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Paul

Paul is the number one person people quote when talking about Christianity. This is
most likely due to the fact that nearly half of the New Testament is attributed to his
authorship. Sometimes it would seem as if he, rather than Christ, is the foundation of
Christianity. When attempts are made to understand the life of Jesus, His theology and
practice are filtered through our perceptions of how Paul taught. For example, most
will admit that Jesus was Jewish and that He kept the Torah, but many Christians have
been taught, according to the mainstream interpretation of Paul’s doctrine, that He did
not intend His disciples to follow His footsteps in this regard, but rather that His
ministry initiated a new religion with new rules. Noticing Paul’s massive amount of
influence on the Christian religion, some have come to believe that Paul himself started
Christianity. Some who have disagreed with the standard doctrine on Paul have gone
so far as to completely reject his writings as heretical after mistakenly interpreting a
difference between the message Jesus brought and the message Paul brought. It is clear
that there is a lot of misconception surrounding Paul that must be cleared up. In this
study, we are going to take a closer look at this apostle to learn more about his life and
his beliefs. In order to get a good understanding of what Paul taught, we must begin by
understanding how Paul thought.

Before we get to Paul, there are a few terms we are going to be using throughout this

study which must first be defined. The first is the word Torah. This is a Hebrew word
which means “teaching” or “instruction,” but is most often translated as “the Law.” It
includes the first five books of the Bible, which contain God’s instructions for His

people. The second term we will be using is Yeshua. Yeshua is the Hebrew name which

was transliterated through into Greek as Iesous, and transliterated once more into
English as Jesus. In Hebrew His name translates to “The Lord’s Salvation.”

Who Was Paul?

Part of the goal of this study is to demonstrate what Paul’s worldview was. Unless we
fully comprehend the perspective of Paul, his words will easily be twisted, as was
already happening in his own days (2 Peter 3:15-18). Now, time has driven the wedge
further still between who Paul said he was and who his accusers said he was ( Acts
21:27-28).

What is a worldview? The word worldview comes from German, where it is a
compound of “world” and “view/outlook”. It is a term used to describe a framework of
thought which a person holds and which they see the world through. It is more than
just a perspective, but would better be described as a foundation of principles on which
opinions are formed. All new information we receive is processed through our
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worldview, and it is our basis for interacting with the world around us. Therefore it is
useful not only to understand the worldview of Paul, but also to recognize where our
own worldview influences the opinions we form.

An essential aspect of understanding a worldview is examining context. We must look
at where a person was raised, what type of education they had, what cultural influences
they have been exposed to, and so on. To that end we will be examining Paul according
to what we find about him in Scripture, and this will be supplemented by what we
know about the religious beliefs of the world in which Paul lived. Paul’s Jewishness is an
essential part of his teachings and his worldview, and it does us a great disservice to
extract him from this position.

With that, we are going to start looking at the life of Paul to see who he really was. We
first meet Paul in Acts 7. The previous chapter introduces Stephen, a man empowered
by the Holy Spirit. Opposition arose as Stephen was doing mighty things through God’s
power, much to the irritation of one of the religious groups, called the Synagogue of
the Freedmen, or in some translations, Libertines. There are multiple reasons this
synagogue could be called by this name. The first is that the founders or a large portion
of the congregants were either slaves who had been set free and subsequently
converted to Judaism, or the sons of such men. Another option is that these members
were not converted, but had been born Jewish and then taken into slavery through
Roman conquest, only to be released later. A third explanation is that the word
“Libertines” does not refer to a social status, but a place. There is reference to a place
called “Libertina” in some early religious documents which place its location in North
Africa. Supporting this theory is the fact that some early manuscripts of Acts record
“Libyans” instead of “Libertines.”

Acts 6:9 gives us more information about this synagogue: “But some men from what
was called the Synagogue of the Freedmen, including both Cyrenians and
Alexandrians, and some from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and argued with Stephen.” We
see that this is a congregation composed of North Africans (Cyrene is in Libya and
Alexandria is in Egypt), and some western Asians (Cilicia is along the coast of Turkey,
and what is referred to as Asia in the text is what is today known as Asia Minor). These
places were all well-known for their large Jewish populations. Being part of the Roman
world, they were also immersed in the Hellenistic culture of the day in one way or
another.

When we speak of Hellenism, we mean the influence of Greek culture upon the

cultures of other nations. The word “Hellenism” comes from the Greek word hellas,
meaning “Greece.” The ruler Alexander the Great is largely proclaimed to be
responsible for this trend which has been extremely influential in shaping today’s
world. Alexander was the king of the region of Macedonia in the 300s BC, and his rule
was characterized by extensive military campaigns throughout the
eastern-Mediterranean and Persia. Today he is known for his great military success and
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the fact that as he conquered, he brought Greek culture to the defeated lands while for
the most part allowing them to keep their own culture. The adoption of Greek culture
and its mingling with the cultures of the conquered nations is what defines the
Hellenistic period. This Hellenization affected the most fundamental parts of daily life:
religion, philosophy, art, literature, and entertainment.

As Rome began to grow, the territories previously influenced by the Greeks began to
slowly be adopted into their empire. The Romans themselves had been greatly
influenced by the Hellenists, not because the Greeks had forced anything upon them,
but because they held a deep respect and appreciation for Greek cultural and
academic accomplishments. As Rome expanded into areas untouched by Alexander
the Great, they continued his vision which had become one with their own.

The Jewish people did not survive this conquest completely untouched by these
influences. The mark of one who followed God was that he meditated on His Word at
all times (Joshua 1:8, Psalm 1:2). But Hellenism offered an alternative to this, bringing a
huge amount of social pressure to sink into secular pursuits of philosophy and
entertainment. In reaction to this, there was an attempt to return to traditional
religious values, and the Jewish council at some times banned the reading or speaking
of the Greek language altogether. Not all aspects of Greek culture were idolatrous on
the surface, but at its core it was fueled by a desire for earthly pursuits and an
idolatrous, polytheistic religious system. While some communities within Judaism did
fall victim to the Greek machine, a strong zeal kept this from spreading to the greater
practice of the faith.

We see that the Synagogue of the Freedmen is mainly composed of Jews from areas
which were greatly influenced by Hellenism. While this doesn’t mean these individuals
supported or engaged in idolatrous practices, at the very least it means that they were
familiar with the Greek language and customs. Glancing ahead in Acts, we find that
Paul is a member of this synagogue (Acts 7:58). Several times, Paul is referred to as
being from Tarsus (Acts 21:39, 22:3), which was the capital of the region of Cilicia, and
was a major port city and center of trade. It was also an educational hub and center of
learning after becoming part of the Roman Empire in the 60s BC. Tarsus was
designated as a “free city,” which meant it was a self-governing city within the Roman
empire, able to create its own laws and taxes.

Not much is known of Paul’s upbringing, but what we do know comes from his own
mouth. We are briefly going to look in Philippians 3:4-5, where we will return later on
in more depth. For now, we want to focus only on what Paul says about himself and
what we can discover about his upbringing and identity.

The first point he mentions is that he was “circumcised on the eighth day,” This
indicates that not only was he Jewish, but he was born as such. When God introduced
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His covenant with Abraham, he explicitly mentioned that any sons were to be
circumcised on the eighth day as a sign of the covenant (Genesis 17:9-14).

The next thing he mentions is that he is “of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of
Benjamin.” This shows that his parents were not proselytes either, but were Israelites
themselves, and not only Israelites, but of the tribe of Benjamin. This tribe had given
Israel their first king, who Saul may have been named after (1 Samuel 9:21). Although it
was the smallest of the tribes, it along with Judah remained faithful to the house of
David when the other ten tribes broke away.

Paul continues to title himself “a Hebrew of Hebrews.” This is a summary of all of the
above and an assertion that he was a Hebrew who lived and believed like a Hebrew. It
could also possibly be a statement meaning he and his family did not succumb to the
Hellenistic influences which surrounded him, but rather remained true to their Jewish
heritage. While Paul may not have allowed his religious views to be influenced by
Greek culture, it is clear he used it as an evangelical vehicle. For instance, the
manuscripts we have of Paul’s writings are in Greek. This makes sense, because he was
writing mainly to Gentiles outside of the land of Israel who would not likely
understand the Hebrew or Aramaic language. In several places, Paul quotes Scripture

from the Septuagint. The word “Septuagint” comes from the Latin word septuaginta
which means “seventy.” You may also see it abbreviated as LXX, which is the number 70
expressed in Roman numerals. The Septuagint is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Old
Testament which was produced in Alexandria so that the Jews spread around the
world who did not speak Hebrew could still read and live according to the Torah. Its
name is derived from the tradition that 70 (or alternatively, 72) scholars worked on
translating the Hebrew into the Greek form. Despite living in the Hellenistic
atmosphere, Paul affirms that he did not compromise his Hebrew culture at any point,
but that he is in fact more Hebrew than the others who claim to be so, but are not.

The next line we will examine is “as to the Torah, a Pharisee.” Although Paul was born in
Tarsus, he got his education about the Torah in Jerusalem: “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of
Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the
Torah of our fathers, being zealous for God just as you all are today” (Acts 22:3).

Who was Gamaliel, and why does Paul bring up here the fact that he was educated
under this man? We see one other reference to him in Scripture. Peter and the apostles
had been preaching in the Temple, and the Sanhedrin was trying to decide how to
dissuade them.

But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the Torah, who was
honored by all the people, stood up in the Sanhedrin and ordered that
the men be put outside for a little while. Then he addressed the
Sanhedrin: “Men of Israel, consider carefully what you intend to do to
these men... In the present case I advise you: Leave these men alone! Let
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them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But
if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only
find yourselves fighting against God.” (Acts 5:34-35, 38-39)

Here we see Gamaliel as a voice of mercy. According to Christian tradition, he secretly
believed in Yeshua, even achieving the position of sainthood in the Catholic and
Orthodox churches. As a leader of the Jewish council, his opinions in general were
more lenient in regard to rulings about interpretation of Torah. As the grandson of the
famous rabbi Hillel, Gamaliel was well-respected, and he is the first person to be

bestowed by the Sanhedrin with the title Rabban, which means “our teacher.” His
influence within Judaism is expressed in the traditional words: “Since Rabban Gamaliel
the Elder died, there has been no more reverence for the law, and purity and piety died
out at the same time” (Mishnah Sota 9:15).

Paul says he was “educated under” Gamaliel. Other translations put it more literally as
“educated at the feet of Gamaliel.” This did not mean that Paul listened to Gamaliel
teach every once in a while, but that he was his disciple. In first century Judaism,
discipleship was the common method of teaching. The job of a disciple was to learn
everything about their teacher and become exactly like him so that they could then in
turn bring up disciples of their own. They adopted the way that their teacher
interpreted the Torah, both written in the books of Moses and oral traditions.

So if Paul was a disciple of Gamaliel, and disciples were to be like their teacher, then we
can reasonably assume that Paul and Gamaliel would share some common beliefs. For
starters, we see in Acts 5 that Gamaliel was a Pharisee. Paul, too, proclaims that he is a
Pharisee (Acts 23:6). We also learn from this verse that Paul was descended from
Pharisees as well, so from an early age he would have been brought up with their
teachings.

Pharisees are seen throughout the New Testament, but are often misunderstood by
present readers. Divorced from their cultural context, the Pharisees are often seen as
the bad guys. It is true that among the Pharisees there were some flawed beliefs, as we
see in Yeshua’s condemnation of them. But if we examine the foundations of their faith,
we may find that we have more in common with them than has generally been
recognized.

The two largest groups of Jews in the first century were the Pharisees and the
Sadducees.  The Sadducees tended to be among the upper class, consisting of wealthy
men and priests. Because of their social status, some of them had close political
relations with the Romans, and tended to show more regard for secularism/Hellenism
than the things of God. As far as doctrine goes, they did not believe in the resurrection
of the dead, the afterlife, angels, spirits, or anything like that. Their hyper-literal
understanding of the Torah left no room for application in personal life, and thus their
popularity faded away with the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD.
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Standing in opposition to them were the Pharisees. The Pharisees were not as
financially well-off as the Sadducees, but were still often middle or upper class. The
things mentioned above that the Sadducees didn’t believe in were held to be true by
the Pharisees. In addition to the written Torah, they believed in an oral Torah, that is,
traditions that had been passed down through the centuries by word of mouth,
purporting to go all the way back to Moses. They understood the word of God to apply
to all areas of life as interpreted by the oral traditions. The Orthodox Judaism of today is
the modern descendant of this group.

In addition to these two groups, there was another: the Essenes. This was a community
who separated themselves from Israel, choosing to live near the Dead Sea. It is believed
that it was formed by a dissatisfied priest, referred to as the Teacher of Righteousness
in their writings, who wanted to separate from the worldliness and leniency of the
priesthood and general population. The group was well-known in those days for their
devotion to asceticism, communal living, celibacy, and ritual purity. They became
well-known in today’s world after the discovery of a cache of religious documents in
the caves of Qumran in the 1940s. There are some interesting ideas of theirs which
appear to be paralleled in the New Testament writings, although this does not
necessarily indicate that the apostles were friendly or theologically aligned with the
Essene community in general. Because of the diversity of beliefs within Judaism at that
time, an individual or group could easily be influenced by the teachings of another
group without completely adhering to the same governing doctrines.

Of these main groups, we see that the beliefs espoused by Yeshua and the apostles
aligned more with the Pharisees than with those of the Sadducees or Essenes. Indeed,
even in regard to traditions, Yeshua only condemned them when they stood in
opposition to a written command (Matthew 15:3, 23:23; Mark 7:13). Yeshua attended
meals with Pharisees, meaning he had a somewhat friendly relationship with at least
some of them (Luke 7:36, 14:1). While the Sadducees’ teachings were less Scripturally
sound (Matthew 22:23, 29), we see that Yeshua condemns the Pharisees more often.
Perhaps this is because they were nearer to the truth, and thus more capable of
changing their ways (Proverbs 3:12, Psalm 94:12). Despite this, we see that many
Pharisees still in the end did not receive Him.

So did Paul remain a Pharisee? Aside from his verbal testimony to that fact (Acts 23:6),
we should be able to see the evidence of it in his writings. In regard to traditions, Paul
himself passed on traditions, both orally and in writing, to the assemblies of believers
which he wrote epistles to (1 Corinthians 11:2, 2 Thessalonians 2:15), while condemning
traditions that were merely made by men (Colossians 2:8). His agreement with the
Pharisaic idea of a resurrection and an afterlife are made clear in his writings, and in
fact they are at the very center of our faith ( 1 Corinthians 15:12-18). His belief that the
Torah had application for each individual person and for every part of life permeates
his teachings (2 Timothy 3:16), and the manner in which he uses Scriptures as
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proof-texts for his teachings also bears resemblance to the Pharisaic methods of
interpreting Scripture, methods he would have learned in Jerusalem under his rabbi.

To summarize, Paul had a lot going for him in regard to the flesh. He was a Pharisee,
from the tribe of Benjamin, educated under Gamaliel. He had the benefit of growing up
among the Hellenistic scholars of Tarsus as well as observant Pharisaic parents. He was
observant to the Torah and traditions of his fathers, and never saw these things as
conflicting with the gospel.

Saul the Persecutor

Now that we have a good understanding of Paul’s upbringing, let’s return to the story of
Stephen. We see that the members of Paul’s synagogue brought up false accusations
against him, saying that he was teaching against the Temple and against the Torah, and
so he is brought before the Sanhedrin, who were the judicial council of Jewish religious
leaders. In his testimony, Stephen goes on to prove that it was not him who was
walking in opposition to the Torah, but all those of the council who had failed to
believe in, and paved the way for the death of, Yeshua (Acts 7:51-53). At this, the
Sanhedrin is visibly enraged. But Stephen’s next statement is the real turning-point of
the trial: “But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and saw the
glory of God, and Yeshua standing at the right hand of God; and he said, ‘Behold, I see
the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God’” (verse
55). The council perceives this as blasphemy, which was a crime punishable by death.
From their perspective, Yeshua was a false messiah and Stephen was equating him as
equal to God. “When they had driven him out of the city, they began stoning him; and
the witnesses laid aside their robes at the feet of a young man named Saul” (verse 58).

This is our first encounter with Paul, who is introduced to us here as Saul. We will learn
more about his names later in the study, but for now let it suffice to say that Saul and
Paul are two interchangeable names for this apostle. Acts 8:1 goes on to say of him,
“Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death.” While he did not actively
participate in hurling stones at Stephen, it is evident that Saul was trusted by the men
who did. In our modern terminology, here Saul would be considered an accomplice to
the act, as he made no effort to stop the men, and in fact engaged in the stoning by
watching over the cloaks of those who killed him. In their perspective, they were doing
justly in the sight of God, for He had commanded them to treat blasphemers this way
(Leviticus 24:16). Their hearts had been hardened to the truth, and an innocent man
paid the price for their rebellion.

Gamaliel’s merciful opinions do not appear to have taken Saul’s interest, but instead
this stoning inspires him to drive out the menace of this group once and for all. We see
that the Holy Spirit empowered the disciples to speak with words that were beyond
argumentation (Acts 6:10). Since public debate had not put down this movement, the
only option left was physical violence: “But Saul began ravaging the church, entering
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house after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison”
(Acts 8:3).

The term “church” used here and elsewhere in the New Testament may be a misleading

translation. Throughout the New Testament, the word ekklesia is translated as “church”
in most English versions. However, a more literal term would be “assembly” or
“congregation,” as there was no church as we think of it today. Using the word “church”
may affect our understanding of these verses improperly, in that our modern
understanding of what the church looks like is far removed from what is actually being

referred to. In fact, the Greek word ekklesia is used in the Septuagint of the Old
Testament to refer to the congregation of Israel when they were assembled before Mt.
Sinai. The assembly of believers Paul is persecuting here was variously called the Way

(Acts 9:2), the Notzrim/Nazarenes (followers of the Natzer, meaning “the Branch”,
Jeremiah 23:5, who was a Nazarene, Acts 6:14), and not until later as Christians (Acts
11:26). Even in the latter case, it was not Christianity as we know it, but in fact it was still
a sect within the larger Jewish sphere. It is this fact that gives us the proper perspective
for the next appearance of Saul in Acts.

“Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to
the high priest, and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if
he found any belonging to the Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound
to Jerusalem” (Acts 9:1-2). Notice again the reference to “the Way.” In Acts, this is the
formal name used most often in reference to those who believed in Yeshua. There are
several important facts here that will put our understanding of the “church” into its
proper perspective. First of all, Saul goes to the high priest for permission to find those
who belonged to the Way. If this group had been operating outside of the confines of
Judaism, then the high priest would not have had any authority over them. Secondly,
Saul’s request is for letters which will go out to the synagogue leaders. The group
known as the Way had apparently not ceased from attending the main synagogues in
their cities, but instead had assimilated in among the other sects of the day in coming
together for prayer and Torah study, and undoubtedly to preach the good news that
Yeshua is the Messiah. This passage also serves to show that Saul had close ties to the
religious leaders of the day; not just anyone could go to the high priest to ask
permission to do something such as this.

Saul's Conversion?

Continuing on, we see that as Saul is on his way to Damascus with these letters from
the high priest in hand, he has an experience that changes his life. Most Bibles title this
passage, “Saul's Conversion,” or something similar. This is a misunderstanding, as we
will seek to explain. First let’s read the passage:
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As he was traveling, it happened that he was approaching Damascus,
and suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him; and he fell to the
ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you
persecuting Me?” And he said, “Who are You, Lord?” And He said, “I am
Yeshua whom you are persecuting, but get up and enter the city, and it
will be told you what you must do.” (Acts 9:3-6)

The heavenly glory of the Lord leaves Saul blind for three days. God sends a disciple
named Ananias to lay his hands on Saul, who was staying at the house of a man named
Judas. Not much is said of Ananias other than that he was “devout by the standard of
the Torah, and well spoken of by all the Jews who lived there” (Acts 22:12).
Understandably, Ananias is leery of going to see this terrible man who has been such a
bitter enemy up to this point. But God assures him that it is not a trap and that Saul will
“bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel” (Acts 9:15). God
also tells Ananias that Saul is praying. From this we learn that Saul was a man of prayer,
and we can only imagine the great travail he must have been experiencing.
Undoubtedly his thoughts turned to Stephen, and how those words he had spoken
before the Sanhedrin were so applicable to him in this hour: “Behold, I see the heavens
opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”

Ananias goes to the house on Straight Street and does as God told him:

So Ananias departed and entered the house, and after laying his hands
on him said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Yeshua, who appeared to you on the
road by which you were coming, has sent me so that you may regain
your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And immediately there fell
from his eyes something like scales, and he regained his sight, and he got
up and was baptized. (verses 17-18)

Some people mistakenly assume that this experience marked the end of Saul and the
beginning of Paul. They think that from this point on, Saul the Pharisee was dead and
Paul the Christian was alive and well. At least, that’s what the title “Saul’s Conversion”
seems to imply. According to Merriam-Webster, the definition of conversion is “the act
or process of changing from one religion, belief, political party, etc., to another.” Reason
would follow, then, that Saul converted from Judaism to Christianity. After all, he was
even baptized!

Let’s see what Saul himself has to say about this: “But this I admit to you, that according
to the Way which they call a sect I do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything
that is in accordance with the Torah and that is written in the Prophets” (Acts 24:14).
Notice that Saul says they call the Way a sect. Saul considered the way he was walking
to not be merely a sect of Judaism, but the true manifestation of it: that is, believing
everything in accordance with the Torah and prophets, especially their testimony that
Yeshua is the Messiah and the Son of God, which was the crucial piece most Jews were
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missing. He was not converted from one religion to another, but rather found the
religion he was already in was now made complete through Yeshua. Some people also
mistakenly assume that God changed Saul’s name to Paul during this experience on the
road. This is not seen anywhere in the text, and in fact the name Paul is not used until
Acts 13.

So if Saul wasn’t converted, then what did happen? The fact that Saul didn't forsake his
Judaism on that road in no way diminishes the great importance of this event. Saul
undeniably had a life-changing encounter which led him to believe in Yeshua and
desist from persecuting the Way.  From that time on, he begins preaching in the
synagogues about Yeshua and is filled with the Holy Spirit. Instead of seeking to kill and
imprison the congregation of believers, he joins with them in their imprisonment and
death. Through all this, he never did abandon his previous beliefs in regard to Judaism.
Saul was still Saul of Tarsus, and he still was very much Jewish in every way, shape, and
form.

In Acts 9:20 we see Saul still in Damascus proclaiming Yeshua in the synagogues. As
the days continue to go by, the Holy Spirit begins to work through him more and more:
“But Saul kept increasing in strength and confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus
by proving that this Yeshua is the Messiah.” Notice that his argument is still about
whether or not Yeshua was truly the Messiah who Israel had been expecting, not about
any matter of Torah-observance. It took a vision from heaven to convince Saul of the
truth about Yeshua, and although his arguments confounded (i.e. perplexed, amazed)
those who heard, his opponents were not easily persuaded. This new sect known as
the Way was dangerous in their sight because of just how convincing it was. What they
failed to realize was that it was convincing because it was true. Since they could not
beat Saul's arguments through the Spirit, they decide to get rid of him. Saul now gets a
taste of what he has been putting the believers through: “When many days had
elapsed, the Jews plotted together to do away with him, but their plot became known
to Saul. They were also watching the gates day and night so that they might put him to
death” (verses 23-24).

Lowered out of the wall in a basket under cover of darkness, Saul continues to
Jerusalem. There, he begins arguing with some Hellenized Jews (verse 29). Perhaps Saul
thought he could find some common ground to build off of, since he was familiar with
the Greek way of life. This group, however, was apparently just as offended by Saul’s
message about Yeshua, and so the assembly of believers makes a way for him to return
home to Tarsus for a time. In Saul’s absence, things seem to calm down for them: “So
the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being built up;
and going on in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued
to increase” (verse 31).

After Peter’s vision and the subsequent baptism in the Spirit of Cornelius and the
Gentiles who were with him, some of the assembly began to preach to Gentiles: “But
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there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who came to Antioch and began
speaking to the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Yeshua” (Acts 11:20). When Barnabas
sees this, he heads off to Tarsus to look for Saul. Perhaps he knew that Saul was called
to be the apostle to the Gentiles, and so he brings him to Antioch where this
phenomenon is taking place. While their ministry is there, many people are brought to
belief in Yeshua.

Up until now, we have still seen the Scriptures refer to Paul as Saul: “While they were
ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for Me Barnabas and
Saul for the work to which I have called them’” (Acts 13:2). This work begins as they set
out for Cyprus, an island in the eastern Mediterranean. When they arrive, they travel
around to the synagogues, where they preach the word of God. As they are going
around, they encounter a false prophet named Bar-Jesus. We are also told that his
name is translated as Elymas. It is interesting to note that just after the two names of
Bar-Jesus are introduced, we are told of Saul’s alternate name as well: “But Elymas the
magician (for so his name is translated) was opposing them, seeking to turn the
proconsul away from the faith. But Saul, who was also known as Paul, filled with the
Holy Spirit, fixed his gaze on him” (verses 8-9).

From this point on, the Scriptures refer to him solely as Paul, except when he is
retelling the story of his experience on the road to Damascus. The text here implies
that the names were used alternatively, not that his name was changed to Paul. But
from where would he get this name?

First, we must realize that this was a time where the Roman Empire had an enormous
amount of influence over most of the world around the Mediterranean. As was
mentioned earlier, Saul was born in the Roman-controlled city of Tarsus. It is recorded
that he was born a citizen (Acts 22:28). Rome wasn't like America where if you are born
here, you are a citizen. Citizenship was a special right that not everyone had. One could
gain citizenship by birth if their father was a Roman citizen. So how did Saul’s father
gain citizenship? Some methods of gaining citizenship include being freed from
slavery, through service in the military or government, bribery, or other means.

Some scholars suggest that Saul belonged to a prominent family in the city who had
been given citizenship due to their support of Rome. Others point to the fact that a
Roman emperor had granted citizenship to the earliest settlers of Tarsus, speculating
that his parents or grandparents moved there at that time. Because of the complexity of
the issue and the fact that the particulars of Saul’s citizenship are not recorded, the best
we can do is speculate. For the purposes of this study, it suffices to say that Saul was
most likely given both names at birth in order to easily assimilate into the Jewish and
Roman cultures he grew up in.

What benefit would Saul have received by being a Roman citizen? Some of the rights
which belonged to citizens were not things we would consider to be necessarily
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positive, but they were a sign of status in those days, such as the right to serve in the
military or to pay certain taxes. Other rights were of more personal benefit. A Roman
citizen could not be given the conventional methods of punishment such as scourging
(whipping). They had the right to a trial if they were accused of a crime. If they were
found guilty of a crime punishable by death, the method of execution was beheading,
as opposed to the excruciating ordeal of crucifixion which was used for non-citizens.

So why is this the first time we see mention of Saul’s alternate name in Scripture? One
likely possibility is that since he was beginning to venture out into preaching to the
Gentiles, his Roman name would have come in handy in identifying with those he was
reaching out to. Although he and Barnabas were speaking in the synagogues in Cyprus,
the encounter here is between them and a proconsul who is stationed on the island. A
proconsul was a Roman military leader, but they were also involved in civil affairs.

An interesting point to consider is that the proconsul’s name was Sergius Paulus (Acts
13:6-7). Paulus is the original Latin form of the anglicized name Paul, and so perhaps
this is why the introduction to Saul’s name takes place here. Thinking of it this way, the
phrase “Saul, who was also known as Paul,” is simply telling us that the proconsul and
Saul share the same name.

What we have seen so far is that Paul is never seen acting in opposition to his Jewish
beliefs. His conflicts with some of the Jews are not based on his opinions on Torah, but
on the message he brings of Yeshua the Messiah. We have also seen that Saul did not
change into Paul, but that the latter name was used more often since his mission was
mainly to the Gentiles. There is no mention at all that God suggested any changes of this
kind.

