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“Written on Their Hearts” — Oct. 16, 2016
Psalm 119
97-98 Oh, how I love your law! It is my meditation all day long. 
Your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies, for it is always with me. . . .
103 How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!

Jeremiah 31
31 The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. . . . 33-34 This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. . . . They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.
I want to begin by talking about law itself, that is, about what we mean by the word “law” in English. As we use it, the word has two very different meanings. One is something that is legislated and enforced, either in connection with religion or with the moral discernment of society. These are laws that we can choose to obey or to break, although there are consequences to breaking them. The other meaning of the term occurs when we talk about laws of nature, of physics. It is law that cannot be broken. If a law appears to be circumvented, it is really because another law has come into play, and affected the result. We assume that material things always obey these laws.

But there is also a kind of spiritual law that cannot be broken. “You cannot forever escape the consequences of your actions,” is one such law. You can escape—and especially in our society people do escape—for a period, sometimes a long period, but not forever. Jesus gave utterance to many of these laws, such as “there is nothing hidden that will not become visible, and nothing secret that will not be known and come to light” (Luke 8:17 NAB). Under the operation of this spiritual law, every lie will be exposed, every distortion will be disclosed, every gossipy word and cruel action will be made known, in the long run. But what about the short run? Often lies do win, unfortunately.
But if you have committed to do God’s will, to live the spiritual life, it doesn’t matter that lies and violence can win for a while. You cannot betray what is true; you continue to live loyally, even if there is darkness all around. This is the kind of attitude that Jeremiah is recommending, one where the law is written on your heart. Free will means that you could, in theory, depart from it, but you are too committed to even contemplate repudiating this law. Its content is “sweeter than honey to” you (Ps 119:103). You know that you belong to God, and that that will not change.
Maybe it comes naturally to you to say, “I can’t do that; it doesn’t feel right. I can’t go against my nature.” What I want to suggest is that this nature of yours, this second nature, is probably the result of Jesus’ way, and Jesus’ Spirit, acting within you. Jesus is the one who empowered us to be ready to see the promise of Jeremiah fulfilled in us. And Jesus has been acting in your life, and in my life, for longer than we can even remember.

Let’s think for a moment about how this promise may have been enacted in your life: “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.” And let’s recognize the difference between outward law and law that is written on the heart.

Here is one of the differences: we have laws that are designed to keep the peace, but these laws are constantly being changed, whereas God’s law written on your heart is changing only in the depth to which it is written, and that depth corresponds to how well you know God. It can become deeper as you walk with God. If you allow it, it becomes a part of you, and you don’t have to even think about it. 

A friend of mine tells a story about a thief who started reading spiritual books, and finally decided to change his life, and to stop stealing. After he had been going on in his new life for a while, he was walking down the street, and he saw a person drop his wallet. Without thinking, he picked up the wallet, called out to the guy, and gave the wallet back. It was only after the incident was over that he realized he had done it without even the slightest thought of taking money from the wallet. He had been changed, and it had become second nature for him to be honest.

Now, your deep loyalty to the law within you, may also become second nature for you. It may be that you have fallen in love with a truth, or had an insight into a particular instance of right versus wrong, or gained a gratitude and a desire to be loyal to those who have loved you. And so you start to outgrow the idea of law as a system of rules imposed from outside, and you move to the idea of law as a way of life to which you will always be loyal. Jeremiah calls it an everlasting covenant (32:40).
Here is the meaning of law on the spiritual level: God’s law is God’s way, which is always supported by God’s spirit that is active within us. We do, indeed, need to choose God’s way, by responding to the urging of God’s spirit within us. And if we make this decision repeatedly, in the course of living our lives, we develop the healthy spiritual habit of responding positively to all spiritual urgings with which God prompts us, and we become not only children of God, but adults of God, so to speak. 

We become dedicated to the purposes of the Creator, and therefore no longer in conflict with creation, but also no longer blown around by the winds of change or the fads that sweep through the environment. We make the decisions that bind us ever-closer to God, and make us sensitive to God’s way.

We come to know what it means to say “How sweet are your words to my taste” (Ps 119:103). Now, what will it be like when we have a whole society, or even a group of people, of whom God can say “They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest” (Jer 31:34)? What a great shared life that will be! What a different way of relating to each other! That sweetness will travel around horizontally, among people, not just vertically, in relation to God. Even forgiveness might start circulating amongst us, once we are relaxed about having been forgiven by God.

So, can we become not just children of God, but adults of God, like Jeremiah, with our eyes wide open, not ignorant about evil, but confident about goodness? The heavenly Father intends good, and not harm, for us. He has made an everlasting covenant with us, an agreement to never stop loving us. Do you see it written on your heart?

