WHAT ARE THE 'ORDINANCES' OF COLOSSIANS 2:14 AND EPHESIANS
2:15?

THE WORD "ORDINANCES" IN COLOSSIANS 2:14 AND EPHESIANS 2:15
DOES NOT REFER TO GOD'S LAWS. IT IS TRANSLATED FROM THE GREEK
WORD DOGMA AND REFERS GENERALLY TO OPINIONS, JUDGMENTS, AND
DECREES. SUCH ORDINANCES COULD BE PUBLIC DECREES BY
GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS OR RELIGIOUS DECREES BY RELIGIOUS
OFFICIALS. WE SHOULD, HOWEVER, TREAT THESE TWO VERSES
SEPARATELY BECAUSE THEY DEAL WITH DIFFERENT SUBJECTS.

COLOSSIANS 2:14 SHOULD BE SEEN IN ITS CONTEXT, SPECIFICALLY WITH
THE PRECEDING VERSE:

AND YOU, BEING DEAD IN YOUR TRESPASSES AND THE UNCIRCUMCISION
OF YOUR FLESH, HE HAS MADE ALIVE TOGETHER WITH HIM, HAVING
FORGIVEN YOU ALL TRESPASSES, HAVING WIPED OUT THE HANDWRITING
OF REQUIREMENTS THAT WAS AGAINST US, WHICH WAS CONTRARY TO
US. AND HE HAS TAKEN IT OUT OF THE WAY, HAVING NAILED IT TO THE
CROSS. (VERSES 13-14)

THE NEW KING JAMES VERSION HAS RENDERED DOGMA AS
"REQUIREMENTS," A PERFECTLY JUSTIFIABLE TRANSLATION. THE PHRASE
"HANDWRITING OF REQUIREMENTS," HOWEVER, BEGS AN EXPLANATION.
ITS BASIC MEANING IS "A WRITTEN STATEMENT OF OBLIGATION," MUCH
LIKE A TRAFFIC CITATION, WHICH LISTS THE LAWS THAT ITS RECIPIENT
BROKE. THUS, IT IS A RECORD OF WRONGDOING OR GUILT. WE CAN
VERIFY THIS BY SEEING THAT THE CLAUSE IN WHICH IT APPEARS
RESTATES THE ONE JUST BEFORE IT: "HAVING FORGIVEN YOU ALL
TRESPASSES." WHAT PAUL IS TELLING THESE COLOSSIANS IS THAT THE
SACRIFICE OF JESUS CHRIST HAS "WIPED OUT" ALL RECORDS OF THEIR
GUILT IN BREAKING GOD'S LAW. THAT IS GOOD NEWS!

CHRIST CAME TO PAY THE PENALTY FOR ALL OUR SINS. ACCEPTING HIS
SACRIFICE RELEASES US FROM THE PENALTY OF DEATH INCURRED
THROUGH OUR SIN AND CLEANSES OUR CONSCIENCE FROM ALL GUILT
(EPHESIANS 1:7; HEBREWS 9:14; | JOHN 1:7; 2:2). GOD SAYS THAT WHEN
HE FORGIVES OUR SINS, HE REMOVES IT "AS FAR AS THE EAST IS FROM
THE WEST" (PSALM 103:12). THIS TRULY IS "TAKI[ING] IT OUT OF THE
WAY"!

EPHESIANS 2:15 USES DOGMA DIFFERENTLY, AND AGAIN, WE NEED TO
SEE THE CONTEXT OF PAUL'S ARGUMENT:

FOR HE HIMSELF IS OUR PEACE, WHO HAS MADE BOTH [JEW AND
GENTILE] ONE, AND HAS BROKEN DOWN THE MIDDLE WALL OF DIVISION
BETWEEN US, HAVING ABOLISHED IN HIS FLESH THE ENMITY, THAT IS,
THE LAW OF COMMANDMENTS CONTAINED IN ORDINANCES, TO CREATE



IN HIMSELF ONE NEW MAN FROM THE TWO, THUS MAKING PEACE, AND
THAT HE MIGHT RECONCILE THEM BOTH TO GOD IN ONE BODY THROUGH
THE CROSS, THEREBY PUTTING TO DEATH THE ENMITY. (VERSES 14-16)

PAUL HIMSELF DEFINES WHAT THIS "LAW OF COMMANDMENTS
CONTAINED IN ORDINANCES" IS; IT IS "THE ENMITY"—WHICH HE
MENTIONS TWICE (VERSES 15-16)—BETWEEN JEWS AND GENTILES (SEE
VERSES 11-12). HE ALSO CALLS IT "THE MIDDLE WALL OF DIVISION" IN
VERSE 14. WHATEVER "THE LAW OF COMMANDMENTS CONTAINED IN
ORDINANCES" IS, IT CAUSES HATRED AND DIVISION. THIS RULES OUT
RIGHT AWAY THAT IT REFERS TO GOD'S LAW, FOR IT, PAUL WRITES IN
ROMANS 7:12, "IS HOLY, AND THE COMMANDMENT HOLY AND JUST AND
GOOD."

