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The People’s Bible Teachings is a series of books on all of the main doctrinal
teachings of the Bible.
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Following the pattern set by The People’s Bible series, these books are written
especially for laypeople. Theological terms, when used, are explained in everyday
language so that people can understand them. The authors show how Christian
doctrine is drawn directly from clear passages of Scripture and then how those
doctrines apply to people’s faith and life. Most importantly, these books show how
every teaching of Scripture points to Christ, our only Savior.
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The authors of The People’s Bible Teachings are parish pastors and professors
who have had years of experience teaching the Bible. They are men of scholarship
and practical insight.
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We take this opportunity to express our gratitude to Professor Leroy
Dobberstein of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Mequon, Wisconsin, and Professor
Thomas Nass of Martin Luther College, New Ulm, Minnesota, for serving as
consultants for this series. Their insights and assistance have been invaluable.
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We pray that the Lord will use these volumes to help his people grow in their
faith, knowledge, and understanding of his saving teachings, which he has revealed
to us in the Bible. To God alone be the glory.

FlEdr « A« 22
Curtis A. Jahn
A 3= i

Series Editor
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Good news—bad news! You have heard the jokes. You may have shared a few
yourself. In good news—bad news jokes, the bad news eclipses any good news. So it
is in our world. In God’s world the formula is reversed. It is bad news—good news.
Bad news is eclipsed by good news. This is no mere joke; it is serious business, as
serious as life and death. It represents the difference between heaven and hell.
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We live in a bad news world because of sin. Satan passed off bad news as being
good. “When you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God,
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knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5). Sin cast a pall over the lives of our first parents
and over all of their descendants. All people are born in sin, and God hates sin. “The
wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).
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For a world filled with bad news, God has provided good news. “God so loved
the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not
perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
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Bad news and good news, sin and grace, law and gospel—these two great
doctrines are the very heart and core of Holy Scripture. They tell the story of the holy
Christian church. They tell the story of my life. But misunderstanding and confusion
of these two great doctrines lie at the root of many of the problems that plague the
church today.
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Clear doctrines! Simple truths! The story of the ages! Law and gospel! How
important it is that we understand them clearly and apply them correctly—to our
lives and to the lives of others. Our eternal salvation depends upon it! This book will
show us how this is so. May God bless our study of what the Bible teaches about

these two central doctrines—law and gospel.
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ME—# X155 One divine Word
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When God appeared to Moses at Mount Horeb in the form of a bush that
burned but was not consumed, he said, “Take off your sandals, for the place where
you are standing is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5). The place where Moses stood was
holy because it was the place where God chose to reveal himself to his servant. God
announced that he had chosen Moses to lead his people out of slavery in Egypt to
Canaan, the Promised Land.
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Holy Scripture is our “burning bush.” Scripture is the place where God reveals
himself to sinful people. Like the Israelites in Egypt 3,500 years ago, all people are in
bondage, but this bondage is worse than the bitter slavery that Jacob’s descendants
suffered under the heavy yoke of Pharaoh. The whole world is held in the bondage
of sin. Our first parents, Adam and Eve, sinned by disobeying the will of God: they
ate of the forbidden fruit. God had said, “When you eat of it you will surely die”
(Genesis 2:17). All people share in that original sin (Romans 5:12), and the world

faces an eternity in hell because of it. However, our gracious God has appeared to



mankind in order to deliver all people from sin, death, and hell. That holy place
where God appeared to reveal himself and his saving plan to the human race is
Scripture.
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It is not as though people without the Bible do not know that there is a God.
They may know much about God from the creation of the world. People may know
that God is good, wise, and powerful from the wonders of his creation. “For since the
creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine
nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so
that men are without excuse” (Romans 1:20). The stars and planets in their course
and the vastness of the universe should lead people to see the hand of God. Who
can observe the seasons of the year, the miracle of life, the wonders of the human
body and still say there is no God? Only a fool can (Psalm 14:1).
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Furthermore, the conscience, which God implanted into man from the
beginning, also testifies to man’s accountability to the Creator. “They show that the
requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing
witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them” (Romans
2:15).
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This natural knowledge of God, however, as valuable as it is, cannot save.
Because sin has infested the human heart, no one by himself can know who the true
God is or what he has done for our salvation. “The man without the Spirit does not
accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him,
and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned” (1
Corinthians 2:14). The natural knowledge of God can, at best, lead only to a seeking
after God (Acts 17:27). As Luther observed, the natural knowledge of God is a point
of contact for God'’s revealed Word.1
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To learn the truth about God and eternal salvation, the world must look to the
divinely revealed Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:15,16). Jesus and his apostles repeatedly
directed sinners to the writings of Moses and the prophets, the Old Testament. To
those who challenged his authority, Jesus said, “You diligently study the Scriptures
because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures
that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (John 5:39,40). The
apostle Peter confidently asserted, “We have the word of the prophets made more
certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place,

until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Peter 1:19).
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Scripture claims no less for the holy writings of the evangelists and apostles: “This is
what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the
Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words” (1 Corinthians 2:13). Only in

Scripture does God reveal his plan of salvation to us.

ME—$ X E P One divine truth
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Human truth is valuable in its own right. Whether historical, natural, or
scientific, human truth serves a valuable end. For example, we speak of history as an
excellent teacher. History reveals that the cause of a nation’s fall is usually
weaknesses and excesses from within as much as any force from without. Since
events of the past tend to repeat themselves, much can be learned from history.
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Human truth, however, is based upon human observation. For that reason,
human truth is only as reliable as the human observations behind it. More than once
history books and scientific theory have been changed because of human error. At
one time people believed the world to be flat. Try to tell someone that today! In
addition, what is held to be true by one person may not be regarded as true by
another. One person believes that vitamin supplements are part of a healthy diet;
another person thinks they are unnecessary.
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Not so God’s truth! Even as there is only one divinely inspired Scripture, written
by the prophets, evangelists, and apostles, so there is only one great divine truth.
God’s truth is not based on mere human observation, intuition, or opinion. It
proceeds from the mind of the holy, omniscient, eternal God. All of God’s Word is
truth (John 17:17).
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At the heart of God’s great truth is his grace in Christ Jesus. “For God so loved
the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not
perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). God’s eternal Son also became true man in
order to be a ransom for sin (Mark 10:45). He kept the law that man had broken
(Galatians 4:4,5) and gave his life on the cross as the sinner’s substitute (Philippians
2:8).
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The great lie, on the other hand, is every idea of self-righteousness—that man is
able in any way to save himself from his predicament of sin. A certain ruler once
asked Jesus: “Good teacher, what must | do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 18:18).
When Jesus told him to sell everything he possessed, give the money to the poor,
and follow him, the man became sad. He had failed to keep even the First

Commandment, for he loved his possessions more than God. Nevertheless, people
9



claim and even boast, “I live according to the Golden Rule!” In this way they think
they become acceptable before God. However, self-righteousness is no
righteousness in God’s eyes. It is the lie of all lies.
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The apostle Paul lamented Israel’s disdain for God’s truth: “Since they did not
know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own,
they did not submit to God’s righteousness” (Romans 10:3). What all people lost
through sin and what Israel rejected, Christ came to restore once and for all. “Grace
and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).
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To this very day we have God’s sure, prophetic Word recorded in that very
special book we call the Bible. Many modern interpreters question the authority of
the Bible. They deny the inerrancy of its writings. They insist that it cannot be true in
all historic and scientific matters. But God cannot lie. His Word is true, even when it
speaks about matters of history and science. Above all, it is true when it speaks

about what Christ has done for man’s salvation. | can rest my eternal life on it.
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Divine revelation is one. Divine truth is one. So also is divine will. God’s saving
will is nothing less than that all might know and enjoy his established truth in Jesus
Christ. “God our Savior . . . wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of
the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man
Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its
proper time” (1 Timothy 2:3-6). This will of God for sinful man, like his divine
revelation and divine truth, is unfailing because God is constant; he does not change
his mind. “The plans of the LORD stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart
through all generations” (Psalm 33:11).
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People, however, change their minds. Peter denied his Lord (Matthew
26:69-75); Saul, God’s appointed king, turned away from God (1 Samuel 15); King
David fell into grievous sin (2 Samuel 11). Time after time, people fail to live up to
God’s will for their lives, but God is faithful. His will for sinners, from the greatest to
the least, remains the same. “The Lord . . . [wants] everyone to come to repentance”

(2 Peter 3:9).

B Fi{5 5. Two kinds of messages
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To accomplish his one unchangeable will for sinners, God has established two
kinds of messages. We know them as law and gospel. The apostle Paul pointed to
these two messages as he defended his ministry to the Corinthians: “Our
competence comes from God. He has made us competent as ministers of a new
covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives
life” (2 Corinthians 3:5,6). Here Paul speaks of two covenants (agreements), a
covenant of the letter and a covenant of the Spirit. By the covenant of the letter,
Paul means the law of God. The law that God gave through Moses was a typical
covenant where two parties agreed to do their part. God agreed to bless man if man
would obey God. By the covenant of the Spirit, Paul means the gospel. It is not a
typical two-sided covenant. Rather, it is a one-sided agreement in which God
promises unconditionally (no ifs) to do all for man who is able to do nothing.
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The apostle John cited the same two messages of God’s Word when he
announced, “The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus
Christ” (John 1:17).
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The two kinds of messages, or two forms of God’s divine will, are directed

towards people along two distinct lines. It is God’s will that man should not sin,for.
12



God created man in his own image, that is, without sin. Holy and without sin, man
possessed a knowledge of right and wrong. Not only did man know God’s will, but he
was also able to do it. In his sinless state man lived in perfect harmony with God.
What God willed, Adam and Eve willed. It was Adam’s great privilege, with the
superior knowledge given to him, to name all the creatures God had made. Adam
and Eve found delight in eating of all the trees in the garden except the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil.
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It is also God’s will to rescue man from the sin into which he has fallen. Through
the temptation of Satan, a fallen angel, Adam and Eve lost the divine image. They
disobeyed God’s will when they ate of the forbidden tree. They no longer enjoyed
perfect fellowship with God; they no longer delighted in his perfect will. The pall of
death fell upon the garden, for God had said, “When you eat of it you will surely die”
(Genesis 2:17). When God came to them, they hid. After the Lord had confronted the
man and the woman with their sin, he immediately came to their rescue by saying to
Satan, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring
and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel” (Genesis 3:15). With
these words God promised a Savior from sin.
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God’s decree of salvation for fallen mankind through the Offspring of the
woman was not some kind of afterthought or a sudden change of plan or a clever
adjustment of his divine will. What God revealed in the garden he had planned from
eternity. Peter takes his readers all the way back into eternity to contemplate the
wonders of God’s plan and act of salvation for man: “For you know that it was not
with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty
way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood
of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of
the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake” (1 Peter 1:18-20).
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It is God’s will that man should not sin; therefore God has revealed to sinners
his holy law. It is God’s will to rescue the world from the bondage of sin; therefore
he has revealed his blessed gospel. Law and gospel are two distinct teachings of the
Word. In fact, they are perfect opposites. Some would say that they are
contradictory. Any contradiction, however, is to be found in man’s mind, not in God.
Both law and gospel represent one divine will, one divine truth, one divine

revelation.