False Teachers

We have previously mentioned Philippians 3, but there is more there which we can
glean about who Paul was. He starts out with a warning in verse 2: “Beware of the dogs,
beware of the evil workers, beware of the false circumcision.” Speaking of dogs, Peter
tells us in 2 Peter 2:20-22 that a person who, after leaving the world's ways and coming
to the knowledge of Messiah, then returns to their sinful lifestyle is like a dog who
returns to its vomit and a pig that returns to the mud after being washed. This saying
comes after Peter is speaking against false teachers, who were trying to lead people
away into pursuing the lusts which they had formerly indulged in when they were of
the world.

What is the meaning behind the imagery of the dogs and pigs? These were common
ways to refer to Gentiles in those days. We see this in Matthew 7:6 and 15:21-28. The
reason Gentiles were treated this way was because of the impurity and idolatry which
was present among the nations. The Roman and Greek world was centered on
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polytheism and the worship of idols. It had transcended religion and become a cultural
influence which was imposed upon conquered regions. The Jewish people realized the
dangers of allowing close ties between the pagans and their own people, as had in the
past so often led them into idolatry. Another reason for this name-calling is that the
Jewish people believed that Israel alone was destined for salvation and care by God.
There is a tradition that before God gave the Torah, he first offered it to all the other
nations, who were unwilling to follow God, so He chose Israel alone to walk in His ways.
While it is true that Israel is the possessor of the covenants, the promises, and Yeshua
(Romans 9:4-5), we as Gentiles are now able to become adopted into the family of
Abraham through faith in Him (Romans 11:17-21).

This allusion would make sense in the passage in Peter, as he is making the point that
one who is not transformed by Yeshua through a complete revocation of the old,
idolatrous self will return to their previous sins because they are still unclean in the
heart. But what about the passage we mentioned in Philippians? Here Paul is talking
about the teachers, not the ones who follow their impure guidance. Another name he
gives them is “the false circumcision.” Paul is making the point that simply being Jewish
does not equate with righteousness. One can be circumcised outwardly but be a pagan
“dog” in the depths of the heart. The Gentiles who sought to be saved through
circumcision had not truly changed their ways, but had returned to the works of the
flesh.

Paul continues to pursue this line of criticism against the false teachers. He claims that
he has more reason to boast then these other men due to his credentials:

If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more:
circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Torah, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a
persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Torah,
found blameless. (Philippians 3:4-6)

Although he has more reason to put confidence in the flesh then the false apostles, he
realizes that for him to do so would be in vain:

But whatever things were gained to me, those things I have counted as
loss for the sake of Messiah. More than that, I count all things to be lost
in view of the surpassing value of knowing Messiah Yeshua my Lord, for
whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish
so that I may gain Messiah. (verses 7-8)

This is not a forfeiture of his heritage or his values, but rather a declaration that these
things which he previously put his faith in are of no importance in gaining justification
before God, which is only attainable through faith in Yeshua. It is the same argument we
see in Acts 15, which we will examine in depth later on.
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So what does all of this tell us about Paul? He was completely committed to Messiah
and not the world. He was not a person who had converted to Judaism, but was a
full-blooded Hebrew. He did not believe that his heritage would merit him salvation,
but instead he put his faith in Yeshua. He condemned those who put confidence in
their Jewish heritage or in ritual conversion to Judaism. He puts no confidence in the
flesh even though he might have had more reason than others to do so. Through
everything, he remained a practicing Jew with integrity and devotion to his faith and to
his God.

Paul’s Mission Field

As Paul went out to preach the gospel, he experienced the wide range of beliefs
present in the world. Among the Jewish people, there were various sects to contend
with. Although we often split Judaism of that day down into simply Pharisees and
Sadducees, even these groups were divided within themselves.

Different schools of thought arose on interpretation and application of Torah. These
groups would often debate their thoughts on a topic in order to fully flesh out the true
meaning of a passage of Scripture. When we see the apostles arguing with the other
Jewish groups, they were using this same method of discussion common to that time
and place.

Naturally, Paul, being a devout Jew, believed in the Hebrew scriptures. He learned them
as a child and he lived them out in his adult life. He was familiar with the process of
argumentation common among the rabbis. But Paul also lived in a culture that was very
much Hellenistic. Many Jews were Jewish in name only. They were not devoted
Hebrews, but lived like Gentiles, especially in their business dealings, such as we see
with the tax collectors in the Gospels (Mark 2:15, Luke 15:1).

But as we have seen, Paul said that he was a Hebrew of Hebrews, a Pharisee zealous for
God. Paul was true to himself. He knew who he was and he knew the Scriptures, and
the Scriptures told him that the Gentiles would one day come to salvation along with
the Jews. So as Paul headed for the Gentiles, he came with the message that was for the
Gentiles and not the Jews. That message was that Gentiles did not have to become
Jewish in order to be saved. From our perspective this seems obvious, but in those
days it was not understood that way.

Before we go any further, it is important to understand the perspectives on salvation
within Judaism. Our understanding of salvation is different from what has been
asserted by Judaism throughout the ages. Today we understand salvation, in the
context of Christianity, to mean that when we die, we will not be subject to eternal
punishment in hell, but will spend eternity in heaven. This opportunity is afforded to
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anyone who accepts Yeshua and His atoning sacrifice as a free gift. But what would the
term “salvation” mean to a Jew?

Examining the Old Testament, we see that there are no explicit descriptions of an
afterlife. Since the Sadducees held only a literal understanding of the Bible, they did not
believe in an afterlife, so they saw no reason to be saved from anything. The Pharisees,
however, saw hints and glimpses in the Scriptures, and understood that death was not
the end of individual existence (Proverbs 15:24, Isaiah 26:19, Daniel 12:2). Because of
the lack of explanation in the Old Testament, the exact understanding of this afterlife
was hazy and open to interpretation. Due to the myriad explanations which have
arisen from this vacuum, we will cover only the opinions which are most broadly
accepted.

The afterlife is called Olam HaBa, meaning “the World to Come.” This name is used both
in reference to the Messianic Age, which we call the Millennium or the Millennial Reign
of Christ, and the eternal afterlife. Some interpret that these times are one and the
same, while others separate them, distinguishing between a time after the resurrection
of the body with the soul and an eternity where only the soul exists without the
physical body.

We often misunderstand the relationship that exists in Judaism between keeping the
commandments and entering eternal life. Jews do not believe that eternal life is earned
by keeping the commands perfectly. The majority opinion is summed up in the words
of the Talmud: “All Israel has a share in the World to Come.” The merit of salvation is
not keeping the commands, but it is because of the covenant God made with Israel,
and His grace which He has revealed in the promises He made (Isaiah 45:17, 60:21).
Paul himself echoes this fact, expanding Israel to include Gentiles who believe in
Yeshua (Romans 11:25-26). Although the belief is that all Israel has a share in the World
to Come, the individual’s continued status within the covenant and the greatness of the
share they will receive in the World to Come depends on their adherence to the
commandments. Those who were more righteous will receive a better reward, and
those who were less righteous may have to go through a time of purification similar to
Purgatory in Catholicism.

Just because someone was born into Israel does not mean that they will enter the
World to Come, however. Some sins explicitly merit the punishment of being “cut off
from Israel,” which is understood as being separated from the blessings of God
(Leviticus 18:29, 20:6, Numbers 15:30), including those of the World to Come.

In Judaism, the motivation for keeping the commands is not supposed to be to gain
merit in the eyes of God, but to do the things that He has said are good for His people
to do, and they are to be done not because of a desire for eternal reward, but simply
because it is their covenant duty and how they show love for God. This is echoed in the
Chapters of the Fathers (Pirkei Avot): “Be not like servants who minister unto their
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master for the sake of receiving a reward, but be like servants who serve their master
not upon the condition of receiving a reward; and let the fear of Heaven [God] be upon
you.” Yeshua teaches His disciples in a similar fashion in Luke 17:7-9.

So if entrance into the World to Come is understood as being based on the covenant
relationship with God and attachment to the blessings which rest upon Israel, then
how did Gentiles fit into this? One idea which has been somewhat accepted in Judaism
is that those who are Gentiles can not enter eternal life, period. This doesn't mean they
inherit eternal torture, but merely cease to exist after death. As we have brought up
earlier, this belief about Gentiles was because there was often a distinct line drawn
between Judaism and the rest of the world, who practiced idolatry. In their opinion, the
only option for the nations is to go through the ritual conversion process and become
Jews.

The process of conversion was similar to what it is today. The convert-to-be begins by
finding a rabbi or teacher to learn the basics of the faith from. They spend time with
this spiritual adviser, learning more about practicing Judaism to see if they really want
to convert. After a sufficient period of learning, usually at least a year, the next step is to

meet with what is called a beit din, which is a group of at least three well-respected
members of the community. They will talk with the one who wants to convert to see if
they are still willing to go through with the conversion and what their motives and
expectations are. It is not something to be taken lightly, as after the conversion the full
responsibilities of the covenant will rest upon them. If the meeting goes well, the next
step is circumcision. This is the sign of the covenant which God decreed for the people
of Israel, so it is necessary for one who wishes to become a Jew. After the circumcision,

the only thing left to do is immerse in a mikveh. A mikveh is a ritual immersion pool
which contains natural, flowing water. The convert will be completely submerged
underwater and rise, as a sign of rebirth and commitment. This is where the concept of
Christian baptism originated. To finalize the conversion, the new convert would offer
up sacrifices in the Temple. After the destruction of the Temple, sacrifices could no
longer be offered up, and so instead the new convert would give to charity or do a
particular good deed. After this immersion and sacrifice, the convert is no longer
considered a Gentile, but they are now considered a proselyte Jew.

While the idea that no Gentiles can be saved has seen acceptance through the years
(most likely including during the time of Yeshua), the majority view today is that those
of the nations who act in accordance with righteousness will enter the World to Come.
Righteousness for Gentiles in this context means fulfilling the covenant relationship
which God established with Noah. Noah existed before the Jewish people, and so the
writers of the Talmud say that the covenant God made with Noah is for all of mankind
(Genesis 9:9, 18-19). They developed a list of seven rules which go along with this
covenant: 1. Do not worship false gods, 2. Do not curse God, 3. Do not murder, 4. Do not
commit sexual immorality, 5. Do not steal, 6. Do not eat a live animal, and
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7. Establish courts of justice. The first six laws were derived from various passages in
Scripture where God shows certain expectations of mankind in general, and the last is
established to uphold the other six.

Why would a Gentile want to become Jewish? If they recognized that the God of Israel
was the one true God, the only way to be accepted by the Jewish community was to
become a proselyte. Although the Torah does not teach that this needs to happen, the
Jewish people at that time were leery of Gentiles in general and wanted to be sure their
desires were genuine. Another motivation may be that under Roman law, Jews were
protected from having to participate in the worship of false gods, but Gentiles were
not. If they didn’t participate in the pagan rituals of society, they could be punished for
atheism.

So what we have seen is that the concept of salvation in Judaism was somewhat vague:
it is more focused on what to do in this life, and leaves the judgment up to God.
However, those who have accepted belief in eternal reward and punishment believe it
is contingent upon the covenant and the promises that God made with Israel, and
therefore in order to share in the blessings of the covenant, a Gentile must convert and
become an Israelite. This idea was popular in Yeshua's day, but afterward Jews became
more open and posited that Gentiles could also receive the blessings of the covenant
by maintaining the covenant which God made with Noah.

The Jerusalem Council

The debate over how people were saved affected all of the varied sects and
denominations of Judaism, especially the Way. In Acts 15, we find a debate which we
have lost perspective on through the years. Unless we understand the worldviews of
those who are debating, we cannot truly grasp the meaning of this decision and the
implications it had on the early community of believers.

The chapter begins with an introduction to the council of Jerusalem. Some men have
been going around saying that the Gentiles who are coming to belief in Yeshua can
only be saved by undergoing the ritual conversion to Judaism:

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
some others of them should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and
elders concerning this issue. (verses 1-2)

These men were of the opinion that Gentiles needed to renounce their nationality and
become proselyte Jews in order to experience the blessings associated with the
covenant. Previously, the Gentiles had not been a big factor, since all of the initial
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believers in Yeshua were Jewish (Matthew 10:5-6). After it was made clear that Gentiles
were part of God’s plan, as evidenced through their reception of the Holy Spirit (Acts
10), and especially as Paul and Barnabas began preaching almost exclusively to the
Gentiles, the issue of their place in the community of Israel was one that needed to be
carefully thought and prayed about.

The conversion process, which we introduced earlier, is not found anywhere in the
Torah. There is no set of rules for how a Gentile can become Jewish, except as laid out
in the oral traditions. The Pharisees believed that the oral traditions which had been
passed down from previous generations had originally been taught to Moses on Mt.
Sinai by God Himself. This is why the phrase “according to the custom of Moses” is
used here in Acts 15, since it was not an issue of the written Torah of Moses, but rather
the oral custom of conversion attributed to Moses.

Instead of including instructions for conversion, the written Torah includes details
about how a foreigner who wishes to reside among the Israelites and live among them
is supposed to act and be treated (Leviticus 24:22, Numbers 9:14, Deuteronomy
31:11-12). Indeed, a mixed multitude came up out of Egypt among the people of Israel
(Exodus 12:38). This group, containing both Jews and people from other nations, ceases
to be known as a mixture of nations, but is continuously referred to solely as Israel.
Those who had joined themselves to Israel in this way continued to reside among
them, even partaking in the covenant at Mt. Sinai. Instead of a formal process of
conversion, the Scriptures make it evident that faith in the God of Israel and
submission to His will is what links a foreigner to the people of Israel, and that no
conversion is required for this status to be achieved (Ruth 1:16, Isaiah 56:6-7). It is
important to also note that the foreigner in this position does not become Jewish, but
maintains his ethnic status as a “sojourner” even while participating in the covenant
with Israel (Exodus 12:19, 20:10; Numbers 15:14-16, Deuteronomy 31:12).

Continuing on in Acts 15, we see that the council comes together to reach a conclusion
about how the Gentiles are to be accepted into Israel and therefore receive the
blessings associated with the covenant.

And the apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter.
And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them,
“Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among
you, that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel
and believe. And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them,
giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us; and He made no
distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith. 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?” (verses 6-10)
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Peter begins to speak, reminding the council that he had been sent to preach to some
of the Gentiles. He tells them that God gave the Holy Spirit to the Gentile believers, just
as He had done to the Jewish believers previously. If God had shown His acceptance of
the Gentiles without them having been converted, then why should they have to be
converted to be saved? In giving them the Holy Spirit, God had revealed that the heart
of the one receiving had been circumcised. Peter’s argument is that since God had
already shown His acceptance of the Gentiles while they were still of the nations by
circumcising their hearts and giving them the Holy Spirit, therefore they did not need
to be physically converted in order to receive the other gifts of God, most notably
salvation. Further basis for this belief lies in the fact that Scriptures speak of Jews and
Gentiles worshiping God (Isaiah 2:2-3, Micah 4:2, Acts 15:16-17), therefore it is
necessary for Gentiles to retain their national identity even while becoming part of
Israel.

From Peter’s words in verse 10 has arisen a stumbling block in Christian interpretation.
The traditional understanding is that since Gentile believers are saved and grafted in by
faith, we therefore are no longer saved by works and have no need to be under the
“yoke” and the “burden” of the Torah. But we have already seen that the predominant
view held by the Jews was not that salvation was obtained through keeping the Torah,
so it wouldn’t make sense for him to be framing it that way. The issue, as is evident in
the opening of chapter 15, is whether Gentiles are saved by undergoing ritual
conversion to Judaism. Additionally, according to Scripture, the Torah is in fact not a
burden (Deuteronomy 30:11-14, James 1:25, 1 John 5:2-3).

If this is so, then what is the burden that the council and their fathers were not able to
bear? We find the answer in the words of Yeshua:

Then Yeshua spoke to the crowds and to His disciples, saying: “The
scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses;
therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according
to their deeds; for they say things and do not do them. They tie up heavy
burdens and lay them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are
unwilling to move them with so much as a finger. (Matthew 23:1-4)

These heavy burdens were the contrived oral commandments: not all of them, but the
ones which missed the true purpose of the written command (Mark 7:9-12, Luke 11:42).
Notice that even though He acknowledges that these oral traditions are burdensome,
He does not tell the people to disobey the authority of the religious council, for this
would have been against the Torah (Deuteronomy 17:9-11). He also makes reference to
the yoke He brought, which is easy to bear (Matthew 11:29-30). If the Gentiles were
going to be compelled to be circumcised, they would be placing themselves under the
authority of the Sanhedrin, and would need to abide by all of the oral traditions as if
they were written commandments except where these traditions contradicted the
teachings of Yeshua.
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Yeshua grants His disciples with the power to make legal rulings. This system of ruling
was not something new or recently devised. The rabbinic council would frequently

meet together to determine a proper halakhah for a commandment. The word

halakhah means “the way to walk,” and it is the instructions for how a particular
commandment is supposed to be done. Yeshua gives His disciples the legal authority to
make these types of rulings within the community of His followers in Matthew
18:18-20: “Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in
heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” This
terminology, “binding and loosing,” was used by the Pharisees to describe the authority
they had to make rulings about commandments. The Jewish Encyclopedia entry on
“Binding and Loosing” puts it this way:

The power of binding and loosing was always claimed by the Pharisees...
The various schools had the power “to bind and to loose”; that is, to
forbid and to permit; and they could bind any day by declaring it a
fast-day. This power and authority, vested in the rabbinical body of each
age or in the Sanhedrin, received its ratification and final sanction from
the celestial court of justice.

James, the head of the council, had a big decision to make. He makes his ruling on the
issue of the Gentiles in Acts 15:19-20: “Therefore it is my judgment that we do not
trouble those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles, but that we write to
them that they abstain (1) from things contaminated by idols and (2) from fornication
and (3) from what is strangled and (4) from blood.” He did not stop there, but goes on to
explain in verse 21, “For Moses from ancient generations has in every city those who
preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath.” During the time of the
Jerusalem council, Gentiles still went to the synagogue every Sabbath and worshiped
alongside regular Jews who were not believers (Acts 14:1, 18:4). This was the way it was
expected to be, and the council did not aim to change that. Their goal was a sustainable
relationship between Jewish and Gentile believers.

We see an example of the different classifications of people within the synagogue in
Acts 13. In verse 26 Paul says to those in the synagogue, “Brethren, sons of Abraham’s
family, and those among you who fear God, to us the message of this salvation has
been sent.” These are three distinct groups of people. “Brethren” would refer to those
who were Jewish by birth, like Saul (Romans 9:3). Sons of Abraham were those who
had gone through the conversion process to Judaism. The last group is “those who fear
God.” The term “God-fearer” in those days was a specific term which meant a Gentile
who forsook other gods in order to worship the God of Israel. They would meet in the
synagogues with the Jewish people and engage in some level of Torah-observance, but
they did this without converting to Judaism. In most cases, they did this in preparation
for conversion, as we discussed previously in regard to the learning period prior to
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conversion. Then if they did choose to go through the formal conversion process,
including circumcision, they were then termed “proselytes” or “sons of Abraham.”

Getting back to the ruling in Jerusalem, we see that this is a short list of rules, and it
contains some interesting choices. Why these four in particular? Obviously these were
not the only commands that Gentiles were supposed to follow, so what was their
purpose? The answer is that James and the Jerusalem council basically advocated
observance of the laws that had been given to mankind from the beginning, like what
we saw with the Noahide commands. These four commands also had the problem of
idolatry in mind: consuming food offered to idols, temple prostitution, and
participation in sacrificial rituals that were all associated with paganism. Notice that
none of these commands directly come out and forbid idolatry, since that was already
a commandment in the Torah (Exodus 20:3). Since the Jews had laws against
associating with idolaters, these four rules would prove to Jewish believers that the
Gentile believers had indeed forsaken their past pagan lifestyle so that they would be
able to come together in fellowship. These four commands established a basic level of
Torah-observance that allowed the Gentile to assimilate into the community of
believers where he would begin to learn more about his role as a Gentile now grafted
into the body of Israel. This is also similar to the concept of “elementary teachings”
spoken of in Hebrews 6:1-2, which were a baseline to be built off of rather than a
stopping point.

So what bearing does the Jerusalem council have on us today? We generally do not
have to worry about whether our markets are offering up their goods to idols, at least
not here in America. But even the appearance of idolatry needs to be eliminated from
our lives. Sexual immorality was forbidden, and today we should guard our hearts by
not even watching programs or movies that promote such things. Eating meat which
came from a strangled animal and blood are no longer associated with sacrifice, but
have to do with a basic level of kosher observance, similar to that which we saw in the
Noahide laws. Leviticus 17:13-14 explains the reason blood is not to be consumed:

So when any man from the sons of Israel, or from the aliens who
sojourn among them, in hunting catches a beast or a bird which may be
eaten, he shall pour out its blood and cover it with earth. For as for the
life of all flesh, its blood is identified with its life. Therefore I said to the
sons of Israel, “You are not to eat the blood of any flesh, for the life of all
flesh is its blood; whoever eats it shall be cut off.”

God here gives a universal reason not to consume blood. The life of all flesh is its
blood, therefore neither the native-born Israelite nor the sojourner are to eat meat
with the blood remaining in it.

Now it seems as if we no longer have regard for the decision of the council at
Jerusalem. But Paul did, and so did the early Gentile believers who took this decision to
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heart. We read the letter that was sent to the Gentiles in verses 23-29 which tells us
that the Holy Spirit led James in his decision. In verse 31, we read that the letter was
read and received with great encouragement and rejoicing.

The Gentiles were now accepted and they could fellowship with the Jewish
congregation because of the rules set in place to do so. We also see that Paul and the
rest of the council did not start a new religion here. What he had previously believed
about Gentiles, that they did not have to be circumcised to become a part of Israel, was

now a part of the standard halakhah. It was still a given that the Gentiles would be in
the synagogue every Sabbath, listening to the words of Moses within the framework of
Judaism, supplementing the teaching they would receive there with the words of
Yeshua as preached via the apostles and other believers.

So what we see here is that James and the Jerusalem council basically advocated
observance of the laws that had been given to mankind from the beginning, and were
frequently violated in the cultural and religious customs which surrounded them. This
ruling solidified the fact that Gentiles do not need to become Jewish to be grafted into
Israel, but certain commandments should be placed on their shoulders initially to aid
their acceptance into the Jewish community. The four commands for Gentiles do not
explicitly include Sabbath observance, but it was implicitly understood that they would
be honoring the seventh day, instituted at the time of creation, at least in part alongside
the Jews in the synagogue.

We have seen who Paul was, how he would have viewed the world, and what his
mission field looked like. Now we want to look at Paul’s doctrine, especially some
passages in the epistles which, as traditionally interpreted, might seem to contradict
some important truths contained in Scripture.

Paul’s Doctrine

As Paul has been misunderstood, so has his doctrine. Even in his own day this was the
case, as we will see later on in his trials, and as Peter tells us in 2 Peter 3:15-16:

Just as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given
him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these
things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught
and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their
own destruction.

So we must come with an open mind and heart to look deep into the Scriptures to see
the truth of God’s word, for often if something is found in Scripture in one place, it is
affirmed by other scriptures as well.
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Romans

Paul wrote the book of Romans to believers while in Corinth. We see in the first verse
of chapter 1, Paul tells us that he is “a bondservant of Messiah Yeshua, called as an
apostle, set apart for the gospel of God.” Here Paul is telling us, as he did in most of his
writings, that he was an apostle called by God. In Paul’s day, an apostle was like an
ambassador who represented another party. They were sent out to act in the name of
the party who sent them, and in all respects had the authority of that party. As we saw
earlier going back to Philippians, Paul was distinguishing himself from any false
apostles who were bringing teachings contrary to the truth, apostles who had not truly
been sent out by God to preach the gospel of Yeshua.

Paul tells us that he has been called for the sake of the gospel of God. Paul's mission has
some interesting parallels with the Teacher of Righteousness in the Qumran
community. This figure is mentioned in the Dead Sea Scrolls as one who “announces
good tidings… preaching the gospel to the humble… And all the nations shall know Thy
truth and all the peoples, Thy glory.” He claims to have been entrusted with the
mysteries contained in the Scriptures, and his message is preached to those who will
pay attention to his words and thus return to God. This idea is similar to the calling of
Paul to preach the gospel to the humble so that all of the nations who are willing might
turn to God. This gospel is what Paul calls the “Mystery of the Messiah” (Ephesians
3:1-7), because the full depth of the message had not been recognized until His coming,
although it had been present throughout Scripture all along.

The Greek word for “gospel” or “good news” is euangelion. In the prophets, we see the
concept of good news is brought up in Isaiah 52:7, which aligns this term with
salvation and restoration for the people of Israel. Isaiah 61:1-3 continues this alignment
of good news and the restoration of Israel, bringing promise of the favorable year of
the Lord, or the year of goodwill, in which Israel will dwell and prosper in the land. This
period of time is spoken of throughout the prophets, and it all has to do with the
Messiah in the Messianic age. The Messianic Age is the time when Yeshua will rule for
one thousand years in the city of David, which is Jerusalem, and fulfill all of the
prophecies which He didn’t fulfill during His first coming (Isaiah 62:8-9, Revelation
20:6).

With these prophecies in mind, it is important to understand the correct gospel
message. In Romans 1:16, Paul tells us, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the
power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the
Greek [the nations].” So what was this gospel that was to the Jews first and then to the
nations that Paul was not ashamed of?

We want to take a closer look into the good news and we want to start with the
announcement of Yeshua’s birth:
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And the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you
good news of a great joy which shall be for all the people; for today in
the city of David there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the
Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in
cloths, and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there appeared with the
angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God saying, “Glory to
God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom He is
pleased.” (Luke 2:10‐14)

So what was this good news that was to bring joy to these shepherds? It was the long
awaited Savior, the Messiah, whom Israel had been waiting for. For Israel, this was
surely good news. Luke tells us what the angel told Mary when he reveals God’s plan to
her: "He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will
give Him the throne of His father David; and He will reign over the house of Jacob
forever; and His Kingdom will have no end" (Luke 1:32-33). Isaiah 9:1-7 speaks about
the Messiah and the victory He will achieve over His enemies.

What we have seen from Isaiah and the angels is that this child that was to come will
be a mighty warrior and He will defeat His enemies and He will establish His Kingdom
on the throne of David in Jerusalem (Jeremiah 23:5-6, Ezekiel 37:24-25). But what
about the gospel message? When we read these passages, we do not see anything
about Messiah dying for our sins and rising again on the third day.

When we see the words "good news," we must understand where we get that
translation from. The words "good news" were translated into the Old English as
"godspell," which we interpret today as "gospel." The gospel message is the good news,
and it was this good news or gospel message that the people of Israel were waiting for.
"How lovely on the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who
announces peace and brings good news of happiness, who announces salvation and
says to Zion, 'Your God reigns!'" (Isaiah 52:7, Romans 10:15).

If Israel was waiting for their Messiah, then let's look at what Yeshua Himself has to say
about the good news:

“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon Me, because the Lord has anointed
Me to bring good news to the afflicted; He sent Me to bind up the
broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to captives, and freedom to
prisoners, to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord, and the day of
vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn, to grant those who
mourn in Zion, giving them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness
instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a spirit of fainting.
So they will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord.
Then they will rebuild the ancient ruins, they will raise up the former
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devastations, and they will repair the ruined cities, the desolations of
many generations." (Isaiah 61:1-4, Luke 4:18-19, 21)

When John the Baptist sent his disciples to Yeshua to find out if He was truly the
Messiah, Yeshua quoted part of this verse to them, and He added, "Blessed is he who
keeps from stumbling over Me" (Luke 7:23).

