from the fuller 
context of the Epistle, appear to relegate the Torah to a bygone era, something 
that is no longer applicable or useful to those who have put their faith in Ye-
shua. A number of these are found in the third chapter and it is to these that we 
now turn our attention.
 But before we look at these specific verses, it will be helpful to understand 
the primary purpose of the epistle, as this will aid us in understanding not only 
why Paul writes what he does but also why he writes in such a terse manner.
 Whatever else may be said about Galatians, it is clear that teachers had 
arisen within the community who were seeking to influence the people against 
Paul and his teaching. Many have speculated as to the identity of these teachers. 
Since the time of Luther’s commentary on Galatians, many Christian commen-
tators have held the traditional view that these teachers or “Influencers” were 
Jewish leaders who were trying to persuade the Galatians to accept a “salvation 
by works” doctrine. These teachers have therefore been characterized as “Juda-
izers,” as seeking to lead the Galatian believers back into Judaism that taught 
salvation by works, i.e., keeping the Law, rather than by faith in Yeshua. Taking 
this perspective, the epistle is understood to be Paul’s teaching against the Law 

19 I have made available a more thorough study of Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 
which includes a 236 page commentary and 57 study sessions (audio recordings). 
This is available at www.torahresource.com.
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(Torah) in light of salvation by faith in Yeshua. Obviously, this perspective con-
siders the “Law” (Torah) and “Faith” to be at odds. The Judaizers were teaching 
the Law as a way of salvation, and Paul was teaching faith in Yeshua—the two 
are entirely incompatible with each other.
 In more current times, this traditional view of Galatians has come under 
heavy criticism, primarily because there is scant evidence in the rabbinic litera-
ture itself that the Judaisms of Paul’s day were teaching that one could “earn” 
salvation by keeping the Torah. Even more to the point is that by all extant evi-
dence, the Judaisms of Paul’s day were surely not teaching that Gentiles could 
earn their salvation by keeping the Torah. Much to the contrary, as noted in 
Chapter 9 above, the prevailing view of 1st Century Judaisms was that a place in 
the world to come (“being saved”) was based upon being an Israelite: “All Israel 
have a place in the world to come.”20

 In fact, it is this reality, that “salvation” was viewed as attached to one’s 
Jewish identity, that best informs the message of Galatians. For in Galatians it is 
just as we noted in our study of Acts 15, namely, that the term “circumcision” is 
used as a shorthand way of describing proselytism—that rabbinic ceremony by 
which a Gentile person would be given the status of being a Jew and therefore 
qualify to have a place in the world to come. Given this understanding, one is in 
a far better position to understand why Paul speaks so strongly against circum-
cision (Gal 5:2–3). He is not arguing against the biblical commandments, as is 
seen by the fact that he has Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:1f). In Galatians, Paul 
is using “circumcision” to mean “ to become a proselyte,” that is, to accept the 
idea that “becoming a Jew” would secure a place in the world to come. To trust 
“in the flesh” rather than in Yeshua would only result in condemnation. To trust 
in a rabbinic ritual and proclamation of Jewish identity would be to deny the 
work of Yeshua and thus to be severed from Him (Gal 5:4).
 With this in mind, let us consider the message of Galatians 3. Paul begins by 
reminding the Galatian believers that they had been fully accepted by God Him-
self, evidence of which was the fact that the Spirit was evident in their individu-
al as well as their corporate lives. Just as the giving of the Spirit to the Gentiles 
at the house of Cornelius signaled their acceptance before God, so the evident 
work of the Spirit in the lives of the Galatians proved their genuine regeneration. 
Then Paul makes the point that such evidence of the Spirit occurred among them 
by “hearing with faith,” that is, apart from the “works of the Torah” (3:5, 10). 
Here, the meaning of the phrase “works of the Torah” finds its best explanation 
in precisely the same phrase found in the Qumran texts, in 4QMMT, popularly 
titled Maseket ma’asei haTorah, “some of the works of the Torah.”21 

Now, we have written to you some of the works of the Law, those 
which we determined would be beneficial for you and your people, 
because we have seen that you possess insight and knowledge of the 
Law. Understand all these things and beseech Him to set your counsel 
straight and so keep you away from evil thoughts and the counsel of 
Belial. Then you shall rejoice at the end time when you find the essence 
of our words to be true. And it will be reckoned to you as righteousness, 
in that you have done what is right and good before Him, to your own 
benefit and to that of Israel.22

20 m.Sanhedrin 10.1.
21 4Q398 f14–17ii.3ff.
22 From The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New English Translation edited by Michael O. 

