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“What Fulfills the Law?”  — Nov. 27, 2016
Isaiah 2. . . . the mountain of the Lord’s house . . . . 3 Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob;
   that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his path” . . . . 4 He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 
   they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks. 
5 O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord!

Romans 13 9The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet”; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 10Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. . . . 12Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light. . . . 14 Put on the Lord Jesus Christ.

At least four different sermons could be generated out of these texts. One would address Isaiah’s prophecy of nations beating their swords into plowshares, God acting as an arbitrator between the nations—a Holy United Nations!

Another could look at love as the fulfillment of the law. A third could discuss putting on Jesus Christ instead of gratifying the flesh and engaging in debauchery. Finally, there could be a sermon on Advent, this being the first Sunday of Advent. When we look at the arrival of Christ, and at his personality, then one of these is clearly more fundamental than the rest, and underlies all the others. That is love as the fulfillment of the law. And that is my subject. . . .

For Paul, “law” means the “Law of Moses.” Paul grew up in the Jewish culture, and so did Jesus and all the apostles, and for them, “Law” referred to the Law of Moses, but Paul comes to a new understanding of the Law and of God’s will. After reciting some of the commandments, Paul says “love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law” (Rom 13:10). He understands Jesus to be a fuller, more complete revelation of God than the Law is. . . and the love that Jesus embodied to be a fulfillment of the Law’s intent. The words of the Law meant to move people to love one another, but it didn’t often succeed in this. It made people feel obligated, and could even restrain some people from doing evil, but its real intent was to teach love, and it wasn’t able to DO that very well. But when the Messiah came to earth, this intent was given flesh and blood, personality and emotion. Jesus demonstrates the law of love. And so Paul can say, in Romans 10, that “Christ is the end of the law” (Rom 10:4), which means, “Christ is the goal of the Law.” For Paul, the Jewish Law was a preparation, a forerunner, of the Messiah. Paul was able to say that the Law, by itself, is incomplete. For the Law was really prophetic. It was a foretelling, a promise, a prefiguration. Now that the Messiah has come, the reality has come. Paul recognizes love as the core teaching of Jesus, and the central value that Jesus embodied in his life.

Now, when we look at the Gospels, we do see that Jesus made love the foundation of his teaching. For instance, he said the greatest commandment is to love God and to love your neighbor as yourself. However, I don’t think we really understand this saying if we think of it merely as a commandment. It is, in fact, a guideline, a life-goal, and a revelation, since he lived it. It is his demonstration of how to live in fellowship with God and with all of our brothers and sisters. It is now an opportunity to change the way we live, a calling to let love take root so deeply in our being . . . . that unloving attitudes will seem unnatural, unthinkable, something that would separate us from God. 

Following Jesus means to be transformed, to have your basic reactions changed. “Either make the tree good, and its fruit good,” Jesus said, “or make the tree bad, and its fruit bad” (Matt 12:33). He seems to be saying that the choice is always ours. We are more free than we realize. We can identify with Jesus, and choose his way. We can make the tree good, and have our nature transformed, if we are willing.

Ralph Waldo Emerson said “hitch your wagon to a star” (“Civilization”). Paul said it first, and the star to which he was referring was Jesus, the Messiah. But then. . . . Jesus himself said it even before that, in the Sermon on the Mount: “strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you” (Matt 6:33). . . .
So what is it like, to have love at our base? 

Let’s start by making a contrast. Often we imagine the greatest love has to involve making a huge and painful sacrifice. But what about love that shows itself freely and without any mental agony? 

What about love that gives and gives but doesn’t even think it’s giving up anything? 

What about giving that doesn’t even think of itself as sacrificing? What about being already so devoted to doing good that it comes naturally and effortlessly? that is the love that Jesus wants us to achieve, not something that requires a mental battle, a forcing of ourselves to do something, but a deed that comes naturally like our joy at meeting a friend, or our pleasure at seeing something beautiful.
This kind of love needn’t be reminded to refrain from doing harm. It delights in doing good. It is hitched to that star that enlightens it and leads it. A Godlike love is like breathing. You don’t have to tell yourself to breathe. The best analogy that I could think of was Mozart’s ease at writing music. He could sit down on the sofa, or listen to his pet canary singing, and a melody would develop in his mind. He could sit there and spin out an entire movement in his mind, effortlessly. It flowed easily and cheerily from him. 

The way that you find to express your love or your sense of beauty or truth will be your own. Your way with God will be unique, and God will make use of your talents, your uniqueness.
Your experience with Jesus can itself be a love story, and not just words on a page, but a life. Doesn’t he wait patiently for you to turn to him? He walks with you through every valley and every lonely moment in your life. Isn’t he walking with you now, whether in sunlight or in shadow? Your relationship with him becomes a slowly unfolding story of love and loyalty, now and in the future.