BES5HEEEIRLILFEZA Law and gospel have much in

common
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Law and gospel are opposites, but they are not opposed to each other. That, in
itself, sounds like a contradiction. Therefore, before we consider the opposite
natures of law and gospel, we need to observe how much these two great doctrines

of the Bible have in common.

#H H £/ 37~ By divine revelation
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As we have already noted, both the law and the gospel were given by divine
revelation. God inscribed his law upon man’s heart when he created man. Man knew
God’s immutable will perfectly. No further instruction, no additional revelation, was
necessary. Then man fell into sin. His knowledge of God’s will was no longer perfect.
His conscience could no longer serve as an infallible guide.
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Therefore, in his own appointed time, God gave his law a second time. We
commonly refer to this as the Mosaic or Sinaitic Covenant, since God gave it through
Moses at Mount Sinai. The descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had become a
numerous people, a nation, according to God’s promise. But after Jacob took his

family into Egypt and Joseph died, they became an enslaved people. Throughthis
15



chosen leader, Moses, God rescued Israel from Egypt and brought his people to
Mount Sinai, between Egypt and Canaan. At Mount Sinai God spoke directly to the
people from the mountain. God summoned Moses up the mountain five times in
order to communicate directly to him his will for his people.
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In addition to restating those principles that were inscribed on the heart of man
from the beginning (natural or moral law), God also gave to the Old Testament
Israelites laws concerning worship (ceremonial law) and laws regarding government
(civil law). Though the Mosaic or Sinaitic Covenant was later set aside (see Chapter 6),
God'’s holy will for all people did not change. It is the same for God’s New Testament
people. The New Testament Scripture consistently restates those precepts of the
natural law revealed by God from the beginning.
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The gospel is no less by divine revelation. Unlike the law, it was not written in
the heart of man. As long as man continued in that state of perfection in which God
made him, there was no need for any other revelation of divine will. But as soon as
man ate of the forbidden fruit and lost his original freedom, God graciously revealed
the gospel, the promise of the Savior who would be a descendant of the woman

(Genesis 3:15). From the Garden of Eden to Bethlehem’s manger, the Old Testament
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Scripture is filled with the promises of the good news of a Savior who would come to
redeem the world from sin. God renewed his gospel promise to the patriarchs and
by the prophets during the days of Moses and Joshua, the judges, and the kings.
Each additional revelation complemented those that preceded it until Israel was able
to know everything it needed to know to recognize the Messiah in his person and in
his work.
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Not to be overlooked in God’s revelation of the law and the gospel is that both
covenants, which Scripture calls the old and the new (Galatians 3), existed side by
side for centuries. The old covenant, the law was in existence from the time of
Moses and remained in effect until Christ’s death and resurrection (see Chapter 6).
The gospel, which Paul calls the new covenant, was actually in existence longer, from
the time God made the first promise of a Savior in the Garden of Eden. The gospel is
new, not in the sense of time, but in the sense of being superior to the law. The

gospel remains in effect until the end of time.
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Both law and gospel, opposites in nature but not in opposition to each other,
are universal in application. The law applies to all people. When the question of the
moral law and its application arose among the Christians in Rome because of
misunderstanding concerning the law, the apostle Paul plainly stated, “What shall
we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at alll We have already made the charge
that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. Now we know that whatever the law
says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced
and the whole world held accountable to God” (Romans 3:9,19). God holds all
people accountable for their sin. Jews, who had the Mosaic law code, were no better
than Gentiles, who did not have it. The Mosaic law condemned the Jews just as
soundly as the natural law, given from the beginning, condemned the Gentiles.
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The gospel also is universal in application. In fact, if the universal application of
the law is important for the church in carrying out its divine commission (and it is),
the universality of the gospel is critical. In the Garden of Eden God promised a Savior
to undo all that Satan had done, or to state it positively, to restore what Satan had
destroyed. God promised a Savior for a fallen world, and Christ came to be that
Savior. True, in the Old Testament the Mosaic Covenant was exclusively for Israel.
And the promise of a Savior was given first to Israel, but never to the exclusion of
Gentiles. God promised Abraham that in him, that is, through the promised Savior

who would descend from him, “all peoples on earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:3).
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The prophets proclaimed that Gentiles would flock to the church of the Messiah.
Isaiah spoke of “distant nations” (49:1), “aliens” (14:1), “foreigners” (56:6), and “the
ends of the earth” (49:6) to describe the believers of the New Testament church.
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A gospel that is intended for all leaves no room for the notion that Christ died
only for some (limited atonement) or that God has decided from eternity that some
will not be saved (double predestination). Both of these horrible notions were taught
by the reformer John Calvin (1509-1564), who has left his mark on much of
Protestantism today.
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Both deny a Savior for all people, that is, for those supposedly predestined to
damnation.
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The universality of the gospel is evident in the ministry of the apostle Paul.
Though he felt an obligation to reach out first to his own Jewish countrymen, he
rightly earned his reputation as a missionary to the Gentiles (Acts 13:46,47). He was
thoroughly convinced that God “wants all men to be saved and to come to a
knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4). This same sense of urgency, which was the
hallmark of all of Paul’s mission activity, is summarized well in his writing tothe

Romans: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely.by
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his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (3:23,24). For whom did
Christ come? Whom did he justify? Whom did he redeem? The same number who

sinned—all!

77 _E# )8 R i Spiritual in nature
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Law and gospel are both spiritual in nature. The law is God’s, not man’s. It
comes from a God who is spirit and who seeks, yes, demands in man a spiritual
nature. Paul writes, “We know that the law is spiritual; but | am unspiritual, sold as a
slave tosin” (Romans 7:14). As an illustration of what God requires of man we need
only consider Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). There Jesus notes at
length that the law is spiritual and requires not only outward obedience, but holiness
in every aspect of life.
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The gospel is also spiritual. Jesus said, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for
nothing. The words | have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63).
Only the gospel contains spiritual life. Jesus, the Bread of life, came encouraging and
inviting people to eat, that is, to believe in him and receive the spiritual life that only

the gospel can offer and give.

AR H H B#5 28 A\ 44 Both originally intended for the life

of man
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That the law and the gospel, though opposite in nature, are not opposed to
each other might best be concluded from the fact that both were originally intended
for the life of man. Yes, both teach a righteousness that is wholly acceptable before
God.
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We do not hesitate to state in the strongest terms possible that the gospel is
intended for man’s righteousness and teaches a righteousness of which God
approves. The righteousness of the gospel is the perfect righteousness of Christ, the
sinner’s substitute, which God credited to all people. It is received through faith by
the power of the Holy Spirit working through the gospel. “But now a righteousness
from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the
Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to
all who believe” (Romans 3:21,22). Everyone who trusts in the righteousness of
Christ is righteous before God. God no longer sees any of his sins, which are many.
He sees only the holiness and perfection that is in Christ.
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What may not be as apparent is the fact that the law also teaches righteousness
before God. The righteousness of the law is that righteousness which obedience to
the law requires. We recall Jesus’ words to the expert in the law who came to test
him. The law expert had asked, “What must | do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25).
Before answering his question, Jesus asked him for a definition of the law. The law
expert showed a good knowledge of the law when he replied, “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, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’”” (verse 27). Then Jesus answered
the question, saying, “Do this and you will live” (verse 28). The problem was that the
law expert, like every other person on earth, was unable to keep the law. God’s law
demands perfection, and sinful man is unable to keep the law perfectly.
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The apostle Paul sums up both God’s original intention in giving the law and the
law’s inability to save sinners: “lI found that the very commandment that was
intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity
afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put
me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and
good” (Romans 7:10-12). God’s law, intended for life, cannot give life. The fault is not

in God’s law, for the law is good. The fault is in sinful man.
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To properly distinguish between law and gospel is an awesome responsibility,
both in application to oneself and to others. | am a sinner who needs to hear both
messages. | live in a sinful world where both need to be heard. In either case, the law
and gospel must be applied in the way God intended them to be used.
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Allow me to illustrate. Common sense requires that tools and instruments be
used for their intended purpose. It is quite important for the dentist and surgeon, as
well as the carpenter and janitor, to use the right tool for the job at hand. The more
delicate the task, the more important the rule. No task is more delicate than the care
of souls and the spiritual well-being of sinners. The Christian will always strive to
become increasingly clear in understanding law and gospel and be faithful in their
application.
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This is not something that comes naturally to any person. “The man without the
Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are
foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually
discerned” (1 Corinthians 2:14). Natural man has no knowledge of the gospel. The

law is acknowledged only reluctantly and/or imperfectly. What is more, man is\by,
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nature self-righteous through and through. He seeks his salvation by the works of
the law. Only the Holy Spirit is able to convince man of the futility of trying to keep
the law for salvation and convince the heart of the perfect righteousness and
completed justification in the Lord Jesus Christ. “No one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’
except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:3).
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Likewise, only the Holy Spirit is able to impart the necessary aptitude to divide

x

rightly and to apply properly law and gospel. In the following chapters, may he grant
us a greater understanding of God’s holy Word, especially the two great doctrines of

the Bible, the holy law and the saving gospel.
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We have noted that the law and gospel have much in common. Both are by
divine revelation; both are universal in application; both are spiritual in nature; both
were originally intended for the life of man. How can things that have so much in
common be called opposites, in fact, perfect opposites? Though they have much in
common, they are perfect opposites in many ways, especially in their purpose and

effect.

Ja~H175 3 Mode of revelation
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We begin with the manner in which God revealed his law and gospel. God’s law
was originally written within the heart of man. Moses concludes the creation
account of man by saying, “So God created man in his own image, in the image of
God he created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:27). God made
man in his own image, that is, holy, without sin. In his original state man knew God’s
will for his life.
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Man not only knew God’s will, but he also approved of it. He knew perfectly all
that we now know as the Ten Commandments. Therefore the psalmist could say of
the righteous, “The law of his God is in his heart” (Psalm 37:31). Saint Paul also
rejoices: “For in my inner being | delight in God’s law” (Romans 7:22). Though God
had written his law in man’s heart at the beginning, God found it necessary to reveal
his law a second time, through Moses at Mount Sinai. It is not that anything was
lacking or inadequate in the law written in man’s heart. What changed was not the
law but man. Adam sinned. Adam lost the divine image. He no longer knew perfectly
God’s will for his life. Adam and his descendants no longer delighted in God’s will.
Man now had only a blurred vision or understanding of God’s holy law.
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While the law of God was originally written in man’s heart and man knows it by
nature, the gospel is a complete mystery. People by nature know nothing at all of
what God has prepared for salvation. To natural man Jesus Christ is just another
noble person who tried to live a good life, if a person is willing to admit anything at
all of Christ. To the Jew, the Moslem, the unbeliever, the cross of Christ is pure
foolishness.
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The gospel is not to be found anywhere within the inner chambers of the
human heart. It must be revealed, preached. When the apostle Paul traveled from

city to city, he could assume that people everywhere had a natural knowledge’ of
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God. Not so the gospel. The gospel was what Paul came to share with ignorant
hearts:
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We . . . speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of
this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we speak of
God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our
glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had,
they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. However, as it is written: “No eye has
seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who

love him”—but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:6-10).