Wise, Martin G. Abegg, Jr. and Edward M. Cook (HarperCollins Publishers, 
1996).
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Apparently, the fragment containing the phrase “works of the Torah” was a 
letter being sent from the leaders (or leader) of the Qumran society to those 
outside of the community who, because of their failure to abide by the “works 
of the Torah” as defined by the Qumran society, were in danger of being less 
than righteous.23 The point seems to be that if these “outsiders” would join the 
Qumran sect, they too would be “reckoned as righteous.” However, to join the 
community, they would have to abide by the “works of the Torah” as laid down 
by the leader(s). Thus, “works of the Torah” are most likely used here to define 
the boundary markers of membership in the community.
 This gives us a significant advantage in understanding what Paul is writing 
about when he uses the same phrase, “works of the Torah (Law).” The Influenc-
ers were teaching that the Gentile believers must become proselytes in order to 
obtain full membership in the covenant of Israel—they would have to submit to 
certain “works of the Torah” in order to be reckoned righteous with Israel. That, 
of course, was anathema for Paul (Gal 1:8–9) because it presented a different 
message of the “good news” which really was not “good” at all. Indeed, such 
a teaching was in every way contrary to the Gospel (the true “good news”) of 
Yeshua.
 Thus, in Galatians 3, Paul is not disparaging the commandments of the To-
rah when he writes

For as many as are of the works of the Torah are under a curse; for it is 
written, “cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written 
in the book of the torah, to perform them.” (Gal 3:10)

but is saying that if one becomes a proselyte and is trusting upon his new status 
as a Jew to be reckoned as righteous before God, he has actually put himself 
under a curse, for apart from forgiveness of sins through the sacrifice of Yeshua, 
there is no forgiveness. If they thought that their Jewish status would render 
them righteous in God’s eyes, they were sorely mistaken. As far as Paul is con-
cerned, no one can stand righteous before God apart from the atoning work of 
Messiah, because all are sinners and in need of atonement.
 It is in this context that the difficult statement of 3:12 must be understood: 
“However, the Torah is not of faith; on the contrary, “he who practices them 
shall live by them.” What does Paul mean by stating that “the Torah is not of 
faith”? The Greek literally has “the Torah is not out of faith” (oJ de; novmo~ oujk 
e[stin ejk pivstew~). At first this seem directly contrary to what Paul states in 
Rom 3:31, “Do we then nullify the Torah through faith? May it never be! On the 
contrary, we establish the Torah.” But when Paul states that “the Torah is not 
out of faith,” he is using the term “Torah” (novmo~, nomos) to mean “the works 
of the Torah,” which is the subject at hand. His point is that submitting to the 
ceremony of a proselyte and performing the necessary “works of the Torah” in 
order to be given the status of a Jew, is not something that is done “out of faith.” 
It rather is a reliance upon a man-made ritual, trusting in one’s own status rather 
than in the work of Yeshua. Moreover, trusting in the “works of the Torah” gets 
the whole sequence backwards: obedience (faithfulness) to the Torah (which 
constitutes the true “works of the Torah”) results from a genuine faith, not vice 
versa. Practising the Torah is the fruit of true faith, as Lev 18:5 makes clear.24

 The question that results from Paul’s strong stand against the “works of the 
Torah” as a means for being reckoned righteous before God is simply this: what, 

23 See Hartmut Stegemann, The Library of Qumran (Brill/Eerdmans, 1998), 104ff.
24 Note that Paul also alludes to Lev 18:5 in Rom 10:5.
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then, is the purpose of the Torah? If the “works of the Torah” cannot offer one 
right standing before God, why did God give the Torah in the first place? To an-
swer this question, Paul turns to the continuity of the covenants and the manner 
in which the Sinai covenant, the Torah, fits into the overall plan of salvation.
 His final statement in the discussion of “the works of the Torah,” found in 
v. 14, signals the conclusion he intends to reach in the chapter as a whole: “in 
order that in Messiah Yeshua the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gen-
tiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.” Thus, at 
the conclusion of the chapter we read: “And if you belong to Messiah, then you 
are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to promise.” His task in vv. 15ff is 
to show the manner in which the Torah (Sinai covenant) functions within this 
overarching plan of God.
 His first point (v. 15) is that subsequent covenants do not annul previous 
covenants that are clearly stated to be eternal. What he wants to make clear 
is that the Sinai covenant, which came 430 years after the covenant promises 
were given to Abraham, did not annul or set aside the Abrahamic covenant (v. 
17). That is, the inheritance of the promised blessings made to Abraham, which 
were based entirely upon God’s faithfulness and not upon the faithfulness of 
Abraham or his descendants, could not be made conditional later on when the 
covenant of the Torah was given. Since the inheritance is a matter of promise, it 
could not be conditional upon keeping the Torah, for the inheritance is nothing 
less than the blessing of God’s grace (v. 18).
 But if God promised His blessing of grace to Abraham and his descendants, 
why was it necessary to give the Torah?

Why the Torah then? It was added because of transgressions, having 
been ordained through angels by the agency of a mediator, until the 
seed would come to whom the promise had been made. (3:19)

Having taken this verse out of its context, many have come to the conclusion 
that the Torah was given as punishment for Israel’s sins. Given such a scenario, 
it is clear why the Torah would be abolished in the death and resurrection of 
Yeshua, for He took the punishment due to sinners, and thus there remained no 
purpose for the Torah. But that is clearly not what Paul is teaching, for in the 
subsequent verses, as in this one, he finds a very positive role for the Torah.
 Here, the phrase “it was added because of transgressions” does not mean 
that it was given as a punishment for transgressions, a meaning that simply does 
not fit either the context or Paul’s argument of the continuity of the covenants. 
In fact, if we look carefully at the Greek, we discover that this phrase offers a 
positive, not a negative, purpose for the Torah.
 First, the order of the clauses is not faithfully represented by most English 
translations. Here is a literal, phrase by phrase, translation:

Why therefore the Torah? For the sake of transgressions it was given, 
until (with a view to) he would come, the promised Seed, having been 
ordained by angels through the hand of a mediator.