We will continue to look at the Messiah's message, but first let's see what John
preached, for he was the one crying out in the wilderness to prepare for the Messiah.
We see in Matthew 3:2 that John says, “Repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.”
Yeshua Himself called John the greatest prophet of His day, and this was his message.
Matthew 4:17 tells us that Yeshua's message was also, “Repent for the Kingdom of
Heaven is at hand.” When Yeshua sent out His disciples in Matthew 10:17, He told them
to go out and preach saying, “Repent for the Kingdom of God is at hand.”

Now if John the Baptist was going to teach the people the way of salvation, we see that
the message of salvation, which is the gospel message (or the good news), starts with
repentance. Yeshua’s name means “Salvation,” so we know that He was going to teach
the people the way of salvation, and He preached the same message. Yeshua even tells
the churches in Revelation to repent (Revelation 2:5, 16, 21; 3:3). So this is not just a
Jewish matter, but a Gentile or Christian issue, and that issue is that the way of salvation
comes through repentance, a coming back to the Word of God as a way of living. We
also see in Acts 17:30 and 26:20 that Paul's message was for those who had not yet
believed. This message has to be important, because it is about Yeshua and the
fulfillment of His job as the Messiah. Of course repentance has to be the first and
foremost important issue. John writes in 1 John 1:5-10, “If we say we have no sin, we are
deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us.” To enter into the Kingdom, one must
repent. That word, “repent,” means to make a complete turn around. It means to come
back to the truth of God's word.

So if the angels and John, Yeshua, and His disciples preached the main message of the
Kingdom, what happened to the message of the cross? We tend to confuse the Gospel
message (Good News), which tells us about the fulfillment of Yeshua's role as the
Messiah, with the Salvation message. To receive the work of Messiah on the cross, we
must come to the cross and be washed by the blood, but we must come in repentance
of our sins, for God tells us that He will never turn away one who is contrite and
humble, but He will resist the proud (James 4:6). Today we can live in newness of life.
We can begin to live in the Kingdom and to taste and see that God is good.

But repentance is only the first part of the message. The second half is “for the
Kingdom of God is at hand.” So what did John and Yeshua and the Apostles all mean by
this phrase, “the Kingdom of God (or sometimes ‘of heaven’) is at hand”?
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The people of Yeshua’s day knew exactly what this phrase meant. You see, the people
had been waiting for their Messiah to come and deliver them. They had been waiting
for their King. All of this was promised through the prophets. So now they hear the
words, “It is here, the Kingdom is here, it is at hand!" We see the Apostles ask Yeshua,
“When will you set up Your Kingdom?” (Acts 1:6). John also sends his disciples to ask
Yeshua, “Are you the One we have been expecting?” (Matthew 11:2-3), meaning, “Are
you the one who will set up God’s Kingdom here on earth?” Yeshua asks His disciples,
“Who do people say that I am?” (Matthew 16:13). Yeshua tells the people to believe in
Him, or at least believe in the works that He did (John 14:11). You see, if we do not truly
believe in Yeshua as the Messiah and as the coming King who will sit one day on the
throne of David in Jerusalem, we will not believe that His Kingdom is here, right here,
next to us. We will not take hold of it and become part of it, right now, today. We will
not operate in Kingdom principles, nor will we live in the full victory of our King and
the work He did on the cross for us.

This is the full message of the gospel, the true good news of the Kingdom of God. Yet it
is Yeshua’s final words to His apostles that set the tone for the rest of the Scriptures:

It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by
His own authority [that is, when He will fulfill the prophecies and
establish His Kingdom in Jerusalem]; 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)

Before anyone could have the hope of an earthly Kingdom of God, it was necessary for
them to take hold of the King and the spiritual blessings which were presently available
because of His work on the cross. The sole responsibility for bringing about the earthly
Kingdom rests on God, but while we wait for that day, our present calling is to work in
the power of the Kingdom as it is among us today, “testifying both to Jews and to
Greeks of repentance toward God and of faith in our Lord Yeshua the Messiah” (Acts
20:21). This is where the emphasis is placed throughout the Apostolic Writings, and
likewise such is the case here in Romans 1, where Paul is speaking about the good news
of salvation. Verse 17 goes on to say, “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from
faith to faith; as it is written, ‘But the righteous shall live by faith.’”

What else can we learn about the gospel of salvation? Paul tells us that it is the power
of God (verse 16). The power of God is proclaimed throughout Scripture, especially His
power in accomplishing His will through wisdom. Proverbs speaks of wisdom as
righteousness (Proverbs 8:8, 22-23), and the wisdom of God is revealed to us through
the Torah: His word, teachings, oracles, statutes, and commandments (Deuteronomy
4:5-6, Psalm 19:7-14, Proverbs 7:2-4). Isaiah tells us that His word does not return void,
but accomplishes what it was sent out to do (Isaiah 55:10-11). Paul was eager to preach
the message of salvation. This power, this wisdom, this righteousness was and is our
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hope. It is Yeshua Himself, the wisdom of God, the Torah made flesh, the righteousness
of God.

God’s wisdom is His purpose to redeem the whole world through His people Israel (to
the Jew first). From the beginning, the calling of Israel was to be a light to the nations
(Deuteronomy 28:10, Isaiah 60:2-4, Micah 4:2). It is them to whom God revealed
Himself in the past, and again will as the Messiah in the future:

To whom belongs the adoption as sons and the glory and the covenants
and the giving of the Torah and the Temple service and the promises,
whose are the fathers and from whom is Messiah. (Romans 9:4-5)

This message of good news found its goal in Yeshua the Messiah. Preaching the gospel
of salvation will bring hope to the nations and make them part of the commonwealth
of Israel. We as the church do not, nor ever will we, replace Israel:

I say then, they (Israel) did not stumble so as to fall, did they? May it
never be! But by their transgression salvation has come to the nations, to
make them jealous. Now if their transgression be riches for the nations,
how much more will their fulfillment be… For if their rejection be the
reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from
the dead. (Romans 11:11-12, 15)

Isaiah also prophesied about the relationship between God and His chosen people:

“For a brief moment I forsook you, but with great compassion I will
gather you. In an outburst of anger I hid My face from you for a
moment; but with everlasting loving-kindness I will have compassion on
you,” says the Lord your Redeemer… “In righteousness you will be
established.” (Isaiah 54:7-8, 14a)

Who is this righteousness but Yeshua the Messiah of Israel? Although they rejected
Him for a time, God has not left His people to be abandoned. History has seemed cruel
to the people of Israel, and some have misunderstood this to mean that God has
rejected them completely, instead changing His graces to be upon the Christian church
alone. But this ideology is directly addressed in Scripture:

The word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: “Have you not noticed that
these people are saying, ‘The Lord has rejected the two kingdoms he
chose’? So they despise my people and no longer regard them as a
nation. This is what the Lord says: ‘If I have not made my covenant with
day and night and established the laws of heaven and earth, then I will
reject the descendants of Jacob and David my servant and will not
choose one of his sons to rule over the descendants of Abraham, Isaac
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and Jacob. For I will restore their fortunes and have compassion on

them.’” (Jeremiah 33:23-26)

If all of these promises are for Israel, then what about the nations? How do we fit into
the master plan? Well, Romans 11 continues:

But if some of the branches were broken off, and you being a wild olive,
were grafted in among them and became partakers with the rich root of
the olive tree, do not be arrogant; remember that it is not you who
supports the root, but the root supports you. (verses 17-18)

With the influx of Gentile believers, it would have been easy for the movement to
become overwhelmed until few ethnic Jews remained. This is indeed what has
happened, for as time progressed, some influential people have ignored Paul’s warning
to not become arrogant toward Israel, who is still God’s chosen. These teachers have
rejected the tree they were grafted into and attempted to plant one of their own,
ignorant of the fact that God yet stands with His chosen ones (Deuteronomy 4:30-31,
32:43; Isaiah 8:9-10).

So now that we have looked at God’s plan of salvation and know the gospel (good
news) that Paul preached, let’s take a closer look at it.

Justification

The main theme of Romans is the justification of sinners. Justification is the way in
which God accepts a sinful human being and sets them in a place of right-standing
through Yeshua. In Classical Greek, the word interpreted as “justification” meant
punishment or condemnation, like that in a legal system. In Scripture, however, it is
used to indicate an acquittal or freedom from such condemnation or punishment. The
Scriptures do not speak of anyone who was able to justify himself by paying the
penalty for his own sin (Psalm 49:7-9). Scripture makes it clear that God punishes sin
through discipline as a channel toward purification, but it is not through this judgment
that the subject of punishment is made just before God. In other words, just because
you have suffered the consequences of your sinful actions does not mean that your
record is clean. We are justified only because of the sacrifice of Yeshua and the
repentance which accompanies our faith in Him.

In Hebrew, the word “sin” comes from the root word chata, which means “to miss,”
mainly in regard to missing a goal. It is used in the context of an archer missing his
target. The target which man aims at is the commandments of God, and sin is a failure
to hit that target. Paul explains that although the Torah was given to the people of Israel
at Mt. Sinai, God’s attributes were made known to the whole world so that no one has
an excuse for having disobeyed Him: it is the duty of all mankind to obey God
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(Ecclesiastes 12:13). So how does the archer correct his sin? He examines himself to see
where his form was incorrect, and adjusts accordingly so that he is able to hit the mark.
This is the practice that is implied in Romans 2:13, “For not the hearers of the Torah are
just before God, but the doers of the Torah shall be justified.”

The main criticism we see of the Pharisees in the Gospels is that they were guilty of
hearing but not doing the Torah. They practiced many deeds, but these were according
to their own standard of righteousness rather than the true heart of the
commandments. Previously we have discussed some of the beliefs the Pharisees
espoused and the fact that Christianity has continued in many of their interpretations
of the Scriptures. While this is true, their position was not free of some glaring flaws.
They had made their own target, and considered themselves righteous by being able to
hit that mark, but in reality they had missed the true meaning and purpose of the
Torah.

In Luke 10:25-29, a lawyer came to Yeshua. This is not so much a lawyer as we are
accustomed to, but it was a person whose profession was to study Torah. He came to
Yeshua, basically seeking to justify himself:

And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, “Teacher,
what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” He said to him, “What is written in
the Torah? How do you read it?” And he answered, “You shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.”
And he said to him, “You have answered correctly; do this, and you will
live.”

This commandment, to love the Lord and to love your neighbor, is found in Leviticus
19:18 and in Deuteronomy 6:5. Even before Yeshua came, these commands were
already understood to be a summary of the whole Torah. The man talking to Yeshua
was well-educated, and so he was aware of this fact. But knowledge does not always
equal action, and sometimes we corrupt our knowledge to justify ourselves. Looking
for a way to find a justification for himself, he asks, “And who is my neighbor?” Within
Judaism, there has been some level of debate as to who exactly the neighbor of an
Israelite was. Some have said it is all mankind, others have said that the command to
love your neighbor only applies to fellow Jews. Perhaps the lawyer in this passage held
a dislike for his Samaritan neighbors, and so Yeshua goes on to use an illustration to
explain that loving our neighbor excludes no one.

The man’s question was about how to attain eternal life, or in other words, how to
receive justification before God. Yeshua did not use this time to explain the death and
resurrection that He would endure, or that belief in Him would merit the man eternal
life. Rather, after the lawyer correctly asserts the motivation which should lie behind
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the keeping of the Torah, Yeshua tells the man, “Do this and you will live.” Does this
mean we are saved by works?

In the first three chapters of Romans, Paul makes the argument that all have sinned,
Jew and Gentile alike. Romans 3:10 tells us, “There is none righteous, not even one.” In
the eyes of God, Gentiles and Jews are both under the same obligation, that being to
walk rightly before Him:

For when Gentiles who do not have the Torah do instinctively the things
of the Torah, these, not having the Torah, are a law to themselves, in that
they show the work of the Torah written in their hearts, their conscience
bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else
defending them, on the day when, according to my gospel, God will
judge the secrets of men through Messiah Yeshua. (Romans 2:14-16)

Because of this fact, Paul says that there is no room for relying on one's lineage for
salvation. As we talked about in regard to Acts 15, some among the believers held the
opinion that Gentiles needed to be circumcised in order to be grafted into Israel, and
that was how they achieved salvation. But Paul says that not everyone who is
circumcised outwardly has allowed God to change their heart through the power of
the Holy Spirit.

So if the uncircumcised man keeps the requirements of the Torah, will
not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision? And he who is
physically uncircumcised, if he keeps the Torah, will he not judge you
who though having the letter of the Torah and circumcision are a
transgressor of the Torah? (Romans 2:27).

So Paul is saying that God has a standard for behavior which He wants everyone to
follow. Even though not everyone has ever read, or even heard of, the Torah, when they
do the things which the Torah requires, they show that they have the Torah written on
their hearts. Paul is explaining that Jewish lineage or external rituals such as
circumcision do not affect any change within a person, and are insufficient for
justification before God.

Does this mean that circumcision or Jewish lineage have no value? In Romans 3:1-2,
Paul declares, “What advantage has the Jew? Or what is the benefit of circumcision?
Great in every respect! First of all, they were entrusted with the oracles of God.” Paul
reminds us once again that the Jew is first and the nations are second (Romans 1:16).
Being a descendant of Abraham is not alone sufficient for justification, but the
descendants of Jacob are still especially blessed and chosen on account of God’s grace
and His unchanging promises. Because of this, circumcision does have great value, for
it is the sign of the covenant between God and Abraham, which is an everlasting
covenant (Genesis 17:9-11, 19). Paul's point is that even though the Jewish people are not
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justified before God by their lineage or by being circumcised, these things are
nonetheless important and of value in God’s sight. The people of Israel have been
specifically called from among the nations of the earth to serve Him in a special way
(Deuteronomy 7:6, Amos 3:2).

Paul continues to say, “What then? Are we better than they? Not at all; for we have
already charged that both Jews and Greeks are all under sin” (Romans 3:9). Despite the
special calling of the Israelites and God’s faithfulness to them, this does not grant them
any special privileges in regard to salvation. No person is able to walk in the
requirements of the Torah perfectly, so we are all equal in our indebtedness to God.
Jews and Greeks alike are in need of God’s forgiveness and mercy.

So what is this all saying about justification? In order to answer the question of
salvation by the works of the Torah, it is helpful to remember the covenant God made
with Abraham. Romans 4:3 and Galatians 3:6 tell us that Abraham believed God and it
was reckoned to him as righteousness. This was more than just belief of the mind, but
was a living faith evidenced by a complete submission of his will to God, as we see
throughout his life. This same type of faith enables us to enter into covenant with God
as well:

But now apart from the Torah the righteousness of God has been
manifested, being witnessed by the Torah and the prophets, even the
righteousness of God through faith in Yeshua the Messiah, for all those
who believe; for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and fall short
of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the
redemption which is Messiah Yeshua; whom God displayed publicly as a
propitiation in His blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His
righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the
sins previously committed; for the demonstration, I say, of His
righteousness at the present time, that He would be just and the justifier
of the one who has faith in Yeshua.” (Romans 3:21-26)

Who is the righteousness of God? Yeshua! Yeshua atones for our transgressions
through His death and resurrection when we believe in Him. This belief is not stagnant,
but is shown to be genuine as we repent and become faithful to God in Yeshua. In what
way is this righteousness of God “apart from the Torah?” It is apart from the Torah in
the sense that it is a justification that cannot be achieved through obedience to the
Torah. There is no one who can be righteous in the sight of God, for as Paul tells us, all
have sinned. The fact that our salvation is not achieved through obedience to the Torah
does not mean that it is no longer God’s righteous standard, or that somehow faith is in
opposition to the Torah: “Do we then overthrow the Torah by this faith? By no means!
On the contrary, we uphold the Torah” (verse 31).
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So what is this all saying about faith and works? About now we start quoting from what
is seen as the other side of the faith vs. works argument in James 2:14-26. Verse 18 says,
“But someone may well say, ‘You have faith, and I have works; show me your faith
without works and I will show you my faith by my works.’” Can we have it both ways?

God has provided a source of righteousness independent of Torah, but not contrary to
it. As we saw in Romans 3:21, we can achieve justification only because of Yeshua, who
is called “the Lord our Righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:6). When we put our faith in the
work of Yeshua and do not rely on anything we can do to achieve our own justification,
He is faithful to forgive us of our sins and help us to grow in our faith. What we
sometimes fail to remember is that this is the same standard of righteousness that has
been established all along. As Scripture makes clear, the ancients were also justified by
their faith rather than their works. Despite this, we see that they did not find any
incompatibility between this faith and obedience toward God through keeping His
commandments.

In other words, faith rests in belief but is proved by our actions. Even the demons
believe in the authority of God and the power of His Son (Matthew 8:29, James 2:19).
Clearly their belief is not the kind that saves, however. Scripture is clear that God will
judge mankind and render to each one according to his deeds (Ecclesiastes 12:14,
Matthew 16:27, Romans 2:5-8). He will judge based on our faithfulness to Yeshua
(Matthew 25:34-40). Paul echoes the words of the prophet when he tells us that “the
righteous shall live by faith” (Habakkuk 2:4, Romans 1:17). The ones who are considered
righteous in the sight of God are those who rely on Yeshua for the forgiveness of sins,
and then live and act in faithfulness, just as Yeshua walked in faithfulness to God,
obeying His every command. Our hope in the Messiah is sure and forever secure, as He
lives to make intercession for us before the Father. If we put our faith and trust in Him,
then He will never forsake us as we seek to keep His commandments. “Therefore let us
draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and
find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16).

This part of justification, that of faithfulness, concerns all those who observe the Torah,
the Jewish people. God will deliver them from the house of judgment because of their
affliction and their faith in the true Teacher of Righteousness, the Messiah. Just as the
patriarchs were justified by faith in the God of Israel, so too all those of the house of
Israel who have kept faith, walking in the righteousness of God and yearning for the
Messiah, will not be turned away.

An interesting perspective on faith arises when we closely examine Romans 3:22. Most
often, this verse is translated to say that the righteousness of God is through “faith in
Yeshua.” However, because of the ambiguity of the Greek word which is used, an
alternative translation of the phrase is “faithfulness of Yeshua;” that is, the
righteousness of God is through Yeshua’s faithfulness. Yeshua is the Lord our
Righteousness, and it is He who showed complete faithfulness to the Father (John 5:30,
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Hebrews 3:6). It is Yeshua’s faithfulness to the Father which saves us. While it is still
necessary for us to have faith in Yeshua, it was He who first walked in faithfulness, even
giving up Himself as an atonement for our sins.

Verse 22 continues to say that this faithfulness is “for all who believe; there is no
distinction.” After previously showing Yeshua's role, Paul switches the focus back onto
man. God’s faithfulness was revealed in the fulfillment of His promise to send the seed
of Abraham, His Messiah, in whom all the nations will be blessed. Yeshua’s faithfulness
to God establishes His righteousness, which God places upon all those who are faithful
to Yeshua.

The opportunity to benefit from His faithfulness is “for all who believe,” yet it is to the
Jew first and then to the nations. “There is no distinction,” for together we are of one
flock:

For He is our peace, who made both groups into one, and broke down
the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity,
which is the law of commandments contained in ordinances, that in
Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing
peace and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the
cross, by having put to death the enmity. (Ephesians 2:14-16)

How is it that we are now one people? What is this enmity, this law of commandments
contained in ordinances? Ask most people, and they will tell you that it is the Law of
Moses, the Torah. They will say that the Torah was a dividing wall between the Jews and
the nations, and now since Yeshua fulfilled the Torah, it is finally out of the way for
good. But is this the correct interpretation?

As we have previously discussed, there is a distinction between the written Torah and
the oral Torah, also known as the “traditions.” In the written Torah, there is no
commandment which would have created enmity between Jews and those from the
nations who wished to worship the One True God. In fact, the Torah was supposed to
be the opposite of a dividing wall:

So keep and do them, for that is your wisdom and your understanding
in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say,
“Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.”
(Deuteronomy 4:6)

The wisdom contained in God’s Torah was designed to attract the nations when they
saw God’s people obeying them in true faith and love. If one of these people who
recognized this wished to join Israel, the written Torah does not contain any
instructions on how they are to be converted. Instead, there are rules set in place to
ensure that a non-Jew who wishes to join Israel will be well-treated and take their
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place in the community. Those of the nations who saw the wisdom in God’s
commandments and genuinely sought to obey them were encouraged to never feel as
if there was a wall between them and Israel:

Let not the foreigner who has joined himself to the LORD say, "The LORD
will surely separate me from His people...” 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. (Isaiah 56:3, 6)

Further evidence that this wall is not the Torah is the Greek which is used in the phrase

“law of commandments in ordinances.” The Greek word for “ordinances” is dogmasin,
which is used to indicate man-made decrees: never the commandments of God (Luke
2:1, Acts 16:4).

So if the wall was not the Torah, then what was it? As we spoke of earlier, some of the
man-made commandments which had been established made things difficult for the
Gentiles. They painted Gentiles as a lesser class of people, completely impure,
unworthy of respect or inclusion. They said it was only by becoming a Jew through
conversion that this miserable state could be remedied. Likewise, the Gentiles looked
with scorn on the Jews, seeing them as elitist and snobby. In fact, in the temple at that
time there existed a partition, a dividing wall, which forbade Gentiles from entering
further into the temple on penalty of death. Paul explains that symbolically this wall is
now torn down through Yeshua and the Gentiles who put their faith in Him are now
also adopted as children of God in spite of the decrees of men and the enmity which
was engendered between Jews and Gentiles.

After the Holy Spirit was given to the Gentiles in Acts 10, it was made clear that God
had a much bigger plan than anyone had imagined. The walls of enmity that man had
built up to separate between Jew and Gentile had now been torn down, and salvation
was something which could be laid hold of by anyone who would choose to believe.

Amid the people of God, there is no distinction because all are sinners who rely on the
sacrifice of Yeshua to receive justification. Does this mean that we are all exactly the
same? Of course not, for we all have special gifts, abilities, and individual traits which
separate us from others. In the same way, there are undeniable differences between
Jews and Gentiles, and yet all who believe are justified by faith without distinction.

Just as man’s efforts had brought division between Jew and Gentile, so too man’s
efforts were inadequate in obtaining justification: “No man can establish his steps, for
their justification belongs to God, and from His hand comes the perfect way” (Qumran
scrolls). Justification is a gift from God by His grace through the redemption which is in
Messiah Yeshua (Romans 3:24).
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So if justification is the act of removing the guilt and penalty of sin, thus making one
right with God, then redemption is the price paid for purchasing that justification. The
idea of redemption is best illustrated in the purchasing of a slave. Yeshua redeemed us
from slavery to our evil inclinations, our sinful nature (Romans 6:1-4). His death and
resurrection frees man from the realm of darkness and brings us into His Kingdom of
Light. Now we are free people, but not free to continue to sin (Galatians 5:13, 1 Peter
2:16, 1 John 3:9). Our liberty from slavery in Egypt (the kingdom of darkness) makes the
way for us to become slaves in the Kingdom of God (Matthew 11:29, Romans 6:18).

What have we seen so far in regard to justification? It is not based on lineage, it is not
based on anything we have done or can do, but it requires faith in Yeshua and His
redemptive work. The fact that the Torah has been written on our hearts is made
evident when we walk in faithfulness to Yeshua, just as He also walked in complete
faithfulness to the Father. Because Yeshua has redeemed us from slavery to sin, we
must submit ourselves to the yoke of the Kingdom, following in the footsteps of
Yeshua.

As we continue into Romans 3:27-28, Paul tells it this way: “Where then is boasting? It
is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by a law of faith. For we maintain
that a man is justified by faith apart from the works of the Torah.” Paul is speaking to
Jewish believers and saying plainly that neither they nor the Gentiles have to do the
works of the Torah to receive justification. While it may be tempting to stop at this
point and declare that the Torah is therefore completely unnecessary in the life of the
believer, Paul himself refutes this argument as he goes on to say in verses 29-31:

Or is God the God of the Jews only? Is He not the God of the Gentiles
also? Yes, of the Gentiles also, since indeed God who will justify the
circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith is one. Do we
then nullify the Torah through faith? May it never be! On the contrary,
we establish the Torah.

In verse 27 Paul mentions a law of faithfulness. What is the difference between the law
of faithfulness and the law of works which Paul is contrasting against each other? We
cannot immediately assume that the “law of works” is the Torah, for the Torah itself is a
matter of faithfulness. Just when you thought you had the answer, Paul throws us a
curve. Let’s analyze how verses 27-31 all fit together.

Israel is not able to boast in the fact that they have the Torah, although it gives them the
election. According to God’s plan, their possession of it made the way for the nations to
be accepted into the people of God. The law of faith is that through belief in Yeshua, we
receive justification, which allows us to walk in faithfulness. This law does not nullify
the Torah, but it does stand against seeking to be saved by works of the Torah. If Israel
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cannot boast because of their possession of the Torah, neither can the Gentiles claim
that Yeshua’s faithfulness annuls the Torah, thus also annulling Israel’s election.

God’s faithfulness and righteousness are witnessed by the Torah (verse 21), and are the
grounds of Israel’s election. Paul describes this witness in Galatians 3:8, where he says
that this good news of justification for the Gentiles was revealed to Abraham. Here, the
Torah itself preaches the good news of God’s promise to Abraham: that through his
seed, all the nations of the earth will be blessed. The sons of Abraham are not just his
physical descendants, but are all of those who are faithful to God’s promise to
Abraham, to whom God imputed righteousness because of his faithfulness to God
(Romans 4:3). Thus the Torah establishes that the “Sons of Abraham” are those who
walk parallel with Abraham in faithfulness to God’s promises. Paul assures his Jewish
readers that this faithfulness to Yeshua does not annul the Torah, but makes it stand as
the standard of living which God has given to His people, both to the Jews and to the
nations (Ecclesiastes 12:13, Isaiah 2:3).

So we have seen that: 1. the church has not replaced Israel, and 2. Israel’s sin and rejection of
the Messiah has not led to their own rejection by God, because of His grace which has been

given to those who believe in the promises. Although they did not receive Yeshua corporately
(as a nation), one of the biggest foundations of the Jewish faith is the belief that the promised
Messiah will come. God’s eternal covenant with them justifies those who walk in faithfulness

to the Torah and an expectation and belief in the Messiah, just as their father Abraham did. For
the Scriptures tell us that all Israel shall be saved: not because of any deeds they have done,
but because of their faith and God’s mercy (Isaiah 45:17, Jeremiah 33:16, Romans 11:26-32).

So what is the verdict on justification? According to Paul, all men are unrighteous and
unable to stand pure before God, and are thus worthy of eternal punishment. But
Yeshua was faithful to God, even to the point of death on the cross, so that He may
become righteous to anyone who will believe. Even though justification cannot be
achieved through obedience to the Torah or circumcision (that is, conversion to
Judaism), these things are not abolished because of faith, but on the contrary, it is only
in faith that the Torah can truly be lived out and that individuals remain members of
Israel. The work of Yeshua has also allowed justification to be received by people of the
nations by the same law of faith, apart from works of the law. This does not remove
Israel from their place before God, and it does not mean that the Torah is done away
with. It does mean that all of humankind is made righteous in the sight of God in the
same way as they have from the beginning: through faith. When we believe in Yeshua
and allow Him to circumcise our heart, our desire will be to live the way He has laid
out for us in His word. This holds value for Israel, who shall be saved because of their
faithfulness according to their knowledge of who the Messiah is supposed to be and
what they expect Him to accomplish according to Scripture, and because of God’s
faithfulness to redeem according to His promises revealed in the covenants He has
made with them.
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Dying to Our Sinful Nature

As we move on now to Romans 7, we see Paul speaking to his Jewish brethren at the
congregation in Rome. The chapter begins, saying: “Or do you not know, brethren (for I
am speaking to those who know the Torah), that the Torah has jurisdiction over a
person as long as he lives?” (Romans 7:1). Paul refers to the Torah and specifically calls
the attention of the Jews in the assembly at Rome. They are still under the jurisdiction
of the Torah, but not for justification, as we explained earlier. In verses 2-4, Paul goes
on to say:

For the married woman is bound by law to her husband while he is still
living; but if her husband dies, she is released from the law concerning
her husband. So then if, while her husband is living, she is joined to
another man, she shall be called an adulteress; but if her husband dies,
she is free from the law, so that she is not an adulteress, though she is
joined to another man. Therefore, my brethren, you also were made to
die to the Torah through the body of Messiah, so that you might be
joined to another, to Him who was raised from the dead, in order that
we might bear fruit for God.