BEMEE KA Z The content of law and gospel
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Both law and gospel have to do with work, but whose work? The law speaks of
human works. The law says to all people, Do this . . . do not do that. The First

Commandment says, “You shall have no other gods,” and Luther explains, ‘We
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should fear, love, and trust in God above all things.” The Fourth Commandment says,
“Honor your father and mother,” and Luther explains, “We should fear and love God
that we do not dishonor or anger our parents and others in authority, but honor,
serve, and obey them, and give them love and respect.” All the commandments are
spoken to man and are meant to be observed by man. God spoke to the Israelites
according to his law when he said: “Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy
“ (Leviticus 19:2). The achievement that the law requires of every person is nothing
short of perfection: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect”
(Matthew 5:48).
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The gospel also speaks of work, but not of human works. It speaks of God’s
work for all people. It speaks of the work that God has done for man, who falls short
of the perfection of God’s law. The gospel says, “When the time had fully come, God
sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we
might receive the full rights of sons” (Galatians 4:4,5). The gospel makes no demands
upon anyone but only offers the grace of God to sinners: “For it is by grace you have
been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by
works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8,9).

FEAR 2 K I A2 4 SO RS S BV EE AR & 55 B 0T B, R iRIe N T
E, A s Lo i) R R 2. —Bea s ikiE,  “ A AFRATAE, AFRX
RNERE, NMETAEWATA” (F3:28) . B—B&EXHE: “WBa, L&Y
BINIZER, AERNTREAT 68, 2 RENARA T VBRI ErE&EYE? ” i
3:5)

In many familiar passages Scripture notes this great contrast of law and gospel,

the law which speaks of human work and the gospel which comforts according.to
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God’s grace. One passage states, “We maintain that a man is justified by faith apart
from observing the law” (Romans 3:28). Another asks, “Does God give you his Spirit
and work miracles among you because you observe the law, or because you believe

what you heard?” (Galatians 3:5).

FRVENIAEF K The form of law and gospel
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According to their form, both the law and gospel make promises. But again,
note the contrast. The law promises salvation to those who obey all its demands.
Unfortunately, no one is able to meet the demands of the law. Remember the law
expert who came to Jesus? In response to Jesus’ question, he had beautifully
summarized the Ten Commandments into two tables: love God and love your
fellowman. Jesus told him, “Do this and you will live” (Luke 10:28). To impress upon
him that he had failed to keep all the commandments, Jesus told the parable of the
good Samaritan.
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Because no one is able to receive the law’s promise of salvation through
obedience, the law also has the form of demands and threats: “Cursed is everyone
who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law” (Galatians
3:10). The law demands holy perfection, even as God is perfect and holy, and the law

condemns to hell all who fall short of God’s holy perfection.
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By way of contrast, the gospel has the form of promise, without any strings
attached. It makes no demands upon the hearer. To one who has not kept the law,
the gospel says that he or she is justified—declared righteous—through the perfect
merits of another, of Christ. “However, to the man who does not work but trusts
God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Romans 4:5).
God has credited Christ’s righteousness to sinners. Faith receives Christ’s merit. And
not even faith is something the sinner is required to produce on his own. The human
heart cannot of its own strength or decision believe in Christ. Faith is the gift of God

(Ephesians 2:8,9). It is the work of the Holy Spirit through the gospel.

BN ZE FIRCER The effect of law and gospel
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The contrast between law and gospel appears most obvious in their effects,
what they accomplish. The law effects nothing but guilt and utter despair. For the
law says that God hates both sin and sinners: “‘Do not plot evil against your neighbor,
and do not love to swear falsely. | hate all this,” declares the LORD” (Zechariah 8:17);
“The arrogant cannot stand in your presence; you hate all who do wrong” (Psalm

5:5).
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Attempts to make sin something less than sin will not change things. People
may speak of “small sins,” or mistakes, or weaknesses, or things done out of
ignorance. But sin is still sin. Sin is rebellion against God. The law quickly adds that
God will not forgive sin nor acquit the sinner. “The LORD is slow to anger and great in
power; the LORD will not leave the guilty unpunished” (Nahum 1:3). No amount of
regret or contrition by the sinner, no promise to change his or her ways, no attempt
to undo the wrong by good deeds will deter the wrath of God nor the punishment to
come.
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God’s holy anger is bad news for the sinner. The effect is utter terror, like that
of the Israelites when God spoke the law to them from Mount Sinai. They begged
Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or
we will die” (Exodus 20:19). The psalmist David felt the full wrath of God as effected
by the law and cried out, “My guilt has overwhelmed me like a burden too heavy to
bear. My wounds fester and are loathsome because of my sinful folly. | am bowed
down and brought very low; all day long | go about mourning” (Psalm 38:4-6).
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In bold contrast to the law, the gospel is good news. It effects peace and
comfort and joy. For the gospel says that God loves all sinners and that God is
favorably disposed toward sinners and has justified and reconciled all people: “He
[Jesus] was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our
justification” (Romans 4:25); “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not
counting men’s sins against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19). In dearest and warmest
terms, the gospel assures guilty, unworthy, despairing sinners that their sins are all
forgiven: “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are
covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him”
(Romans 4:7).
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The gospel effects peace, comfort, and joy because it works faith in the hearts
of sinners to believe the unbelievable. “God loves sinners? God is willing to forgive
sinners? God would give his own Son into death for the likes of me? Impossible!” To
natural man who thinks that love needs to be deserved, that pardon must be
merited, the idea is preposterous. Left to itself, the human heart cannot believe and
find comfort. But the same gospel that declares justification and promises
forgiveness also enables the heart to believe it: “I am not ashamed of the gospel,
because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans

1:16).
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In contrast to the law, which effects guilt and despair, the gospel also effects a
new life in the Christian. Where there was only spiritual deadness, there is now
spiritual life. Where there were only works of darkness, there are now fruits that are
pleasing to God. “As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen
by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a
spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God
through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:4,5). Through Jesus, Christians are priests who are

able to bring to God sacrifices of praise, thanksgiving, and godly living.

Hy A48 3 B i A& Persons to whom they apply
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There is one last contrast between law and gospel that must not be overlooked.

That is the persons to whom they apply. The law must be proclaimed to haughty
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sinners. To the law expert Jesus said, “Do this and you will live” (Luke 10:28). To a
rich man who came asking Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life, Jesus said,
“If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven” (Matthew 19:21). Jesus saved his most cutting
preaching of the law for the false religious teachers of his day. In Matthew 23
Scripture records for us seven woes Jesus spoke upon the proud Pharisees and
teachers of the law. Jesus concluded the seven woes by saying, “O Jerusalem,
Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often | have
longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings,
but you were not willing. Look, your house is left to you desolate” (Matthew
23:37,38). For those who would not admit their sin and guilt, Jesus had only sharp
and condemning words, only law. The law is good. The law is important. It must be
proclaimed to terrify comfortable sinners.
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The gospel, again by way of contrast, comforts terrified sinners. It must be
preached to those whose consciences have been stricken by the law. King David
never heard sweeter words than Nathan’s brief reply: “The LORD has taken away
your sin” (2 Samuel 12:13). First Nathan had preached the law to distress the
comfortable heart of David, who was guilty of adultery and murder. But when the
law had done its work, when David cried out, “I have sinned against the LORD”
(verse 13), Nathan immediately comforted the distressed sinner with the gospel.
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Any discussion of the gospel and the persons to whom it applies takes one back
to the Master Teacher in the synagogue in his hometown of Nazareth. At the request
of the ruler of the synagogue, Jesus was invited to read to the people from the Old
Testament prophets. Jesus read from Isaiah 61:1,2: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the
oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18,19). To sinners who

felt and acknowledged their sin, Jesus proclaimed pardon and peace.

BB, —/~¥ & Two authorities, one higher
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Law and gospel—two great authorities! Both are divinely revealed. Both have a
distinct content, form, and effect. Both must be preached. The law must be
preached to all people, for all are sinners. Christians also need to hear the law
because they still have the old Adam, the sinful nature. The law especially must be
preached to the comfortable in order to afflict them. The gospel also must be
preached in order to comfort those afflicted by the law.
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Two authorities—of greatest contrast! They are perfect opposites, but are not
in opposition to each other. Each has its work, the law to prepare for the preaching
of the gospel, the gospel to prevent contrite sinners from falling into despair. Hence,
the gospel is the higher authority. The horrible verdict of the law is set aside by the
higher authority of the gospel: “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be
righteousness for everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4). The law says, “You are a

III

sinner and you are going to hell.” The gospel says, “No way! Christ has paid for your
sin. He has kept the law perfectly for you. He put an end to the threats of the law.
You are righteous before God. You are going to heaven.”
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The gospel is the higher authority, which is not to say that the law is less

inspired or less true. It is simply that, in the courtroom of God, the gospel has the

final word for the believer in Christ.

%58 Conclusion
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Sinners all, look into God’s law; see your sin and guilt; feel God’s wrath against
your sin and fear the fires of eternal hell. Bad news—none worse! Cry out with the
tax collector in the temple: “God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13).
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Contrite sinner, cling to the promises of the gospel. Even when you do not “feel”
saved, even when Satan torments you with all kinds of doubts, know that God loves
sinners. Christ died for sinners. God forgives all sins, freely, according to grace, for

Christ’s sake. Be sure of eternal life. Good news—for all!
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In the world of manufacturing, a fundamental rule of business is to provide a
product that people want and are willing to buy. If the public does not like your
product just the way it is, you have to make changes until customers get what they
want. Companies spend large amounts of money to field-test their products, analyze
people’s responses, and make adjustments to the products. They spare no effort
until they are confident they have what the people want and that their product will
sell and turn a profit.
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What is good and wise in the business world, however, is not proper in the
church. God’s Word is not a product to be bartered and sold. Nor does the church
have any right to field-test, to determine what kind of message people want to hear,
and then make adjustments to the teachings of the Bible to “guarantee” success.
This is true, beginning with the two great doctrines of the Bible, the law and the
gospel.
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Law and gospel are perfect opposites. The law damns all people to hell; the
gospel declares all sinners justified, righteous, saved. That appears to be a
contradiction; law and gospel seem to be in opposition to each other. God’s law and
gospel seem unreasonable to natural man. Much about law and gospel does not
make sense to him or seems to be unfair. In fact, the gospel is totally
unreasonable—foolishness—to everyone. Man concludes that something must be
done to modify one or the other. For that reason, it is important that we note in this
chapter the nature of the law and in the following chapter the nature of the gospel

so that we let the law be law and let the gospel be gospel.