This gives the verse a very positive sense: the Torah was given “for the sake of 
transgressions,” meaning that the Torah was given to show how God would deal 
with transgressions. In the Torah, the Tabernacle and priesthood, along with the 
sacrificial system and the appointed times, gave specific and clear revelation 
of how God would deal with transgressions. This understanding of the verse 
gives good reason why Paul would put the phrase about the “promised Seed” 
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second and not last, as the English translations have it. The Torah was given “for 
the sake of transgressions,” point through the divine service of the Tabernacle, 
to the Promised Seed Who would fulfill the meaning of each and every sacri-
fice, service, and festival. This was the role of the Torah, to dramatically point 
Israel to her Messiah through Whom eternal salvation would be established. 
This accords with what Paul wrote in Rom 10:4, “For Messiah is the goal of the 
Torah….”
 But then what about the role of the Torah after the Messiah has come? Paul 
answers this question in vv. 22ff. Since the Scriptures have shown that everyone 
is sinful and unable of their own to make a proper payment for their sin, the 
only means of right standing before God is by receiving the atonement made 
by Yeshua, a gift of God’s grace received only by faith. The ongoing role of the 
Torah is to act as a Pedagogue to lead sinners to Yeshua (v. 24–25). Most of the 
English translations use the word “tutor” for the Greek paidagwgov~ (paidagog-
os) but this misconstrues the meaning of the Greek term. In the Roman culture, 
the pedagogue (literally “boy leader”) was a hired servant whose duty it was to 
see that the student was taken to the teacher and brought back home each day, 
and to superintend the student’s conduct. The Pedagogue was not the teacher! 
He was a servant to make sure the student was taken to the teacher. Thus, one 
of the roles of the Torah is to lead people to the Teacher, i.e., to the Messiah. 
This accords perfectly with what we have learned about v. 19, that the Torah 
was “added (to the revelation already given) for the sake of transgressions.” The 
Torah functions to show people the manner in which God forgives transgres-
sions, i.e, to show them Messiah.
 But once a person has come to Messiah in faith, does the Torah cease hav-
ing any role? Verse 25 has often been understood to mean that once a person 
comes to faith, the Torah has exhausted its usefulness: “But now that faith has 
come, we are no longer under a pedagogue.” But in order to understand this 
verse correctly, we must remember the primary issue Paul is addressing here: 
how is one reckoned righteous before God? Once the Torah has successfully 
brought us to faith in Messiah, it no longer functions as a pedagogue. Rather, 
since we have become “sons of God,” we willingly sit at the feet of the Teacher. 
Thus, in terms of bringing us to Messiah, once we have exercised genuine faith 
in Him, the Torah no longer needs to function as a pedagogue. That is Paul’s 
point to the Galatians: if they have already come to faith in Yeshua (as the 
presence of the Spirit in their lives demonstrated), they do not need to view the 
Torah as a pedagogue to show them how to be reckoned as righteous. They are 
already reckoned righteous by faith in Yeshua.
 But this does not mean that the Torah ceases to function in the life of the 
believer. Its function as a pedagogue is only one of its purposes but not its only 
purpose. Consider this illustration: in our primary classes, we learn simple 
aspects of arithmetic: addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. Once 
we have learned these skills, there is no need to continue to re-learn them. 
We could say that once the 4th grade teacher has taught us these skills, we no 
longer have a need for a 4th grade math teacher. But this does not mean that we 
cease to use these primary math skills! Indeed, these form the foundation for 
advanced math that we may learn in subsequent grades. Likewise, once we have 
come to faith in Yeshua, the Torah no longer needs to lead us to Him. We’ve 
already embraced Yeshua in faith. But the Torah may lead us to understand 
God and His ways; the Messiah and His love; the Spirit and His leading—these 
are the ongoing functions of Torah as described by David in Ps 19: it restores, 
makes wise, brings joy, brings understanding, satisfies, and brings great reward.
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Chapter Eleven 
Didn’t God abolish the ceremonial and civil parts of the Law, 

requiring of us only the moral laws?

 One of the often heard arguments against the on-going viability of the Torah 
in the lives of those who are followers of Yeshua is that only the moral aspects 
of the Torah remain since the ceremonial and civil parts have been entirely ful-
filled by Yeshua in His life and salvific work. To put this into plain English, this 
view holds that the moral or ethical commandments of the Torah are eternal and 
therefore what God requires of all people in all ages, but that the ceremonial and 
civil laws given to Israel in the Torah have been replaced by the “law of Christ” 
(Gal 6:2; cp. Matt 7:12; 22:35–40). Moreover, it is not uncommon to hear those 
who hold this view take it one step further, claiming that all of the moral aspects 
of the Law are reiterated or restated by Messiah and His Apostles, so that one 
need not consult the Torah to discover these enduring moral commandments. 
In other words, the Torah is of no enduring practical value since the ceremonial 
and civil laws have been fulfilled by Christ and therefore “run their course,” 
and the moral or ethical aspects of the Torah have been thoroughly repeated and 
even enhanced by His teaching and example.
 That this perspective on the place of the Torah in lives of believers is well 
entrenched in the Christian Church is proven by the historical Christian creeds:

We believe, that the ceremonies and figures of the law ceased at the 
coming of Christ, and that all the shadows are accomplished; so that 
the use of them must be abolished amongst Christians; yet the truth 
and substance of them remain with us in Jesus Christ, in whom they 
have their completion. In the meantime, we still use the testimonies 
taken out of the law and the prophets, to confirm us in the doctrine of 
the gospel, and to regulate our life in all honesty, to the glory of God, 
according to his will. (Belgic Confession [1561 CE], Article 25)

The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old 
and New Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, 
who is the only Mediator between God and Man, being both God and 
Man. Wherefore they are not to be heard, which feign that the old 
Fathers did look only for transitory promises. Although the Law given 
from God by Moses, as touching Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind 
Christian men, nor the Civil precepts thereof ought of necessity to be 
received in any commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian man 
whatsoever is free from the obedience of the Commandments which 
are called Moral. (The Thirty-Nine Articles [1563 CE], Article 7)

19.3. Besides this law, commonly called moral, God was pleased to 
give to the people of Israel, as a church under age, ceremonial laws, 
containing several typical ordinances, partly of worship, prefiguring 
Christ, His graces, actions, sufferings, and benefits; and partly, holding 
forth divers instructions of moral duties. All which ceremonial laws 
are now abrogated, under the New Testament.
20.1 But, under the New Testament, the liberty of Christians is further 
enlarged, in their freedom from the yoke of the ceremonial law, to 
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which the Jewish Church was subjected; and in greater boldness of 
access to the throne of grace, and in fuller communications of the free 
Spirit of God, than believers under the law did ordinarily partake of. 
(Westminster Confession of Faith [1646 CE])

3. Besides this Law commonly called moral, God was pleased to give 
to the people of Israel Ceremonial Laws, containing several typical 
ordinances, partly of worship, prefiguring Christ, his graces, actions, 
sufferings, and benefits; and partly holding forth divers instructions 
of moral duties, all which Ceremonial Laws being appointed only to 
the time of reformation, are by Jesus Christ the true Messiah and only 
Law-giver who was furnished with power from the Father, for that end, 
abrogated and taken away.
4. To them also he gave sundry judicial Laws, which expired together 
with the state of that people, not obliging any now by virtue of that 
institution; their general equity only, being of moral use.
5. The moral Law doth for ever bind all, as well justified persons as 
others, to the obedience thereof, and that not only in regard of the matter 
contained in it, but also in respect of the authority of God the Creator; 
who gave it: Neither doth Christ in the Gospel any way dissolve, 
but much strengthen this obligation. (London Baptist Confession, 
[1677/1689 CE], Chapter XIX)

 This division of the Torah into Ceremonial, Civil, and Moral categories is 
generally defined this way:

 • Moral: those aspects of the Torah that govern one’s ethical decisions  
 and actions

   –  usually considered to be summed up in the Ten Commandments
   –  prohibition against stealing, sexual sins, murder, false witness,  

     rebellion against authority, etc.
 • Ceremonial: those aspects of the Torah that deal with modes and  

 methods of worship
   –  the sacrificial system in the Tabernacle or Temple
   –  ceremonial purities: clean and unclean
   –  the Appointed Times (festivals)
   –  tzitzit, mezzuzah, tefillin, and other symbols
   –  food laws
 • Civil:  laws governing the Israelite society in general
   –  property laws (sabbatical year [shemitta]; Jubilee [yovel])
   –  laws relating to servants; indentured slaves; debts; ownership  

     of property
   –  marriage laws; divorce laws
   –  laws relating to contracts; oaths

 At first, this argument seems to carry significant weight. For when we listen 
to the words of Yeshua and His Apostles, they emphasize the moral or ethical 
aspects of obeying God and seem to give little attention to the ceremonial and 
civil categories of the Torah.
 But this raises a very significant question: Does the division of the Torah 
into ceremonial, civil and moral categories have any biblical basis? And a sec-
ond question follows: Did the 1st Century Jewish community (including Yeshua 
and His Apostles) view the Torah in this manner? If the Torah was received as a 
single, unified entity, then it would constitute special pleading to expect Yeshua 
and His Apostles to emphasize categorical differences in their teachings.
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The Unity of the Torah

 If we read the Torah with the purpose of discovering whether categories of 
ceremonial, civil, and moral laws are clearly delineated, we discover that just the 
opposite is true. Commandments governing all aspects of life are woven togeth-
er in a unified manner. We may take Exodus 22:19–29 as an example.

Moral: 19 “Whoever lies with an animal shall surely be put to death. 
20 “He who sacrifices to any god, other than to the LORD alone, 
shall be utterly destroyed. Civil: 21 “You shall not wrong a stranger 
or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. Moral: 
22 “You shall not afflict any widow or orphan. 23 “If you afflict him 
at all, and if he does cry out to Me, I will surely hear his cry; 24 and 
My anger will be kindled, and I will kill you with the sword, and your 
wives shall become widows and your children fatherless. Civil: 25 “If 
you lend money to My people, to the poor among you, you are not to 
act as a creditor to him; you shall not charge him interest. 26 “If you 
ever take your neighbor’s cloak as a pledge, you are to return it to him 
before the sun sets, 27 for that is his only covering; it is his cloak for his 
body. What else shall he sleep in? And it shall come about that when 
he cries out to Me, I will hear him, for I am gracious. Moral: 28 “You 
shall not curse God, nor curse a ruler of your people. Ceremonial: 29 
“You shall not delay the offering from your harvest and your vintage. 
The firstborn of your sons you shall give to Me.

