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LAW, COMMANDMENTS
AND ORDINANCES

Preston Silcox

INTRODUCTION1

To say that confusion and error exists regarding divine law is a
gross understatement. Besides skeptics who question the existence of
God and the validity of the Bible, there are scores of so-called believers
who know or care very little about the Bible’s teaching on the cove-
nants and commandments of God, particularly as such relates to
differentiating between the Law of Moses and the Law of Christ.

While not limited to this specific topic, the words of 2 Timothy
2:15 certainly apply here. There, Paul penned: “Study to shew thyself
approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly
dividing the word of truth.” Because multitudes fail to heed this crucial
command, they deny, or remain unaware, of a number of fundamental
facts and the eternal effects that accompany those facts. Consequently,
Old and New Testament commands are mingled together, the existence
and binding nature of Christ’s law—and His law alone—are denied in
word and/or deed, and unsuspecting souls rush toward eternity failing
to submit themselves to the standard of law designed to prepare them
for the soul’s long home (cf. Jn. 12:48).

This sad situation compels the concerned Christian to plainly
proclaim the truth on the matter at hand—that God has always had a
law, characterized by commandments and ordinances, to rule the hearts
and regulate the actions of His creation. The purposes for such
standards of authority have been to provide mankind the means to
protect itself (especially spiritually) and to make possible a way by
which the creation can positively respond to the loving and just Creator
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of heaven and earth. The enunciation of these truths serves as the
catalyst for the material that follows.

A CRITICAL TEXT
Ephesians 2:15 is central to the topic at hand—that of “Law:

Commandments and Ordinances.” Perhaps, in order to better grasp and
appreciate the topic and the terms upon which it focuses, one could
benefit by studying the verse in which these three words are grouped
together. Here, Paul writes: “Having abolished in his flesh the enmity,
even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; for to make
in himself of twain one new man, so making peace.” Of course,
successfully studying this verse includes looking into the overall
context of the book and considering the more immediate section in
which the passage is found. The following material, then, is provided
to help the reader expedite such.
A Synopsis Of The Book

Paul’s inspired letter to the Ephesians was written about A.D. 62
while the apostle was imprisoned at Rome. The basic purpose for his
writing was to declare the exalted and holy nature of Christ’s church,
“Which is his body, the fulness of him that filleth all in all” (Eph. 1:23).
In executing this purpose, the apostle notes the central role of the
church in God’s scheme of redemption (chapters 1-3) and pointedly
discusses the manner in which the saved are to live, especially in view
of their God-given position as those who comprise the body of Christ
(chapters 4-6).
An Outline Of The Letter

Brian Gochenour divides the letter under consideration as follows:
I. Paul sends his greeting (1:1-2).

II. Unity in Christ is God’s eternal plan (1:3-3:21).
A. God’s plan is for the redemption of man in Christ (1:3-14).
B. God’s plan is for Christ to have the preeminence (1:15-

23).
C. God’s plan allows for the resurrected new man (2:1-10).
D. God’s plan does away with the division of Jew and Gentile

(2:11-22).
E. God’s plan is revealed through the church (3:1-21).
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III. Unity in Christ is man’s ongoing responsibility (4:1-6:20).
A. Man must desire unity (4:1-6).
B. Man must use what God gives to facilitate unity (4:7-16).
C. Man must continue with a changed heart (4:17-32).
D. Man must walk in agreement with God (5:1-21).
E. Man must apply the principles of Christ in relationships

(5:22-6:9).
F. Man must defend unity in Christ against every challenge

(6:10-20).
IV. Final Greetings (6:21-24).2

An Overview Of The Section
Ephesians 2:11-22, “God’s plan does away with the division of Jew

and Gentile,” as noted in the above outline, comprises the section from
which this chapter’s text comes. Here, Paul writes:

Wherefore remember, that ye being in time past Gentiles in the
flesh, who are called Uncircumcision by that which is called the
Circumcision in the flesh made by hands; That at that time ye
were without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of
Israel, and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no
hope, and without God in the world: But now in Christ Jesus ye
who sometimes were far off are made nigh by the blood of
Christ. For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath
broken down the middle wall of partition between us; Having
abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of command-
ments contained in ordinances; for to make in himself of twain
one new man, so making peace; And that he might reconcile
both unto God in one body by the cross, having slain the enmity
thereby: And came and preached peace to you which were afar
off, and to them that were nigh. For through him we both have
access by one Spirit unto the Father. Now therefore ye are no
more strangers and foreigners, but fellowcitizens with the saints,
and of the household of God; And are built upon the foundation
of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief
corner stone; In whom all the building fitly framed together
groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord: In whom ye also are
builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit.