Bk, —/NPAE-F s A fE I ARE Law, a term used in various
ways
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We begin our study of the nature of the law by looking at the way in which the
Bible uses the term law. In fact, it may surprise us to learn of the many ways in which
we find the term used. Law is sometimes used to refer to all of God’s Word, to the
entire Bible: “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or
stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. But his delight is in the law
of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night” (Psalm 1:1,2).
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Law is sometimes used to refer to the Old Testament Scriptures. During the
week before his death, Jesus predicted to the crowd in Jerusalem that he would be
put to death and the manner in which he would die. The people responded by
guoting (but not understanding) what the Old Testament foretold: “We have heard
from the Law that the Christ will remain forever, so how can you say, ‘The Son of
Man must be lifted up’?” (John 12:34).
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Law is sometimes used to refer to the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old
Testament, which were written by Moses. During one of his appearances to the
disciples after his resurrection, Jesus said, “This is what | told you while | was still
with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses,
the Prophets and the Psalms” (Luke 24:44).

FEREAARIE WA ARG AE VU SR (L b by g JBE 74 B aiAr 0 i o 05 7E Al
HORE S PO AR BT B, IR BIHRER, ¥i.  “MABRIFE B, OISR 7R,

HIB BN A BE v A ;N SO A S R ER B ER” (4
1:16,17) .

The term law is used to refer to the commandments that God gave through
Moses at Mount Sinai. In the opening section of his gospel, John says of Jesus, “From
the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law
was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John
1:16,17).
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The term law is also used sometimes in a very general way, as it refers to.any

order, arrangement, or principle, such as the “laws of nature.” Concerning the great
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struggle that goes on in the Christian between the new man and the old man, the
apostle Paul wrote, “I find this law at work: When | want to do good, evil is right
there with me” (Romans 7:21).
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In fact, Scripture even uses the term law to refer to the gospel. “The law of the
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LORD is perfect, reviving the soul” (Psalm 19:7). What David refers to here as law can
be said only of the gospel. Only the gospel is able to revive and refresh people’s

souls.

=% & X _ERIfREEE Law in the strict sense
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Above all these general uses of the term law, Scripture uses it in the strict sense,
which pertains to our discussion here. The strict sense of the law is that which places
it in direct contrast to the gospel.
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In the strict sense law refers to God’s demand upon us to live in perfect
conformity with God’s standard and pronounces a curse on all who fail to do so. The
law demands that we be perfect not only in what we do (thoughts, words, actions),
but in the way we are (our very nature). Without a doubt, great stress is placed on
our conduct, on the things we do or do not do. Though great stress is on our conduct,
the law also demands of us a perfect nature: “Be holy because I, the LORD your God,

am holy” (Leviticus 19:2).
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The demands are great: Be perfect in nature and conduct. The stakes are high.
Failure, any flaw in conduct or nature, brings a quick and certain judgment: “Cursed
is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law”

(Galatians 3:10).

EHRERERAB K God’s law is useful
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The nature of God’s law is one of direst warning. It is the loud siren blare that
warns of impending danger, the flashing red light that calls for a quick and
immediate stop. It is the stern look of the parent, teacher, or policeman when any
rule has been broken. It is the angry sentence of the judge against the blatant
criminal.

JUEWTER AT REARIE N, HHE I AT E AT LB . FE AT Z 0y L3 1
PRV U B BATEAHOY TANTER 5852, 1 DR 5 2k
B AR LWH. BAMEI IR B 102, Lo iENE RS T I EIH #.

As negative as all that may sound, the law does not need our defense.
Christians do not need to make excuses or apologize for God’s law. Much less dare
we change it in any way to make it more acceptable to people. The law is God’s. We
can be sure from the start that God’s law serves very useful purposes.
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God uses his law in various ways. One hardly needs to remind anyone how
useful the law is in the government of the world. In a world corrupted by sin and
consisting of only sinful human beings, law is absolutely necessary for the outward
lives of people. Without law it would be impossible to maintain decency and order in
society. The law is not able to change people’s hearts or create a perfect society. But
it will serve to keep wicked actions within certain bounds and prevent total chaos in
the world.
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For such government of the world, God has established his representatives in
the home and the state. A nation is only as strong as the homes of its citizens. Home
is the place where order and decency begin. Parents need to establish rules and
penalties when rules are broken. Along with common decency and a sense of right
and wrong, children need to learn to respect the feelings and rights of others. The
basis for it all is the law—natural law as it is found in the heart and the moral law as
it is summarized in the Ten Commandments.
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Equally important is the state. The state acts on the basis of natural law. It acts
for the common good in order to protect lives and property and promote outward
decency and civic righteousness among people. To that end, the inspired apostle
urges Christians to pray for those who are entrusted with God’s government of the

world: “l urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving
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be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live
peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (1 Timothy 2:1,2).
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In his government of the world, God also uses the law in the form of temporal
blessings and curses. Concerning the Ten Commandments, God said, “I, the LORD
your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the
third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand
generations of those who love me and keep my commandments” (Exodus 20:5,6).
History bears out well that where people—individuals or nations—have shown high
regard for God’s law, blessings have followed. Where people have dared to trample
God’s law under foot, judgments of God in one form or another have eventually, if

not swiftly, followed.

B E A& Principal use
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While God’s law is useful in the outward governing of people’s lives, its principal
use is to reduce the haughty sinner to despair. The law begins this inner usefulness
upon the heart of man by revealing man’s utter sinfulness: “What shall we say, then?
Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed | would not have known what sin was except
through the law” (Romans 7:7,8). Without the law people tend to deny their sin/or

make sin less than the terrible thing it is.
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But when God’s law comes and calls sin, sin, one can no longer deny it. When
the law says “Love God above all things,” | must quickly admit | have never been able
to love God that much. When the law says “Love your neighbor [including your
enemies] as yourself,” | must admit that | have trouble loving my friends that much,
to say nothing about those who do not love me in return or those who hate me.
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Not only does God’s law reveal the sinfulness of the heart through and through,
but it also pronounces God’s verdict upon the guilty: “The soul who sins is the one
who will die” (Ezekiel 18:4). The death pronounced upon sin already in the Garden of
Eden is not only temporal and spiritual death, but also eternal death. It is all
wrapped up in the verdict that God will pronounce upon all sins and unbelief on the
Last Day: “Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for

the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41).

LRSS T4EE The law serves the gospel
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The despair to which the haughty sinner is reduced by God’s law, however, is
not to be an end in itself. The law’s pronouncements of sin, guilt, punishment, death,
and damnation are always in anticipation of the gospel promises. God’s great aim
always is to supply stricken sinners with the comfort and peace of forgiveness
through the gospel. God sent Nathan to David, not to damn David to hell, but to
bring him to repentance and salvation. David himself recalls the effect of both the
law and the gospel, the comfort of the gospel that Nathan proclaimed and the
affliction of his conscience before he admitted his guilt:
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Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed
is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is no
deceit. When | kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long.
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the
heat of summer. Then | acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD”—and you forgave the guilt of
my sin (Psalm 32:1-5).
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Opposites they may be, but the law and the gospel are clearly not in opposition
to each other. Or to put it another way, the law is not in any way against the gospel.
As sharp and condemning as the law is, it does not in the least prevent the gospel. To
the contrary, the law is necessary for the sowing of the gospel.
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C. F. W. Walther once said, and properly so, that gospel without the law is
useless.2 Such a statement takes nothing away from the power of the gospel. The
gospel remains the power of God for salvation. Rather, the statement recognizes
that the haughty heart has no use for the gospel. Before King David was made to
realize his sin, any promise of the gospel would have fallen on deaf ears. Jesus had
no word of peace or pardon for the Pharisees of his day as long as they remained
proud and self-righteous. Without a preaching of the law to reveal sin and guilt, one

runs the grave risk of casting pearls before pigs (Matthew 7:6).

FEEBSEMARE Christians and the law
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Though the principal function of the law is to bring proud sinners to their knees
so that they may recognize their need for a Savior, God also uses the law with
Christians. In this respect we commonly speak of the threefold use of God’s law: as a

mirror, a curb, and a rule or guide.
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As a mirror the law shows Christians that they are still sinners, still in need of
God'’s gracious forgiveness in Christ every day. You may have heard the expression
commonly used in church that Christians, as long as they remain on the earth, are
both sinners and saints. As saints made holy through faith in Christ they need no law,
for they desire only what God wills. But as sinners, they still sin daily. Even the best
works they bring forth in their new lives of sanctification by the power of the Holy
Spirit are not perfect. Speaking of believers, Isaiah wrote, “All of us have become like
one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up
like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away” (Isaiah 64:6).
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This is not the conclusion we Christians draw if we compare our lives to others,
especially to the manifest sinners of the world. It may appear that our lives merit
God’s favor. In the face of the sins of some others, our lives may look little short of
perfect. Remember the Pharisee praying in the temple and comparing himself to the
tax collector? No doubt he was telling the truth when he said, “God, | thank you that
| am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax
collector. | fast twice a week and give a tenth of all | get” (Luke 18:11,12). So it may
be when we compare our lives to some others.
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But when Christians look into the mirror of God’s law, they see a whole
different picture. All the spots and blemishes of our lives stand out in ugly array.
When we look carefully at what the law says and the perfection it demands in
thoughts and words as well as deeds, the words of the apostle ring true: “You,
therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever
point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass
judgment do the same things” (Romans 2:1).
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As a Christian | will want to look into the mirror of God’s law. | know that | need
to hear sermons that sound the judgment of God’s law against me personally to
prepare my heart for the hearing of the gospel. Also, in my Bible reading | will seek
out those passages that speak directly to me of my sin and guilt. They will keep me
conscious of my sin, to give me a truly contrite spirit and prepare my heart for the

wonderful news of the gospel.

¥ F Curb
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The law also serves as a curb. We think of a curb along a street holding back
water so the water doesn’t run onto the lawn. God’s law acts as a curb because it
holds in check somewhat the coarse outbreak of sin in people’s lives. The law does
that by warning the evildoer: if you do wrong, you will be punished. As a curb the
law is especially useful over against the lawless and disobedient:
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We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know that law is
made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful,
the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers,
for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for
whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine that conforms to the glorious gospel
of the blessed God (1 Timothy 1:8-11).
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The Christian, however, also needs the curb of God’s law. The Christian has the
old man, the sinful flesh, which is at war against the new man. Paul writes,
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I find this law at work: When | want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in
my inner being | delight in God’s law; but | see another law at work in the members
of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the
law of sin at work within my members (Romans 7:21-23).
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The old man, that “other law” or rule at work in the Christian, does not desire to
do God’s will. He is inclined only to that which is evil. Whenever the old man gets his
way and causes the Christian to return to sin, the Christian needs the law as a curb to

keep the old man in check.

188 Rule or guide
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God'’s law is useful to Christians—and only Christians—as a rule to guide them
in their life of sanctification. Unbelievers find no delight in God’s law. As a result, the
law serves them only as a mirror and curb. Christians, however, delight in God’s will
for their lives. The law is God’s perfect standard by which Christians may determine
what God’s will is. Christians consult God’s law daily for guidance and direction. By
the strength the Holy Spirit gives to them through the gospel, Christians strive to
conform more and more to God’s standard. (We will consider God’s law as a rule at

greater length in Chapters 8 and 9).