In reality, it is impossible to distinguish between ceremonial, civil, and moral 
in most cases. Surely bestiality would be considered a moral or ethical trans-
gression in the Torah, as would worship of a pagan god. But wouldn’t making 
a sacrifice to a pagan god also violate ceremonial commandments? What about 
doing wrong to a stranger? This could be civil, since doing wrong to a stranger 
(foreigner) might entail failure to pay wages or return a pledge, or a host of other 
civil infringements. But such wrongful actions would also be a moral transgres-
sion, as the punishment shows, for when the foreigner cries out to God, God’s 
anger is kindled. What about lending money? Does this not fall into the category 
of civil laws, regulating interest charged on the loan? The charging of interest is 
illustrated by the taking of a cloak for a pledge and the requirement to return the 
pledge in a timely fashion. The point is that charging interest impoverishes one’s 
neighbor who may appeal to God Who will hear and attend to his needs. More-
over, to retain the pledge beyond the prescribed time is equal to stealing, for the 
pledge does not belong to the lender. Is stealing a transgression of a moral or 
civil commandment? In the end, the one who fails to abide by these civil/moral 
laws also fails to act as God would act, which would be classed as “ungodly.” 
Surely this is a moral issue as well as a civil one.
 Then, immediately after dealing with issues of lending money and charg-
ing interest (including taking a pledge), the negative commandment not to curse 
God or a ruler of His people is given. One would have to class this as moral, but 
is it not also civil, since it deals with one’s relationship to civil authorities, tak-
ing an oath, and so forth? Immediately following is the command regarding the 
first fruits, which would be classed as ceremonial (having to do with the service 
in the Tabernacle or Temple). Yet the added phrase “The firstborn of your sons 
you shall give to Me” moves the commandment of first fruits into the category 
of moral as well, for to withhold the redemption of the firstborn is tantamount to 
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stealing from God, for the firstborn belongs to Him (Num 3:12). Surely stealing 
from God would be considered a moral transgression.
 In fact, when we read the Torah seeking to understand how the command-
ments might be neatly categorized into ceremonial, civil, and moral, we discov-
er that such categorization is impossible. For disobeying God, whether within 
the sphere of daily life or specifically in matters relating to one’s worship, 
always falls within the realm of moral or ethical behavior.
 The Sabbath commandment is another excellent example of this. It would 
be classed as ceremonial by those who divide the Torah into categories. But the 
Sabbath is also the sign of the covenant (Ex 31:12f) by which Israel is sancti-
fied: “for this is a sign between Me and you throughout your generations, that 
you may know that I am the LORD who sanctifies you.” Thus, if Israel were to 
disregard the Sabbath, they would likewise be disregarding one of the means by 
which God intends to make them holy. Furthermore, disregarding the Sabbath 
draws the death penalty (Ex 31:14) which hardly seems fitting if the Sabbath 
commandment were strictly ceremonial. Finally, the reason that the Sabbath 
is to be observed, according to this text, is that in honoring the Sabbath, Israel 
follows the pattern of God Himself Who also rested on the seventh day from 
His work of creating. Thus, honoring the Sabbath is to do what God does—to 
be like Him. Once again, the Sabbath commandment shows the impossibility of 
separating the commandments into neatly configured categories. Honoring the 
Sabbath clearly has ceremonial aspects (time, calendar, prescribed activities) but 
it also functions in the whole matter of making Israel holy (sanctified to God) by 
being conformed to His ways (resting as He rested).
 There is another phenomenon that occurs in the biblical text that empha-
sizes the unity of the Torah, namely, the use of “commandment” in the singular 
rather than the plural. Note the following examples from the Tanach:

Now the LORD said to Moses, “Come up to Me on the mountain and 
remain there, and I will give you the stone tablets with the law and the 
commandment (הַּמִצְוָה) which I have written for their instruction.” (Ex 
24:12)

Now this is the commandment (הַּמִצְוָה), the statutes and the judgments 
which the LORD your God has commanded me to teach you, that you 
might do them in the land where you are going over to possess it… 
(Deut 6:1)

Only be very careful to observe the commandment (הַמִצְוָה) and the law 
which Moses the servant of the LORD commanded you, to love the 
LORD your God and walk in all His ways and keep His commandments  
 and hold fast to Him and serve Him with all your heart and ( מִצְֹותָיו)
with all your soul. (Josh 22:5)

The precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart;  The 
commandment of the LORD (מִצְוַת יהוה) is pure, enlightening the eyes. 
(Ps 19:8)

What makes this use of “commandment” in the singular significant is that it is 
found in connection with other plural nouns that represent the Torah: “statutes,” 
“judgment,” “all His way,” “commandments,” and “precepts.” What this would 
indicate is that Moses used “commandment” (singular) to emphasize the unity 
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of all the commandments within the overall structure of the Torah.1