What does it mean to die to the Torah? Some have attempted to explain Paul's
comparison here by saying that believers are no longer obligated to obey the
commandments of God. Is this true, or is Paul saying something else?

First, we must understand that this passage is not isolated, but is a continuation of
Paul's message in chapter 6, which we are going to examine more closely so that we
can understand chapter 7. He had been explaining that we who have believed in
Yeshua have become one with Him in His crucifixion. How? He says in verses 6-7, “our

old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body of sin might be done away with,
so that we would no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died is freed from sin.”
When we believe in Yeshua and accept His sacrifice on our behalf, it is as if our old self
has died.

As a result of this death, we are now able to rise to new life in Him, no longer slaves to
sin, but slaves to righteousness. He charges his readers, “present yourselves to God as
those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God.
For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law but under grace” ( verses
13-14). This verse is used by many to say that the Torah is no longer valid. When
considered along with the rest of the passage, however, we see that this is far from the
truth. So what does it mean to be under grace as opposed to under law? And how does
not being under law allow us to present ourselves to God as instruments of
righteousness?
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To answer this question, we must relate it to the passage it is contained within. Paul
tells us that we have died with Messiah, and therefore sin no longer has power over us,
“for he who has died is free from sin” (verse 7). How is it that we are free from sin? If we
were truly free from sin, then we would never need to repent or change, because we
would already be perfect. Aside from our own personal experiences, Scripture also
testifies that even after our acceptance of Yeshua, we will still sin ( James 3:2, 1 John 1:8).
Therefore, being free from sin more accurately means we are free from the power of
sin. The power of sin lies in the fact that all of mankind has sinned and is deserving of
eternal death. Therefore, being free from sin means being free from the eternal wages
of our sins (Romans 6:23).

The phrase “under law” does not mean living in obedience to the Torah, but rather it
means being under the power of sin, under the weight of our punishment which we
have earned by disobeying God’s Torah. Because we are unable to perfectly walk in the
ways of the Torah, we are held under the power of sin, for, “The sting of death is sin,
and the power of sin is the Torah” (1 Corinthians 15:56). Those who are under law are
those who are still bound to their own debt of sin. How can we be so confident that
“under law” does not equate to obedience to the law? Well, let's look at the verse which
directly follows this phrase: “What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but
under grace? May it never be!” (Romans 6:14). Since sin is transgression of the Torah,
we can be sure that Paul is not advocating forsaking the Torah. This point is further
proved in verse 19, where Paul ties the old man who died with Messiah to transgression
of the Torah: “For just as you presented your members as slaves to impurity and to
Torah-lessness, resulting in further Torah-lessness, so now present your members as
slaves to righteousness, resulting in sanctification.”

Because we are not bound by the power of sin and the wages of our transgressions as
defined by the Torah, we are free to live under grace. This means that we are covered
with the blood of the Lamb, and so we can be confident that our sins are forgiven
when we come to the cross in repentance. This grace is given not so that we may
further transgress the Torah, but so that we may live in the full resurrection power that
is within us in order to walk more closely with God through the obedience of His
commands, devoting our bodies as instruments of righteousness.

In order to more clearly explain this, Paul continues into chapter 7, comparing a
believer to a married woman. According to the Torah, if a woman’s husband dies, then
she may marry another man without being considered an adulteress. Therefore she is
free from the punishment which the Torah prescribes for one who is an adulteress,
which is stoning to death (Leviticus 20:10, Deuteronomy 22:21, John 8:1-5). Likewise,
while we were sinners giving in to our evil inclinations, we were “married” to the
punishment of our sin as a result of our disobedience to the Torah. But because of the
death and resurrection of Yeshua, we are now considered dead to our sinful nature.
Since we are dead, we are no longer bound to the punishment of our sin according to
the Torah, which is death (Deuteronomy 30:19). We are now set free from slavery to sin
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and are free to join ourselves to another husband, who is Yeshua, our Bridegroom
(John 3:29; 2 Corinthians 11:2). He bore the punishment for our transgressions on the
cross so that we would be free to serve Him without fear of punishment. We were
previously slaves to sin, but now we are slaves to righteousness.

Paul is not saying that the Torah has died or that it becomes obsolete because of
Yeshua, but rather the penalty of eternal separation from God, which we have earned
through disobeying God, has been paid on account of Yeshua’s death on the cross.
When we put our faith in Him, it is as if we ourselves have died, and indeed our old self
has been buried with Him in order that we might walk in God’s ways. He did not come
to rescue us from serving Him, but to “rescue us from this present evil age” (Galatians
1:4) so that we may serve Him. It is this same point that Paul is making in Galatians 2:

For through the Torah I died to the Torah, so that I might live to God. I
have been crucified with Messiah; and it is no longer I who live, but
Messiah lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself up for me.
(Galatians 2:19-20)

Having put his evil inclination to death and dying to sin, the believer is now able to
perform God’s will in keeping his commandments and to serve God in the newness of
life (Romans 6:4).

On the one hand, you may choose to serve your own sinful desires; on the other hand
you may serve God. If one chooses the latter, then he must die to sin and become alive
to God (Romans 6:11, 1 Peter 2:24). Torah observance on its own does not free a person
from his evil inclinations; in fact, it brings knowledge of the evil desires within him.
Instead, he must first die to his evil inclinations, and then he will be free to obey the
Torah in faith, obeying God. Yeshua Himself uses a similar analogy in Matthew 6:24 to
illustrate that it cannot be both ways: you are either serving God or are in slavery to the
flesh. Paul is going back to his argument in Romans 3:19-20, that through the Torah
comes the knowledge of sin. When we see that our behavior does not line up with the
righteous standard God has given us, we realize just how sinful we are. Not only that,
but the punishment for sin in the Torah is death (Deuteronomy 11:26-28, 30:19).

In Romans 7:4, Paul explains what this means for us in a practical sense: “Therefore, my
brethren, you also were made to die to the Torah through the body of Messiah, so that
you might be joined to another, to Him who was raised from the dead, in order that we
might bear fruit for God.” A person may only “live to God” by dying to the Torah
through the Torah. This death takes place so that we may “bear fruit for God,” which is
our good deeds which we do in the fullness of the Spirit (Luke 3:8, John 15:1-10,
Galatians 5:22-23). Righteousness and salvation are the fruit which God gives to His
children who have the inheritance of eternal life (Proverbs 11:30, Isaiah 3:10, 58:6-8).
The fruit (rewards) of sinful deeds is death and destruction, whereas the righteous
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inherit eternal life. A person must be free to serve one master, either to serve his own
flesh unto death or to serve the Creator unto eternal life. We crucify the flesh so that
our death leads to the inheritance of eternal life by walking according to the Spirit of
Truth (Romans 6:4-5).

The Qumran community describes man’s total dependence on God’s grace as the only
way to be justified:

And I know that righteousness is not of man, nor of the sons of men
perfection of way, to the Most High God belongs all the work of
righteousness, whereas the way of man is not firm unless it be by the
Spirit which God has created for him to make perfect a way for the sons
of men… for it is thou who hast established them from before eternity
and the work[...] they shall recount Thy glory in all thy dominion. For
thou hast caused them to see what they had known {by bringing to an
end} former [things] and by creating things that are new, by setting aside
the former covenants and by {setting up that which shall remain for
ever}… and thou hast cleansed man of sin because of thy glory that he
may be made holy for thee from all unclean abomination and from
(every) transgression of unfaithfulness… that this vermin that is man may
be raised from the dust to [Thy] secret {of truth} and from the spirit of
perversity to [thine] understanding… That he may be renewed with all
[that is] [and] shall be and with them that know, in a common rejoicing.

In Romans 7:6, Paul goes on to explain that release from the Torah corresponds to
dying to sin:

But now we have been released from the Torah, having died to that by
which we were bound, so that we serve in newness of the Spirit and not
in oldness of the letter.

The newness of the Spirit is here placed in opposition with the oldness of the letter.
This bears similar language to passages such as 2 Corinthians 3:3-6. A cursory reading
of these verses might cause one to assume that the letter is the Torah itself. This does
not make sense, however, especially considering Paul’s own words in Romans 7:14:
“For we know that the Torah is spiritual, but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin.” So
the difference is not the Torah, but the place on which it was written. In the old
covenant, the Torah had been written on tablets of stone and only pointed out man’s
sin, but provided no way to overcome this (Exodus 32:16, 1 Corinthians 15:56). With the
dawn of the new covenant, the Torah can now be written on our hearts ( Ezekiel
36:26-27): not a different Torah, but the same Torah which has always existed, for in it
is expressed the very character of God (Psalm 119:1-3, Isaiah 51:4). Since we have been
released from the sinful nature, we can begin to obey God in the way which He has
always desired (Deuteronomy 32:46, Psalm 37:30-31, Jeremiah 31:31-33).
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Dying to the Torah means dying to sin and the punishment which the Torah describes
is necessary because of it. Paul uses many types of substitutionary words like
“circumcision” for Jews and “uncircumcision” for Gentiles, and he is doing something
similar here with the phrase “dying to the Torah.” He knows what these terms mean,
and the people he was writing the epistles to knew what they meant. As people failed
to recognize Paul’s background and the fact that he never gave up his Jewishness, it
naturally follows that his theology has been misunderstood as well. It is not that Paul is
ever saying that the Torah should not be kept, for he continues in verse 7:

What shall we say then? Is the Torah sin? May it never be! On the
contrary, I would not have come to know sin except through the Torah;
for I would not have known about coveting if the Torah had not said
“You shall not covet.”

Paul knows that the Torah is good because it has shown us what sin is, it is in fact the
opposite of sin. It reveals to us how we could be if we were the way God would have
us: pure and holy, free from sin. When we see this righteous standard God wishes us to
live by, we are reminded of our human weakness. Is the fault, then, with God for
showing us His ways? Or is the problem with the Torah because it reveals God's will?
Of course not. A by-product of our knowledge of the right ways established in the
Torah is the temptation to disobey, to rebel, to follow our own desires and the
temptations of the enemy: “For apart from the Torah, sin is dead” (verse 8). If God had
not given the Torah or revealed His will for mankind, then there would be no such
thing as sin, since there would be no righteous standard to compare our behavior to.
Since we do know God's standard, however, we must join ourselves with Yeshua in His
death in order to defeat sin in our lives.

Paul continues to entertain this thought in verse 9, where he begins to speak of himself
in a simpler time: “I was once alive apart from the Torah; but when the commandment
came, sin became alive and I died.” When was Paul alive apart from the Torah? For he
had been raised in a Pharisaic household, learning the customs of his fathers from an
early age. He is speaking of his youth, before he reached the age of responsibility.
According to Jewish tradition, until a child reaches his Bar Mitzvah, he is not obligated
to keep the full responsibilities of the covenant, because he is still a child. Once Paul
reached this age of responsibility, the Torah came along and revealed to him his evil
inclinations:

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. (verses 10-11)

Paul was able to so beautifully form the analogy comparing a woman and her husband
to a person’s relationship with sin before coming to faith because he knew exactly how
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it felt. He, too, had found that his sinful nature had warranted him a death sentence
because of the Torah. Paul is speaking like one who has been deceived by a friend—a
friend who now becomes an enemy attempting to kill him. It is reminiscent of the
serpent deceiving Eve in Genesis 3:13.

He recognizes that the enemy is not the Torah, however:

So then, the Torah is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous

and good. Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for
me? May it never be! Rather it was sin, in order that it might be shown to
be sin by effecting my death through that which is good, so that through
the commandment sin would become utterly sinful. (verses 12-13)

Paul is emphatic in explaining that the fault is not with the Torah, but that it is in fact
the sinful nature within him that brought death. The Torah does not cause us to sin, but
it requires perfection, which following our flesh does not allow us to reach. Sin
becomes revealed for what it truly is when compared with the perfect Torah.

When a person chooses to serve the God of Creation, the giver of the Torah, then he
must die to himself. Paul tells us in Galatians 5:24, “Now those who belong to Messiah
Yeshua have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” Death is painful, and yet
once we have died, we are free. Messiah came so that we may be free—free from the
Torah? May it never be! Free from the sin that had us in bondage? Yes! We were slaves
to sin (Romans 6), which is equated with leaven (1 Corinthians 5:6). We were members
of the kingdom of darkness, or this world (2 Peter 2:19), which is equated with Egypt.
And so we too as believers have our own Exodus and our own Passover, as Yeshua has
taken us out of the kingdom of darkness into His Kingdom of Light (Colossians 1:13-14).

So what have we learned so far? Paul has been teaching about the relationship between
a person and sin. When we come to belief in Yeshua, we become one with Him in His
death. This metaphorical death frees us from the power of the sinful nature, which is
death itself. Sin derives this power from the fact that we as fallen mankind are unable
to perfectly adhere to the demands of the Torah. Therefore, since we are no longer
under the power of sin, we are also no longer under the condemnation which the
Torah dictates for one who violates it. Now, this does not mean that the Torah is no
longer the righteous standard which God has given us to live by. On the contrary, now
that Yeshua has set us free from the power of our sinful nature, we have been
invigorated by the Holy Spirit and the circumcision of our hearts so that we are able to
draw ever-nearer in relationship with God by keeping His commandments ( John 14:15).

In Romans 7:14 Paul continues his discourse, going more in depth on the spiritual and
physical battle that takes place within man. In verse 15 he says, “That which I am doing,
I do not understand….” Here once again Paul speaks of having to choose between
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serving two masters. He finds himself doing that which he does not wish to do, and so
he is in need of God’s grace.

The Qumran scrolls speak of God’s gift of wisdom, His sophia in Greek, as the source of
man’s justification. In God’s grace, He gives man knowledge of His truths, His
mysteries, by which the “sons of light” may walk according to the Spirit of holiness so
that they may do what is right and good:

All the judgments of chastisement are in Thy wrath and abundance of
pardon in Thy goodness. And Thy mercy is obtained by all the sons of
thy lovingkindness, for Thou has made known to them Thy secrets of
truth and given them understanding of all thy marvelous Mysteries.
(Qumran scrolls)

The Qumran community believed that God had given man the knowledge of how to
walk according to the Spirit of holiness, truths which they called His “mysteries.” This
Spirit of holiness which was revealed to them in part is what we know to be the Spirit
of Yeshua, the Righteousness of God.

Paul goes on to describe his struggle between the two ways: the way of righteousness
and the way of sin. Paul knows that the Torah is right and good. He also knows that his
own will is powerless against his sinful nature, and that it cannot be overcome simply
by observing the Torah. One can not put down his evil inclinations by sheer brute
power of will. He may be able to overcome individual temptations or desires at
particular times, but he is unable to change who he is on the inside. The flesh does not
want to give up its rule. It is only through becoming dead to self that these desires can
be overcome.

“For if by the transgression of the one the many died, much more did the grace of God
and the gift by the grace of the one Man, Yeshua the Messiah, abound to the many”
(Romans 5:15). Paul knows that he is totally dependent on God’s grace in Yeshua to
cleanse his whole being through the Spirit of holiness. He expands on this thought in
Titus 3:5-7:

He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in
righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of
regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out
upon us richly through Yeshua, the Messiah our Savior, that being
justified by His grace we might be made heirs according to the hope of
eternal life.

In Romans 7:17-20, Paul says that it is no longer him doing the sinning, but the sin that
dwells within him. He knew that nothing good dwelt in him, that is, in his flesh. Even
though he wished he could do good, he did not do the good things he wished. In
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Second Temple Jewish thought, the word “flesh” was a specific term which was used to
mean the part of a person which motivates him to do evil. This flesh was set in direct
opposition to what was called the spirit. The spirit then was the part of man which was
naturally inclined to obey God’s commandments. Therefore when Paul says that
nothing good dwells in his flesh, he was not maligning God’s creation and claiming that
matter itself was evil, nor was he attempting to excuse his behavior by saying it wasn’t
really him who was sinning, but rather that sin itself was sinning through him. His
point was that the evil part of him, symbolized by his flesh, is the wellspring of sin in
his life. This idea of two natures within man was prevalent within both Qumran and
the mainstream Judaism of the day, and the idea is also carried into the New Testament.
Because of this inherent part of our nature, mankind becomes dependent on God for
grace and forgiveness when we stray from His ways, but even more than that, we must
long for Him to change us so that we will no longer sin (Psalm 119:33-40). Another way
to understand the flesh is that it represents mankind outside of God’s grace. Our sinful
nature is directly opposed to God, synonymous with sin, and thus spirit is the opposite
of this sin/flesh. Since walking in the flesh means walking in sin, then walking in the
spirit is done through obedience, which itself is only truly doable on account of God’s
grace and mercy in our lives.

Starting in verse 18 Paul talks about the battle between the “Spirit” and the “flesh.”
Within us, we have the evil desires of the flesh, and these desires are at war with our
desire to do good. If we desire to do good but continue to do evil, this is the flesh still
having mastery over us.

In verse 21 Paul says, “I find this law at work.” The Greek word for “law” is nomos, and
Paul usually uses this word to refer to the Torah, although the word itself is not only
used to refer to the Torah. Here in this phrase, his use implies a different meaning, one
of a rule or principle. This rule, or law, is the root of our struggle with sin: “when I want
to do right, evil lies close at hand.” Paul’s struggle, like ours, is with the fallen, sinful
nature of man. This is something that is within each one of us from the time we are
born. Even a young child has within him from an early age this same struggle. He wants
to do what is right, but something within him pulls at him, begging him to go the other
way. Paul has found that this fact is like a law, something which cannot be argued
against, but is simply the way it is. Although he wishes the sinful nature was gone, it
seems to be a rule that these desires are not so easily quenched.

In verse 22, Paul says that in his inner being he delights in God’s Torah. He is showing
us the conflict within. He knows that through the righteousness of Yeshua we have
been renewed (2 Corinthians 4:16, Ephesians 3:16, 4:24). When we are baptized into
the death and resurrection of Yeshua through death to the sinful nature and rebirth
through the Holy Spirit, we receive this righteousness, which gives us the power to walk

according to God’s righteous standard. Just like the Psalmist, Paul has found delight in the
Torah in his innermost being, his soul (Psalm 1:1-2; 119:16, 77, 174). The inner man has
been renewed in righteousness, and therefore it longs to obey God and to do His will.
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Humans are not purely spiritual, however, for we also have physical desires which are
contrary to those of the spirit. Paul continues with the illustration of this secondary law,
that of the sinful nature, to show the conflict that goes on in the life of the believer: “But
I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my
mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members,” (verse 23).

So this “other law,” the “law of sin,” is the very existence of these evil desires that rage
within us and pit us against obeying God. When we give in to those desires, we are
taken captive by them (2 Corinthians 10:5). So strong is Paul’s desire to obey, yet the
flesh reacts, pulling him the opposite direction. We can feel the conflict and the pain
he is feeling at this: “Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of
this death?” (Romans 7:24). Paul is acknowledging his miserable state, realizing that he
cannot free himself, but is in desperate need of a Savior. It is a harrowing predicament
Paul has found himself in, and he is not alone in it, for we all are in the same desperate
position.

Only God can save through the power of Yeshua the Messiah! It is only through His
atoning work that we can have the victory over the sinful nature. After describing the
miserable state of man, Paul lifts us back up again by telling us how our place in the
body of Yeshua changes all of that: “Thanks be to God through Yeshua the Messiah our
Lord! So then, on the one hand I myself with my mind am serving the law of God, but
on the other, with my flesh the law of sin” (verse 25). Paul says that in our “mind” or our
will, we desire to obey God’s Torah, but in the “sinful nature” or our flesh, we are slaves.
But thanks be to God that He has given us His Son to pay the penalty for our sin and set
us free from the power of our sinful nature! This redeemed state is further explained in
chapter 8.

What have we seen so far in regard to the law of sin? The law of sin is not the Torah of
God, but is the fact, the law/rule, that we were previously slaves to sin. This law lies in
opposition to the Torah, and it was this law which we were submitting ourselves to
before we came to put our faith in Yeshua. There is an inner conflict within us, where
we desire to obey God, and yet our sinful nature must be continually put to death so
we may become slaves of righteousness.

In chapter 8 Paul continues his thought from chapter 7. He starts by saying, “There is
therefore no condemnation for those who are in the Messiah Yeshua.” The Greek word

translated here as “condemnation” is katakrima, which doesn’t so much mean
condemnation as it does mean the punishment which is a result of condemnation, or
what we may call a judgment or sentence. Once we have received the righteousness of
God through Yeshua, we are no longer bound to the death sentence which we merited
because of our sinful nature. Being free from condemnation does not mean that we are
free from any type of hard times or troubles (2 Corinthians 6:4-10), or free from
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experiencing discipline from the Lord when we stray (Job 5:17, Hebrews 12:4-13,
Revelation 3:19).

The reason there is no condemnation is because “through Messiah Yeshua the law of
the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:2).
This is the same point Paul was making in chapters 6-7: we have been freed from the
eternal result of our transgressions because of the sacrifice of Yeshua. He also is
continuing with the theme of a battle between the “Spirit” and the “flesh.” Once again
Paul returns to his use of “law of sin and death” to mean the sinful human nature and
our servitude to it, which results in spiritual death. We are no longer under that slavery,
however, for we have been set free from the power of the sinful nature so that we may
serve God (James 1:25). This also harks back to Deuteronomy 30:15+19 where God says,
“See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction,” and then He
goes on to say, “choose life that you may live”.

So where does the problem come in? The problem is our human weakness which God
has to deal with. The Torah brings man to the knowledge of sin. The problem was not
the Torah in and of itself, but rather our sinful nature is the problem. Romans 8:3 says
the Torah was “weakened by the sinful nature.” This does not mean that the Torah was
made to be less than perfect, but that the power it gives to those who would walk in it
was made void because of our inability to fulfill it. That is why God sent Yeshua in the
likeness of sinful man, so that we may experience the fullness of the power of the
Torah through the New Covenant.

The purpose of the New Covenant is explained in Jeremiah 31:33: “I will put my Torah
in their minds and write it on their hearts.” So God sent His Son in the weakness of
human limitation in order to set mankind free from the law of sin and death and to act
as a sin offering. When Yeshua died on the cross, He did so willingly in order that He
would become the “firstborn among many brethren” (Romans 8:29). Just as His “flesh”
died on the cross, so too our “flesh” must die so that we may live with Him (Romans
8:13, 2 Corinthians 4:11).

In verse 4, Paul explains that one of the reasons God sent Yeshua was “so that the
requirement of the Torah might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the
flesh but according to the Spirit.” The requirement of the Torah is perfect obedience to
God’s statutes, ordinances, and laws (Deuteronomy 6:25). Yeshua fulfilled the Torah
without fault because He is “the Lord of Righteousness.” That is why He is the end (that
is, the goal) of the Torah for all who believe (Romans 10:4). His perfect fulfillment of the
Torah had been God’s plan all along, and it is through His righteousness that we are
considered righteous. The Torah does not benefit us if there is no way for us to obey it,
and so Yeshua died so that we may also die to sin. So when we are baptized into
Yeshua’s death and resurrection, we are cleansed by the Holy Spirit, and when we are
filled with the Spirit, we are then able to fulfill God’s righteous decrees (Ezekiel 36:27).
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Our obedience is not what saves us, but we rely on Yeshua to live and work through us
so that we may grow closer to God through obedience to His commands.

After discussing the battle between the flesh and the Spirit within an individual, Paul
begins to show what this looks like by contrasting in verses 5-8 two different types of
men: the sons of light and the sons of darkness, those who walk by the Spirit and those
who walk by the flesh:

For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on the things of
the flesh, but those who are according to the Spirit, the things of the
Spirit. For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the
Spirit is life and peace, because the mind set on the flesh is hostile
toward God; for it does not subject itself to the Torah, for it is not even
able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.

So we see once again the idea that man cannot serve two masters. He either serves the
Spirit or the flesh; if he serves the flesh through sin, then he is unable to obey and
please God, but if he serves God through the Spirit, then God’s grace strengthens his

hands in obedience. In verse 8 the word translated “please” is the Greek word areisai.

The root of this word is aresko which is a verb that Strong’s Concordance defines this
way: “to please, with the idea of willing service rendered to others; hence almost: I

serve.” This is equivalent to the Hebrew word hithalekh, which means to walk, as
before God. So when we please God we are making Him our master and serving Him,
walking according to His commandments.

The same hostility that exists between flesh and Spirit is the same as that which
currently divides Israel from the Gentile nations. Just as Yeshua is the only one who can
bring both the flesh and the spirit into service to God, so too He is the only one who
makes the two groups into one new man.

Now in Romans 8:9-11, Paul addresses those who walk by the Spirit, saying that when
we are walking in the Spirit, it is because the Spirit of God dwells within us. This
naturally evokes the imagery of the tabernacle and the temple, where the presence of
God tangibly dwelt in a powerful way. This physical manifestation of God's glory was

referred to in Jewish literature as the shekhina, which means “the dwelling presence of
God.” This term is not found in Scripture, but is used in other literature to describe the
manifestation of the glory of God (Exodus 33:14, 1 Kings 8:10-11).

Paul compares this dwelling presence of God to Yeshua, “in whom the fullness of the
Godhead dwells” (Colossians 1:19, 2:9). Just as the tabernacle housed the presence of
God, so too when we prepare our hearts and allow the Spirit of Messiah to dwell in us,
we become as a temple which houses His presence (1 Corinthians 3:16; 2 Corinthians
6:16-18). By the power of the Holy Spirit, God’s dwelling presence, our hearts of stone
are turned to hearts of flesh (Ezekiel 11:19). This “dwelling presence” is in the bodies of
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those who are faithful to Yeshua: “You are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the
Spirit of God dwells in you. But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Messiah, he does
not belong to Him” (Romans 8:9). The prophets spoke of this when they prophesied
about the outpouring of the Spirit (Isaiah 32:15-17, Ezekiel 39:29, Joel 2:28-29). We do
not have the fullness of this indwelling today, however, and that is the whole point of
Paul’s message here in Romans 6-8. Although we have been inaugurated into the new
covenant through the blood of Yeshua, the full promises of this new covenant have not
been fulfilled (Jeremiah 31:33-34, 38-40; 32:37-41; 33:14-18). As a result, right now we
are only able to experience the power of the Spirit in part of what it will be. We have
only received a down payment as proof that we will one day receive the fullness and
the fulfillment of these prophecies (2 Corinthians 1:20-22).

“But if the Spirit of Him who raised Yeshua from the dead dwells in you, He who raised
Messiah Yeshua from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through His
Spirit who dwells in you” (Romans 8:11). Paul is continuing to contrast life and death.
We know that Abraham’s body was “as good as dead,” and that the seed of Abraham,
Isaac, was figuratively brought back to life when Abraham offered him on the
mountain (Genesis 22). So also Yeshua, the promised seed of Abraham (Galatians 3:16),
was raised from the dead by the power of God’s dwelling presence. In the same way,
He will also give us new life through the indwelling of His presence.

In verse 12, Paul explains how this newness of life is going to change the way we live
our life: “So then, brethren, we are under obligation, not to the flesh, to live according

to the flesh.” The phrase “under obligation” comes from the Greek word opheiletes,
Literally translated, it refers to one who is under service, as in a bond-servant, or one
who is bound, as to a master. This definition can be seen in the King James Version
translation of the verse: “Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live
after the flesh.” So, the way that we please (serve) God is by putting to death the flesh as
our master and being released from defilement through the Holy Spirit to serve our
Creator.