By these lofty lines, the apostle reminds his initial reading audi-
ence—comprised mainly of Gentiles—what they had been and what
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they had become. Prior to their obedience to Christ, they were lost and
undone in their sins. They were separated from God and all the
blessings he bestows on His faithful children. Particularly in the section
here considered, he shows their former alienated condition by contrast-
ing them (the Gentiles) with the Jews. Now, however, by means of
removing that which separated the two opposing groups, by means of
bringing to an end that which encouraged enmity between the Jews and
the Gentiles, God reconciles into one body all who choose to render
faithful obedience to heaven. What was it that separated—or at least,
demonstrated significant differences between—the two groups? It was
a “law of commandments contained in ordinances” (v. 15); it was the
Law of Moses. By abolishing this law, by “Blotting out the handwriting
of ordinances” (as Paul describes the process in a companion and
complimentary passage, Colossians 2:14), peace between the two
opposing groups became possible. Ephesians 2:11-22 demonstrates this
resulting unity by terms and phrases such as, “one new man,” “one
body,” “fellowcitizens,” “the household of God,” and “builded
together.”

With a general grasp of this section, it now seems appropriate to
look closer at the words from Ephesians 2:15 that comprise this
chapter’s title, “Law: Commandments and Ordinances.”

THE CRUCIAL TERMS
Regarding the phrase, “the law of commandments contained in

ordinances,” Wuest observes:
... the term “the law” is to be taken in its full sense, not the
ceremonial law only, but the Mosaic law as a whole, according
to the stated use of the phrase ... The law is one of
“commandment-in-decrees.” What is in view is its character as
mandatory, and consisting in a multitude of prescriptions or
statutes ... The law was made up of commandments and these
commandments expressed themselves and operated in the form
of ordinances.3

With this brief description of how Paul uses the terms collectively in
Ephesians 2:15, consider now the words in more detail, individually.
Law

Regarding the general use of the word, Merriam-Webster defines
“law” in at least two ways: “(1) a binding custom or practice of a
community : a rule of conduct or action prescribed or formally recog-
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nized as binding or enforced by a controlling authority (2): the whole
body of such customs, practices, or rules.”4 As for the original word, its
primary term (nemo) means “to parcel out” and includes matters such
as general laws, special laws, and even figurative laws.5

The law under consideration in Ephesians 2:15 is obviously the
Law of Moses (what Strong classifies as a “special” law). In fact, a
great amount of the term’s usage in the New Testament regards this
same law. For example, every time Jesus uses the word, He has the
Mosaic Law in mind (Mt. 5:17-18; Lk. 24:44; Jn. 7:19; etc.) Similarly,
every use of this particular word in Acts refers to the Old Law (Acts
6:13; 15:24; 18:13). A number of other times, the term refers to this
same system (repeatedly in Romans, and in 1 Corinthians 9:9, 20;
14:21; Galatians 2:21; 3:2; 4:4; Philippians 3:5-6,9; 1 Timothy 1:8-9;
frequently in Hebrews, and James 2:11). But these are not the only
occurrences or usages of the word in the New Testament.

Other uses of this same word translated “law” demonstrate that
while Bible writers and speakers use the term with Moses’ law in mind,
the Holy Spirit did not use it to refer to that first covenant exclusively.
For example, Romans 7:2 mentions the woman who “is loosed from the
law of her husband” upon his death. Verse 3 continues to describe her
as being free from “that law.” Also in Romans, Paul writes about “the
law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” which makes one “free from the
law of sin and death” (8:2). Notice the word in 1 Corinthians
7:39—“The wife is bound by the law as long as her husband liveth; but
if her husband be dead, she is at liberty to be married to whom she will;
only in the Lord.” After listing the fruits of the Spirit, Galatians 5:23
says, “against such there is no law.” The same epistle mentions “the
law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2). Additionally, Hebrews 8:10 and 10:16 speak
of the “laws” of the New Covenant of Jesus, as prophesied by Jeremiah
and in contrast to the Old Law of Moses. Finally, James 1:25 and 2:12
refer to the “law of liberty.”
Commandments

Vine refers to this word, entol , as follows: “an injunction, charge,
precept, commandment.”6 Strong defines the term in part, by calling
such, “an authoritative prescription.”7

Like the word “law,” the term “commandments,” as used in
Ephesians 2:15, no doubt refers to the precepts and injunctions given
by God at Sinai. All together, entol appears 71 times in the New
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Testament. While it is translated “precept” twice, the rest of the time it
is translated “commandment” and, as such, often refers to the Old
Law—but not always. Matthew 22:36ff records a conversation about
the “great commandment in the law.” In Mark 7:8, Jesus rebukes some
who set aside “the commandment of God” so that they might “hold the
tradition of men.” Regarding Zacharias and Elisabeth, Luke says: “And
they were both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments
and ordinances of the Lord blameless” (Lk. 1:6).