The Teachings of Yeshua & the Apostles

 When we turn specifically to the teaching of Yeshua and His Apostles, we 
find that they uphold the unity of the Torah, not its division into ceremonial, 
civil, and moral categories. Note the teaching of Yeshua in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt 5:21–48). He begins in this section with the sixth commandment 
(v. 21): “You shall not commit murder,” which would surely be classed as a 
moral commandment. But then Yeshua shows that murder must be understood 
as encompassing far more than physically taking another person’s life. Just as 
hatred led Cain to kill his brother Abel, so hatred is the beginning of breaking 
this commandment and thus the first part of murder. The commandment is there-
fore civil as well as moral, for it speaks to how people within a community treat 
each other. Indeed, to defame one’s fellowman as a “fool” puts one in jeopardy 
of eternal damnation (v. 22). What is more, if one holds a grudge against one’s 
neighbor, this affects one’s ability to offer a sacrifice, something that would be 
classed as ceremonial. For Yeshua, the moral, civil, and ceremonial are all wo-
ven together in a single cloth of holy living.
 In vv. 27f Yeshua speaks to the issue of adultery, something that would fall 
into the category of moral law. But then Yeshua moves to the issue of divorce 
(vv. 31f), something that would normally be categorized as civil. What He 
teaches is that divorce improperly enacted precipitates adultery, which is clearly 
in the category of moral or ethical.
 In the same way, Paul’s use of the Torah shows no rigid boundaries between 
so-called categories. For instance, in 1Cor 9:9 Paul quotes the commandment 
from Deut 25:4, “You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,” a law that 
would normally be categorized as “civil.” Apparently Paul considers this com-
mandment to still be viable, for he uses it in a qal v’chomer argument to prove 
that those who labor in the work of the Gospel should “get their living from the 
Gospel” (v. 14). In other words, Paul derives a moral or ethical principle from 
this “civil” commandment, showing us that as far as he was concerned, there 
were no rigid boundaries that separated a “civil” law from a “moral” or “ethical” 
commandment.2

The Torah in the Millennial Reign of Yeshua

 The whole notion that God separated the commandments of the Torah into 
the three categories of ceremonial, civil, and moral falls on hard ground when 
the message of the Prophets is studied, particularly their description of the 
millennial reign of the Messiah. One of the primary reasons that the Church 
devised the scheme of dividing the commandments into these three categories 
was so that the Church could jettison the ceremonial and civil commandments 
as no longer binding upon believers. The rationale for this doctrine (as noted 
above in the various Church Creeds that were cited) was that in the salvific work 

1 Note that Paul also uses the word “commandment” in the singular as a fitting de-
scription of the whole Torah: “I was once alive apart from the Torah; but when the 
commandment came, sin became alive and I died; and this commandment, which 
was to result in life, proved to result in death for me; for sin, taking an opportunity 
through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. So then, the To-
rah is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.” (Rom 7:9–11)

2 Cp. 1Tim 5:18.
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of Yeshua, He abolished the ceremonial and civil laws, which were given as 
temporary “sign-posts” with a view to the establishment of His Kingdom. Once 
the Messiah had come, the revelation given by these temporary measures (the 
Temple service with its priesthood and sacrifices; the theocracy of the nation of 
Israel; etc) were no longer need—the shadows had given way to the substance. 
What remained, then, were the moral or ethical commandments which are eter-
nal since they reflect the eternal and unchanging nature of God Himself.
 But given such a perspective, how are we to understand the Prophets’ de-
scriptions of the millennial reign of the Messiah? Note, for instance, the proph-
ecy of Ezekiel 36:24–28.

For I will take you [Israel] from the nations, gather you from all the 
lands and bring you into your own land. Then I will sprinkle clean 
water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your 
filthiness and from all your idols. Moreover, I will give you a new heart 
and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone 
from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within 
you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to 
observe My ordinances. You will live in the land that I gave to your 
forefathers; so you will be My people, and I will be your God.

Here, the regathering of Israel to the Land is envisioned, as well as a spiri-
tual revival on a national scale. Purity language is employed, in which Israel 
is cleansed from her filthiness and idolatry and given a new heart and a new 
spirit. Moreover, the Spirit of God resides within Israel. But notice carefully 
the result of this revival and spiritual renewal: God will cause them “to walk in 
My statutes (חֻּקַי), and you will be careful to observe My ordinances (מְִׁשּפָטַי).” 
If we are to look at how Ezekiel uses these terms (“statutes” and “ordinances”) 
elsewhere in his prophecy, we discover that they describe the laws of charg-
ing interest (18:17), keeping the Sabbath and festivals (20:13, 16; 44:24), and 
dealing faithfully with pledges (33:15). In other words, Ezekiel clearly states 
that in the millennial reign of the Messiah, Israel’s spiritual revival is character-
ized by her careful adherence to those laws that the Church labels as “civil” and 
“ceremonial,” the very laws that were supposedly abolished forever by Yeshua’s 
death and resurrection.
 Another example: Isaiah 56:6–7:

Also the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to 
Him, and to love the name of the LORD, to be His servants, every one 
who keeps from profaning the sabbath and holds fast My covenant; 
even those I will bring to My holy mountain and make them joyful in 
My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be 
acceptable on My altar; for My house will be called a house of prayer 
for all the peoples.

