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COMMAND THEM TO KEEP
THE LAW OF MOSES
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INTRODUCTION1

The problems facing the church today are varied and many. Satan’s
attacks are vicious. From without, our adversary has allied himself with
every form of wicked and perverse entity known to man. His singular
objective is to destroy the church of Christ and he has hired mercenar-
ies of the basest sort to achieve this dark purpose. His most ardent allies
are humanism and secularism, atheism, skepticism and agnosticism,
sectarianism and false religion, and immorality. With hellish intent,
Satan assaults the fortified city hoping to create a spiritual breach that
will allow his sinful supporters to weaken the strong, destroy the weak
and enlist the support of the discontented.

Perhaps Satan’s greatest strengths lie within the church itself! Even
from within the precious blood bought body of Christ, Satan seeks to
devastate the kingdom through deceptive means. His evil advocates
infiltrate the citizenry of heaven and spread his wicked propaganda to
soften and diminish the defenses of God’s army. Ignorance, compla-
cency, stubbornness, compromise, and man’s pride are areas of
weakness upon which Satan knows he can launch attacks that will
wreak havoc among the soldiers of Christ.

From the time the church was established Satan has sought
emissaries within the church to make ready an opposition to truth.
Sadly, there have been those among God’s people only too eager to
oblige. In the first century, Judaizing teachers sought to tear down the
faith of the believing Gentiles through demanding they keep the Law
of Moses and commit themselves to circumcision as a matter of
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salvation. So great was the problem created by the factious Pharisees
in Antioch that the church sent Paul, Barnabas, and others to Jerusalem
in hopes that the matter might be resolved.

And certain men which came down from Judaea taught the
brethren, and said, Except ye be circumcised after the manner of
Moses, ye cannot be saved. When therefore Paul and Barnabas
had no small dissension and disputation with them, they deter-
mined that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them, should
go up to Jerusalem unto the apostles and elders about this
question. And being brought on their way by the church, they
passed through Phenice and Samaria, declaring the conversion
of the Gentiles: and they caused great joy unto all the brethren.
And when they were come to Jerusalem, they were received of
the church, and of the apostles and elders, and they declared all
things that God had done with them. But there rose up certain of
the sect of the Pharisees which believed, saying, That it was
needful to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the
law of Moses (Acts 15:1-5).

In this study we will consider the setting of the circumstances surround-
ing the matter, the sect that was in the forefront of the divisive doctrine,
some similarities between the Pharisees who were holding to the old
law with those today who seek authority under the Law of Moses to
promote their own traditions, and the stand which Paul and Barnabas
boldly and openly made in opposition to this error.

THE SETTING
The church of Christ is the single greatest institution known to

man! It was eternally purposed in the mind of God (Eph. 3:10-11),
divinely promised to all humanity (Gen. 12:1-3; Eph. 3:1-6), and
prophesied by inspiration by prophets, priests, and kings (Isa. 2:2-3
Dan. 2:1-44; 2 Sam. 7:12-17). John the immerser, Jesus in His earthly
ministry, and His disciples in their early ministries made preparations
for it (Mt. 3:2; 4:17; 10:7), and it was brought into perfection for all
humanity and the angels of heaven to see by the preaching of the
Gospel of Christ (Acts 2; Eph. 3:8-11; 1 Pet. 1:10-12).
The Promise

From the beginning, God by His grace and mercy, determined to
bring His Son into this world to defeat Satan, the deceiver and
adversary of humanity, (Rev. 20:10; 1 Pet. 5:8), and to provide a means
by which man through obedience might be saved from sin (Gen. 3:15;
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Acts 2:23; 4:28; Jn. 12:32). Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came into this
world through the descendants of Abraham according to His covenants
and promises (Gen. 12:3; 22:18; Deut. 18:15, 18-19; Mt. 1:1ff). Israel,
God’s chosen people to bring the Messiah into the world, lived
according to God’s statutes and judgments given by the great lawgiver
and prophet Moses (Deut. 5:1ff). In addition to living according to
these laws, Israel also kept the covenant of circumcision given by God
to Abraham as a token of the promises God had made to him (Gen.
17:11; Josh. 5:1-7).