EERE RCNAREE Let the law be law
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The law is directly opposite to the gospel. Much of what the law says is
unreasonable to natural man. Therein lies a word of caution. We are not free to
make changes in God’s law, to modify here and there, or at least to tamper a little.
We must let the law be law.
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The law of God is violated—to one’s great spiritual harm—when it is made into
a “gospel.” This happens whenever anyone imagines the Bible to be a kind of rule

book for the “game” of life. To such people Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount makes
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Matthew 5 through 7 the most important section in the Bible. Live by the rules, they
think, and life will be trouble free; live by the rules and you will receive eternal life
for your effort.
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Any view of the law as a “gospe

II'

or the Bible simply as a book of rules leads to
pride or despair. It works damnable pride in all who think they are able to follow the
rules, to obey the law, to be better than other people are. Or it leads others to utter
despair when they are honest enough with themselves to admit how unholy and
unacceptable their lives really are before God.
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The law of God is violated whenever the seriousness of sin is reduced so that sin
is no longer called sin. Living in manifest sin is called just another lifestyle.
Homosexuality, living arrangements outside of marriage, pornography, and abortion
are referred to as personal preferences that no one else ought to condemn. When
young people fall into such sins as drunkenness, sexual promiscuity, foul language,
and disrespect for authority, it is often said that such behavior is just a part of
growing up.
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To follow such thinking finally leads to the conclusion that nothing is sinful.

Morality becomes a matter of personal choice. God is ruled out of order and out of
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the picture. God’s law becomes nonexistent in people’s minds, or at least of no
practical use.
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God’s law is violated when certain sins are no longer called sins or when an act
is regarded as sinful only if it is committed with evil intent. Many people think that as
long as something is done unintentionally, or out of ignorance, it is no longer sinful in
any real sense of the word, or that an act is not sinful as long as no one else is
harmed by it. In professional basketball games, this is called no harm, no foul. If we
were to follow this line of thought, even acts against ourselves, including suicide,
would not be regarded as sin. “As long as | don’t hurt someone else, no sin is
involved. It is my life; | can do with it as | please.”

ERI AL 52520 K ILWNEURS E ENTTR S s=b gl w0 A= (i P e D R P
R T o IEWMANTFERR, REEGRTTTT, AMERMIAEL, T X e =1 5 5
FIAATPE Z MG aE, 502 “HPrd” Xt “BmHd” BRI,

The law of God is violated when sin is presented more as a wrong committed
against other people than as a wrong against God, as when people say that sin is
mainly the poverty, poor health conditions, and political oppression that people
suffer in inner cities or Third World countries, or that sin is what the “haves” commit
against the “have nots.”
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The law of God is violated when people warn against sin but fail to include also
the wrath of God against sin, and hell as punishment for sin. The denial of hell as a
real place or a place of eternal suffering contributes to this view of the law. Such a
view treats sin more as the indiscretions people commit against themselves or
others to make life miserable than as sin against a holy God who punishes all sin.
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The law of God is even violated whenever people are quick to condemn an evil
deed as sin but are willing to overlook sins that are committed in words or thoughts.
God’s law is violated not only when people physically hurt, harm, or murder
someone, but also when they feel jealousy, anger, or hatred toward someone else.
Those also are serious sins against the Fifth Commandment.
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All of the above violations fail to let God’s law be law. They fail to recognize or
admit the real nature of God’s law. God’s law is not some kind of fast food menu
from which one can pick and choose as the occasion permits. Nor is the law meant
only to scare people a little now and then in order to bring about some outward
improvement in society. Whether in application to myself when | have sinned—and |
sin daily—or in ministering to the souls of others when they have sinned, | must let
the law be law. The law is meant to wound, to kill, and to damn. It is meant’ to

expose every evil thought, word, and deed as sin against a holy God. It is meant\to
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terrify the sinner, to make the sinner despair of any spiritual goodness within himself.
It must prepare the heart of the condemned sinner for the comfort of the gospel.
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Is the Christian religion then a religion of fear? Yes, by all means! No, it is not a
religion of fear in the way that all other religions of the world are, for they have no
gospel. They teach no Savior who has paid the price of sin with his holy, precious
blood. But, correctly understood, the Christian religion is a religion of fear. It is bad

news, in a real way, if we let the law be law.
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Anyone who has ever planted a package of garden seeds knows that there are
certain directions to follow. These directions are usually found on the back of the
package. Directions will include how deep to plant the seeds, how far apart to place
the seeds and make the rows, how much sun is needed, even the kind of soil in
which the seeds will do best. There might also be a reminder to water the seeds
after planting.
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An experienced gardener does all of the above without having to read the
directions. But one thing the gardener does not try to do is change or meddle with
the seed. He may place the seeds in water overnight to aid or hasten the
germination, but he doesn’t cut the seeds in two; he does not pound each one flat
with a stone or hammer; he does not trim off the ends or edges of the seed. In fact,
he is careful not to do anything that would damage the germ of the seed. He lets the
seed be a seed, just the way God made it. Under God’s blessing, the seed grows and
the gardener reaps a good harvest.

ISR — I MR TR IR, B4, B IRERIA T, AR, SAER
A 2 A SR A R A RO A R S B —— I HARIR A o 2 K 5E N T MR
— A, RS ROES, SAREMEED? FOYHEE SR N 8 EF
I B PR RCR N e T HEE R B, T4 T AERHUE .

56



If that is true of a garden seed, how much truer it is with the seed of God’s
Word, both law and gospel. And if it is true that one must let the law be law—and
the nature of the law is to condemn to hell—how much more important it is that we
let the gospel be gospel. For the gospel declares sinners righteous. The nature of the
gospel is to rescue the sinner from the threats of the law and to give eternal

salvation.

BEIXAARIER ¥ Use of the term gospel
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Almost exclusively, the term gospel, which means “good news,” is used in the
Bible in the strict or proper sense. There are a few exceptions. In his opening chapter
the evangelist Mark uses the term to refer to his entire book: “The beginning of the
gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1). The church has continued to
use the term in the same way in our regular worship services. We refer to the last of
the Sunday Scripture readings as the Gospel reading for the day.
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Later in his account of the life of our Lord, Mark uses the term to refer to all of
God’s Word. One occurrence is found in the first chapter: “After John was put in
prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. ‘The time has
come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!"”
(Mark 1:14,15). With the term gospel Mark obviously includes also the preaching of

the law in order to bring people to sorrow over their sins.
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One may certainly understand the term gospel in a wider sense when the Lord
commanded his church, “Go into all the world and preach the good news [gospel] to
all creation” (Mark 16:15). Certainly the gospel in the proper sense is the chief
message the church has to share. The gospel alone can save. But, as we have already
noted, the law is necessary. The church will fail in its mission to win souls without
the preaching of the law to prepare hearts for the gospel.
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With these few exceptions where the term gospel can or must be understood in
a wider sense, gospel is used in the proper sense throughout Scripture. It is gospel
that is perfectly opposite to law. It is the Word by which God, out of free grace for

Christ’s sake, pronounces sinners righteous.
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T L Euangelion
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EERAFRRERM. 45F. # % The nature of the gospel is to

offer, give, pardon
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It is not strange that one of the ways in which Christians celebrate the birth of
Christ is the exchanging of gifts. The gifts that we offer to others are a symbol of the
gift that God has given to sinners in the person of his Son, our Savior. The nature of
the gospel is to give, and to keep on giving. It gives to those who do not expect,
deserve, or merit the gift. To sinners Jesus the Savior says, “Come to me, all you who
are weary and burdened, and | will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).
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No sinner has heard a more attractive offer: “For it is by grace you have been
saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by
works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8,9). What God offers and gives by the
gospel lasts and never fades away: “I have loved you with an everlasting love; | have
drawn you with loving-kindness” (Jeremiah 31:3).
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God’s gift and offer according to the gospel is unlike any other. It is the only gift
that meets perfectly a person’s greatest need, for it offers forgiveness of sins. It is a
gift that is pure and boundless. Unlike the gifts that we may give, God does not
expect or demand anything in return. God gives his gift equally to all. No one is more

worthy of the gift than another, for all are unworthy.
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Because God offers forgiveness, however, does not mean that he treats sin
lightly, that he has ignored the demands of his holy law, or that he is willing to look
the other way. God’s forgiveness may be called a pardon, but it is not like a
governor’s pardon, which is willing to overlook the crime that has been committed
or the sentence that has been imposed.
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God offers and grants forgiveness of sins on the basis of the merits of another,
Jesus Christ, the sinner’s substitute: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ
Jesus” (Romans 3:23,24). God has not overlooked a single sinner or a single sin but
made a full and complete payment through the suffering and death of his own Son.
“The blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). In great contrast to
the law, which promises salvation to those who are good (of which there are none),

the gospel offers salvation to all, to sinners.

FR X Justification
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At the very heart of this great contrast between the law and the gospel is the
doctrine of justification. The doctrine of justification has been called the chief
doctrine of Scripture. By God’s grace it has been the chief doctrine of the Lutheran
church. The Lutheran Confessions call it the doctrine upon which the church stands
or falls.3 If the church is to be true to the doctrine of the gospel, it must be true to
the doctrine of justification. If the church loses the doctrine of justification, it finally
loses the gospel itself.

PRI BT, @I RSET NS, B ERIr A e NN o XA
ERIARE, FRIC KR AT B Eag i A e iT. SR EFER R L, T B
Bk, BHONA SR R ESROVIRAT B A, XA A S . A
FETCB o At R BESEAF B A 0 AR A R AT ——FE SR BUK R R AE T 1L
RN XA Z], HEREE, SEABKIARE AN, Eir—»F5u: “3&
ML ZABRANBCE . 7 RO EIE T, A XL 1. FEAHE
MRONTCHE, IR

The doctrine of justification teaches that God has declared all sinners righteous
through the death and resurrection of Christ. The very term, justify, takes sinners
into the courtroom of God. The sinner stands in front of the judge’s bench. In the
face of God’s law he has been found guilty—guilty as sin. The law demands a full
payment for sin, which is death itself. The sinner is helpless. He can only wait for the
sentence to be pronounced and carried out to the letter—eternal death in hell. The
situation is hopeless. At the critical moment Jesus Christ, the great advocate of
sinners, steps forward and says, “I give my life in the place of the sinner.” The debt of
sin is paid. Justice is served. The sinner is declared not guilty. The sinner is set free.
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In Christ, God has declared sinners—all of them—to be righteous.

“Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men)so
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also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men.
For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners,
so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous”
(Romans 5:18,19). By one man’s (Adam’s) disobedience sin and death passed upon
all people. By one man’s (Christ’s) obedience all people have been declared
righteous before God.
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Scripture teaches the same great truth with the term reconciliation. “All this is

7

from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of
reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting
men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation”
(2 Corinthians 5:18,19). Reconcile means to make peace. God has established peace
between himself and sinners. The change that was brought about by God is not a
change in his attitude toward sin; God still hates sin. Nor is the change in man and
his attitude toward sin or God; man by nature still sees God as his enemy and
delights in sin. The change, rather, is in man’s status before God. God no longer sees
sinners as guilty. In Christ, God sees sinners as righteous. In the place of each
person’s sins, God sees only Christ’s righteousness.