That this section of Isaiah is speaking about the future millennial restoration 
of Israel is clear from v. 8 as well as from the larger context. Yet notice that in 
this description, the Sabbath is kept as holy and burnt offerings and sacrifices 
are accepted by God on His altar in the Temple. Clearly so-called “ceremonial” 
aspects of the Torah will be observed.
 Consider as well the words of Zechariah as he describes the future regather-
ing of Israel and the spiritual revival she will experience on a national level:

And I will remove their blood from their mouth and their detestable 
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things from between their teeth. Then they also will be a remnant for 
our God, and be like a clan in Judah, and Ekron like a Jebusite. (Zech. 
9:7)

Then it will come about that any who are left of all the nations that 
went against Jerusalem will go up from year to year to worship the 
King, the LORD of hosts, and to celebrate the Feast of Sukkot. (Zech. 
14:16)

In that day there will be inscribed on the bells of the horses, “HOLY 
TO THE LORD.” And the cooking pots in the LORD’s house will be 
like the bowls before the altar. Every cooking pot in Jerusalem and in 
Judah will be holy to the LORD of hosts; and all who sacrifice will 
come and take of them and boil in them. And there will no longer 
be a Canaanite in the house of the LORD of hosts in that day. (Zech. 
14:20–21)

Clearly, this is describing a situation that has not yet occurred in world history. 
But note what kinds of things characterize this future revival: 1) strict adherence 
to the Torah’s prescriptions for food, as to what is clear and what is unclean; 2) 
worship at the Temple will be reinstituted; 3) ceremonial purity on the level of 
priestly purity will be common for all; the nations will worship in Jerusalem at 
the appointed festivals (specifically, Sukkot). All of this requires that the com-
mandments of the Torah that regulate these activities be in place. 
 Once again, if Yeshua had abolished those commandments classed as “cer-
emonial” or “civil,” it would be impossible to reinstate them, for surely what 
He accomplished at the cross cannot be overturned. The reality, however, is that 
He did not abolish even the smallest stroke of the Torah, as He plainly states in 
Matt 5:17–20. In fact, one of the overarching realities of Yeshua’s salvific work 
was to secure His people’s obedience to the Torah by accomplishing everything 
necessary to remove the heart of stone and replace it with a heart of flesh. What 
these prophecies make clear is that the final consummation of God’s plan of 
salvation is characterized by a careful, heartfelt, and happy obedience to all of 
God’s ordinances and commandments.
 “But,” some will contend, “it is impossible to keep many of the ceremonial 
and civil commandments in the Torah since neither the Temple nor the priest-
hood is established in our day.” This, of course, is true, but our ability or inabil-
ity to keep those commandments that depend upon the Temple and priesthood 
does not determine whether or not they remain viable. As I noted in Chapter 
Three (p. 34 above), the same problem prevailed among Israel when they were 
dispersed from the Land into the lands of their enemies. In their exile, they had 
neither Temple or functioning priesthood, yet the promise of God to them in 
Deut 30:1–3 was that when they were in exile, if they returned in obedience 
with all their heart and soul to the commandments God had given, He would 
restore their captivity. How could they do that if so many of the command-
ments were impossible to keep in the lands of their exile? The answer must be 
that their willingness to keep all the commandments available to keep would be 
received by God as a sufficient indication of their true repentance and desire to 
keep all of the commandments. To put it simply: given the opportunity to obey 
all of the commandments, would we be willing to do so? The answer God wants 
is a humble “Yes.” Obviously, apart from God’s power and the power of His 
Spirit enabling the believer to obey, keeping any of the commandments would 
be impossible. But the willing heart is what God seeks.
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Built-in Obsolescence

 One of the finest voices in Old Testament Studies today is that of Walter 
Kaiser. His work has been a great help to me personally and in large measure, 
his positive emphasis upon the value of the Torah and the Tanach for Christians 
has been a welcome “breath of fresh air” in biblical studies in general. Yet in 
spite of this strong and text-centered emphasis that characterizes his work, he 
does side with the typically reformed view of the Torah, that the moral aspects 
remain while the ceremonial and civil parts of the Torah are no longer required 
for righteous living. He describes the ceremonial and civil aspects of the Torah 
as having a “built-in obsolescence,” that is, that from the very giving of the 
Torah, the ceremonial and civil commandments were destined to obsolescence 
once they fulfilled their purpose in pointing to Yeshua Who fulfilled them.
 In summarizing Kaiser’s position,3 he notes that the general tenor of the 
Torah (Law) may be summed up in three corollaries: 1) the Torah proceeds from 
God, 2) the basis for all obligation to obey the law is the redemption and deliv-
erance of God for His people, and 3) the example of holiness is God Himself: 
“Be holy because I, the lord your God, am holy” (Lev 19:2; cf. 11:44–45).

These three facts point to the priority and the precedent-setting nature 
of the moral law, which stems from the character and nature of God. 
Since God’s character will never change, the moral law based on it is 
as abiding and as absolute as the very attributes, qualities, and nature 
of God himself.
 The remaining aspects of the Mosaic laws, whether they be civil 
or ceremonial laws, are but illustrations, applications, or situationally-
specific implementations of that same permanent moral law. This 
point can be seen, for example, in the theological and religious motive 
clauses that were supplied for most types of law throughout the Old 
Testament. These clauses plead God’s holy character, his nature, 
and his salvific acts on behalf of his people as a motivation for their 
observing the law.4 

 Kaiser believes that Yeshua ranked the laws, labeling the moral laws as 
having greater weight, thus showing that the civil and ceremonial laws had the 
possibility of becoming obsolete.