In the process of time, Israel turned from serving Jehovah God.
Forsaking the statutes of God’s law, Israel made covenants with the
nations around them, married their sons and daughters, and built altars
to worship their idols (Deut. 7:1-6; Jgs. 1:21, 27-36; 2:2:1-3, 11-19; et
al.). Ultimately, God delivered the rebellious nation into the hands of
its enemies. After seventy years in Babylonian captivity God returned
a righteous remnant to the land that through them He might fulfill His
promise to bring the Messiah into the world to save man (Isa. 44:24-
45:4; Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10; Dan. 9:2; Ezra 1:1-11).
The Fulfillment

During the reign of Caesar Augustus, Jesus was born of a virgin in
Bethlehem of Judah according to the promises of God and the prophe-
cies of the Old Testament prophets (Lk. 2:1ff; Isa. 7:14; Mt. 1:18-25).
Following an obscure early life, Jesus entered into His earthly ministry
preaching the Gospel of the kingdom declaring: “Repent: for the
kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt. 4:17-23). During this earthly
ministry of about three years, by the many “miracles and wonders and
signs” which He did among the people (Acts 2:22), and by fulfilling all
that was “written in the law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the
psalms” concerning Him (Lk. 24:44), Jesus showed Himself clearly to
be the prophesied Messiah of God.

Following the death of Augustus, his stepson, Tiberius, reigned as
emperor of Rome. It was under his reign that Jesus was crucified at the
hands of the people fulfilling David’s prophecy: “Why do the heathen
rage, and the people imagine a vain thing? The kings of the earth set
themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the Lord, and
against his anointed, saying, Let us break their bands asunder, and cast
away their cords from us” (Ps. 2:1-3; cf. Acts 4:25-27). Yet, it was by
His death on the cross and the shedding of His blood that humanity has
access to the grace and mercy of God and salvation from sin (Isa. 53;
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Jn. 12:32; Rom. 6:3-4; 1 Pet. 1:18-19; Rev. 1:5; et al). Following
Christ’s death, according to prophecy, Jesus was raised from the dead
on the third day (Lk. 24:46; 1 Cor. 15:1-4), and for forty days showed
Himself alive to many of His disciples “speaking of the things
pertaining to the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). Commanding them to
remain in Jerusalem and to “wait for the promise of the Father” i.e., the
Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4; 1:8; Jn. 14:26; 16:13), Jesus was received up into
heaven where He received “dominion, and glory, and a kingdom” (Dan.
7:14). This kingdom is that great institution—the church of Christ!
The Church

The church of Christ was established on the first Pentecost after
Christ’s death in the city of Jerusalem (Acts 2). As Israel of old had
been God’s chosen people to bring the Messiah into the world, now the
church, as spiritual Israel, stands as God’s chosen people to serve Him
as a kingdom of priests (Gal. 6:16; 1 Pet. 2:5, 9). Just as God made a
covenant with ancient Israel to bring His Son into this world and sealed
that covenant with the blood of animals, today the new covenant that
God has made with man, salvation from sin by His Son, has God sealed
with the blood of His Son (Jer. 31:31-34; Heb. 6:8-13; Mt. 26:28).
Following the establishment of the church, the apostles boldly preached
the Gospel of Christ and repentance in His name (Lk. 24:46-49; Acts
2-5). They also suffered great persecution at the hands of many of the
Jews who refused to accept Christ and the Gospel (Acts 6-9). Neverthe-
less, many of the Jews believed and the church multiplied (Acts 6:1, 6).
The Gospel Goes To The Gentiles

While the Gospel was preached in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria,
it had not yet gone to the Gentiles. About eight years after the establish-
ment of the church, the Gospel was preached to the Gentiles by Peter
in the house of Cornelius in Caesarea (Acts 10).2 Because of racial
prejudice and hatred toward the Gentiles, many of the Jews opposed
Peter going into Cornelius’ house (Acts 11:1-3). Nevertheless, upon
hearing how “God gave them the like gift” causing the Holy Spirit to
fall on the Gentiles as on them, the Jews “held their peace, and glorified
God, saying, Then hath God also to the Gentiles granted repentance
unto life” (Acts 11:14-18).

Of the Jews who opposed the Gospel, none was more vocal and
determined to destroy the church of Christ than was Saul of Tarsus. “As
for Saul, he made havock of the church, entering into every house, and
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haling men and women committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3; cf. 9:1;
22:4; 26:9-11; Gal. 1:13; 1 Tim. 1:12-13). Traveling to Damascus,
however, Saul was confronted by Jesus who declared unto him:

I have appeared unto thee for this purpose, to make thee a
minister and a witness both of these things which thou hast seen,
and of those things in the which I will appear unto thee; Deliver-
ing thee from the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now
I send thee, To open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness
to light, and from the power of Satan unto God, that they may
receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which
are sanctified by faith that is in me (Acts 26:16-18).