AR, IEIATZ AT, XL, HRAEAIIEARCY . Atk
SUTA ISR N N UK, A8 & M VF R N WEA IR BX BRI ? X5
2P RENE ? HRERIEEF A+ 08, MRER. TFRIMEE, JAMTAILR A HH

62



X, EERAEMNEE, AR T HRRIITT . B IREIR TSR, REE & &AL,
— AT EERIARY, BKERIERR T . BRI T IR, B ERETE AR
X, BB L 1 RrA AR, BRIk E 4RIl 2 1 B AR K

The law and the gospel, as we noted before, are opposites, but they are not in
opposition. The law condemns all sinners to hell; the gospel promises salvation for
all. Who does not feel the tension? How can this be? The cross of Jesus Christ is the
answer. The message of the cross provides the missing piece that enables one to
accept both law and gospel at face value. God hates sin and punishes sin. Christ paid
the debt of sin once and for all on Calvary. God truly forgives sins. God has justified
all sinners because Christ paid for all sins and thus completely satisfied the demands
of God'’s law.

MR A RE S —— HIRIEE A —U, “IREFRERT . EiAs
FHIE RIS o« ARTE_EAg T AT . FEE ORI A ERAY B 1 AT
TRVRAEEAME . LIRS ME e 7, Bkt — 12 2B EMEN,
TR T 20 KRR, BARHAR AAEABAT O BLIFARE R R, b IR R
7.

The doctrine of justification enables—compels—the church to say, “Your sins
are forgiven. God no longer holds your sins against you. You are righteous before
God. Christ has paid for all of your sins, whether you believe it or not. God has
reconciled you to himself, no matter how great a sinner you are, no matter how
many and how great the sins you have committed. Though others cannot find it in
their hearts to forgive you, God forgives you.”
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That is the comforting invitation of the gospel. It is a message that begs to be
believed. It is the message with which we may comfort contrite sinners. It is the

message with which we ourselves may be comforted. If Christ died for all, he died
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also for me. If God has declared all sinners righteous, | have been declared righteous

before God.

EE EREN T TR A RIR The gospel also effects what

it offers
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What the gospel offers the gospel also effects. The above statements, as true
and comforting as they are—pure gospel—are unbelievable to natural man. Tell a
man he must live a better life, follow the Golden Rule, make a pilgrimage, build a
shrine, become a boy scout, join a lodge in order to be saved, and man will believe it,
at least for a while. Tell a man that he is righteous before God because of what
someone else did, that Christ has paid for his sins, that salvation is a free gift from
God, and man shakes his head in disbelief. He thinks the gospel is too good, too easy,
to be true. The gospel remains for sinners foolishness and a stumbling block.
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The fault is not with the gospel. The fault is with sinful man. His heart is blinded,
rebellious, opposed to the gospel. “The sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not
submit to God’s law, nor can it do so” (Romans 8:7).
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The root cause is original sin, sometimes called birth sin or inherited sin. It is the
sinful condition that has been passed down upon all people. David lamented, “Surely
| was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:5). The
heart of natural man is without a trace of the original righteousness that Adam and
Eve possessed. It is filled with evil desire, which was already evident in the heart of
Cain, who was envious of his brother Abel, pretended friendship while he plotted
death, and rose up and killed him. Evil desires, lawlessness, hostility toward
God—such is the human condition; such is the heart of every human being.
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According to God’s abundant grace, that which the gospel offers and gives, it
also effects. What is unbelievable to natural man the gospel itself works within the
human heart. The apostle Paul spoke not only by inspiration, but also by personal
experience when he wrote, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power
of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).
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Before his conversion, Saul, the persecutor of Christians, was full of hostility
against the cross of Christ. He looked down with contempt upon everything for
which the cross of Christ stands. On the way to Damascus to persecute Christians

there, the risen Christ personally appeared to Saul. Having confronted him with his
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sin, the Lord, through his servant Ananias, also comforted Saul with the gospel. By
the power of the gospel Saul, the persecutor, became Paul, the Christian and an
ambassador of the cross of Christ.
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The gospel has demonstrated such power countless times. The faith found in

Ol

the heart of every Christian is proof. In fact, the message of the gospel, which offers
forgiveness through Christ, is never without power to effect what it offers. Yes, a
person may reject what the gospel offers. God does not force anyone to believe. God
does not convert anyone against his or her will. But God seeks to make the unwilling
willing. When anyone rejects the gospel, the fault does not lie with God. “God our
Savior . . . wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1
Timothy 2:3,4). The fault is not to be found in the gospel. The inspired apostle had
the gospel specifically in mind when he wrote, “For you have been born again, not of
perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God”
(1 Peter 1:23). The gospel has life; the gospel is life; the gospel is never without
life-giving power.
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What the gospel offers the gospel effects, even when the gospel offer is in the
form of a command or a conditional promise. God is so earnest that a person believe
and be saved that he even commands faith: “And this is his command: to believe in
the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us” (1
John 3:23). Even that faith is not the result of anyone’s decision or effort, but the
work of the Holy Spirit through the power of the gospel.
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The same must be said of those passages where we find a condition, such as “If
you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9). The condition is not
causal, because you believe. It does not call for or allow cooperation on the part of
man, who is spiritually dead. The conditional particle “if” is consequential in the
sense that believing in Christ and salvation go together. Faith is the God-created
hand that receives the completed salvation that Christ won on the cross and offers

and gives to us in the gospel.

bR = BN HEE Let the gospel be gospel
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A correct understanding of the nature of the gospel is absolutely necessary fora

proper use of the gospel. The gospel is good news in every way. The gospel offers
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forgiveness of sins and eternal salvation as an unconditional gift of God’s grace.
What the gospel offers it alone effects. The law has no part in this; it is removed
completely from the picture. The human heart does not cooperate in the least in
coming to faith. To allow for the sinner’s cooperation or decision is to reintroduce
law into the picture. For the law says what man must do. Any mixing of the law and
the gospel causes doubt and leads to uncertainty concerning salvation.
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If we must let the law be law in order to bring man to admit and confess his sin
and despair of any righteousness within himself, then we must also let the gospel be
gospel to remove all doubt from people’s hearts. The latter is as important as the
former. Failure to do the latter is even more harmful to a person’s spiritual
well-being than the former.
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A common violation of the gospel is to misunderstand the statements of
Scripture that command faith or use the conditional promise (mentioned above). It
has resulted in what today is called decision theology. Decision theology proclaims a
real gospel, forgiveness through the cross of Christ, but then calls for a decision on
the part of the hearer to accept Christ. The offer of the gospel is left intact, butthe

effect is changed. The hearer becomes part of the cause for faith. Law has been
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introduced. The gospel has been compromised. You are left to ride upon a raging sea
of doubt. Did | or didn’t I? Did | make a decision for Christ? Did | do my part in my
conversion? Was | sincere in making that decision? Were my motives pure? The only
antidote for doubt is a gospel that both offers and effects forgiveness and faith
purely according to God’s grace in Christ.
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Consider some other statements that are all too common as they mix law with
the gospel. “God will forgive you if you promise never to do that again.” Note that
the promise of forgiveness is no longer unconditional. Forgiveness becomes
dependent upon me, my good intention, my conduct. But | don’t know if | can avoid
doing “that” again. Past weakness suggests | will lapse into the same sin again, or a
similar one. Where is the forgiveness? Where is the comfort? The gospel has been
robbed of its comfort. Or consider this: “Committed Christians will be saved.” What
is a “committed” Christian? The very word suggests that | must reach a certain level
of faith and good works in order to be sure of salvation. At the very least the word
distracts from the gospel’s free promise of forgiveness.
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The above statements are subtle. More obvious is the statement “God forgives

good people” or “Those who live right will be saved.” But obvious or subtle/ the
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gospel is violated. Forgiveness becomes conditional; my salvation becomes
dependent upon my right conduct, my strength of faith, my good intention. What is
conditional, a little or a lot, is beset with doubt—about faith, about forgiveness,
about death’s final outcome.
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Bad news—good news! Let the law be law and the gospel be gospel. Just as the
law is to be used to terrify the comfortable, the gospel is to be used to comfort the
afflicted. When the law has done its work, by leading a person to realize how utterly
sinful he is and by working in his heart sorrow over sin, so that the person despairs
of any righteousness of self, then the gospel must be applied. The gospel must be
preached in all of its sweetness, no strings attached and without delay.
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To contrite sinners the gospel says, “Your sins are forgiven.”
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To Christians, no matter how weak or frail faith may be at any given moment,
the gospel says, “You are God’s child and an heir of everlasting life.” Good news

overrules the bad news. Such is the nature of the gospel.
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Our study of law and gospel, the two great doctrines of the Bible, falls directly in
line with God’s will for our lives and the lives of all. “The Lord is not slow in keeping
his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting
anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Though
salvation, according to God’s grace, is something the Christian wants, it is first of all,
and above all, something that God wants for us and for all others. That thought is
all-important for our study of law and gospel, namely, their purpose and God’s
intended use of them for our lives.
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The proper use of law and gospel begins with salvation itself. God planned the
way he would save us. He announced his plan immediately after the fall into sin: he
would send a Savior. God determined the time, the place, and the manner in which
he would carry out his saving plan. For thousands of years God unfolded that plan
before the lives of his people. At Calvary and at the empty, open tomb, God brought
his plan to completion.
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God, who planned the world’s salvation, has also determined the means by
which we may come to know and believe in Christ. We may call it the second great
way in which God intervenes in our lives. God intervened, first of all, when he sent
his Son to be the sinner’s substitute. We praise God for acting in such mercy and
grace, but we cannot of our own thinking or choosing believe in Christ or come to
him, as Luther writes in his explanation of the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed.
Therefore God intervenes a second time by sending his Holy Spirit to work faith in
the hearts of sinners. “No one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be
cursed,” and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians
12:3).
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All important for our discussion of law and gospel is the means by which God
has determined to do this. We may not presume to say how God can or should work
in the heart. Certainly the Holy Spirit could work faith without means, if he so chose.
Or he could use any means he wanted. However, God has chosen definite means.
We call them the means of grace. They are called means of grace because they are
the means—the channels or instruments—by which God showers upon sinners his
grace, his undeserved love. The means of grace by which God channels or brings his
grace to us are the gospel in the Word and the sacraments, Baptism and the Lord’s

Supper.
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Ordinarily we would be properly understood by simply saying the Word and the
sacraments. For our discussion of law and gospel, however, we need to be more
specific. We say that the means of grace is the gospel in the Word. Though the law is
also part of God’s Word, it is not the means by which the Holy Spirit works faith in

people’s hearts.

BYENEE T4 AF) L Law prepares hearts for the gospel

AR EER . BARXNINEE, T Ea s, s g T e R
T —— PR R B —— 2 DA BEHER R I KRB L —, XA T
FARSEIRN . “DPUONEHEARZE NN (¥ 3:200 .