WE CAN SOLVE OUR DILEMMA WITH ONE PASSAGE FROM JESUS' OWN
MOUTH, SPEAKING TO THE SCRIBES AND PHARISEES OF HIS DAY:

WHY DO YOU ALSO TRANSGRESS THE COMMANDMENT OF GOD BECAUSE
OF YOUR TRADITION?. . THUS YOU HAVE MADE THE COMMANDMENT OF
GOD OF NO EFFECT BY YOUR TRADITION. HYPOCRITES! WELL DID ISAIAH
PROPHESY ABOUT YOU, SAYING: . .. "AND IN VAIN THEY WORSHIP ME,
TEACHING AS DOCTRINES THE COMMANDMENTS OF MEN." (MATTHEW
15:3-9)

THESE "COMMANDMENTS OF MEN" WERE THE RESTRICTIVE PHARISAICAL
DECREES BURDENING THE JEWS AND THOSE AMONG THE GENTILES WHO
DESIRED TO WORSHIP GOD. THESE HUMAN ORDINANCES—ADDITIONS BY
MEN TO WHAT GOD REVEALED IN THE OLD TESTAMENT—CONTRIBUTED
TO FEELINGS OF PREJUDICE, ANIMOSITY, SUSPICION, AND SEPARATION
BETWEEN THE JEWS AND GENTILES WHO WERE BEING CALLED INTO
GOD'S CHURCH. THESE ORDINANCES ACTED AS A "MIDDLE WALL OF
DIVISION." HOWEVER, JESUS ABOLISHED THAT BARRIER THROUGH HIS
SUPREME SACRIFICE: "FOR HE IS OUR PEACE" (EPHESIANS 2:14).

IN PAUL'S DAY, MANY NEWLY-BEGOTTEN CHRISTIANS CONTINUED TO
SUFFER FROM THE BURDEN OF THEIR FORMER TEACHINGS. SOME
CONVERTED JEWS FOUND IT DIFFICULT TO FORGET AND CHANGE THAT
DEEPLY INGRAINED PART OF THEIR LIVES. IT AFFECTED EVEN SOMEONE
AS CONVERTED AS THE APOSTLE PETER (SEE GALATIANS 2:11-12). PAUL
EXPLAINS TO THE EPHESIANS, MOSTLY GENTILES, THAT CHRISTIANS
COMPRISE AN ENTIRELY NEW COMMUNITY THAT IS NOT DEPENDENT AT
ALL UPON THE MANMADE LAWS AND REGULATIONS OF THEIR FORMER
RELIGIONS BUT ONLY UPON WHAT GOD HAD REVEALED: "NOW,
THEREFORE, YOU ARE NO LONGER STRANGERS AND FOREIGNERS, BUT
FELLOW CITIZENS WITH THE SAINTS AND MEMBERS OF THE HOUSEHOLD
OF GOD, HAVING BEEN BUILT ON THE FOUNDATION OF THE APOSTLES
AND THE PROPHETS, JESUS CHRIST HIMSELF BEING THE CHIEF
CORNERSTONE" (EPHESIANS 2:19-20).



CHRIST ABOLISHED THE TALMUDIC TRADITIONS—ALL OF WHICH WERE
YOKES OF BONDAGE (GALATIANS 5:1; MATTHEW 23:4)—AS NECESSARY
FOR SALVATION. JESUS, HOWEVER, DID NOT DO AWAY WITH ANY PART OF
GOD'S LAW. HE MADE IT POSSIBLE FOR BOTH JEW AND GENTILE TO
BECOME SPIRITUAL ISRAELITES, THE CHILDREN OF GOD (GALATIANS
3:26-29; 6:16), SO THEY MIGHT LIVE TOGETHER IN FREEDOM WITHIN HIS
PERFECT LAW (JAMES 1:25). HE SAYS IN MATTHEW 5:17, "DO NOT THINK
THAT | CAME TO DESTROY THE LAW OR THE PROPHETS. I DID NOT COME
TO DESTROY BUT TO FULFILL."

YES, TO FULFILL, TO OBSERVE, TO KEEP, AND BY DOING SO, HE SET US A
PERFECT EXAMPLE AS TO HOW WE OUGHT TO LIVE. WE ARE "TO WALK
JUST AS HE WALKED" (I JOHN 2:6). THE APOSTLE PETER WRITES THAT
CHRIST LEFT "US AN EXAMPLE, THAT YOU SHOULD FOLLOW HIS STEPS" (I
PETER 2:21). PAUL SAYS, "IMITATE ME, JUST AS | ALSO IMITATE CHRIST" (I
CORINTHIANS 11:1).

GOD'S LAW IS GOOD AND FOR OUR BENEFIT: "YOU SHALL THEREFORE
KEEP HIS STATUTES AND HIS COMMANDMENTS, WHICH | COMMAND YOU
TODAY, THAT IT MAY GO WELL WITH YOU AND WITH YOUR CHILDREN
AFTER YOU, AND THAT YOU MAY PROLONG YOUR DAYS IN THE LAND
WHICH THE LORD YOUR GOD IS GIVING YOU FOR ALL TIME"
(DEUTERONOMY 4:40).

JESUS CHRIST DID INDEED DO AWAY WITH THE UNNECESSARY AND
UNPROFITABLE REQUIREMENTS OF MEN, BUT THE LAW OF GOD IS
BINDING ON US MORE THAN EVER. WE ARE TO KEEP IT IN THE SPIRIT AS
WELL AS THE LETTER. EVEN SO, THE BENEFITS OF KEEPING GOD'S LAWS
ARE WONDERFUL, AND MANY. JESUS SAYS, "IF YOU KNOW THESE THINGS,
HAPPY ARE YOU IF YOU DO THEM" (JOHN 13:17).