Paul goes on to say that if we are led by the Spirit as described above, then we are sons
of God (verses 14-17). He makes it clear that all who are led by the Spirit are God’s
children, both Jew and Gentile (Romans 2:10-11). We can only walk in this way through
the circumcision of our hearts by the Spirit of holiness (Romans 2:29). There was an
idea in Jewish thought which was common in Paul’s day about the merits of a son over
that of a servant. God refers to the people of Israel as both sons and servants
(Deuteronomy 14:1, Leviticus 25:55), as is everyone else who follows God (Titus 1:1,
Galatians 3:26). The status of a son is higher than that of a servant, and yet the role of
each is used to illustrate a particular aspect of the life of a believer. We must be careful
when interpreting Scripture to recognize where similar analogies differ so that we will
not be confused by their meaning.
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In this particular passage, Paul uses the comparison between son and servant to
represent love and fear. The son serves the father out of love and a desire to please his
father, but the servant serves out of fear of punishment. So without God’s adoption, we
are orphans, having no hope in the world (Galatians 4:5, Ephesians 2:12). Paul says that
because we are now sons, we are no longer bound to serve him out of fear, but as sons
out of love.

As we continue with this thought, we should keep in mind that Paul is using these
terms as an illustration, for elsewhere in Scripture the terminology of being a servant is
used in a positive light (e.g. John 12:26, Revelation 22:9). The point he is making here is
that the true sons of Abraham serve God out of love, not fear of His wrath, and have
died to sin by being raised to newness of life with Yeshua (Romans 6:3, 7:1, 8:1). It is also
important to note that the fear Paul mentions is not the fear/awe of the Lord, but is a
fear of eternal punishment. What’s the difference? The first is vital to our relationship
with God (Ecclesiastes 12:13, 1 Peter 2:17, Revelation 14:6-7), while the second shows a
lack of faith in the atoning power of Yeshua (1 John 4:18).

Prior to coming to faith in Yeshua, we were slaves to our sinful nature, following our
own desires to our own spiritual harm, living in fear of death. Now that we have been
freed through the sacrifice of Yeshua, we are not to serve God with a constant fear of
not being good enough to receive justification, “For you have not received a spirit of
slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons”
(Romans 8:15). Where does Paul get this idea of adoption? The idea of a foster-father or
a guardian is found in several Biblical texts. For example, in Psalm 27:10, David says
“though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me.” David reasoned
that even if his parents abandoned him, the Lord would receive (adopt) him. Other
references to guardians or foster-fathers are Ruth 4:16, 2 Kings 10:1, and Isaiah 49:23.
Yeshua tells His disciples that He will not leave them as orphans, but that the Holy
Spirit will be as a guardian to them (John 14:16-18). Bearing all of this in mind with his
previous arguments, Paul concludes that by putting to death the flesh, we have now
received this adoption as sons of God.

Our adoption as God’s son is made legal by witnesses. Biblical law requires two
witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15, Matthew 18:16). Paul informs us that there are two
witnesses which make our adoption “legal”: “The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit
that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also.” (Romans 8:16-17). A slave does
not inherit the father's property, but rather the son does. Therefore when we receive
our adoption as sons, we also receive the promises and blessings associated with being
an heir. Paul began this idea of us being fellow-heirs with Israel in Romans 4. Abraham
is the father of both Israel and the Gentiles because his faithfulness came prior to his
act of circumcision. It is as if we become his children when we exhibit the same faith in
God which carried him through his life.
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Not only are we now adopted as fellow heirs with the people of God, but Paul takes it a
step further and calls us co-heirs with Yeshua (verse 17). How is this possible? Because
of what he says in Galatians 3:16. There he says that Messiah is the promised “seed” of
Abraham. So if we are adopted as sons of Abraham and Yeshua is also the seed of
Abraham, then we are co-heirs with Yeshua. Yeshua’s death and resurrection made
Him “the firstborn among many brethren” (Romans 8:29).

Paul says that we know we are co-heirs with Yeshua if we “share in His sufferings”
(Romans 8:17). How is it that we do this? Are we supposed to intentionally cause
ourselves physical harm? Obviously not, but rather when we crucify our sinful nature
through Messiah, we join with Him in His death, which allows us to share in his
resurrection (Romans 5:1-11, 12:1). We also experience various persecutions and trials,
and when we patiently share in His suffering through these times, we can be confident
that we will also share in His glory.

Many Scriptures refer not only to Messiah’s suffering, but also of Him “coming on the
clouds with power and glory” (Mark 13:26). The glory Paul tells us we shall partake of if
we are indeed co-heirs with the Messiah is the coming Kingdom of God. We see in
Matthew 5:3-12 that there is reward, or glory, based on endurance of persecution and
faithfulness to God in Yeshua.

To recap, Paul is instructing us about our relationship with God now that we have been
set free from the sinful nature. Just as Yeshua's body was resurrected, so too we have
been resurrected to life in Him so that we may serve Him: not as slaves who work out
of fear of losing their position, but as sons who lovingly work, knowing that they will
receive their inheritance if they remain diligent and work out of love for their father.
Because we have been brought to life with Yeshua, we must also go through the
sufferings He went through: not necessarily scourging and crucifixion as He bore, but
we must put to death the deeds of the flesh and expect that we will go through hard
times of discipline and persecution. These times are proof that we will one day share in
the glory of Yeshua. Because we are co-heirs with Him, we can expect to receive
glorification and resurrection just as He did.

This time of glorification is what the entire world looks ahead to: “For the anxious
longing of the creation waits eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God” (Romans

8:19). The word translated here as “anxious longing” is apokaradokia, and it is a word
that is not observed in use much before the year 200 BC. It finds a suitable translation

into Hebrew as the word ta’arog. This is from a root word found in Psalm 42:1, “My soul
pants for Thee O God.” It also appears in Joel 1:20 where it says, “Even the beasts of the
field pant for You.” The creation longs and even pants for the restoration which will
take place in the Messianic Age. God will restore glory to the “sons of man” when he
destroys darkness in the final, awful day of judgment, when the whole world will be
liberated. When this happens, God will reveal the glory of his sons to the whole of
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creation when He clothes us in garments of honor, which are given to us through the
victory of Yeshua, and our bodies are transformed into imperishable spiritual bodies.

Not only will we, the children of Adam, be returned to our original state of glory, but
Paul goes on to say in Romans 8:20-21 that God will restore nature, which in the
present day lies under the curse because of man’s disobedience. All of creation hopes
for rebirth. In order that every wrong may be made right, God promised that He would
make a new heaven and a new earth (Isaiah 65:17, 66:22). In that day, Paul says that the
freedom from sin and death that we experience through Yeshua will be extended to all
of creation. Our victory over the evil inclination will eventually be extended to include
every part of creation when the ruler of this world is finally destroyed at the end of
times (Revelation 20:10, 20:1-3).

Not only does creation “pant” and long for this day, but Paul continues in verse 22: “the
whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together until now.” Several
Scriptures allude to the fact that before the coming of the Messiah, there will be a time
of suffering that will come, which the rabbis referred to as the “birth pangs of Messiah”
(Isaiah 21:3, Jeremiah 4:31, 13:21, Mark 13:8). Birth does not come without distress, and
in the same way we see that through the most difficult and lamentable of times comes
the greatest fulfillment of hope.

This is the idea Paul is presenting here concerning the pains of childbirth. It is not only
creation that groans, but we who have been renewed through Yeshua also groan while
we wait for this final redemption to come. In Jewish Biblical interpretation, there is a

form of logic called kal v'chomer, which literally means “Light and heavy.” It’s a way of

linking two ideas together by saying, “if a is true, then how much more is b true.” We
can see examples of this in Proverbs 11:31, Luke 11:13, and 2 Corinthians 3:9, to name a
few. Paul uses this method to compare the fact that if the whole of creation is groaning
while it waits for redemption, how much more do we groan as we await physical
redemption (2 Corinthians 5:1-10).

“And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we
ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for our adoption as sons, the
redemption of our body” (Romans 7:23). The mention of first fruits here is an allusion
to the first fruits which were offered at the festival of Shavuot, also called Pentecost.
Shavuot is also the day when the Torah was given on Mt. Sinai. In Judaism, there is a
tradition that in Exodus 20:18, when the people saw the thunder and lightning, that
God’s words appeared like tongues of fire (Jeremiah 23:29). As we know, this is the
same thing that happened on the day of Pentecost in the book of Acts (Acts 2:3). So at
the first Shavuot the Torah was written on tablets of stone, and in Acts 2, the giving of
the Spirit is like the writing of the Torah on the hearts of man (Ezekiel 36:27, Joel 2:28,
1 Peter 1:1-2). Since God’s gift of the Holy Spirit cleanses us from the impurity of the
flesh (sin) and brings us into eternal life, we become like a spiritual offering. But this is
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still only the first fruits: we have not received the fullness, and that is why we groan
within ourselves (Ephesians 1:13-14, 2 Corinthians 1:21-22, 5:5).

Romans 8:25 says, “If we hope for what we do not have, we wait for it patiently.”
Because we have died to sin and become sons of God through Yeshua, we have been
sealed for the World to Come. As we wait patiently, Paul says we groan, just like the
creation. But man’s groaning is linked to the Holy Spirit. Because of our weakness and
inability to master our own evil inclination, the Holy Spirit intercedes for us by giving
us the words to praise God (verse 26). God is the one who searches our hearts through
His Spirit (Psalm 7:9, 1 Samuel 16:7).

Proverbs 20:27 says, “The spirit of man is the lamp of the Lord, searching all the
innermost parts of his being.” The traditional use of this verse in Judaism is that God’s
Spirit searches out man’s intentions. The church father Clement of Alexandria used the
same interpretation when he quotes this verse in his first letter to the Corinthians,
replacing “lamp of the Lord” with “Spirit of the Lord.” It is also possible that this is the
same thought behind Luke 2:35, where it says “so the thoughts of many will be
revealed, and a sword will pierce your heart also.” This language is also similar to that in
Hebrews 4:12, where it is said that the Word of God pierces as far as the division of soul
and spirit, joint and marrow, and is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the
heart. So what Paul is saying here is that the Spirit of God searches and knows man’s
thoughts, He intercedes for them, frees them from the evil inclination, and gives them
knowledge according to His will.

So even though we experience anguish alongside creation at the fact that we are not
yet glorified and have not yet received the fullness of our inheritance, the Holy Spirit
consoles us and gives us the ability to persevere. God discerns our emotions and
desires and encourages us to continue doing good and seeking the Kingdom while
convicting us of our sin and giving us wisdom in how to conduct ourselves in accord
with righteousness.

Moving on in Romans, Paul continues his theme of redemption as he begins talking
about God’s intervening power for those who love Him. God's plan for those who
follow and love Him is important for Paul to convey (1 Corinthians 2:9, 8:3). The saints
are referred to as those who love God and are called according to His purpose
(Romans 8:28). Jeremiah 29:11 says, “I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord,
plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” The
plan and the good purpose in this verse was to send the Messiah to redeem His people
and to one day bring them back to the land, as this prophetic word was spoken to them
while they were in exile. Isaiah 61:1-2 also speaks of the favorable year of the Lord and
the anointing of the elect for the purpose of bringing this about. Therefore Paul is
trying to link the intercessory role of Yeshua with the election and redemption of Israel.
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All of this has to do with the theme of election (Romans 8:33). The term election means
“a choosing or selecting of a person or group.” Paul has shown how this election is not
only for the Jews, but for the Gentiles as well. As we observed earlier, the general belief
of the Jewish people was that Israel alone was called and elected by God for the
purpose of serving Him. In Romans 1-3, Paul explained that although the pagan nations
were involved in idolatry, Israel also fell into this trap, as well as other sins. He showed
that God renders to each man according to his deeds (Romans 2:12-29). In chapter 3:1,
he spoke of God’s unbreakable covenant with Israel and the fact that all men are equal
in God’s sight because all have sinned (Romans 3:9).

Since we are all equal in God’s sight, the opportunity has been opened for all to be
equal in faithfulness to Yeshua. Therefore the election is not based solely on
nationality, but is set to include those who join themselves to Israel through faith in the
God of Israel. The election of Israel is not negated, but rather we receive our election
through faith based on the election and the Messiah of Israel. Although God has now
brought the nations into His promises, He will still be faithful to His promises to the
nation of Israel and work all things together for their good. He has not forsaken them
and has assured them that the year of His good favor will come upon them.

Paul uses many words to describe election such as “foreknew,” “predestined,” “called,”
“justified,” and “glorified.” In Romans 8:29-30, he lists these in ascending order, like a
series of acts. The result of election is that God glorifies his people through Yeshua and
gives gifts of righteousness to all who are faithful to God through Yeshua, both Jew and
Gentile.

Paul has been making the argument that just because God has brought the Gentiles
into the promises and Israel as a nation has been generally unfaithful in receiving the
Messiah, this does not mean that God has forsaken the nation of Israel. Paul continues
this argument through the rest of this chapter and through chapter 11.

As if he were in a court of law, he refutes any possible objections when he says, “What
shall we say then?” as if he is answering someone’s objection. His response is that “if
God is for us, who can be against us?” (verse 31). The sign that God’s unconditional love
for Israel is still intact is His son, Yeshua. Abraham was willing to offer his own son
(Genesis 22), but God spared Abraham's son Isaac in order to keep His promise to carry
on Abraham’s seed. In response to Abraham’s faithfulness, God confirmed His
continued election of His people Israel by not sparing his own Son (2 Corinthians 1:20).
Both Israel and the Gentiles share in the work of Yeshua, but it is God’s faithfulness to
His election of the nation of Israel that brought salvation to the whole world through
His gift of righteousness in the Messiah Yeshua (Romans 9:4-5, Ephesians 2:12-13).

Paul continues using these legal terms: “Who can bring a charge against God’s elect?”
(Romans 8:33). Paul argues that because God, who is Judge of all creation (Psalm 96:13),
is Israel’s “father” (Malachi 1:6), no one can bring charges against them because He has
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given them grace and favor through Yeshua’s righteousness. This grace is available to all
who believe so that we can walk in the spirit of holiness.

“Who is the one who condemns? Messiah Yeshua is He who died, yes, rather who was
raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us” (verse 34). When
Paul uses the word “intercession,” it is to be understood as in a legal sense. No one can
bring a charge against God’s elect because Yeshua Himself is our justification, and He
pleads our case for us.

Paul is refuting the argument that because the collective nation of Israel rejected
Yeshua, that God is no longer their justifier. The very fact that God sent his Son proves
God’s love for His people. Yeshua’s death brings life to His people. He does not
condemn, but intercedes on their behalf (John 3:16-18). It is through God's faithfulness
to Israel that we share in their blessings.

Paul says that Yeshua is at God’s right hand making intercession on behalf of His
people. Isaiah 9:6 calls one of the names of the Messiah “Wonderful Counselor.” This
fits into Paul’s legal argument, as if Messiah serves as legal counsel for the people.
Daniel 7:13-14 depicts the Messiah as interceding before God at the end of days. So if
Yeshua is the one who intercedes on behalf of God’s chosen, then how can He
condemn them? He cannot condemn them, because He is at the right hand of the
Father, interceding on their behalf.

God, like the loving Father He is, expressed that love for His people in sending the
Messiah Yeshua (1 John 4:10). Paul says that nothing can separate Israel from the love of
God, and by extension nothing can separate us of the nations from the love of God
when we join ourselves to Israel through faith in Yeshua (Romans 8:38-39). Even their
temporary rejection does not nullify their election, and their tribulations and distress
do not show that God has forsaken them. Even those who receive Yeshua as their
Messiah suffer these things (Matthew 5:11, Mark 13:9, 1 Corinthians 4:11-13).

Even though we experience these trials and persecutions, these do not show that God
has forsaken His people. In Romans 8:36, Paul quotes Psalm 44:22: “For your sake we
face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” This verse is

used to describe a principle in Jewish thought called Kiddish HaShem, which means
“the sanctification of God’s Name.” One of the ultimate ways that God’s Name is
sanctified is through martyrdom. When a person chooses death over renouncing his
beliefs or convictions, this act brings glory to God’s Name. Paul quotes this verse that
depicts Israel as sheep to be slaughtered, as if the people are asking God, “If you love us
so much, how come you kill us?” Paul is telling us that Israel is God’s chosen, and
nothing can separate them from God’s love. The people of Israel, including those from
the nations who come to God through Yeshua, can find themselves suffering even
when they are walking in obedience. When this happens, we are being persecuted for
bearing God’s name.
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In verse 35, Paul lists some things which some may perceive as able to come between
us and God, but continuing into verses 37-39, he states that he is confident that nothing
is able to separate us from the love of God in Yeshua. In speaking of our overwhelming
victory over those things, he uses a rarely used compound form of the Greek root word

nikao, which means to be victorious. The word he uses is hupernikomen which means
to be more than a conqueror. The LXX uses the same word to translate a phrase in
Psalm 51:4 that Paul quotes in Romans 3:4. The Hebrew of that verse says, “you shall be
made blameless (justified) in your judgments,” and in the LXX it says, “you shall be

victorious (hupernikomen) in your judgments.” So when Paul says that we have
overcome tribulation, distress, and persecution, it means that we find our
righteousness by God through these things, becoming one with Yeshua in His
sufferings.

Yeshua intercedes on the behalf of Israel and all of us who have joined with them in
faithfulness to God. All who are the sons of God have victory over the evil inclination,
over those who rebel against God, and over those who claim Israel is rejected as God’s
people. Paul ends the chapter by restating his conviction that God has not rejected His
people, and nothing can separate them from His love. There is nothing in all of creation
that can separate God’s elect from Him: nothing from the past, in the present, nor in
things to come. Nothing from Israel’s history, whether faithfulness or the lack thereof,
can invalidate the promises God has made.

In concluding this section, we need to remember several things. Torah observance
does not free a person from the evil inclination; that was never its purpose. First, we
must die to the sinful nature through the righteousness of the Messiah Yeshua. Only
then are we free from the penalty of sin and can experience regeneration so that we
may obey God’s Torah in faith. As long as we are bound by the evil inclination, it is
impossible for us to please, or serve, God. As far as the election of Israel goes, we need
to remember that just because the children of Israel rejected Yeshua, that does not
mean that God has rejected the whole nation or removed His blessing from them. The
very fact that He sent His Son proves that He has not rejected them, and we become
grafted in among them, becoming co-heirs with Israel and with Messiah as sons of
Abraham through faith.

Matters of Conscience

Another part of Romans which has been widely misunderstood is Romans 14. Many
believers read this chapter and go away believing that through Yeshua, God has gotten
rid of the dietary laws of Leviticus 11 and the Biblical Sabbath day. Many believe that
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these are just matters of conscience. We will take a deeper look at this and a few other
similar passages to see if we can find out what Paul was actually saying.

In the chapters leading up to this one, Paul had been dealing with the issue of sincere
love for our brother (Romans 12:9, 14-21; 13:8-10). Now he applies these to a specific
situation that was going on in the community at Rome. Apparently there had arisen
some type of dispute about certain eating habits and holy days.

He begins by saying, “As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to
quarrel over opinions” (verse 1). In confronting this issue, his main point is that all
things should be done with a commitment to love our neighbor and seek his good.
When he refers to weakness and strength, he is referring to the measure of faith each
believer possesses. It is important to note that this is not an issue of one group being
right and another wrong, but it is a question of “opinion,” or as some translations put it,
“disputable matters.”

Now we arrive at the two sides of the debate in question: “One person has faith that he
may eat all things, but he who is weak eats vegetables only” (verse 2). Who are these
two groups, and what are the reasons behind their diet choices? The traditional
argument claims that this was an issue between those who still followed the kosher
laws (the weak in faith who only ate vegetables) and those who realized that these laws
were no longer important.

The two sides of the debate are not necessarily distinguished ethnically, that is, Jews on
one side and Gentiles on the other. As we will see, the issue is more complex than that
and is grounded in the culture and religion of both Jewish and Gentile believers in a
pagan world.

One thing that is worth reiteration as we proceed is that the topic of this debate is
considered a matter of opinion. Surely a matter of following a commandment wouldn’t
be considered simply a difference of opinion to Paul. One way or another, if this issue
had some solid conclusion based on Scriptural fact, then Paul would have been much
more firm in his language, as this is what he does throughout his epistles. In keeping
with the traditional understanding of Paul, if he had indeed been adamant against
believers keeping Torah, in this case kosher laws, then we would surely expect him to
be much more severe in condemning anyone eating only vegetables in order to avoid
breaking kosher, and while we have seen that this interpretation of Paul is incorrect, we
must point out the inconsistent logic it applies to this passage. On the contrary, we
have seen Paul tell us that those who follow God subject themselves to the Torah
(Romans 3:31, 8:7). With this in mind, we can confidently assert that this dispute is not
related to the kosher laws in the Torah. So what was the problem?

The problem, in short, was Rome itself. Idolatry filled every aspect of life to the point
where even food sold in the marketplace was often offered to idols by dedicating a
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portion of the item to the idol, then selling the rest in the market. Judaism considered
food sacrificed to idols “defiled,” as we see exemplified in Daniel 1:8-12. Daniel knew
that portions of the meat and wine of the king would have been involved in pagan
offerings, so he refused to partake of it, and God blessed him for it. This stance on food
was passed on to the new Gentile believers in the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:20).
Because of this, apparently some members of the community, whether Jew, Gentile, or
a mix thereof, had become so afraid of accidentally consuming such food that they
chose to refrain from meat entirely. The other group felt safe to eat “all things.” Being
able to eat “all things” quite obviously does not actually mean all things, for example
poisonous plants and animals. Extending this limitation to a Jew unkosher animals
would not be considered food at all, thus believing they could eat all things would not
include breaking kosher, as we previously established. What this phrase actually meant
was that the man strong in faith felt free to eat any food from the marketplace or at
someone’s house, unless it had been explicitly made known to him that the food in
question had been sacrificed to an idol. This teaching is paralleled in 1 Corinthians
10:25-28.

Not only had there been disagreement on this matter, but apparently it had led to some
ill will between the two disagreeing parties:

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. Who are you to judge the servant of another? To
his own master he stands or falls; and he will stand, for the Lord is able
to make him stand. (Romans 14:3-4)

Matthew 7:1 says, “Do not judge, or you will be judged.” When our hearts are full of love
for our brother, there is no room for us to judge them. Just as Paul spoke of in leading
up to this point, “Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to what is
good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love” (Romans 12:9-10). Since neither
group is acting in violation to the Torah, their judgments and contempt for one another
are not rooted in truth, but in the flesh.

Paul says that each person is to respect the other and realize that God accepts both
their convictions. Earlier in our study we talked about the two masters: the sinful
nature and the Spirit. Paul applies this concept to loving our brother. Because we can
serve only one master, we are accountable to Him alone. When we choose to serve
God, He becomes our Master. This means we do not have the right to judge another
brother, for in a sense this is setting yourself as master over him. But each person is
responsible only to God. We all stand as individuals before Him, and Paul emphasizes
that we each have the liberty to organize our priorities according to God’s will. We see
a type of this example of God honoring personal conviction in Jeremiah 35:1-10, 18-19.
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Paul now turns his attention to special days: “One person regards one day above
another, another regards every day alike. Each person must be fully convinced in his
own mind” (verse 5). Due to our theological assumptions, the first thing we think of
when we hear this is the Sabbath, although this is not mentioned anywhere in the text.
There are many types of days which this could be talking about, but the most likely is
some type of fast days which were esteemed as holier or more distinct than other days.
This is based on verse 6: “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.” This would seem to be contrasting one
who eats against one who esteems the day and doesn’t eat. We see an example of the
practice of regular fasting in Luke 18:11-12, and this practice carried over from Judaism
into the early followers of Yeshua, for He assumed that they would be fasting after His
death and resurrection (Matthew 6:16-18, Mark 2:18-20). In both Jewish and pagan
circles, these fast days were not arbitrarily assigned, but were chosen for a special
purpose according to a certain timetable, and therefore these fast days were chosen
due to their holy status. While fasting was indeed part of the believer’s life, setting aside
a fixed schedule of days which were better to fast on (outside of Biblically assigned fast
days) because of a belief that these days had special holiness is not something that can
be proved either way, and therefore is a matter of conscience, not worth arguing over.

The phrase, “Each person must be fully convinced in his own mind” must be carefully
understood within its context so it will not be twisted to mean something it is not. It
goes back to Romans 14:1 which indicates that both the dispute over diet and special
days are not a matter of right or wrong, but a matter where neither side can be proven
objectively correct. This is not to say that this applies to every disagreement between
believers, for someone can be convinced in their own mind of something that is
contrary to God’s truth, and in such cases it is not beneficial for them to continue in
this thinking (Ephesians 5:11, Titus 2:15, 1 Timothy 5:20). Paul himself corrects people
on their behavior all throughout his epistles, showing that he did not apply this idea of
absolute freedom from doctrinal limits in most situations.

He continues in verses 7-8: “For not one of us lives for himself, and not one dies for
himself; for if we live, we live for the Lord, or if we die, we die for the Lord; therefore
whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s.” The wording Paul uses brings to mind a
passage from the Jewish work “Chapters of the Fathers,” which is a compilation of
rabbinic sayings with dates from 200 BC to 200 AD. In one place, it says, “Any dispute
that is for the sake of Heaven is destined to endure; one that is not for the sake of
Heaven is not destined to endure.” Paul would have been familiar with the rabbinic
style of thinking, and so he most likely was trying to convey a similar thought. If both
sides of the debate were doing their actions to please God, then in the end each group
would be rewarded by God for holding to their personal service of Him, so long as they
were able to disagree without resorting to contempt or judgment.
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Another tradition he would have been familiar with is that a blessing over a meal is a
way a person may honor God (verse 6). The practice of blessing after a meal is
traditionally considered to be commanded in Deuteronomy 6:10-12, but tradition also
commanded that a blessing be given before eating as well. Yeshua sets an example of
this in the story of the loaves and fish (Matthew 14:19, Mark 6:41). When a person
devotes everything in his life to be sanctified by God, he becomes a living sacrifice to
prove what is good and acceptable and perfect (Romans 12:1-2).

Because this is the case, then, Paul explains that it is not our place to judge anyone who
walks out their convictions differently than we do (Romans 14:10-12). Since God has
created everyone and we are all equal in His sight, we must respect our fellowman,
knowing that we have the right to judge no one. Paul uses Isaiah 45:23 to show that all
will stand before God and give account for their actions. If we compromise on
something that God put in our hearts to do, then will He reward us for such an action
(verse 23)? And will He reward someone who judged their brother, who was living the
way they saw as right within the framework of God’s righteousness?

In Romans 14:13, Paul says that instead of judging, we should be careful to not put a
stumbling block or obstacle in someone’s way. We see the idea of a stumbling block
first in Leviticus 19:14. Literally interpreted, this seems like a strange commandment,
but underneath lies an important message. The standard Jewish interpretation of this
verse equated a blind person to one who lacked knowledge, and therefore placing a
stumbling block in front of them meant doing something which caused them to sin.
We see Yeshua use the phrase this way as well in Matthew 18:6-7. What relevance does
this have to the issue in Rome? Paul is trying to make the point that in judging someone
else, you may cause them to sin by harboring resentment towards you. In this
particular circumstance, it may also be that if the one weak in faith compromises on
his beliefs about meat from the marketplace because of your judgment, he may
mistakenly believe that other more fundamental beliefs are also susceptible to
compromise (see also 1 Corinthians 8:9-11).

Now we move on to verse 14. Since all people are created by God and will give an
account to God, Paul’s main objective is to love his brethren and respect their
convictions. Paul puts this belief in the importance of honoring the convictions of
others into practice. Although he is convinced that “nothing is unclean in itself,” he
acknowledges that if anyone is convinced that something is unclean, then to him that
thing is unclean, and therefore it would be sinful for that one to partake of it.

At first glance, most believers would be quick to say that Paul is here negating the
kosher and purity laws in the Torah by saying that “nothing is unclean.” What did Paul
actually mean by this? We must look at the Greek language to get our answer.