The law is important. The message of bad news is necessary for doing the work
God has given to his church for the salvation of souls. The law is not called one of the
two great doctrines or teachings of the Bible for nothing. “Through the law we
become conscious of sin” (Romans 3:20).
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The law is not lacking in divine power. The people of Israel were not unaffected
when God spoke the law to them from Mount Sinai (Exodus 20). But it was a reaction
of fear and trembling. They begged Moses to go and speak to God for them, but not
to let God speak to them directly anymore. For the power of the law is to condemn
and kill (2 Corinthians 3:6-9). Therein lies the importance of the law. The nature/of

the law is to prepare the way for the gospel. The law works sorrow over sin. It
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exposes self-righteousness. It causes a person to despair of his own worth and
goodness for salvation. The law is necessary. Without it, the gospel will fall on deaf
ears. Jesus also preached the law, though that part of his ministry was preparatory

for preaching the gospel.

B AR E Gospel is the means of grace
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The law is important, but it is not a means of grace. Only the gospel in God’s
Word and in the sacraments is properly the means of grace, the means by which the
Holy Spirit works faith in the hearts of contrite sinners. The nature of the gospel is
both to offer and to effect faith, which is the very point made in the previous chapter.
What the gospel offers it also effects.
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The apostle Paul sets law and gospel in bold contrast when he writes, “Is the
law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Absolutely not! For if a law had
been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by
the law. But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that
what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to
those who believe” (Galatians 3:21,22). The law cannot give life. If it could, the
gospel would be unnecessary. The promises of the gospel do what the law was

unable to do. The gospel effects faith in Jesus Christ unto life everlasting.

Tt IH 2138 23574 Both 0ld and New Testaments
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The gospel in the Word is the means of grace. That is true of both the Old
Testament and the New Testament of our Bible. Some have entertained the false
notion that the law was stricter in the Old Testament or that the gospel in the New
Testament is sweeter. Others have even imagined that the Old Testament is all law
and the New Testament is all gospel. The fact is that both the Old and the New
Testaments speak of Christ. Both teach Christ as the way to salvation (Isaiah 42:1-9;
Acts 10:43). Both proclaim him as the holy one (Psalm 16:10; Acts 3:14). Both speak
of his passion, his great suffering, his death and burial (Isaiah 53; Matthew 26,27),
and also of his resurrection from the dead (Job 19:25-27; Matthew 28). Both call for
faith in Christ for salvation (Genesis 15:6; Acts 16:30,31). And yes, it is the same Holy
Spirit mentioned on the pages of both testaments who works faith and enables the
sinner to believe in Christ and come to him (Psalm 51:10-12; 1 Corinthians 12:3).
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It is not that we can’t find some differences between the gospel in the two
testaments. But the difference is only in the form, not in the substance, purpose, or
effect. In the Old Testament the gospel is in the form of prophecy and promise,
pointing ahead to the Christ who was still to come: “All the prophets testify about

him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name/”
75



(Acts 10:43). In the Old Testament Christ is often prefigured in ceremonies
(Colossians 2:16,17).
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Inseparably bound to this difference of form is also the difference in clearness,
manner, and degree in which the gospel promises were given in the Old Testament.
Only believers who lived later in Old Testament times knew all the details concerning
the time and place of Christ’s coming and the nature of his person and work, which
God revealed through later prophets. For example, believers who lived during the
days of Isaiah knew details about the Messiah not yet revealed by God during the
days of Moses.
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However, all Old Testament believers knew about the Seed of the woman who
would come to destroy Satan’s power (Genesis 3:15). All had the forgiveness of sins
and sure hope of eternal life through faith in the one who was promised to Adam
and Eve. Throughout the Old Testament there was one Lord, one Savior, one gospel,

one faith, and one way to eternal life.
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The gospel in God’s Word, Old and New Testaments, is the means of grace by
which the Holy Spirit works in the heart. This Word of God may come to a person in
various ways. A familiar way is the Word that is spoken, preached, and taught, as in
worship services and Christian instruction. “Faith comes from hearing the message,
and the message is heard through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).
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Another way in which Christians have enjoyed the blessings of the gospel is by
reading the written Word. “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John
20:31).
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The gospel may even be expressed in symbols that God has recorded for us in
his Word. Jesus drew the attention of Nicodemus, the Pharisee who came to Jesus
by night, to such a symbol: “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the
Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal
life” (John 3:14,15). For New Testament Christians the cross remains a treasured
symbol that reminds us of the forgiveness that Christ earned for us and offers to us
in the gospel.
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The believing child of God may also enjoy the influence of the Holy Spirit upon

the heart as he or she meditates upon the Word that has been learned and
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committed to memory, as did Mary, who “treasured up all these things and

pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19).

%4l The sacraments
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The gospel in God’s Word, both Old and New Testaments, is the means of grace.
God, who is abundantly rich in mercy and grace, has also from time to time given
religious rites by which he has wanted to convey spiritual blessings individually to
sinners. In the Old Testament God gave various rites and ceremonies by which he
conveyed his grace to his people. Of particular note are the rites of circumcision
given in the day of Abraham (Genesis 17) and the Passover given when Moses led
the Children of Israel out of Egypt (Exodus 12).
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In the New Testament God has given two rites or sacred acts by which he
promises to grant priceless spiritual blessings to sinners, Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper. We know them as sacraments. A sacrament is a sacred act in which Christ
tells his church to use earthly elements (water, bread and wine) together with God’s
Word, and through which he offers, gives, and seals the forgiveness of sins, and thus
also life and salvation. Specifically, a sacrament is the gospel promise in the Word
connected with the earthly elements that effects forgiveness and faith.
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Indeed, the sacraments are pure gospel. In Baptism the Lord Jesus washes away
all sin. Baptism serves as a sacrament for life, daily assuring me that | am a child of
God. | bear the name of the triune God and belong to him. In the Lord’s Supper Jesus
gives Christians his body and blood for the remission of sins. He invites us to come to
his Supper, again and again.
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These free and priceless blessings are denied in Reformed and Roman Catholic
theologies. Reformed theology turns the sacraments into duties or “ordinances” that
the Christian ought to do, rather than fountains of pure and boundless grace. Roman
Catholic theology limits the forgiveness offered in Baptism to original sin and
personal sins committed before Baptism is administered. It turns the Lord’s Supper
into a sacrifice for sin. In this way the Lord’s Supper becomes a work that man (the

priest) performs rather than a gift of God’s grace that man receives.

£512 Conclusion
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God’s holy Word and sacraments are precious for the rich gospel that they
contain and offer and for the blessings that they effect upon the heart. By them God
accomplishes his noble purpose for our lives—salvation and eternal life with him in
heaven. Both law and gospel are necessary in God’s great economy. But only the

gospel is properly the means of grace.
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In the first five chapters our attention was divided equally, for the most part,
between law and gospel. We expressed concerns about violations of both. It is vital
that we let the law be law and the gospel be gospel. We have not tried to say which
is worse—uviolation of law or the violation of the gospel. Both are God’s Word.
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Based on our study of the means of grace in the previous chapter, we would
have to say that a violation of the gospel is the more serious offense. But it is not a
point we want to stress, lest anyone conclude that a violation of the law is a minor
matter. The fact is, any violation against the law is also a violation against the gospel.
Because law and gospel are so inseparably bound together and necessary in carrying
out God’s will for man’s salvation, it is inevitable that a violation against one is a
violation against the other.
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It should come as no surprise that in the history of the church Satan has waged
some of his most subtle attacks against the gospel by deceiving people concerning

Scripture’s teaching of the law. In the following chapters we will give most of-our
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attention to the law, but always in the interest of the gospel, which “is the power of

God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).

Ht R LI The law is God’s
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There is a general rule that what one person establishes another person does
not have the right to take away. And when someone removes what he himself has
established, another may not impose it on others. When a kind and loving father
makes a rule in the interest of his family, no child has a right to ignore or change it.
And if the same father removes what he had imposed, no child may presume to
impose it on another.
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In this chapter we will discuss the abrogation—the abolishing or taking
away—of God’s law. The general rule just mentioned is absolute. What God has
established—his law—no mortal may dare to change or remove. But if God himself

has abrogated his law, no one has any right to reimpose any part of it upon another.

FEVERI B The establishment of the law
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Often Christians associate God’s establishment of law with Mount Sinai. It is not
wrong for them to do so, but they may miss a very important point. What happened
at Mount Sinai was an extraordinary event, but it was not the beginning of the law.
God established his law from the beginning. What God established at creation is
commonly referred to as natural law. From the first week of creation, it was wrong
to murder, steal, lie, covet, etc. From the beginning it was God’s will that man love
God above all things and love his fellowman as himself.
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This law was not written down on a sheet of paper or contained in a scroll. It
was written within the heart of man. What the psalmist later said about the
righteous man certainly was the case with Adam and Eve: “The mouth of the
righteous man utters wisdom, and his tongue speaks what is just. The law of his God
is in his heart; his feet do not slip” (Psalm 37:30,31).
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Before Adam sinned, he understood God’s will perfectly. Without exception, he
willed what God willed. Even after man sinned, God’s law remained in effect. But
now man no longer had a perfect knowledge of God and his law. He no longer willed
what God willed. His knowledge of God’s law was blurred. It was like looking through
a piece of glass that has been burned in a fire. But man still had the law that God has
placed in the heart at creation.

REFENE, VL, B kG M ERE (200 o XEEAETIR
W EFERG T N R, DLES), bag kiR . 5 Ee I bR oy B
VEERVE DO 252 . B EIEIRATIAE T SR E R R, . R BT (E

82



UT I S B B SRR 4 T IR o BUE LS 11, s AT & 9
FENC BRI . B2, T Bt NIEEAT NS B A&, HillikaR 2k
EAIEAPSELR

At Mount Sinai many years later, God gave his law a second time (Exodus 20).
The law given at Mount Sinai was given directly to a single nation, Israel, God’s
chosen nation. It is sometimes called the Mosaic law code or covenant. It contained
what we know as the moral law, the Ten Commandments. The moral law is a
comprehensive restatement of those things contained in the natural law given at
creation. Now Israel had in writing those precepts that God had revealed in man’s
heart from the beginning. To this day the Ten Commandments remain the most
comprehensive summary of God’s holy will for man’s ethical conduct.
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The Mosaic law code also contained laws for Israel’s worship and government.
We commonly refer to these laws as ceremonial and civil laws. The ceremonial laws
regulated Israel’s religious activity. There were regulations for the people’s sanctuary,
the tabernacle, including its construction in every detail. There were laws that
governed sacrifice and other aspects of public worship. Major festival days
prescribed by the law included the Passover, the Day of Atonement, and the Feast of
Unleavened Bread. God established the tribe of Levi to serve at the sanctuary and
later the temple. The family of Aaron was set aside for the priestly office, and Aaron
was the first high priest.
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With the civil law code, God governed the daily life of his people. Israel was a
theocracy. God had promised Abraham that he would make of him a great nation.
Most importantly, God promised that from Abraham’s descendants he would raise
up a Savior. When Abraham’s descendants had grown into a great nation during the
430-year stay in Egypt, God brought them out to give them the land of Canaan,
which had been promised to Abraham. Before leading them into Canaan, God gave
them rules by which to live, the civil law. There were laws governing relationships,
such as those between husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and
slaves, and even strangers. There were property laws, which included laws on debts,
inheritance, and the ownership of land. Judicial laws were extensive, covering a wide
variety of offenses, minor and major crimes, along with prescribed punishments,
including capital punishment.
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While all nations had God’s moral law according to the natural law written in
people’s hearts (Romans 2:12-16), the Mosaic law code, as such, was given to the
Israelites and was binding only upon them. All the parts of the law had the distinct
purpose of keeping Israel as a separate nation, set apart from all other nations, until
God would fulfill his promise to send a Savior. The ceremonial law added richly to
Israel’s worship life. It included many things that reminded the people of the Savior
who was to come. Each ceremonial law in a special way was a shadow of Christ