Being instructed of the Gospel by Ananias and being obedient to the
Gospel, Saul began immediately preaching “Christ in the synagogues,
that he is the Son of God” (Acts 9:20). This Saul became Paul, the great
apostle to the Gentiles, who along with Barnabas was sent forth by the
church at Antioch to the cities of the Gentiles preaching the Gospel to
Jew and Gentile; establishing churches throughout the Roman Empire
(Acts 13:1-14:28).
The Problem

During this time of great growth there arose a faction among the
Jews who, though they had received the Gospel, maintained that
circumcision and submission to the old law given by Moses was
necessary on the part of the Gentiles to be saved.

And certain men which came down from Judaea taught the
brethren, and said, Except ye be circumcised after the manner of
Moses, ye cannot be saved. When therefore Paul and Barnabas
had no small dissension and disputation with them, they deter-
mined that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them, should
go up to Jerusalem unto the apostles and elders about this
question. And being brought on their way by the church, they
passed through Phenice and Samaria, declaring the conversion
of the Gentiles: and they caused great joy unto all the brethren.
And when they were come to Jerusalem, they were received of
the church, and of the apostles and elders, and they declared all
things that God had done with them. But there rose up certain of
the sect of the Pharisees which believed, saying, That it was
needful to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the
law of Moses (Acts 15:1-5).

These failed to comprehend the superiority of the Gospel (the new
covenant made by God through Christ) to the Law of Moses (the old
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covenant made by God through Moses). They also failed to see that the
old law—all of the old law—was nailed to the cross of Christ, taken
away, that a place might be made for the new (Eph. 2:11-16; Col. 2:14).
These failures, coupled together with the Jews prejudice and animosity
toward the Gentiles, caused great problems for the church of the first
century. So great were these problems that the apostles, elders of the
church at Jerusalem, and other leaders of the church came together in
the city of Jerusalem to discuss the matter.

THE SECT
The chief cause of the “dissension and disputation” regarding the

keeping of the law and circumcision were those of the sect of the
Pharisees. Luke says: “But there rose up certain of the sect of the
Pharisees which believed, saying, That it was needful to circumcise
them, and to command them to keep the law of Moses” (Acts 15:5).
Judaism in the time of Christ and the apostles, much like so-called
“Christendom” today, was divided by sectarian bodies and distorted by
the traditions of men. There were five major Jewish sects, four of which
we find in the Bible. These sects arose in a time known as the Intertes-
tamental Period due in large part to a reaction either toward or against
the Hellenism spread by Alexander the Great and his successors.3

The one sect not mentioned in the Bible was that of the Essenes.
The Essenes made up the second largest Jewish sect numbering some
four-thousand.4 Philo and Pliny testified of the Essenes and Josephus
described them at great length.5 The Essenes resided chiefly in Syria
and lived for the most part in a communal society. They shared a
common storehouse, expenditures, raiment, and all money earned was
put into a common fund.6 To join this sect required a three year process
and those of this sect caught in sins were cast out.7 The sect of the
Essenes was the most radical of the Jewish sects.

The four Jewish sects mentioned in the New Testament are the
Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, and the Zealots. The Zealots were
political extremists whose chief purpose was to restore the nation to
prominence and cast off the yoke of Rome. Josephus refers to them as
“the fourth sect of Jewish philosophy.8 Their rallying cry was “no
tribute to Caesar; no king but Jehovah; no tax but the temple tax.”9

They were instrumental in bringing about the destruction of Jerusalem.
The Zealots also were more instrumental in the ministry of Jesus than
most realize. Jesus often warned those He healed not to tell it (Mt. 8:4;
Lk. 5:14; et al.). In addition to this, Jesus had to withdraw Himself from
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the multitudes because they sought to make Him a king by force (Jn.
6:15). These actions doubtless stemmed from the pressure of the
Zealots to make His work from one of a spiritual nature into that of a
physical. How closely did the Zealots follow Jesus in His ministry?
They originated from a Galilean10, they were looking for a Messiah,
they saw in Jesus a king who could not be defeated, and one of the
twelve, Simon the Canaanite (Mt. 10:4) or Simon Zelotes (Lk. 6:15;
Acts 1:13), was of this particular sect. No doubt with great interest and
selfish motivations the Zealots clamored after the Messiah!

The Herodians, mentioned in the Scriptures only three times, are
always mentioned with the Pharisees. This sect had supporters both in
Jerusalem and in Galilee. Like the Zealots, the Herodians were more
political than religious. As their name indicates, their chief purpose was
to promote the aims and interests of the Herordian family.