The case for the single, monolithic law that refuses to recognize Jesus’ 
ranking the moral law above all other laws as being of greater weight, 
significance, and importance must now be scrapped. Indeed, the claim 
that the law of the Lord, in all its parts, has now ceased to be valid 
because of Christ’s perfect fulfillment of the ceremonial part of the 
law … must itself also be abandoned in light of the teaching of Moses, 
Jesus, and Paul.5 

 Thus, Kaiser wants the middle ground: the eternal viability of the moral 
aspects of the Torah, with the ceremonial and civil set aside for new “situation-
ally-specific” implementations.
 While Kaiser’s explanation and perspective has much to commend it in 

3 This summary is taken from his article “The Law as God’s Guidance for the 
Promotion of Holiness” in Wayne Strickland, ed., The Law, the Gospel and the 
Modern Christian: Five Views (Zondervan, 1993), pp. 177–99.

4 Ibid., p. 197.
5 Ibid., p. 198.
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terms of proving the eternal viability and value of the Torah for the life of the 
believer, and the manner in which the Torah promotes holiness for those who 
have confessed Messiah, it does not appear to me that he has sufficiently shown 
evidence for a clear demarcation of the laws into discrete categories. Moreover, 
the idea that only the moral laws retain their ability to reveal the character and 
heart of God Himself seems to me to play into a platonic or neo-platonic world-
view, in which the physical realm is viewed as of little value in light of the non-
physical world of ideas. What I mean by this is simply that the moral character 
of God as revealed in the moral and ethical demands of the Torah is best un-
derstood and made practical in one’s life when one engages in the obedience of 
what Kaiser would class as “ceremonial” commandments.
 For instance, attaching the words of Torah to one’s door post would doubt-
lessly be categorized as “ceremonial.” Yet those of us who have followed this 
commandment have often noted how touching the mezuzah when leaving home 
or returning functions as a constant reminder of how we are to act morally and 
ethically in the various events of the day. Similarly, (for example) one can gain 
much from studying the laws of Pesach (Passover), and understanding the 1st 
Century Pesach seder as background to the words and actions of Yeshua our 
Messiah. But again, many of us have discovered that when we began to actually 
celebrate Pesach; when we determined to observe Chag HaMatzot (the feast of 
unleavened bread); when we did all within our ability to clean the leaven out 
of our homes—when we engaged in what would be classed as “ceremonial,” 
we discovered a much richer reality in the message of Pesach and the spiritual 
realities it teaches. This, in turn, offers renewed spiritual strength and growth, 
which gives greater spiritual ability to live out the moral and ethical norms of 
the Torah. 
 What I am saying is this: the doing of the commandments that are classed 
by some as “ceremonial” should not be divorced from the God-ordained meth-
ods by which He intends for us to know Him as He has revealed Himself. He 
knows that we, as beings created in His image, often learn the larger lessons 
through tactile means—through actual “hands-on” experience in our day-by-day 
living. If, as Kaiser suggests, the “ceremonial” aspects of the Torah were given 
to Israel as means of revealing God’s moral and ethical norms for daily living, 
why would anyone think that they have lost this same revelatory ability? Surely 
the 21st Century is far different than the 1st Century! But mankind, in our basic 
nature, has not changed. We deal with the same “flesh” as did the Apostles and 
the Prophets before them. And it seems evident to me that the Torah, in all of its 
varied commandments, teachings, and instructions, is perfectly crafted by the 
Almighty to speak to our own essential needs, both through thought (concept) 
and deed (hands-on life experiences).
 As to the idea that Yeshua Himself ranked the commandments, giving to the 
so-called “moral commandments” greater weight, I would emphasize the word-
ing of Matt 23:23, where this terminology is found:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and 
dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier provisions of the 
Torah: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you 
should have done without neglecting the others.

Here, Yeshua is not teaching an “either-or,” as though the tithing of mint and dill 
and cummin is to be jettisoned in favor of justice, mercy, and faithfulness. No, 
His words are clear: “these are things you should have done without neglecting 
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the others.” Yeshua teaches a “both-and,” not an “either-or.” 
 In the end, however, I find no sufficient biblical grounds for categorizing the 
commandments as ceremonial, civil, and moral. Morality or ethics is summed 
up in obeying God. For one would have to conclude that sin, in whatever realm 
of human existence, is sin nonetheless.
 The argument that Messiah abolished the ceremonial and civil aspects of the 
Torah, leaving only the moral or ethical aspects to remain eternally, is disproved 
by the obvious fact that according to the Prophets, the ceremonial and civil 
commandments of the Torah are well in place during the future regathering and 
revival of the nation of Israel. Moreover, when the commandments are analyzed 
in their biblical context, one immediately sees that the categories of “moral,” 
“ceremonial,” and “civil” overlap to such an extent that they lose such categori-
cal distinctions.
 On the contrary, throughout the Torah itself, and then as amplified by the 
Prophets, Writings and Apostolic Scriptures, the commandments of God are 
seen as an organic whole, working together to provide for the people of God a 
standard for righteous living as well as safeguards to maintain a life sanctified 
unto God. The use of the singular “commandment” throughout the Scriptures to 
refer to the whole Torah emphasizes this organic unity.