The Greek word used in this verse for “unclean” is koinos. This word means “common,”
in the sense of something which is not holy. When used in reference to Jewish purity,
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koinos refers to otherwise holy/pure things which have become as if they were unholy,
for example through defilement by touching an unclean thing.

This word is contrasted against akathartos. This word means “unclean.” It is most often
used in the New Testament in reference to unclean spirits, but is also used in Acts 10 as
well as in the LXX to refer to food which God has called unclean. In Acts 10:14, the two

words koinos and akathartos are both used, further signifying that there is a distinction
between the two: “But Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything

that is common (koinon) or unclean (akatharton).’”

We see a similar issue of ritual purity being dealt with in the first part of Mark 7. Yeshua
and the Pharisees were having a debate over unwashed hands. This hand-washing
wasn’t about getting rid of germs, but was because the Pharisees believed that to eat

with unwashed hands was defiling their body, or making it “common,” koinos. Their

discussion was not over unclean (akathartos) food, but rather about the tradition they
had about the handling of food and if eating food with unwashed hands made a person

“unclean” (koinos). So what was the issue? Yeshua tells us in verse 8: “Neglecting the
commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men.”

We have to remember whenever we are reading Scripture that we always have to look
at the context: what happens before and after a verse, or even a chapter or book, of
Scripture. So we need to understand that the discussion in Mark is not about kosher
foods, but eating practices. Then, out of the blue in Mark 7:19, we see it says, “Thus He
declared all foods clean.” Did Yeshua negate the commandments about dietary
restrictions, thus “neglecting the commandment of God,” as He had just condemned
these Pharisees for doing? Is this an accurate translation?

Once again, looking at the Greek text is important to understanding the meaning of the
verse. A literal reading of the Greek in Mark 7:19 says, “because not it enters of him into
the heart, but into the belly, and into the draught goes out, purifying all the food.” The
King James, among others, therefore translates the final phrase as part of Yeshua’s
quote: “[Do ye not perceive that]... it entereth not into his heart, but into the belly, and
goeth out into the draught [latrine, sewer], purging all meats [foods]?” According to
these translations, Yeshua is not declaring all unkosher foods now fair game, but is
saying that through the process of digestion any perceived defilement of already
kosher food is lost and excreted with the other waste. This makes more sense
considering the context, which is Yeshua arguing that eating with unwashed hands
does not defile a person, but rather the actions that arise from a person’s heart are
what defiles him. Even if we operate on the assumption that the translation “He
declared all foods clean” is accurate, we still do not arrive at an abrogation of the
Leviticus 11 food laws. When understood this way, the phrase effectively means the

same thing: food that God has declared clean is not made unclean (koinos) by eating it

62 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com

http://www.judeochristianclarion.com/


without ritually washing the hands. This is the same point Paul is making in regard to
food dedicated to idols.

So let’s get back to Romans 14. We need to remember that Paul’s message is all about
love for our brother in Yeshua: “For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are
no longer walking in love. By what you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Messiah
died” (verse 15). The word “grieved” corresponds to the Hebrew word for “wrongdoing.”
So just as there can be wrongdoing in words, so there can also be wrongdoing in
eating. The big issue is how far we can take our “freedom” in the Lord. As the old saying
goes, “My right to swing my fist ends where your nose begins.” When it comes to the
body of Messiah, our right to do whatever we please ends where God’s
commandments begin, which includes loving our neighbor and sacrificing our will.

Paul has the understanding that not respecting another’s commitments is like saying
that God does not respect them either. He also says that treating things that are
forbidden as though they are permitted does not nullify these things. His idea is that no
one should be forced to compromise: the only compromise that is permissible is when
it is done voluntarily, out of love. The best way to serve God is by sanctifying all our
thoughts and acts by walking in the Spirit in love. Sometimes, we need to go beyond a
strict observance of our own perceptions of the law, which is right and good, in order
to do what is right and good. How do we serve the Messiah in this way? By offering our
bodies as living sacrifices in the sense of loving our fellow man, as in the golden rule
(Luke 6:31). There is another principle in Jewish thought called “the paths of peace”
(from Proverbs 3:17). This principle states that we should not judge our brother for his
personal convictions and we should not do things that would cause him to stumble.

Romans 14:20 goes on, “Do not tear down the work of God for the sake of food. All
things indeed are clean, but they are evil for the man who eats and gives offense.” The
phrase “all things are clean” here is obviously not unlimited in its scope (Ephesians 5:5,
1 Thessalonians 4:7, Revelation 21:27). But keeping the rest of the chapter in mind, this
verse is echoing the words of Yeshua in Mark 7, although Paul adds that if a man eats
meat he feels is defiled, if it goes against his conscience, to him it is sin.

He goes on to say we should not eat meat, drink wine, or do anything that causes our
brother to stumble (verse 21). Here is more evidence for the theory that this passage is
about food dedicated to idols. In Judaism, wine, being made of grapes, is not restricted
through the Levitical food laws. However, wine was offered to idols ceremonially in the
ancient world, and this could be considered a source of impurity for the wine that
would make it appear unclean to some. Paul re-emphasizes his main point in bringing
up this dispute, that we must wholeheartedly watch ourselves so as not to hurt our
brethren through hypocritical attitudes. Even if the things we do are not sinful of
themselves, if they cause someone else to sin, then we share partial responsibility for
their guilt. We must be faithful not only to our convictions, but to our brother by loving
him even if his convictions differ from ours (1 John 3:18-24).
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“Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves” (Romans
14:22). Paul continues the theme of blessing/giving thanks from verse 6. If we want to
be blessed, we need to know that the things we bless are acceptable in God’s sight. That
is the only way we will prove God’s good, acceptable, and perfect will ( Romans 12:2).

Chapter 14 draws to a close with Paul saying, “But he who doubts is condemned if he
eats, because his eating is not from faith; and whatever is not from faith is sin.” The

word “doubting” is the Greek word diakrino, which means to make a distinction, to
distinguish, or to judge. If we act contrary to our convictions concerning what we eat,
when we eat it, and with whom we eat it, we condemn ourselves. James 4:17 says
“Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” So Paul
agrees that if we participate in things that are against our convictions, then it is sin, so
long as our convictions are aligned with God's will. We see that there are two sides to
our convictions before the Lord: things we feel may be sanctified and things we
consider unable to be sanctified. Both of these must be balanced with our ability and
willingness to love our brother when the things he feels can be sanctified differ from
ours.

In summary of this chapter, we need to look back to verse 1. Remember, we always
have to look at Scripture in context. Verse 1 says we should not pass judgment on
“disputable matters.” I think we would all have to agree that God’s commands are not
disputable. We need to acknowledge that what Paul is addressing are areas of personal
conviction, not the commandments of God. This is the issue at hand here in Romans
14, in Mark 7, and in other such Scriptures. In matters of truth, let us be zealous; but in
matters of preference, let us not be quick to pass judgment or criticism: “For the
Kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace
and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17).

Galatians

The next section of our study will focus on the book of Galatians. When we read this
book, we must remember that even in his own day, Paul was being misunderstood
(2 Peter 3:15-16). Why did Paul write the book of Galatians, and whom was he
addressing? We know that Paul was the apostle to the Gentiles (1 Timothy 2:7). In

Hebrew, the word for “apostle” is shaliach, which means “one sent.” In the first century,
the majority of Jews lived outside of the land of Israel, so it was common for the

Sanhedrin, the ruling body, to send out letters by a shaliach. This is how they would
send out rulings and instructions to the synagogues in the diaspora. Paul, however, was
not sent by man, but directly by Yeshua the Messiah.

Previously we touched on the types of people in the synagogue: Jews, converts to
Judaism, and God-fearers. The latter is the group which Paul is mainly addressing in
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this letter. So Paul tells us that he is an apostle: “not sent from men nor through the
agency of man, but through Yeshua Messiah and God the Father, who raised Him from
the dead” (Galatians 1:1), sent out to deliver truth to the Gentiles. Many scholars believe
that Galatians is the first of Paul’s epistles and the oldest writing in the New Testament,

pre-dating the writing of the gospels and the book of Acts.

In Galatians 1, we are introduced to Paul’s gospel. Apparently there were some false
teachers who had come to Galatia, challenging the message which Paul had brought: “I
am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of
Messiah, for a different gospel; which is really not another; only there are some who
are disturbing you and want to distort the gospel of Messiah” (verses 6-7). Although the
message which others brought is not explicit here, it can be gleaned from the book of
Galatians and the arguments which Paul uses against the community there. This
teaching was so contrary to truth that Paul went so far as to call a curse against those
who taught it (verses 8-9).

Continuing in verses 11-24, Paul explains why he has authority to believe that his gospel
is the truth. He explains that his, is not “man’s gospel” (verse 11), that is, not a message
thought up or preached by himself or any other human being. Rather, he received his
gospel directly from Yeshua (verse 12, see also Acts 22:17-18, 21). In Paul's day, most
believers were Jewish, including the apostles. Their task was to go around telling other
Jews about their Messiah. This was a message preached and received by man, as is the
conventional method. Paul, on the other hand, became a believer in a very unusual
way: supernaturally (Acts 9:3-6). Because he had this assurance that his message was
true, he didn't feel the need to consort with any of the apostles about this gospel or try
to seek approval from them before preaching it (Galatians 1:15-24).

So what was Paul’s gospel, his good news? Paul and the other apostles all included the
Gentiles in salvation through Yeshua. The distinguishing point of Paul’s gospel is that
many of the other leaders expected the Gentile to eventually become legally Jewish.
Paul did not, and this is what his gospel to the Gentiles hinges upon (Ephesians 3:4-7).

Some scholars believe that Galatians was actually written before the Jerusalem council
in Acts 15. The passage in Galatians 2:1-10 speaks of a journey to Jerusalem, but due to
conflicts of details, it is unsure if this is the trip where the council took place or if it is a
separate occasion. Up until that decision, the common consensus was that Gentiles
would become legally Jewish upon professing faith in Yeshua. Paul did not agree, and
eventually, according to Acts 15, the rest followed suit. So then what is the “other gospel
that is no gospel at all“? It is the message that Gentiles must become legally Jewish
through circumcision in order to become part of Israel (Galatians 2:3-5).

In Galatians 2:11-21, Paul and Peter have a confrontation related to this issue. Many
read this passage and think that Peter had been living like a Gentile, that is, disregarding
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the Torah and rejecting his Jewish heritage and religious expression, but in the
presence of some influential Jews “reverted” to Judaism. But is that what the Scripture
says?

We need to remember that Peter was the first of the apostles to go to a Gentile. This
event is recorded in Acts 10:9-11:18. It is a very lengthy passage, so we will only hit the
main points. Peter receives a vision from the Lord: a sheet with all kinds of animals on
it is lowered, and the Lord tells him to kill and eat. Peter replies, “Surely not, I have
never eaten anything impure or unclean.” This happens three times. The vision ends
with God saying, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” Many say that
this is God doing away with the kosher food laws. Let’s take a closer look.

First we need to look at the two words used: impure and unclean. Previously, we
discussed how these are two words in Greek. One is something normally “clean” that is
contaminated. The other is something that God has commanded as unclean. So in Acts
10:14 when Peter says “common,” he means the first definition, and when he says
“unclean,” he means the second. The key to understanding this passage is Acts 10:28.
According to Jewish law (not the written Torah, but traditional oral teaching), Jews were
not even allowed to eat normally kosher food with a Gentile. This was because a
Gentile, by nature, was considered contaminated by idolatry. Prior to this vision, Peter
would have considered even a God-fearer unclean. So what was Peter’s interpretation
of the vision? That he should call no man unclean. The issue was not food, but people.
Peter doesn't begin to eat pork after the vision, but instead he goes and ministers to a
Gentile God-fearer. God shows him that he can enter a Gentile’s house and even eat
with him without becoming unclean. Remember, a God-fearer was a Gentile who was
not converted, but was attending the synagogue and participating in the basics of the
Torah. He would never have thought of serving something contrary to the food laws of
Leviticus.

Now we can return to Galatians with a proper understanding of the context of Paul's
issue with Peter. Peter had been the first of the apostles to accept Gentiles as
uncircumcised, since he saw they had received the Holy Spirit without being
converted. Due to this, he saw that eating with God-fearing Gentile believers in Yeshua
was not an impure thing: “For prior to the coming of certain men from James, he used
to eat with the Gentiles; but when they came, he began to withdraw and hold himself
aloof, fearing the party of the circumcision” (Galatians 2:12). These false teachers, called
the “party of the circumcision,” were those who believed that Gentiles needed to be
circumcised (formally converted) in order to achieve salvation. This is the gospel which
Paul is opposing all through Galatians. These men could have been Jews preaching
circumcision for all, or they could have been proselytes themselves who were trying to
convince other Gentiles to convert. Apparently Peter and others felt intimidated by
them, and so they conceded to their beliefs (verse 13).
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Paul is not going to let this slide, so he calls Peter out in front of everyone:

But when I saw that they were not straightforward about the truth of the
gospel, I said to Cephas in the presence of all, “If you, being a Jew, live
like the Gentiles and not like the Jews, how is it that you compel the
Gentiles to live like Jews?” (verse 14)

He reiterates that this has to do with the “truth of the gospel.” Paul's gospel had to do
with the fact that Gentiles did not need to be formally circumcised and undergo
conversion in order to share in reaping the blessings of Israel, including the Holy Spirit
and the gift of salvation through Yeshua. Therefore those who were teaching a false
gospel were preaching otherwise, sharing the opinion of those in Acts 15:1. Their
position was that circumcision was the logical next step for Gentiles who were joining
themselves to Israel. The truth of the gospel was that through Yeshua, the dividing wall
between Jew and Gentile has been broken down, meaning both groups are united in
the body of Yeshua while maintaining ethnic identity.

Paul asks Peter, “If you, being a Jew, live like the Gentiles and not like the Jews, how is it
that you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?” Is he saying that Peter is no longer living
according to the Torah? The common interpretation of verse 14 is that Peter had indeed
previously abandoned the Torah (Sabbath, dietary laws, etc.), but now he was trying to
convince Gentiles to come under its heavy burden, and this is what Paul was coming
against him for. This interpretation, however, does not make sense considering the
catalyst of the argument, which was regarding table fellowship, which is a matter of
oral interpretation rather than God’s commandments. So what does Paul mean?

Peter was previously living like a Gentile in the sense that he refused to accept the
mainline Jewish practice regarding the ritual purity of Gentiles. He was talking with,
worshiping with, and even eating with Gentile God-fearers, which was completely
against the predominant Jewish views regarding Gentiles. This doesn't mean he didn't
still keep Torah; on the contrary, he was living in the true heart of the commandments
now that he was loving his Gentile brothers and sisters in Messiah. Peter recognized
that Gentiles who believe in Yeshua do not need to be circumcised and convert to
Judaism, as he demonstrates, for example, in Acts 15:7-11. But when he separates
himself from eating with the Gentiles to appease those of the party of the circumcision,
he is essentially agreeing with them in saying that the Gentile believers are impure
before God until they become circumcised, thus “compelling the Gentiles to live like

Jews.” The phrase “live like Jews” is from the Greek word Ioudaizein, which is
sometimes translated as “Judaize.” In the LXX, this term is used to indicate conversion
to Judaism through circumcision (Esther 8:17), and we see it is used the same way here
in Galatians. Paul’s condemnation of Peter has nothing to do with teaching Gentiles to
keep Torah, but is about falling back to a “salvation by works,” where salvation and
inclusion into Israel is attained by being physically Jewish or converted to Judaism
through circumcision.
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Paul aligns this belief with justification through “works of the Torah” (Galatians 2:15-16).
Some have been led to believe that the keeping of the commandments is itself
justification through the “works of the Torah,” and therefore should be avoided. The
Dead Sea Scrolls shed some light on this phrase. One of the scrolls is entitled “Selection

on Works of the Torah.” Discussed within are various halakhic rulings, mostly regarding
ceremonial purity. Paul may or may not have known about this document, and perhaps
this phrase was used in other contexts as well. But bearing this in mind, we see that
Paul was applying the term to mean specific rulings, particularly those related to
becoming legally Jewish, and saying that a person is not justified by observing these.
This fits with the overarching theme we have seen thus far, that being conversion and
acceptance of the believing Gentiles.

Paul continues to make the point that the wall of partition has been broken down
between Jews and Gentiles, and this unity means that there is no need for the Gentiles
to become Jewish through circumcision, “For if I rebuild what I have once destroyed, I
prove myself to be a transgressor” (verse 18). If, after recognizing that Gentile believers
are sanctified through Yeshua, the walls were again built up between the two groups so
that Gentiles must be circumcised, then they would be found to have fallen for the
false gospel that Paul warns against.

Let’s continue to look at Paul's dialogue against Peter in verse 19. Here Paul says that he
died to the Torah to live to God. For most Christians, this is a simple verse. They would
say Paul is contrasting his former life as a Jew and his new life as a Christian. There are
some problems with this belief. If it is true, then Paul is a hypocrite (Acts 25:8, 28:17).
We know that Paul was a faithful Jew. So when he says things like this, he does not
mean he is forsaking his former ways of faithfulness.

He clarifies what he means by the phrase “I died to the Torah” in the next verse: “I have
been crucified with Messiah; and it is no longer I who live, but Messiah lives in me.”
This is similar language to that which he uses in Romans 7:1-12. As we learned there,
Paul was making the point that Yeshua bore the punishment for our transgression of
the Torah. It is as if we have already paid the price for our sin when we put our faith in
Yeshua. This gives us freedom so that we may “live for God,” walking in faith and
obedience to His commands, putting to death our sinful nature daily. For, since Yeshua
obeyed the Torah without fault, if He is living through us then we will inevitably be
doing those same deeds He did. As Paul was saying, this relationship is through faith,
not by being from a certain ethnic background or observing certain ritual traditions.

His dialogue against Peter ends in verse 21: “I do not nullify the grace of God, for if
righteousness comes through the Torah, then Messiah died needlessly.” If we achieved
salvation by merely becoming circumcised, then there would have been no need for
Messiah to die. But this is not how we are saved, and it is not how anyone was saved
prior to Yeshua. Everyone who is righteous before God is not so on account of things
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they have done or their lineage, but because they have faith in God to forgive their
transgressions when they earnestly repent (Ezekiel 33:12-16, Daniel 9:18-19, Hosea
14:1-4). Even before Yeshua was born, those who lived by faith were trusting in Him,
even if they didn't understand it fully (John 8:56, Hebrews 11:13).

So to summarize, this passage says nothing of Peter turning from Judaism and living
like a pagan. He had not turned from Judaism, but was living the way the vision of the
sheet had revealed to him. After some men came who did not believe the same way, he
changed his tune. Remember, if we consider the fact that Galatians may have been
written before the events of Acts 15, there was still no hard and fast rule at the time of
this event about how Gentiles should be included. And if in fact this happened soon
after the Jerusalem council, then Peter and the others would be even more at fault. So
what about the “false believers?” In order to be “false” believers, they must be claiming
to be believers, so since they were trying to force the Gentiles to become legally Jewish,
they could have been Jews, but more likely they were Gentiles who had already
become legally Jewish. Paul was not anti-Torah, but he was bringing the teachings of
the Judaism of his day that related to Gentiles forward and adapting them to his gospel
as revealed by Yeshua Himself. This involved correcting those who taught that the only
way for a Gentile to be justified was by legally becoming a Jew.

Now let’s move on to Galatians 3. Here Paul seems to contrast the Spirit and faith
against the Torah:

You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes
Yeshua the Messiah was publicly portrayed as crucified? This is the only
thing I want to find out from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works
of the Torah, or by hearing with faith?

What was the folly in Galatia that had Paul so upset? Somehow most Christians today
believe that the Galatian believers who came to belief in Yeshua were keeping a form of
modern Christianity until these men came along and turned them back to Judaism. We
must remember that the first century Christians were a sect of Judaism and were
functioning within the synagogue system (Acts 14:1, 18:4, 17:17). There was no
Christianity as we know it today. The books in what we call the New Testament were
letters written to individual communities, and had not been written until, at the
earliest, around 50 AD.

The problem in Galatia was that the Gentiles who had previously received the Spirit
were now under theological attack from those who were trying to get them to become
circumcised and go through the legal conversion to Judaism. Paul's question in verse 2
is an attempt to get them to focus on the root of their belief. They did not receive the
Spirit by converting to Judaism, but rather through faith in Yeshua. Though they were
uncircumcised, the Holy Spirit was given to them as the sign of the New Covenant and

www.JudeoChristianClarion.com 69

http://www.judeochristianclarion.com/


of salvation. Since they received it while still a Gentile, then it is evident that conversion
to Judaism is not a prerequisite for salvation. Peter and some other Jewish believers
recognize this in Acts 11:1-18, and this is the issue which was addressed at the
Jerusalem council in Acts 15.

Paul continues this line of reasoning in Galatians 3:3: “Having begun by the Spirit, are
you now being perfected by the flesh?” Flesh obviously refers to physical things. So he’s
saying, “After beginning your walk with a spiritual transformation, are you now trying
to be perfected through a physical transformation by becoming Jewish (through
circumcision of the flesh)?” He can't be referring to following the rules of the Torah, for
the Torah itself is spiritual, and thus also lies in opposition to the flesh (Romans 7:14).

Why does this seem to be such a big issue for Paul? Remember, Paul was the apostle to
the Gentiles. He wanted to see what Scripture said about the justification of Gentiles,
and he found his answer in Genesis:

Even so Abraham 'Believed God and it was reckoned to him as
righteousness,' [Genesis 15:6]. Therefore, be sure that it is those who are
of faith who are sons of Abraham. The Scripture, foreseeing that God
would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to
Abraham, saying, “All the nations will be blessed in you.” (verses 6-8)

Even before the command of circumcision, Abraham's faith was credited to him as
righteousness. So Paul reasoned that since Abraham was declared righteous on the
basis of faith prior to circumcision, circumcision and Jewish status cannot be a
prerequisite for salvation (Romans 4:11-12, 16-18). Here we also see a succinct
statement of Paul’s gospel: “All the nations will be blessed in you.”

So where does the big misunderstanding come in? It is based on wrong assumptions.
To Paul, “works” refers to attempts at earning justification through conversion to
Judaism and the various extra laws which necessarily rest upon a person once they go
through such a conversion. He was not opposed to Gentiles being obedient to God
according to the commandments within the Torah that apply to them as Gentiles. He
was talking about Gentiles becoming Jewish in an attempt to be justified before God or
accepted by men. In regard to this usage of works, there is no discrepancy between
Paul and James. Paul, when writing to Gentiles about a very particular issue, used the
term works to mean conversion, circumcision, and becoming Jewish. James wrote to
Jewish believers, so when he referred to works he meant doing good deeds. The real
faith vs. works question was this: “Can an uncircumcised Gentile be saved by faith, or
does he need to undergo the works of circumcision and become Jewish?” And the real
grace vs. law question was: “Can an uncircumcised Gentile be considered a son of
Abraham and receive the same grace Abraham did, or does he have to keep the Torah
first in order to receive it?” So we see that Paul and James were both right.
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Paul continues to condemn the Gentiles' behavior in Galatians 3:10: “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.'” After
reading this verse, many would see a Messianic Jew or a Christian who decides to
honor the seventh-day Sabbath or eat kosher, and say to them, “Don’t you know that
you are putting yourself under a curse?” Some versions of Scripture word this passage
“those who rely” or “depend” on the works of the Torah. However, in the literal reading
of the passage it says, “those who are of the works of the Torah.”

Paul is quoting Deuteronomy 27:26, the phrase spoken during the giving of the Torah
on Mt. Sinai. Everyone who tried to avoid that curse found themselves unable to meet
the requirements necessary to do so. We could paraphrase Galatians 3:10 like this: If a
person is legally Jewish, either through conversion or heritage, and they rely on these
and other works for justification, they are under a curse, because the Torah says that
anyone who does not keep the Torah is under a curse. In fact, all of mankind is under
that same curse (Romans 3:19).

*The next verse in Galatians continues this thought: “Now that no one is justified by
the Torah before God is evident; for, 'The righteous man shall live by faith.'” Since
nobody is able to perfectly obey the Torah, and are thus under a curse, it cannot be
through obedience that we are justified, otherwise everyone who ever lived would be
doomed. Instead, it is through faith that the righteous live. This does not mean that
Torah observance out of love for God and His word invokes a curse. The curse is upon
everyone, regardless of attempts to live up to God's standard. The only way to be free
of it is to live by faith in Yeshua. A side-effect of this faith is that it will cause us to want
to always live the way God wants rather than following what is right in our own eyes.

So how should we look at this situation? Let’s compare it to Christianity today. There
are many different doctrines of faith within the Christian realm, each with their own
doctrines. Some say that once you hold to that set of beliefs, you are “in.” Some even
take this to the point of saying that once you are “in” you can never be “out” of that
faith. It is a similar situation that was going on in Galatia that Paul was addressing.
Gentiles were being encouraged to become legally Jewish by those who still held the
belief that only someone who was legally Jewish could be justified. Paul was warning
them that if they became legally Jewish, they would be held legally responsible to obey
the whole Torah, because that’s what the Torah says, according to verse 10 above.

Paul goes on to say in Galatians 3:12 that the Torah is not of faith. He seems to contrast
those who keep the Torah against those who live by faith. This has caused the majority
of the church to shun even a hint of Torah observance. Did Paul really mean that faith
and Torah observance are opposites?
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Let’s look at life and death. Deuteronomy 30:19 says, “I have set before you life and
death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life.” Paul looked at these two terms, life
and death, with more than just the literal meaning. For Paul, “to live” is what some
would call “saved:” in other words, to attain the right to participate in the resurrection
and eternal life in the Kingdom and the World to Come. So then, to “die” is what some
would call “unsaved” or “lost“: in other words, to face death without hope and with
dread of the final judgment. Paul did not invent these definitions, rather they were
common terminology and interpretations he would have learned as a Pharisee. An
example is in Leviticus 18:5, which says, “Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who
obeys them will live by them. I Am the Lord.” This verse was interpreted by the
well-known Torah scholar Rashi to mean that resurrection into the World to Come was
granted by obeying God. So to Paul the phrase “He who practices them shall live by
them” would mean that the one who obeys the commands will find eternal life through
them. Because of this, relying on obedience does not come from a heart of faith. Those
who are expecting to receive their justification by converting to Judaism and becoming
reliant upon outward acts rather than deeds borne out of love from the heart are not
truly acting in faith.

So what Paul is saying is that no one is exonerated before God by becoming legally
Jewish, because the righteous will enter the World to Come by faith. Becoming legally
Jewish by works of the Torah is not of faith, but the one who as a result of his faith does
the commands will receive a reward in the World to Come (Luke 12:33, John 14:15, 21; 1
John 2:3-6, Romans 2:11-13).

Instead of presenting faith as against the keeping of Torah, Paul is clarifying the role
that each of these things plays in the life of the believer. Since he was writing to a
community that was falling into deception about how they received their justification,
his goal was to bring the truth in relation to that practice. In letters to some of the other
assemblies, he is more focused on their actions (Titus 2:14, 2 Thessalonians 1:8,
Ephesians 5:11).

The righteous man who lives by faith is the one who lives by God's commands and
does them (Romans 2:6-10). After he has been redeemed from the curse of the Torah,
that is, he has put his faith in the death of Yeshua for his sins (Galatians 3:13), this faith
will manifest itself in a desire to live the way God has established for mankind, Jew and
Gentile alike (Ecclesiastes 12:13, Galatians 3:14). Even when our desire is to walk in this
way, we will still slip up and sin. When this happens, we must show our faith by
repentance, trusting in the blood of Yeshua to wash us clean so that we may turn from
the impure and strive for holiness (Hebrews 12:14, 1 Peter 1:14-16, Revelation 22:11-12).
Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are his workmanship, created in Yeshua the Messiah for
good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” If we look
at it this way, then there is no problem here: we are justified by faith, and we live out
that faith and show our right standing before God by obedience.
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Now let’s move on to another of Paul’s interesting analogies. In Galatians 3:19-26, Paul

compares the Torah and Jewish status to a paidagogos, a tutor. Because of the wording
in this portion of scripture, the majority of the traditional church taught that the Torah
was just a guardian until Messiah came, and that once He came, the Torah was
canceled. Is this true? If it is, then we have a problem, because Yeshua said He did not
come to cancel the Torah (Matthew 5:17-20, John 14:15-21). If Paul teaches contrary to
Yeshua, he is a false teacher. Thankfully, we know that that is not true.