While the foregoing texts use the term under consideration to refer
to the Law of Moses, the following passages connect the word with
other orders or charges. While discussing matters pertaining to His
death and resurrection, Jesus spoke about a commandment He received
of the Father (Jn. 10:18). One finds similar language in John 12:49.
Additionally, John 11:57 speaks of a commandment given by the chief
priests and Pharisees regarding the revealing of the whereabouts of
Jesus. And, among other uses, Paul employs the term in reference to his
inspired words, saying: “If any man think himself to be a prophet, or
spiritual, let him acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are
the commandments of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37).
Ordinances

This is the Greek word dogma and it is from the base of dokeo,
which Strong defines as, “a law (civil, ceremonial or ecclesiastical):
decree, ordinance.”8 Thayer divides the term into three usages: 1)
Public decrees of Rome, 2) “of the rules and requirements of the Law
of Moses,” and 3) “of certain decrees of the apostles relative to right
living.”9

Again, regarding Ephesians 2:15, the term here considered is
clearly connected to the rules and requirements of the Law of Moses.
It is used in the same manner in Colossians 2:14. One text, however,
speaks of the decrees of the apostles (Acts 16:4), while two more
passages use the word in reference to the public decrees of the Roman
government. Luke, the inspired historian, wrote: “And it came to pass
in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that
all the world should be taxed” (Lk. 2:1). This same penman went on to
report of an uproar in Thessalonica wherein believers were accused of
doing things “contrary to the decrees of Caesar” (Acts 17:7).

While a number of other passages could be cited wherein the
expressions, “law,” “commandments,” and “ordinances” are used, the
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above examples demonstrate how the words are employed in Ephesians
2:15 and other parts of the New Testament. Hopefully, this short
overview is helpful in aiding the reader in his understanding of the
terms.

A CLEAR TEACHING
Many may fight against it, but the Bible plainly proclaims that

Jesus Christ has a law and that all men are amenable to it! While the
terms discussed under the previous point do not always refer to some
binding decree or rule of the Redeemer, a number of them do and thus
prove to the honest seeker of Truth that the New Testament of Jesus
Christ is the spiritual standard to which mankind must sincerely submit.
Think back to some of the passages just referenced, and consider a few
more along these lines.

Concerning law, note the following verses.
For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free
from the law of sin and death (Rom. 8:2).
Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ
(Gal. 6:2).
This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days,
saith the Lord, I will put my laws into their hearts, and in their
minds will I write them; And their sins and iniquities will I
remember no more (Heb. 10:16-17).
But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth
therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work,
this man shall be blessed in his deed (Jas. 1:25).

Consider the same thing in regards to commandments:
If ye love me, keep my commandments (Jn. 14:15).
If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love; even
as I have kept my Father's commandments, and abide in his love
(Jn. 15:10).
If any man think himself to be a prophet, or spiritual, let him
acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are the
commandments of the Lord (1 Cor. 14:37).
This second epistle, beloved, I now write unto you; in both
which I stir up your pure minds by way of remembrance: That ye
may be mindful of the words which were spoken before by the
holy prophets, and of the commandment of us the apostles of the
Lord and Saviour (2 Pet. 3:1-2).
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I rejoiced greatly that I found of thy children walking in truth, as
we have received a commandment from the Father (2 Jn. 4).

Finally, notice the matter in light of ordinances (decrees):
And as they went through the cities, they delivered them the
decrees for to keep, that were ordained of the apostles and elders
which were at Jerusalem (Acts 16:4).

While Jesus brought the Law of Moses to an end, “Having
abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of commandments
contained in ordinances,” He did not usher in an era absolutely free
from all law, commandments, and ordinances—and the preceding
passages, along with many more, demonstrate this clear teaching of the
New Testament.

CONCLUSION
Some associate words like “law,” “commandments,” and “ordi-

nances” with the loss of freedom, the hemming in of comfort, and the
weighing down of burdens. When it comes to the New Covenant of
Christ, no view could be more wrong. The demands of Deity bless
those who surrender themselves to the Master. While the statutes of the
Savior are fashioned to hold humanity back from those things that can
harm it now and forever, they are also designed to help man in those
things that will benefit him spiritually and eternally.

Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have
right to the tree of life, and may enter in through the gates into
the city (Rev. 22:14).
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