The Sadducees were the liberal theologians of their day. Primarily
of the priestly class, these cultured aristocrats and smooth politicians
held a practical monopoly on the High Priesthood and ruled in the
temple at Jerusalem. About the Sadducees, Luke states: “[T]he
Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, neither angel, nor spirit”
(Acts 23:8). Jesus forcefully stopped the mouths of the Sadducees,
showing the fallacy of these positions during the events of the week
leading up to His crucifixion (Mt. 22:24-32). Their doctrine was
received by only a few and they had little influence among the people.
When they became magistrates, they adopted the doctrine of the
Pharisees or else the multitudes would not follow them.11

The sect of the Pharisees was without question the largest and most
influential of the Jewish sects. The term Pharisee means “the separated
ones.”12 It is uncertain whether the name was self-assumed or given in
ridicule. Regardless of the origin of the name they indeed separated
themselves from the influence of Hellenism, as well as from associating
with the common people. In spite of their separating themselves from
the people, however, they had the “multitude on their side.”13 The
Pharisees were devoted students of the old law and sticklers for
observance of both the law and the “the tradition of the elders” (Mt.
15:1ff). The character of the Pharisees is recorded by Josephus. He
relates: “[T]he Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many
observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in
the law of Moses.”14 The Pharisees were not only devoted to these
traditions but elevated them above the Law of Moses. They were more
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religious than political, but like all Jews, they expected a Messiah to
lead them out of Roman rule. There were more than six-thousand
Pharisees scattered all over the nation.15 As the Sadducees ruled in the
temple, the Pharisees were in charge of local school houses and
synagogues, thus, their influence among the common people was great.

Having the reputation among the general population of the Jews as
the true leaders of intellectual and religious life of the nation, the
influence of the Pharisees continued among the Jewish people
following the establishment of the church. This influence is clearly seen
in the Judaizing teachers who caused no small problems for the first
century church. These Judaizing teachers, while masquerading as
Christians, remained Pharisees at heart. One might insist, however, that
a person could be “of the sect of the Pharisees” and still be a Christian!
After all, did not the apostle Paul declare to the Jewish council: “Men
and brethren, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee” (Acts 23:6)?
Certainly he did, however, that statement is qualified in his letter to the
Philippians where he affirmed “as touching the law, a Pharisee” (Phil.
3:5). In other words, when Paul lived under the Law of Moses, prior to
his becoming a Christian, he walked as a Pharisee. Commenting on
Paul’s statement of Acts 23:6, Albert Barnes says:

That is, I was of that sect among the Jews. I was born a Pharisee,
and I ever continued while a Jew to be of that sect. In the main
he agreed with them still. He did not mean to deny that he was
a Christian, but that, so far as the Pharisees differed from the
Sadducees, he was with the former. He agreed with them, not
with the Sadducees, in regard to the doctrine of the resurrection,
and the existence of angels and spirits.16

J.W. McGarvey, whose scholarly work on the book of Acts was
considered by Guy N. Woods as the best uninspired book written,17

made the following observation of Paul’s statement and the discord it
caused among Paul’s enemies:

Under ordinary circumstances, it is not probable that so violent
a dissension could have been so easily excited. The circumstance
is indicative of an unusual exasperation of the parties just
preceding this event. Such a state of things, combined with the
complete agreement declared by Paul with the Pharisees on the
points at issue, naturally inclined them to favor this release. He
declared this agreement in strong terms, asserting not only that
he was a Pharisee, but the son of a Pharisee, and that it was for
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the hope peculiar to the party that he was arraigned as a criminal
(emphasis added).18

Paul was “of the sect of the Pharisees” in that as a Jew he subscribed to
their conservative positions. As a Christian, however, Paul opposed
with great force the error espoused by the Pharisees, even to the point
of persecution and prison! It would have been as impossible then for
one to be a Christian and remain an active part in the sect of the
Pharisees as it would for one today to be a Christian and remain in the
sect of the Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, et al. Because some
tried in earnest to be a “Pharisaical Christian” great misunderstanding
and confusion arose in the early church, and error that brought
condemnation by the inspired apostles spread like a wildfire among the
young Gentile Christians causing many to turn to “another gospel” and
fall from the grace of God (Gal. 1:6; 5:4).

THE SIMILARITIES
It is not surprising that the methods employed by the Judaizing

teachers of Paul’s day are put to use by many false teachers today in
order to support and promote their own traditions. Just like the
Pharisees of long ago, modern day religious zealots reach back to the
Old Testament to justify their false teachings and practices. One
example of this is the use of musical instruments in New Testament
worship.