God made the promise to Abraham that all nations would be blessed in His seed. Paul
goes on to say that the Torah was added “because of transgressions… until the seed
would come to whom the promise had been made” (Galatians 3:19).  The Torah was
added to identify and define God’s righteous standard (Romans 5:20), as well as to
provide a foreshadowing of how mankind could be cleansed from sin through
redemption when sin works through us. In Galatians 3:20, Paul quotes Deuteronomy
6:4 to remind us that the revelation of God through the Torah is not separable from His
being. The Torah serves to reveal God’s essence until the promised seed comes, His
blessed Son, who is “the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his
nature” (Hebrews 1:3). “Until” does not mean that now that Yeshua has come, the Torah
does not reveal God’s nature. We see this term used similarly in Psalm 110:1: “Sit at My
right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.” The word does not
signify an ending of one thing and the beginning of another, but the state of the first
looks toward the second. In other words, the verse could read something like, “Why
the Torah then? It was added because of transgressions… looking toward the seed [who]
would come to whom the promise had been made.”

After saying all of this, Paul wants to make sure we don’t think Torah contradicts the
promise to Abraham of salvation through faithfulness/faith and all nations being
blessed through the Messiah. Galatians 3:21-22 says,

Is the law then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if a
law had been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed
be by the law. But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that
the promise by faith in Messiah Yeshua might be given to those who
believe.

The word “imprisoned” is not necessarily the best choice for the Greek word here. It
actually means “to shut in, enclose, or confine.” In that sense, the verse means that we
are all left without any other means of salvation but through Yeshua. Because of our
inability to be perfect, the only way we can achieve justification is through Yeshua. We
also see that the word translated as “believe” here is actually a form of the Greek word
for “faith.” We don't have a word in English for “faithing,” but the original word implies
an active, ongoing, trusting, relational, obedient, confident exercise of faith in God’s
promises.
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Verses 23-26 continue with his explanation of the role of the Torah. The phrase “held
captive under the Torah, imprisoned” is an unfortunate translation. It makes the Torah
sound like it was keeping people from faith, or somehow holding them back, when it is
not the Torah, but our sinful nature that holds us back (Romans 7:16-17). The Greek
word translated as “held captive” is more literally translated as “guarded,” and likewise
the word for “imprisoned,” means “shut in” or “enclosed.” Thus the function of the
Torah which Paul describes here is not to serve as a harsh prison warden, but as a
protective guardian.

This concept is further developed in verse 24. In English, Bibles often translate the

word paidagogos as “tutor” or “guardian.” This term is not synonymous with the
modern English word pedagogue, which has a somewhat negative connotation,
meaning “a dull, formal, or pedantic teacher.” Since Paul is using the analogy of a

paidagogos, we need to understand exactly what this was in Paul's day. Upper class
families in the ancient Greco-Roman world would hire a person to serve as a warden

for their children. This person, a paidagogos, was responsible for the conduct of the
child. His full job was to be a caretaker, to supervise, and to direct the child’s conduct
and moral behavior. He would also serve as a type of bodyguard, protecting the child
from both outside forces and inward desires.

Paul is saying that the job of the Torah was previously to do this same thing for the
Jewish people, protecting them and leading them to the Messiah. Rather than enslaving
them, it served as a source of protection and moral guidance. Because the Jewish

people were under the care of the paidagogos, previously any Gentiles would need to

come fully under the authority of the paidagogos by becoming Jewish. The job of the

paidagogos, however, is to lead to the teacher, the Messiah. Now that He has come, the
Gentiles are joined to Him and taken under His authority along with the Jewish people:
“But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian” (verse 25).

Does this mean that we no longer follow the instructions of that guardian? No, but the
lessons which the guardian teaches us are learned more in depth as we mature. Once
we have come to faith in Yeshua, we see the Torah in the light of His revelation. Every
part of the Torah reveals Yeshua, for He is the Living Word, and therefore every “jot and
tittle” within the Torah has something to teach us about Yeshua. Through the Torah, we
learn that we are unable to keep it perfectly, which leads us to Yeshua. Nevertheless,
the lessons it teaches us and the ways it expects us to behave are essential to growing
closer to Him in holiness. We must remember that this is a metaphor, and thus has
certain limitations. In order to understand this metaphor, we must understand its
purpose: Paul is creatively articulating to the Gentiles why they do not need to become
Jewish through circumcision. Now that the object of faith has come, the way has been
opened for the Gentiles also to join to Him and learn, and thus the role of the Torah as

74 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com

http://www.judeochristianclarion.com/


a paidagogos is not applicable to them. This by no means negates the Torah as a
lifestyle for the redeemed to walk in.

Paul goes on in Galatians 3:26-29 to explain that “in the Messiah Yeshua we are all sons
of God through faith... There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free
man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Messiah Yeshua.” We also
see this in other Scriptures (Colossians 3:10-11, Ephesians 2:15-16). In the broader
Christian community, most say that these verses prove that after coming to faith,
Jewish people are no longer really Jewish, but are now a new creation, no longer bound
to their former religious expression. According to this “one new man” theology,
Jewishness is erased by the Messiah. The problem with this is that instead of there no
longer being any Jew or Greek in Messiah, everyone is Greek.

What was Paul’s rule for the churches in this matter? He lays out his thoughts in
1 Corinthians 7:17-24. This passage clarifies Paul's intent in Galatians 3. When it comes
to salvation and justification, all are made righteous through faith alone, which Paul is
speaking of in Galatians. When it comes to living out that faith, what counts is following
God's commands, as he is speaking of in the passage in 1 Corinthians. There are
different expressions of faith for different members in the body.

Think about it this way: Paul says “there is neither male nor female” (Galatians 3:28).
Does this mean that in Messiah there is no difference between men and women?
Besides any obvious physical differences, Paul himself gives different instructions for
different groups of people (Titus 2). This is not because there is a different standard of
holiness for everyone, but because certain commands don't apply to everyone the
same way. This is true in the Torah as well, where different commandments apply only
for certain groups of people. There are certain commandments only for Levites
(Numbers 1:51), there are different times of purification for men and women (Leviticus
12:2, 5). and there are certain things foreigners are not able to do (Exodus 12:43), among
many other distinctions.

We see an example of what the body of Messiah should look like in Genesis 2:24. In
marriage, a husband and wife become one, but they are still two different people, a
man and a woman. The same is true in the body of Messiah. Both believing Jews and
Gentiles are brought into Yeshua through faith, and each have a distinct way of living
out their faith in accordance with the calling of God. Now let’s look at Acts 15:9. We all
have the same access to salvation through Yeshua, but this does not eliminate distinct
identities and roles (1 Corinthians 12:12-27, Romans 12:4-5).

In Galatians 3:29, Paul said to the God-fearing Gentile believers, “If you are Messiah's,
then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the promise.” As we see in Romans 11,
Gentiles are grafted into the promises of Abraham. We know that Abraham is the
father of many nations. Believers from the nations become the spiritual children of
Abraham and become fellow heirs with the Jewish people when they put their faith in
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Messiah. The Gentile does not become Jewish; he keeps his nationality. If you were
Italian, you remain Italian, or if you were Greek, you retain that nationality. If you were
Jewish, you stay Jewish. This is why Abraham is called the father of MANY nations, not
one nation.

So we see here that if a Jewish person receives the work done on the cross by Messiah,
he is still a Jew, but what you would call a complete Jew, for our lives are complete in
Yeshua. Many Jewish people who believe in Yeshua never call themselves Christian,  for
a believing Jew is still a Jew. Remember, we have been grafted in and the roots support
us, not the other way around (Romans 11:17-18).

Now we move on to chapter 4 of Galatians, starting with verses 1-12. The traditional
interpretation of these verses claims that they show without a doubt that no one
should be “enslaved,” which is true. The confusion arises over what the Galatians were
being enslaved to. This interpretation also claims that Paul rebukes them for following
the biblical calendar. Is this true? It is interesting to note that though this interpretation
teaches that it is un-Christian to keep the biblical calendar and honor God’s holy days
such as the sabbath, they see no conflict between Galatians 4:10 and the celebration of
days as long as they are Sundays; months as long as they are not biblical months;
seasons as long as they are Lent, Advent, Christmas and Easter.

In Galatians 4:3, and 4:9, Paul addresses “elementary principles” of the world. In 4:3 he
says, “in the same way we (the Jewish people) also, when we were children, were
enslaved to the elementary principles of the world.” And in 4:9 he says that the Gentile
believers were also once slaves to these “weak and worthless principles of the world.”
No one is exactly sure what Paul meant by this phrase, but he used it several times: in
Colossians 2:20-21 in reference to ascetic practices, and here in Galatians. The Greek

word he uses is stoicheion, which has to do with elements that comprise a series,
essential parts, or members of a row. It was also a military term denoting a row, rank,
or a line in a military formation. In Paul’s time it had several meanings, one of which
was the basic elements of the cosmos (fire, earth, air, water), another being spiritual
forces such as angels, or it could simply mean the basics of something, as in
elementary teachings. As far as Paul’s use, two main categories are frequently accepted:
elementary principles refer to Torah and Judaism or elementary principles refer to
paganism and idolatry.

Let’s look at the first theory. We must ask ourselves, would Paul really put God’s
commands in the same category with idolatry? Is it really possible that he would refer
to the precepts of the Lord as “weak and worthless” or as “elementary principles of the
world?” Psalm 19:7 says, “The Torah of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul. The
statutes of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple.” Paul himself says in
Romans 7:12 and 14 that the Torah is holy, righteous, good, and spiritual. Do we believe
that God changes? Is He untrustworthy? If He is unchanging, then how can He change
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His word?  Because of how Galatians has traditionally been interpreted, it is a logical
succession from “the law is no longer important” to “the Biblical feast days are no
longer important.” As we have seen in this study, the book of Galatians is not intended
to dissuade anyone from keeping God's Torah, but was a correction on false teachings
that were going around about circumcision and how the Gentiles were to fit into the
community of believers, which was at this time predominantly Jewish.

Let’s look at the second theory. Do the “elementary principles” refer to certain practices
within paganism and idolatry? Again let’s look at Galatians 4:8: “Formerly, when you
(Gentile believers) did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not
gods.” Paul reminds his Gentile listeners of their previous life of idolatry. So, if they
were raised in this idolatrous system, then it would make sense that the “weak and
worthless elementary principles of the world” are not God’s ways, but the idolatrous
rituals and false religion they had been raised in. So, if this is the case then he was not
telling them to avoid God’s calendar, but rather to avoid falling back into the pagan
calendar they had been raised in.

As we have worked our way through Galatians we have been straightening out
common misconceptions. One question we should ask ourselves is, was Paul a
hypocrite? You may wonder why I ask this. Let’s look at a few portions of scripture
(Galatians 4:12, 1 Corinthians 9:19-23). Are these saying that Paul possibly used false
pretenses to win people to the gospel, pretending he was something he was not? Some
say these passages prove that Paul was only “appearing” to be Torah-observant, in the
cases where we see him doing so, to win those “under the Torah.” But Paul himself
asserts in 1 Thessalonians 2:3-4 that, “our exhortation does not come from error or
impurity or by way of deceit; but just as we have been approved by God to be
entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not as pleasing men, but God who examines
our hearts.” Paul was bold in condemning Peter for behaving differently when different
people were present, so we can hardly expect him to behave this way as well.

What’s really going on here? Let’s break down 1 Corinthians 9 to help us understand
Paul’s unique way of becoming “all things to all people.” To help us, we need to
remember the three types of people that would have been found in a first century
synagogue, which we learned earlier: Jews, proselytes, and God-fearers. When Paul
says, “to the Jew, I became like a Jew,” he was obviously talking about native born Jews.
So when he reached out to his fellow Jews he used that common heritage in presenting
the gospel. When he says, “to those under the Torah,” he adds, “though I myself, not
being under the Torah.” Being “under the Torah'' does not equate to obeying God's
commandments. It is a state where one has not yet accepted the sacrifice of Yeshua for
atonement, thus being under the curse of the Torah, the penalty for disobeying it.
When Paul preached to those who don't have Yeshua, he presents himself in a way that
will be accessible to them without compromising his own beliefs. Paul goes on to the
next group of people: “To those outside the Torah I became as one outside the Torah
(not being outside the Torah of God, but under the Torah of Messiah) that I might win
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those outside the Torah” (1 Corinthians 9:21). He is referring to Gentiles who have no
true knowledge of the Torah, though they are not free from the consequences of
disobeying it (Romans 3:23). Paul made certain social sacrifices to associate with the
God-fearing Gentiles, sacrifices which cost him much. This is what Galatians 4:12 is
about. Paul was asking the Gentile Galatians to also bear the weight of social
ostracization for the sake of the gospel. By not becoming circumcised, these Gentiles
would be in a sort of no-man’s land. Their Roman neighbors would not accept them
because of their refusal to partake in idolatry, and the Jewish believers may be hesitant
to accept them because they were not circumcised. In all of Paul’s becoming all things
to all men, he never compromised in the area of his Torah observance.

Based on what we have discussed thus far, we have seen that the “other gospel that is
no gospel” that was being presented by these influencers was that the God-fearing
Gentiles could not remain a part of the Kingdom unless they became legally Jewish.
This was Paul’s concern that he addresses through the entire letter to the Galatians. So
he, being their spiritual father, was deeply concerned for them until “Messiah is
formed” in them (Galatians 4:19). What does it mean that “Messiah is formed” in us?
Let’s look at Luke 6:40. What does it mean to be a disciple of Yeshua? In first-century
Judaism, a disciple would emulate every area of his teacher’s life. This is our job as
disciples of Yeshua, and this is what Paul meant when he said “until Messiah is formed
in you.” So what we should think about is that Paul's harsh words were not because he
was worried that the God-fearing Gentiles would be observing God’s calendar and
obeying His commands, but that they would take their reliance off of Yeshua by
becoming legally Jewish.

So one of Paul’s biggest concerns was discipleship, and it should concern us too. In
Paul’s day, being a disciple of Yeshua required a radical all-or-nothing commitment.
Today, especially in this country where we live in relative ease, many follow a
lukewarm, casual, taken-for-granted religious experience that requires no social
discomfort. The average believer has no idea what it truly means to become like our
Master. Think about what Paul says: he feels like a woman in birth pains for a child that
has already been born (Galatians 4:19). This bears some resemblance to Hosea 13:13
which says, “The pangs of childbirth come for him, but he is an unwise son, for at the
right time he does not present himself at the opening of the womb.” It’s like the
opposite of John 3:3, “I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the
Kingdom.”

So this was Paul’s concern, that all would become like our Master, as it says in Galatians
2:20, “I have been crucified with Messiah. It is no longer I that live, but Messiah who
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me.”

78 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com

http://www.judeochristianclarion.com/


Galatians 5:1 says, “It is for freedom that Messiah has set you free; stand firm, then, and
do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” The question is, how can
a Gentile who was never under the full weight of the Torah be set free from that which
he was never yoked to in the first place? Paul urged Gentiles not to undergo
circumcision and become legally Jewish because this would be taking on another yoke.
This would be taking their faith off of Yeshua and putting it in the flesh. They were
already grafted in by faith, so they did not need to be circumcised and become
“physical” sons of Abraham. Paul’s understanding was that Gentile believers were
grafted in by faith and were already “sons of Abraham,” and therefore already justified
(Romans 3:28-31, 4:11).

In Galatians 5:4, Paul says, “You have been severed from Messiah, you who are seeking
to be justified by Torah; you have fallen from grace.” How so? Because of what it says in
Ephesians 2:8-9: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not of
yourself, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Through the
atoning work of the Messiah Yeshua, we have all been justified by grace, through faith,
no work needed. Remember that this has to do only with justification. However, we
must not assume this means there is no work required at all, for Paul also says in
Philippians 2:12, “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in
my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation
with fear and trembling.” 1 Corinthians 7:19 also says, “Neither circumcision counts for
anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commands of God.” This sounds very
similar to Galatians 5:6. So we see that there is a place for obedience—not for salvation,
but as a part of our loving relationship with God.

Now let’s read Galatians 5:13-14. Paul starts to drive the point home here. He wants to
make sure that we don’t use our freedom in the wrong way. We must not indulge the
flesh, but rather serve out of love. And how do we do this? By living the truly Spirit led
life. Remember, earlier we discussed the evil inclination, which is the fleshly desires.
Paul goes back to this idea here in verses 16-17. Our old sinful nature, the flesh, does
not desire to do the things of God. Paul explains this in Romans 8:7-8, saying, “The
mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the Torah of
God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.”
We also see this idea in Ephesians 5:3-7 and James 4:4. But if we are led by the Spirit of
God, we are not under the condemnation of the Torah (Romans 8:1), and therefore, by
the power of the Spirit, we will no longer be hostile toward God. Whereas before,
because of the sinful nature, we could not submit to God’s Torah, now by the spirit we
will be able to.

In verses 19-21, Paul gives a list of the acts of the sinful nature. This should not be
looked at as an exhaustive list. Paul ends the list with the words, “and the like.” He uses
very harsh words, as he says at the end of verse 21, “I warn you, as I did before, those
who live like this will not inherit the Kingdom of God.” Where did Paul get this list
from? Did he make it up? The fact is that Paul takes them from the prohibitions in the

www.JudeoChristianClarion.com 79

http://www.judeochristianclarion.com/


Torah. Leviticus 18 deals with unlawful sexual relations; chapter 19, things like idolatry
and how to treat our fellow man; and chapter 20, various laws. This should not
surprise us, because at the time Paul was writing there was no New Testament canon.
Paul wrote, in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness.” At the time he wrote
this, the Scriptures we call the “Old Testament” were the only Scripture they had.

Now Paul moves on to the fruit of the spirit (Galatians 5:22-26). Maybe we could call it
the evidence of the Spirit of God in a person’s life. He says there is no law against these,
or better yet, maybe he is saying that when we walk in these, we will not come under
the condemnation of the Torah (verse 18). Since we have crucified the sinful nature, we
are now able to walk in the way which is pleasing to God. Ephesians 4:1-2 says,
“Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the
calling with which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with
patience, showing tolerance for one another in love.” If we have truly crucified the flesh
with all its passions and desires, it will be the natural outflow of that process that we
walk according to the morality spelled out in God’s Torah. This is how we “walk” by the
spirit, walking being an action (Colossians 1:10).

A major theme here is love for our brother. Paul continues in chapter 6 by telling us
how to deal with fellow believers. Let’s read verses 1-5. Who is the one who is
“spiritual?” Since there were no chapter divisions in Paul’s original letter, we should
look at what he was previously talking about. Those who are leading Godly lives with
the evidence of the fruit of the spirit are to correct those who stumble, doing so with
love. This command of Paul is also directly from the Torah (Leviticus 19:17). We should
not assume that Paul means this in regard to issues of personality or personal
shortcomings, but rather, serious transgressions, as he goes on to say, “Bear each
other’s burdens.” Paul says that when we do this, we are “fulfilling the Torah of the
Messiah” (verse 2).

Many assume that the Torah of Messiah replaces the “Torah of Moses.” First, we must
remember that they are God’s commands, not Moses’. Second, we must remember that
Yeshua did not come to do away with the Torah (Matthew 5:17-20). What Yeshua did
was re-prioritize the Torah under the two greatest commands (Matthew 22:34-40).
And just so we don’t think these are new commandments, these are also taken directly
from the Torah. Deuteronomy 6:5 says, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your strength.” And Leviticus 19:18 says, “Do not seek
revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as
yourself. I Am the Lord.” So love is the defining principle of Yeshua’s approach to Torah.
James was the brother of Yeshua, and he refers to this commandment as the “Royal
Torah” (James 2:8).
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Paul says in Galatians 6:3-5 that instead of judging others, we should look at ourselves
first. This works together with what he was saying in verse 1, and also echoes what
Yeshua said in Matthew 7:5. It is good for us believers to correct each other when the
Spirit leads us to do so, but this should be done in love, with the recognition that we
have our own flaws and faults that others could come to us about as well. We shouldn't
let a fear of being perceived as judgmental hinder us from bringing sin to light, so long
as it is done through the right motives and in a Godly manner (1 Timothy 5:1-2,
Hebrews 3:13, 10:24, James 4:11-12).

Paul now starts to wrap up his letter. He must have known that some would twist his
words, that they would take his declarations of “not under the Torah” as a license to sin.
So he says in Galatians 6:7, “Do not be deceived: God is not mocked. A man reaps what
he sows.” This reaping is what is spoken of in 2 Corinthians 5:9-10. If we do not crucify
the sinful nature, we will continue in the ways that are contrary to God’s ways. The
sinful nature is hostile to God’s ways, and it is impossible for such a person to please
God. They will only reap destruction. They are the same people written about in James
4:4-10. But those who crucify the sinful nature and plant the fruit of the spirit in their
lives will reap eternal life.

Paul knew that life is hard. We don’t always see the rewards for our faithfulness right
away. So in verse 9 he encouraged the faithful believers saying, “Let us not become
weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.”
We see similar messages of encouragement throughout Scripture (1 Corinthians 15:58,
James 1:12, Matthew 25:21).

Paul closes his letter to the Galatians with his autograph, his way of letting them know
the letter is actually from him (Galatians 6:11). This was the way he ended all his letters
(Colossians 4:18, Philemon 1:19). As the letter draws to a close, we see he summarizes
the main point of his letter. Was it to do away with God’s Torah? Were God’s holy
commands now null and void? He says:

Those who desire to make a good showing in the flesh try to compel you
to be circumcised, simply so that they will not be persecuted for the
cross of Messiah. For those who are circumcised do not even keep the
Torah themselves, but they desire to have you circumcised so that they
may boast in your flesh. (verses 12-13)

He sums up the issue by again exhorting the Galatian Gentiles to not allow themselves
to be circumcised. Those who were bringing pressure on the Gentiles were not
actually concerned with their spiritual growth, but were seeking to avoid being
persecuted by the larger Jewish community by conforming to their idea of salvation.
He presents their failure to live according to the Torah as hypocritical and a negative.
So what Paul was really teaching against was a “once-saved-always-saved” type of
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cheap grace. When religious systems form, eventually people tend to replace actual
obedience to God with institutional status. The Christian may say, “I’m a Christian, I’m
saved. I have nothing to worry about.” Maybe in Paul’s day, it would have been called
“once-circumcised-always-saved.” This is what he was teaching against. Paul’s gospel
was that the Gentiles were justified by faith, just like the Israelites who had remained
faithful, and were heirs to the promise by faith. This was the offense of the cross. In
Acts 22 Paul gives a lengthy account of his experience on the road to Damascus and his
revelation of the risen Messiah. There are no complaints until he mentions the
inclusion of the Gentiles (Acts 22:21-22). This is the case for Paul throughout his life as
he preaches that the message of Yeshua the Messiah is received by Jew and Gentile
alike.

Paul states this succinctly in Galatians 6:15: “For neither is circumcision anything, nor
uncircumcision, but a new creation.” This is his whole point. Gentile believers are sons
of Abraham by faith and not excluded because of their uncircumcised status, just as
the Jewish believer is also a son of Abraham by faith. Remember in Romans 11:17-24
Paul refers to the Gentile believers as grafted into Israel and fellow heirs of the
covenant. Never in any of his letters does Paul ever mention that Israel is no longer
God's chosen people or that they have been replaced with the Gentiles. In fact, Romans
11 tells us that those branches of Israel that were removed can be grafted back in and
that the Gentile branches that were grafted in can also be cut off.

Paul continues in verse 16: “And those who will walk by this rule, peace and mercy be
upon them, and upon the Israel of God.” As we mentioned earlier, in Hebrew the word

for “walk” is halakhah. This word refers to God’s commands and how we practically
apply them in our lives. An example of this would be Matthew 5:21-22. Yeshua

discusses the command not to murder, then gives the halakhah, the practical
application, on how to live it out. Another example is Ephesians 4:28. Here Paul tells
the thief how to walk out his new life and leave that former way behind. So what is
Paul’s ruling to the God-fearing Gentile and Jewish believers? That all are justified
through faith in the atoning work of Yeshua the Messiah. But we must remember that
being justified and how we then live out that new life are two separate things (James
2:14-26, 1 John 2:6, 1 Corinthians 11:1).

In this verse, Paul refers to God-fearing Gentile believers as spiritually part of the “Israel
of God” along with Jewish believers (Galatians 6:16), which belongs to the realm of
faith. Some have used this verse as a proof text for replacement theology. According to
this line of thinking, the Jews are no longer the Israel of God; now the church is. This is
not what Paul is saying. This “Israel of God” includes both Jewish and God-fearing
Gentile believers in Yeshua who have crucified the sinful nature and are walking out
their salvation with the evidence of God’s fruit in their lives.
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In conclusion, we have seen that the letter to the Galatians was primarily concerned
with addressing the false teachings of a group of people who had come to the Gentile
believers there and compelled them to be circumcised. This group was of the opinion
that the Gentiles could only receive salvation and access to the promises of Israel
through legal conversion. Paul’s argument throughout is that the Gentiles as well as the
Jews are saved through faith in Yeshua and the obedience to His commandments
which this faith inevitably leads to. By becoming circumcised, the Gentiles would be in
a sense asserting that faith alone is not sufficient to be grafted into the promises of
Israel, including that of entrance into eternal life. These promises were never achieved
through obedience to the commandments, but were always through faith and the
grace of God.

Paul Under Fire

The last thing we are going to look at in this study is the trials of Paul. As Paul spread
the good news around the known world, he experienced the joy of fellowship as well
as the bitterness of persecution. We can learn a lot about Paul by examining the stories
surrounding his trials and testimonies before the religious and secular ruling bodies,
from Jerusalem to Rome.

We will start in Acts 21, where Paul is going to Jerusalem. His plan was to get there in
time for Pentecost (Acts 20:16), which is the Greek name for the Biblical Appointed
Time of Shavuot. This was one of the “pilgrimage feasts,” that is, one of the appointed
times which God said every male from Israel needed to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem
on (Deuteronomy 16:16). It was not a coincidence that Paul wanted to be in Jerusalem
on Shavuot. First of all, as an observant Jew he would have felt an obligation to observe
the commandment to make pilgrimage. Second of all, it would provide an opportunity
to spread the message of Yeshua and the in-grafting of the Gentiles to people who
would be gathered to Jerusalem from all over the world. Foreshadowed in the verses
leading up to his arrival at Jerusalem is the fact that Paul will be undergoing some type
of persecution, such as he has not yet endured (Acts 20:22-24, 21:4, 10-13).

Upon arrival in Jerusalem, Paul meets with the believing community there, sharing that
his missions have brought many Gentiles to belief: “The next day Paul and the rest of us
went to see James, and all the elders were present. Paul greeted them and reported in
detail what God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry” (Acts 21:18-19).
Responding to Paul’s testimony about the Gentiles, the elders in Jerusalem share how
God has granted them success among the Jewish people: “Then they said to Paul: ‘You
see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have believed, and all of them are zealous
for the Torah’” (verse 20). The word “zeal” implies a fiery desire for a particular cause or
object (Psalm 119:139, Isaiah 37:32, Ezekiel 38:19). One can have improper zeal when it
is directed on a cause or object which is displeasing to God, but being zealous for the
Torah is not presented here in Acts, or anywhere else in Scripture, as a negative. On the
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contrary, zeal for the things of God is something that we are all called to be driven by
(John 2:17, Titus 2:14).

