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The Three Types of Biblical Law

Allan A. MacRae
Much confusion has come into the Christian church through failure to

distinguish the three types of Biblical law discussed by Calvin toward the
end of his Institutes of the Christian Religion under the titles: moral law,
judicial law and ceremonial law. There is also a fine discussion by
Patrick Fairbairn in his book, The Revelation of Law in Scripture published
in 1869 and recently republished by Zondervan.

What Calvin calls "judicial law" has been more commonly called "civil
law." I am inclined to think that to most people today the designation
"civil" would be a hit clearer than "judicial," but perhaps none of these
titles are clear until we explain what we mean by them.

It is not difficult to explain what is meant by "ceremonial law."
Religious structures were set up and ceremonies were presribed. for the
purpose of presenting religious ideas to people's minds. The most common
instances of ceremonial law in the Old Testament were the regulations for
the various types of sacrifices, which prefigured the coming of Christ to
die for our salvation. Since these sacrifices looked forward to Christ, they
naturally ceased when He had done what they signified. In their place we
now have the Lord's Supper, in which we remember the Lord's death by actions
that typify our relation to Him and what He has done for us. Thus there was
a great change in the ceremonial law when Christ was crucified. Before
that time all the ceremonies looked forward to His coming. Since that time
they look back to it and also forward to His return.

The moral law consists-of those great principles of righteousness that
are eternal. This law is grounded in the character of God and in the
nature of the universe. Moral law is unchangeable, for God's character is
the same yesterday, today and forever. It is often said that the moral law
is summarized in the Ten Commandments. Jesus summarized it still further
when He said that the first and greatest commandment is to love God with
all our being and that the second is to love our neighbor as ourselves
(Matt. 22:37-40).

Most students recognize that there is a third type of law which may
be related to either ceremonial or moral law but does not directly fit into
either of these categories. Today this is usually called civil law. It is
distinguished from moral law in that it can change from time to time, as
conditions change. In the book of Exodus the account of the giving of the
Ten Commandments (ch. 20.) is followed by three chapters that largely
consist of civil law. Many of these laws were particularly adapted to the
conditions of rural life in the land of Israel. Some of them were related
to principles of moral or ceremonial law; others were simply adapted to
enabling human beings to live harmoniously together. Such laws have to be
worked out in accordance with the conditions of life.

A good example of this type of law is the fact that in America auto
mobiles are required to drive on the right side of the road. In England
they drive to the left. It does not really matter which rule is followed
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