For years instrumentalists have sought refuge and hope in David’s
use of instruments in worship to Jehovah during the Mosaic dispensa-
tion. The argument is framed as follows: “Since David used instru-
ments of music in worship and praise to God without condemnation,
even so we today, without condemnation, may introduce mechanical
instruments of music into New Testament worship.” How incredible it
is that those who deny the Law of Christ that sets us free from the law
of sin and death, and seek to be justified by “grace without any law,”
run headlong for safety into a law that provides no means of justifica-
tion for man! Paul clearly affirmed: “[M]an is not justified by the works
of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). The apostle’s
reference to “the faith of Jesus Christ” refers to the Law of Christ and
is in direct contrast to the Law of Moses which the Pharisees and their
religious counterparts today sift through in hopes of finding gold
nuggets of authority for their religious customs and practices. How
worthy of repetition are Peter’s words of condemnation: “[W]hy tempt
ye God” (Acts 15:10).
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It is the judgment of this writer that Gospel preachers who affirm
that “parts of the Old Testament were carried over to the New Testa-
ment” do a great disservice to Bible students! First, one who states that
a part of the Old Testament was carried over stands in contradiction to
the apostle Paul. Warning the Gentile Christians at Colosse of the false
teachers who would lead them captive “through philosophy and vain
deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and
not after Christ” (Col. 2:8), Paul said of the old law that Christ “took it
out of the way, nailing it to his cross” (Col. 2:14). Paul did not leave a
bridge across which one may travel to carry over any part of the Law
of Moses! Secondly, when one affirms that “part of the Old Testament
was carried over,” by implication he gives the sectarians who cry aloud
for authority for their manmade traditions a platform from which to
speak!

There is not one word a Christian is authorized to teach, or deed he
is authorized to practice, that is authorized by the authority of Moses,
but by the authority of Christ. That is why Paul commanded: “And
whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus,
giving thanks to God and the Father by him” (Col. 3:17). As preachers
and teachers of God’s Word, we ought to give great diligence that what
we say leaves no place for sectarianism to exist!

THE STAND
Not only should we be aware of what we say (and how we say it)

when teaching others, but as Paul and Barnabas openly resisted the
Judaizing teachers and their efforts to lead men back under the Law of
Moses, we must openly oppose any today who attempt to draw men
away from Christ by their error. Paul let it be known that even within
the church some would devise damnable doctrines and build up a
following to satisfy their inflated egos. He forewarned: “Also of your
own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away
disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). Peter also alerted brethren about
“false teachers ... who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even
denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift
destruction” (2 Pet. 2:1).

In addition to the warnings from the inspired watchmen of error
and tactics employed by false teachers, the apostles also affirmed that
all who engage in such practices should be opposed. Thus, bringing this
to the attention of Titus, Paul wrote: “For there are many unruly and
vain talkers and deceivers, specially they of the circumcision: Whose
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mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole houses, teaching things
which they ought not” (Tit. 1:10-11). One of the greatest problems
facing the church today, if not the greatest, is the lack of courage on the
part of elders to oppose error in the pulpits of local congregations! If
more shepherds of the flock would openly oppose error and openly
identify the wolves that spread it, there would be no pulpits for them to
fill! Too many elderships in the church today are composed of men
who are weak-kneed and have yellow stripes down their backs, men
with little knowledge of the Bible and even less courage to stand for the
truth! Leaders of the church in the first century stood openly in
opposition to the error taught by the Judaizing teachers. If we fail to
follow their example today, and unless we openly oppose false
teaching, the church is bound to be “carried about with every wind of
doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they
lie in wait to deceive” (Eph. 4:14).

CONCLUSION
In the first century, Satan’s allies sought to destroy the church of

Christ by insisting that salvation was found, not simply in the pure
Gospel of Christ, but through a combination of the Gospel and their
own ideology. By commanding that the Gentiles keep the Law of
Moses, those of the sect of the Pharisees were bringing into bondage
those who had been set at liberty by the Gospel. It is no different today
when sectarian teachers seek to pervert the Gospel by their traditions
or when brethren seek to compromise with sectarian doctrines. It is
impossible for one to be of any religious sect and walk in the Gospel of
Christ (Mt. 15:1-3), and it is equally impossible for Christians to
compromise the Truth with sectarianism and be pleasing to God:

Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for what
fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what
communion hath light with darkness? And what concord hath
Christ with Belial? or what part hath he that believeth with an
infidel? And what agreement hath the temple of God with idols?
for ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said, I will
dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and
they shall be my people. Wherefore come out from among them,
and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean
thing; and I will receive you, And will be a Father unto you, and
ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty
(2 Cor. 6:14-18).
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It is neither the Law of Moses nor the traditions and philosophies of
men by which we are justified, but by the Law of Christ. May it be with
sound resolve and unwavering faith that we stand fast in the Gospel and
the liberties with which God has blessed us in His Son! Let us not
command any to keep the Law of Moses, but let us teach that all are to
keep the Law of Christ!
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