Combined with the zeal of the Jewish believers, however, are rumors which have
followed Paul as he spreads the gospel to the Gentiles: “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” (verse 21).
These would be very serious claims if it was true that Paul was preaching these things.
As he went around preaching to the Gentiles, evidently some people had twisted his
message to mean that circumcision, the Torah, and the oral customs had all been
canceled and done away with. As we have seen, and will continue to discover, this was
never Paul’s message or his goal. According to Paul, Gentiles were not required to be
circumcised or keep certain oral traditions, and by nature some Torah commandments
did not apply to the Gentiles. But this did not change the relationship between the
Jewish people and the Torah (Galatians 5:3). It is easy to see how some could
deliberately or unintentionally confuse Paul’s words.

In order to prove to everyone that these are just lies and rumors, the elders come up
with a plan: “Therefore do this that we tell you. We have four men who are under a
vow; take them and purify yourself along with them, and pay their expenses so that
they may shave their heads; 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 21:23-24). The first thing we should notice is the purpose for this plan. It is
not a deceptive plot to trick the Jews into thinking Paul is something he is not. If Paul
was indeed preaching to his fellow Jews that “they should not circumcise their children
or walk according to the customs,” then this would have been a wonderful opportunity
for him to hold fast in his convictions and boldly preach that to the inhabitants of
Jerusalem. But on the contrary, we see that this plan is a way to prove that there is no
merit to these claims that Paul is teaching Jewish people not to keep Torah, for by going
through with the plan they will see that he himself is a Torah-keeping Jew. The elders
did not question Paul’s Torah-observance, because they knew him personally and they
knew his message. They did not believe the rumors, and neither should we.

What exactly was this purification ritual, and how would it prove the false rumors as
incorrect? The phrase “so that they may shave their heads” gives it away. There is only
one vow in the Torah which requires the shaving of the head to complete it, and that is
the Nazirite vow. Note that there is a difference between Nazirite (type of vow) and
Nazarene (name for the followers of Yeshua). The Nazirite vow is detailed in Numbers
6. According to tradition, a typical vow lasted thirty days, but some were longer, even
up to a lifetime (Judges 13:2-5).

From the passage in Acts, it is obvious that believers were accustomed to taking this
type of vow at the time. Paul himself had taken a Nazirite vow at one point (Acts 18:18),
and some have suggested that he was completing another one here with these four
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men. Another possibility is that after having his head shaved outside of Jerusalem in
chapter 18, he was now going up with the others to go through with the rest of the
requirements of completing the vow, which included the sacrifices. So according to the
plan, Paul would pay for these men’s sacrifices, which could be quite expensive, in
addition to purifying himself (Acts 21:26). All of this would show that Paul did not
believe that the Torah was done away with, but that he himself was living according to
it, even going so far as to take on voluntary vows that required heightened levels of
obedience. One could even say that he was zealous for the Torah.

Not everyone realized this, however, and when they see him, they begin to stir up
trouble:

When the seven days were almost over, the Jews from Asia, upon seeing
him in the temple, began to stir up all the crowd and laid hands on him,
crying out, “Men of Israel, come to our aid! This is the man who
preaches to all men everywhere against our people and the Torah and
this place; and besides he has even brought Greeks into the temple and
has defiled this holy place.” For they had previously seen Trophimus the
Ephesian in the city with him, and they supposed that Paul had brought
him into the temple. (Acts 21:27-29)

Recognizing Paul from his travels abroad, some men who had been opposed to him
start a ruckus. The time of Shavuot was now at hand, and Jews from all different
countries had gathered, some who had likely heard of Paul, others perhaps not. When
they hear the fervent plea of the false accusers, they act in one accord, laying hold of
Paul and dragging him away (verse 30). The plan to show that Paul did not “preach to all
men everywhere against our people (the Jews) and the Torah and this place (the
Temple),” had backfired. In fact, a new accusation is added: the false accusers had seen
Paul with a Gentile earlier, and assumed that he was one of the men who Paul had
accompanied to the Temple. Whether they actually thought this or it was just an
excuse is immaterial.

Because of the commotion, the Roman guards come down on the crowds as they are
beating Paul (verses 31-36). The Romans were especially watchful around the
pilgrimage festivals because of the large numbers of people, many of whom were
strongly opposed to the heavy-handed Roman governance and military presence in
Israel. Paul’s arrest here is partially for his own safety and partially to prevent chaos
from breaking out. The Romans didn’t even know if he had done anything wrong at this
point. Many in the crowd were not aware whether Paul had done anything wrong
either, but had joined in due to a mob mentality.

Paul doesn’t want this uproar to continue, and I’m sure he recognized that the Romans
only wanted to end the commotion as soon as possible as well. The commander
permits him to speak to the crowd, and he begins to defend himself. He addresses
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them in his and their own native tongue, Hebrew or Aramaic, at which the people quiet
down (Acts 21:40-22:2). Perhaps the crowds had assumed that Paul was only some
foreign troublemaker, but when they heard him speaking in their language, it gave
them pause so that he may speak.

Beginning to address his accusers, he first asserts his credentials: “I am a Jew, born in
Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according
to the law of our fathers, being zealous for God just as you all are today” (Acts 22:3). The
original goal of Paul was to show that he was not acting blasphemously, and so the first
words he speaks to the crowd are meant to prove that in no uncertain terms. He then
goes on to speak of how he persecuted the Way, and begins to speak of his experience
on the road to Damascus. He mainly keeps to the facts, except for his brief description
of Ananias as “a man who was devout by the standard of the Torah, and well spoken of
by all the Jews who lived there” (Acts 22:12). The reason he included this was again to
show that neither he nor the Way were teaching against “our people and the Torah.” He
also addressed the accusations that he was speaking against the Temple: “It happened
when I returned to Jerusalem and was praying in the temple, that I fell into a trance”
(verse 17). Just like our Master Yeshua, the apostles were zealous for their Father’s
house (Luke 24:52-53, John 2:14-17).

Through all of this, the people are listening attentively. His defenses had successfully
addressed the false claims levelled against him. All is well until this point, but things
would not stay that way for long, as he continues to share what God told him as he
prayed in the Temple:

And He said to me, “Go! For I will send you far away to the Gentiles.”
They listened to him up to this statement, and then they raised their
voices and said, “Away with such a fellow from the earth, for he should
not be allowed to live!” (verses 21-22)

So we see that the message that Yeshua was the Messiah was not enough to trigger
their anger, but the fact that He had sent Paul to the Gentiles was enough to send them
into a rage.

Through all of this, the Roman commander was standing by, unable to understand
what Paul was saying, since Paul was speaking in Hebrew. As soon as the crowd starts
getting riled back up again, the guards haul Paul inside and plan to scourge him in
order to get some answers (verses 23-24). Here is where Paul’s citizenship comes in
handy: “But when they stretched him out with thongs, Paul said to the centurion who
was standing by, ‘Is it lawful for you to scourge a man who is a Roman and
uncondemned?’” We learned earlier that a Roman citizen could not be scourged, and
so they released him immediately (verses 26-29). The commander still wants answers,
however, and so he arranges for Paul to appear before the Sanhedrin (verse 30).
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Before the Sanhedrin, Paul now needs to defend himself again. His opening words
again tell us about what he believed: “Paul, looking intently at the Council, said,
‘Brethren, I have lived my life with a perfectly good conscience before God up to this
day’” (Acts 23:1). The literal Greek of Paul’s words says, “I in all good conscience have

lived as a citizen to God.” The word translated as “to live as a citizen” is politeuomai,
which in Jewish contexts has been used to imply obedience to a set of laws (as a citizen
would do), namely the Torah. Paul is asserting that this trial is unjust on the basis that
the purpose of the Sanhedrin was to litigate on matters of Torah, and Paul is letting
them know that he is innocent, for he has not transgressed the Torah in any way
worthy of a legal trial.

The high priest, Ananias, orders Paul to be struck on the mouth for this comment
(verse 2). It is hard to say exactly why he ordered this, but we know that this high priest
was not a righteous man. Ananias was a member of the Sadducees, and had been
appointed to his position by Rome. He was greedy and corrupt, and generally despised
by the common Jewish people and the Pharisees. After war broke out in Israel
preceding the destruction of Jerusalem, a group of Jewish assassins killed him,
although he was no longer the high priest at that time.

Paul knew that this punishment was against the rules which the court had bound itself
by, and he chides the one who struck him: “God is going to strike you, you
whitewashed wall! Do you sit to try me according to the Torah, and in violation of the
Torah order me to be struck?” (verse 3). His language is severe, and Paul has to put his
foot in his mouth: “But the bystanders said, ‘Do you revile God’s high priest?’ And Paul
said, ‘I was not aware, brethren, that he was high priest; for it is written, “You shall not
speak evil of a ruler of your people”’” (verses 4-5).

A question arises: why didn’t Paul recognize the high priest? The most widely accepted
response is that the priesthood had changed since Paul was last made aware. The high
priest did not wear any distinguishing clothes while seated in the Council, so it is likely
that he truly didn’t know that he was the high priest. Another claim is that Paul had
vision problems and thus couldn’t see who was speaking to him. People back up this
claim with verses like Galatians 4:13-15 and 6:11. Regardless, we can be sure that Paul
would not intentionally curse the high priest, for his goal was to prove that he himself
was not walking in opposition to the Torah or his brothers the Jewish people.

Realizing that he has not made a good impression, Paul needs to change the focus of
the proceedings: “But perceiving that one group were Sadducees and the other
Pharisees, Paul began crying out in the Council, ‘Brethren, I am a Pharisee, a son of
Pharisees; I am on trial for the hope and resurrection of the dead!’” (Acts 23:6). Some
have said that this was Paul just playing the crowd to his advantage. And that is partially
true, but it is not a deceptive act. The Sanhedrin was composed of both Pharisees and
Sadducees. Some of the Pharisees had likely been old peers of Paul, and he relies on

them here to get out of a difficult situation. Notice that he says, “I am a Pharisee, a son
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of Pharisees.” We discussed earlier the importance of this quote. If he was simply trying
to stir up the Sanhedrin, he would not need to preface the fact that he was on trial for
his belief in the resurrection with this bold claim of identity. It was the truth: Paul still
considered himself a Pharisee who was on trial because of his belief in the resurrection
of Yeshua and the implications it brought for the Gentiles.

While a fuller testimony is not recorded here, some have asserted that this claim about
the resurrection was part of a longer testimony that is not recorded. They point to
verse 9: “And there occurred a great uproar; and some of the scribes of the Pharisaic
party stood up and began to argue heatedly, saying, ‘We find nothing wrong with this
man; suppose a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?’” The only way they would know
that an angel or spirit had spoken to him was if they had heard Paul speaking about his
experience on the road to Damascus or his calling in the Temple, similar to what he
had spoken of in the previous chapter. These Pharisees, after hearing Paul’s testimony,
realize that he is not acting in disobedience to the Torah, but that the main issue is
whether his experience with Yeshua was genuine, which had no bearing on Paul’s
relationship with Torah and was therefore beyond the arm of the Sanhedrin. Another
verse which points to the idea that Paul had made a more drawn-out testimony during
this council hearing is verse 11.

These events were not what Paul’s enemies were hoping would happen. Since they
discovered that Paul was innocent in regard to the Torah, they realize they will have to
kill him outside of the legal arena. Verses 12-15 detail the actors and the plot. Forty of
the Jews had bound themselves to the idea, and they came to the chief priests and
elders with their plan. It is likely that the priests and elders mentioned here were the
Sadducees, who Paul had most angered during his trial. The allegiance of the forty men
is not stated, but some have ascertained that they were a political group called the
Zealots, that is, Jews who were strongly opposed to Rome. Since Paul was a Roman
citizen in the custody of the Roman army, they perhaps wanted to send a message.

Paul’s nephew somehow discovers the plot and informs the Roman commander
(verses 16-22). The commander wisely decides to send Paul away to avoid any more
disorder. He sends him to the governor of the region, Antonius Felix, who was living in
Caesarea (verses 25-30). The governor houses Paul for five days until his accusers
arrive. The entourage of his accusers includes Ananias, some of his trusted elders, and
a Roman lawyer named Tertullus, who was likely hired by Ananias to bring the case
before the governor (Acts 24:1). They did not want to bother the governor with what
seemed like only a matter of the Torah, which he would not likely be interested in, so
they needed to make the case something Felix would have to involve himself with,
something political (verses 2-9). They accuse Paul before Felix of stirring up trouble all
over the world, being the ringleader of the Nazarenes, and of desecrating the Temple,
all of which were very serious crimes.
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Felix gives Paul an opportunity to speak in order to defend himself. Paul’s goal in his
defense is to prove that he was not stirring up trouble, that being of the Nazarenes was
not a danger, and that he had not desecrated the Temple. He begins refuting their
claims by saying, “No more than twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship.
Neither in the temple, nor in the synagogues, nor in the city itself did they find me
carrying on a discussion with anyone or causing a riot. Nor can they prove to you the
charges of which they now accuse me” (verses 10-13). Here he addresses the first and
last point brought against him, in regard to stirring up trouble and desecrating the
temple. Next he tackles his opponents’ claims about the Nazarenes:

“But this I admit to you, that according to the Way which they call a sect I
do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything that is in
accordance with the Torah and that is written in the Prophets; having a
hope in God, which these men cherish themselves, that there shall
certainly be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. In view
of this, I also do my best to always maintain a blameless conscience both
before God and before men.” (Acts 24:14-16)

Paul’s point to Felix is that the Jewish sect known as the Way or the Nazarenes is not a
subversive group, but one that is not very different from mainstream Judaism in
practice. Saying that his opponents also cherish a hope in the resurrection may be a
jab, because as we have mentioned, Ananias was a Sadducee, and it is likely that his
close companions he brought with him were Sadducees as well. It may have also been
an attempt to prod them into arguing with Paul about the resurrection, delegitimizing
their case in the eyes of Felix as merely a religious quarrel.

The remainder of his defense before Felix consists of how he got to this point, and why
the case had been brought here, reiterating that he regarded the temple and the
customs of his people with reverence and obedience (verses 17-21).

Upon hearing both sides of the story, Felix can tell that Paul is not in the wrong. Verse
22 tells us that he had “a more exact knowledge about the Way.” Since he was governor
of the region, it was his responsibility to know what was going on among the civilians,
and so he was familiar with this sect. He would have known that they were peaceful
and law-abiding and that they had been unjustly persecuted by some of the religious
rulers. Instead of releasing Paul, possibly back into another trap, he decides to keep
him in custody, although with a certain measure of freedom (verses 22-23).

While in custody, Paul is summoned before Felix on many occasions to discuss his
faith in the Way (verses 24-26). When the touchy topic of “righteousness, self-control,
and the judgment to come” is brought up, Felix is less interested. In this regard, not
much has changed from then until today. For two years Paul is kept in custody under
Felix in Caesarea. Then he loses his position as governor due to claims that he used a
certain conflict for personal gain. About twenty years later, his wife Drusilla, mentioned
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in Acts 23:24, along with their son Marcus Antonius Agrippa, died in the eruption of Mt.
Vesuvius.

Felix is succeeded by Porcius Festus. Immediately the religious leaders who had been
opposed to Paul want to know what he is going to do with him. They request a hearing
in Jerusalem, but plan to kill Paul as he is on the way there (Acts 25:1-3). Festus decides
to hear a preliminary trial at Caesarea in order to determine what the best course of
action will be. The tactics of Paul’s enemies have not changed: “After Paul arrived, the
Jews who had come down from Jerusalem stood around him, bringing many and
serious charges against him which they could not prove” (Acts 25:7). It is likely that the
charges remained the same as they had been previously, as we can tell by Paul’s
response: “Paul said in his own defense, ‘I have committed no offense either against the
Torah of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar’” (verse 8). His message was
clear and straightforward, declaring that he had not transgressed the Torah nor any
civil laws worthy of punishment, and his accusers had no proof saying otherwise.

Since Festus was very new to his position, however, he wanted to solidify good
relationships with the influential religious leaders, so he encouraged Paul to go back to
Jerusalem to stand trial before his accusers (verse 9). It is likely that Paul remembered
what happened the last time he was supposed to be sent back for trial in Jerusalem, so
he is not quick to go along with them. He again proclaims that he has done nothing
wrong according to the Torah, but he adds that if he has done something wrong against
Roman law, he is willing to be tried. In closing, he appeals to Caesar (verses 10-11).

The appeal to Caesar was a right of a Roman citizen. Just as in our own justice system a
person can appeal to a higher court if they feel they are being treated unjustly, it was a
similar case in Rome at that time. Perhaps Paul saw it as the only way to keep from
being on the wrong end of an injustice, or perhaps he recognized that this was his
opportunity to fulfill the words that Yeshua had spoken to him in Acts 23:11.

He did not get his request right away, however. Festus is visited by King Agrippa and his
sister Bernice, most likely coming to congratulate him on his new position and to
discuss some of the political and diplomatic issues that Festus may face as governor
(Acts 25:13). Festus takes advantage of this opportunity and brings up the case with Paul
(verses 14-22). Agrippa is intrigued, and so Festus arranges for Paul to give testimony
before him amid much celebration and grandeur (verse 23). This would not be a legal
trial, but was simply a way for Agrippa to hear Paul and give his opinion on the case.
Since Paul had already appealed to Caesar, that was where he was going to go. But for
now, he had the audience of a high-ranking Roman leader.

His testimony begins,

In regard to all the things of which I am accused by the Jews, I consider
myself fortunate, King Agrippa, that I am about to make my defense
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before you today; especially because you are an expert in all customs
and questions among the Jews; therefore I beg you to listen to me
patiently. (Acts 26:2-3)

As part of his duties, Agrippa was in charge of the temple in Jerusalem. He was the one
who chose who the high priest would be, as well as handling any managerial issues
regarding the temple. Because of this and his other leadership roles in the region, he
would have been familiar with many of the intricacies of the Torah.

Paul continues on to explain that he has a history of following the Torah and being a
prominent figure within Judaism, “according to the strictest sect of our religion” (verse
5). He again reiterates that the reason he is on trial is because of his hope in the
resurrection from the dead, the same hope which he says all of Israel maintain: “The
promise to which our twelve tribes hope to attain, as they earnestly serve God night
and day. And for this hope, O King, I am being accused by Jews” (verses 6-7). Paul is
pointing out the irony of his situation, in that the very hope all of faithful Israel
professes is the reason Paul is now being accused by his own countrymen. He wants
Agrippa to see that any claims saying he was walking contrary to the Torah or the
people of Israel were false. Since Agrippa was familiar with the sectarian conflicts
within Judaism, he would have understood where Paul was coming from.

He continues to describe his earlier ways of persecuting the believers:

Not only did I lock up many of the saints in prisons, having received
authority from the chief priests, but also when they were being put to
death I cast my vote against them. And as I punished them often in all
the synagogues, I tried to force them to blaspheme. (verses 10-11)

Paul painfully recounts how he used to go through the synagogues rooting out the
believers, casting his vote to put some to the death, torturing others until they
blasphemed the name of Yeshua. He goes on to tell of his vision on the road to
Damascus and how afterward, he began preaching all throughout the world that Jews
and Gentiles alike should “repent and turn to God, performing deeds appropriate to
repentance” (verses 19-20). These words are reminiscent of John’s words in Matthew
3:8: “Therefore bear fruit in keeping with repentance,” as well as the good news that
Yeshua and his disciples brought (Matthew 4:17, Mark 1:15, Luke 8:1).

“For this reason some Jews seized me in the temple and tried to put me to death” (Acts
26:21). This reason is twofold: first, that he was preaching repentance (John 3:20), and
second, that he was preaching repentance even to Gentiles (Acts 22:21-22). But Paul
knows the truth as revealed to him through the Scriptures, “that the Messiah was to
suffer, and that by reason of His resurrection from the dead He would be the first to
proclaim light both to the Jewish people and to the Gentiles” (Acts 26:22-23).
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Festus ridicules Paul and all his talk about resurrection from the dead. But Paul was
primarily directing his testimony toward Agrippa, who had more knowledge of the
Scriptures. Paul’s words through the Holy Spirit are so convincing that Agrippa has to
balk at his questioning (verses 24-30). Because of his knowledge on these types of
matters, he knows that Paul was not teaching anything contrary to the Torah, let alone
the government of Rome, and declares that if Paul had not appealed to Caesar he
would be a free man (verses 31-32). It was all part of God’s plan, however, so that the
message of the Kingdom might spread even further.

Because of his appeal, the Romans need to send Paul to Rome so that he can stand trial
before Caesar. On the way there, he experiences many problems and life-threatening
situations, but God brings him through it all, saying, “‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must
stand trial before Caesar” (Acts 27:24). Paul finally arrives in Rome and is confined by
himself.

Three days go by, and Paul is evidently tired of waiting for things to happen. The
journey to Rome had taken much longer than Paul had anticipated, and who knows
when he would get a chance to testify before Caesar. He takes this opportunity to bring
his case before the Jewish community in Rome (Acts 28:17-20). If he can get them on
his side, his case may go easier. It turns out that they haven’t heard of him or about the
case the religious leaders in Jerusalem had brought against him (verse 21), giving Paul
the opportunity to make his own first impression. The only thing they know is that he is
a member of the sect known as the Way, and so they are curious what he actually
believes (verse 22).

So the Jewish leaders in Rome set a date for people to come hear what Paul has to say.
Large crowds come to hear him speak, and Paul boldly proclaims his belief that Yeshua
is the Messiah, backing it up with Scripture. This wasn’t just a meet and greet: Paul
speaks “from morning until evening” (verse 23). How many of us could debate Yeshua's
Messiahship for twelve hours straight against a crowd of learned scholars using only
the Old Testament as proof, which was the only canonized Scripture during Paul’s
time? All of his time spent locked away had not been squandered, but he spent it diving
deep into the Torah and the Prophets, finding Yeshua in every verse. This is what is
meant when it is said that Yeshua fulfilled the Torah (Matthew 5:17). The Torah is the
very word of God, his will and desire, and Yeshua not only perfectly obeyed the legal
requirements of the Torah, but He was the Word made flesh (John 1:14).

As with in any case, some of the people believe him, but others do not. They begin to
discuss among one another and debate whether the things Paul was saying were true.
Could it truly be that the Messiah has already come? Due to their disagreement, they
begin to file out of Paul’s presence (verses 24-25). It was getting late, and Paul’s
arguments had given them much to think about. The exit flow increases after Paul
quotes Isaiah 6:9-10, applying it to them for not believing after all of his arguments.
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In the other places Paul went to, he began preaching to the Jewish people, and then
when he was rejected by the majority, he announced that he was now going to the
Gentiles (Acts 13:46). He does the same thing here (Acts 28:28). Now, this is not to say
that none of the Jews believed, and it does not indicate that the Jewish people as a
whole were now rejected in favor of the Gentiles. But Paul could tell that all who were
willing to believe in that place had believed, and anyone who hadn’t was too hardened
to accept his message regardless of how convincing his arguments were. One can only
believe in Yeshua whose heart is soft and open. Reason alone will not convince anyone,
but the Holy Spirit is the one who convicts (John 20:29, 1 Peter 1:8).

The Jews in Rome do not respond quite so harshly to Paul going to the Gentiles as
those in Jerusalem did: “When he had spoken these words, the Jews departed, having a
great dispute among themselves” (Acts 28:29). The corrupt religious leaders in
Jerusalem were not willing to hear anything of what Paul was saying, but the Jews in
Rome were more split on the issue. Those who believed were likely reasoning from
where Paul left off, but others were having none of it. Even those who disagree with
him evidently don’t believe he is saying anything heretical or opposed to their own
expression of Judaism, since they don’t try to make it difficult for him to spread his
message: “And he stayed two full years in his own rented quarters and was welcoming
all who came to him, preaching the Kingdom of God and teaching concerning the Lord
Yeshua the Messiah with all openness, unhindered” (verse 30-31).

It is likely that some of those from among the crowds who had come to hear Paul speak
returned to hear more about this Yeshua and the mystery of the Gentiles. The book of
Acts ends with Paul preaching the message of the Kingdom, urging Jew and Gentile
alike to repent from wickedness and put their faith in Yeshua the Messiah.

But what about Caesar? Even though Paul’s reason for going to Rome was to testify
before Caesar, nothing of that trial is spoken of here in Acts. It is clear that he did testify
before Caesar, as Acts 27:24 tells us. If his mission was only to go to Rome and testify
before the Jewish community there, the angel would not have specifically said that Paul
must stand trial before Caesar. Regardless of when or how that took place, it was all
spoken of beforehand (Matthew 10:18).

In conclusion, we have seen Paul’s trials tell us a lot about him and his beliefs. We have
seen that those who were spreading lies about Paul tried to paint a picture of him as
one who broke Torah, abhorred the Temple, and encouraged Jews to forsake these
things as well. Paul is clear that this is not who he was, but asserted that he prayed and
offered sacrifices in the Temple, lived according to the Torah according to the Pharisaic
beliefs, and encouraged both Jews and Gentiles to repent and trust in Yeshua the
Messiah. That last point is the reason many of the Jews were opposed to Paul: not
because he was actually preaching against Torah-observance, but because he
condemned their lawlessness and was teaching that Gentiles could join themselves to
Israel without becoming Jewish.
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Conclusion

In this study, we have tried to realign who Paul was with our perception of him today.
Because of how Paul has been interpreted over the years, his words have also been
shifted to mean something he never meant. By examining the most frequently
misunderstood passages in their correct context, we feel that a much closer image to
the true Paul has been clarified. The Paul so often portrayed in Christianity is one who
fought hard against Torah observance and the Jewish people, but as we have seen he
was actually a proud observant Jew himself, yearning for the day his countrymen
would know the truth. In the meantime, he brought his message to the Gentiles just as
God had instructed him.

The message he brought to the Gentiles was a different message than the one he
brought to the Jews in regard to things like circumcision, the reason being that Paul
wanted to make sure they didn't place their faith in their race. This didn't mean that he
wanted Gentiles to be Torah illiterate, but he expected that they would learn their role
as grafted into Israel alongside the Jewish believers in Yeshua as they studied Torah and
worshiped together. Today in Christianity, too often Jews who recognize that Yeshua is
the Messiah are forced to give up their beliefs about the Torah in order to be accepted.
It would do us well to remember that we as Gentiles are grafted into Israel through the
Messiah Yeshua, not the other way around.

While it is true that Gentiles and Jews have different roles in the body of Messiah, we
are one body of believers, all saved by faith in Yeshua when we put our trust in Him.
The same message applies to each person, regardless of time, location, or ethnicity:
“The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the
gospel” (Mark 1:15). While Paul’s words are often misapplied in order to proclaim a
cheap, easy form of following Yeshua, we see that instead he spread this same message
of self-sacrificing repentance (Acts 17:30-31, 26:19-20, Philippians 2:12, 2 Timothy
2:19).

Just as in our time, during Paul's day some people misunderstood him to mean that
Jewish people should forsake circumcision and that the Torah was done away with.
Paul proved himself time and again through his testimonies in Jerusalem and Rome
that he himself was a Torah-observant Jew, zealous for God and His Torah. Some have
claimed that this was just Paul being “all things to all men,” but if this was the case then
we would also expect to see Paul engaging in pagan rituals when he went to the
Gentiles. We see throughout the New Testament that Paul is not afraid to speak his
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mind, and we would hardly expect him to compromise on such a key issue as Torah or
worshiping at the Temple if he was as adamant against them as some claim.

This study is by no means exhaustive, and the variety of controversies and various
beliefs arising from Paul's teachings would take many volumes to fully address. In these
few brief pages, our goal is to bring to light not just a few misapplied verses, but a
dangerous worldview that undermines the election and calling of God's chosen people
Israel and the place we as Gentiles share with them in the Messiah. As you further dive
into the Scriptures, may your eyes be opened as the Spirit leads and guides you in all
truth.

Peace be to the brethren, and love with faith, from God the Father and
the Lord Yeshua the Messiah. Grace be with all those who love our Lord
Yeshua the Messiah with incorruptible love. (Ephesians 6:23-24)
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