(Colossians 2:16,17).
84



FEFEVU AR RO B, SR L AR TE A S B A/ — i . S =Sl 2
XFUH — DT “Hid& 2B H, SFREH. 7 ZEHERERE . XK
MU EAE, fIREEE, B RN 0 R, @ L, mass)
WEAIH T BRERYG, P75 H B4 fg AAR BB oK, FREEIRIT1F % 5
PO BRAGRE, ARMI MY, M, R, TRITH O R b3 25
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In the Mosaic law code, certain ceremonial laws were tied very closely to the
moral law. The Third Commandment is a good example of this: “Remember the
Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” Sabbath means rest. For Christians today, according
to the moral law, every day is to be a day of rest for the soul through the use of
God’s Word. Jesus said: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and |
will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28,29).
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For Israel of the Old Testament, the Third Commandment was not only a
reminder of the eternal rest that would be theirs through the Messiah, but it was
also a prescribed rest from work. Every seventh day was a day of rest. No physical

work could be done on the Sabbath.

fffr5€ T Mission accomplished
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For about 1,500 years the Mosaic law code was in effect. Through that law God
strictly governed the lives of his people. Sacrifices were carried out routinely and

meticulously in the appointed worship place. Israel was kept as a separate nation,
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Even during the days of foreign rule and captivity, Israel was kept as a people set
apart, set apart for God’s purpose, to fulfill his plan for man’s salvation.
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“But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born
under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons”
(Galatians 4:4,5). The time the apostle speaks of is the birth and life of the Messiah.
It was the time that had been foretold by the prophets and for which they with one
voice prepared the people:
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“The time is coming,” declares the LORD, “when | will make a new covenant with
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant |
made with their forefathers when | took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt,
because they broke my covenant, though | was a husband to them,” declares the
LORD. “This is the covenant | will make with the house of Israel after that time,”
declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. | will
be their God, and they will be my people. No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or
a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the
least of them to the greatest,” declares the LORD. “For | will forgive their wickedness

and will remember their sins no more” (Jeremiah 31:31-34).
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Jeremiah spoke of the day of a new covenant or arrangement. The old Mosaic
covenant would come to an end, and all of God’s people would live under a new
covenant, a covenant of full and free forgiveness, the covenant of the gospel.
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Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God, ushered in the new covenant. With the
fulfillment of his Messianic work—keeping the law and suffering and dying as the
substitute for sinners—the Mosaic covenant came to an end. The end was
announced in a most dramatic fashion. When Christ bowed his head and gave up his
spirit on the cross on Good Friday afternoon, the curtain in the temple was torn in
two from top to bottom. This curtain hid the Most Holy Place from the eyes of the
people. For centuries only the high priest had been allowed to set eyes on the ark of
the covenant, which was placed there. He entered once a year to sprinkle the blood
of atonement on the cover of the ark. On Good Friday, the Day of Atonement and all
other Old Testament sacrifices and festival celebrations came to an end as a part of
God’s will for his people.
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What was made known to the people in a visible way on the day of the Savior’s

death through the tearing of the temple curtain was plainly stated by the inspired
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apostle: “Do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a
religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of
the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.” (Colossians
2:16,17). Before Christ came, the shadow of his coming, the Mosaic law covenant,
was important. But when the real thing (Christ) had come, the shadow was no longer
important. It had served its purpose.
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God, who had established the Mosaic law covenant, abrogated what he had
established. In the New Testament there are no laws concerning sacrifices and
festivals; no priestly order; no rules on eating and drinking, on washing and
purification.
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Even the Ten Commandments, in their specific Old Testament wording, have
been abrogated. We specify “in their specific wording,” because when God gave the
commandments to Israel at Sinai, he included ceremonial elements (Third
Commandment, Exodus 20:8) and temporal promises that applied only to Old
Testament Israel (Fourth Commandment, Exodus 20:12). The New Testament clearly
says that the law as God gave it to Moses is no longer in effect (Colossians 2:16,17;

Galatians 3:23-25).

P19 ) Law in the New Testament

HL b, BATIRRR T TE BEVEARE AL, B AR R G (R 205 R T,
SR, XIFARRAE, SRIANIKRE T b iiE . IR A 200 5 2R
A, AR I E WA 3 8 T A R AL A — DR
BAR AN 2 AR g A, T2 22 B SRR B 2 b 1 8 B . [R] JE,
TR AR NBER L R E I, BRSBTS L BN B A A

88



[ (1) 7 ) A R BT (2 13:8-10; K 19:8) o fEERSRIE L=l (K 5-7) H1,
HRBRIR B SC T WA #FR. BIAS. &BE. HE. A FA. #E. UE. HhE
W NSE T8, FAT R BRI 200 H AR TE A N« BEE AT A2
SCHIBE L, FATIIF A TR BRI A CFELE B AR B dr . J TR EA TR BT
Xf AR B AT ) el A, R EE PR S IR B I R . Rz, AT
HIFEBAE, RS REAATBCF BN, WRARE A AR 21K B -8

The fact that God abrogated the entire Mosaic law code, including the Ten
Commandments in their specific Old Testament wording, does not mean, however,
that people today are without God’s moral law. The natural law, which had been in
effect since the beginning, has not been abrogated; it remains in effect. Nor is the
law revealed in the New Testament a new law. It is not a new law adapted for New
Testament times, but the ancient natural law as the New Testament reveals it. For
this reason the basic content of the Ten Commandments is repeated in the New
Testament, though not always in the same words or in the same order in which God
gave it at Mount Sinai (Romans 13:8-10; Matthew 19:8). Repeatedly in Jesus’ Sermon
on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) we find New Testament applications of the natural
moral law. Jesus spoke on the subject of murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge,
enemies, the poor, prayer, riches, worry, judging others, etc. As we read through our
New Testament Scriptures, we do not find any commandments that are not
contained in the natural law. Nor do we find any finer summary of the natural law
than the law revealed in the Ten Commandments as recorded by Moses. For this
reason we New Testament Christians still make use of the Ten Commandments from
the Old Testament when teaching the moral law to people today.
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Man is not without law; he is still under law. Nor is the Christian without law,
though the Christian is no longer under law. This will be our topic of study in the next

chapter.

% Conclusion
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God’s establishment of the law, the abrogation of the Mosaic law code, and law
in the New Testament have many applications. In following chapters we will need to
speak of Christian liberty, antinomianism (opposition to law), the so-called third use
of the law, and good works. What we have studied in this chapter is vital for those
discussions.
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For the time being we will make a single application. Since God himself
abrogated what he established in the Mosaic law code, it is vital that we do not let
anyone reestablish what God has made obsolete or make laws that are not revealed
as law in the New Testament Scriptures.
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In earliest New Testament times, the importance of circumcision was hotly
debated among Jewish Christians. Some, called Judaizers, wanted to force Christians
back under Old Testament laws that God had abolished. Today debate may involve
eating and drinking, observance of certain days or festivals, Bible translations, or
outward forms and orders of worship. We cannot impose laws that God may have
established but later abrogated. We cannot make laws that God has not revealed in
the New Testament to be law. Nor are there any laws in the New Testament that are

not rooted in the natural law.
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At risk is the gospel itself. To impose laws that God has not imposed leads to
one of two things. It says that observance of the law is necessary for salvation or that
the gospel is not sufficient for salvation. The two are two sides of the same coin,
positively and negatively stated. Both fail to let the gospel be gospel. Both lead to

doubt and despair.
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One of life’s greatest treasures has to be a person’s freedom. “l am free.” It
sounds so simple, so matter-of-fact. For anyone who has never known anything but
freedom, that may just be how it is—simple and matter-of-fact. Undoubtedly,
freedom is something most of us take for granted.

ERX TR g 2R LS e N, HHE DRSNS W R GH M
MRE— N ARG 2R LB, JFEFEEE, AREIENSE S H B EWEH
4o “HEHT!

But for the person who has lost it, freedom becomes a real prize: “Oh, to be
free!” It may be that a person must lose freedom and later regain it to really
appreciate what it means to be free. “I am free!”
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Which is worse, not to have freedom, or to take one’s freedom for granted? The
guestion is moot. Neither is good, even in purely temporal matters. Here we are
discussing spiritual things. We are concerned about what we call our Christian liberty.
It is urgent that Christians value the freedom they have in Christ and do not let

anyone take it from them.

FEESAREFEK A The Christian is a new creation
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We were not always free. We were held in bondage under the law. The law
found us out—guilty of sin against God. The law held us as prisoners under
condemnation. We could do nothing to gain our freedom (Galatians 3:22,23).
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But God has granted us our freedom. Christians are not what they once were,
but what God has made them. They are a new creation: “Therefore, if anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians
5:17). Holy Scripture repeatedly refers to Christians as saints, people who have been
made holy: “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe
yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience”
(Colossians 3:12).
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Christians are holy people, God’s chosen ones, his dear children, and heirs of
eternal life: “Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs
with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his
glory” (Romans 8:17). New creation, holy, chosen people, children, heirs—any way
you put it, the Christian is a free citizen in God’s kingdom, with full rights, not under
condemnation, not under the law.
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The newfound liberty that the Christian rightly claims as his or her own comes
only through faith in Christ. The Christian is completely free from the condemnation
of the law. “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for
everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4). The apostle Paul echoes the very words the
Savior spoke to the people of Jerusalem: “If you hold to my teaching, you are really
my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John
8:31,32). And this is exactly what John announced concerning Christ in his first
chapter: “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus

Christ” (verse 17).
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The freedom from the curse of the law that Christians enjoy has been given to
them through the gospel. The gospel proclaims righteousness through Christ: “For all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:23,24). The gospel
promises forgiveness through the merits of Christ. What the gospel promises it also

effects. In Christ we are free.

HEB4ESESKEH T The Christian is completely free
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According to the grace of a merciful God, the Christian is free—free from the
threats of the law. Note carefully who has to fear the law and feel its threats—the
lawbreakers, and not the righteous: “We also know that law is made not for the
righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and
irreligious” (1 Timothy 1:9).
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Who are the lawbreakers? They are not only the worst criminals and outcasts of
society, the ones who languish deservedly behind prison doors. All people are
sinners, lawbreakers, those who must feel the threats of God’s law.
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The righteous are those who are in Christ—believers in Christ. The
righteousness they possess is not their own. It is Christ’s. Christ’s righteousness has
been credited to their account. God no longer sees the Christian as a lawbreaker but
as one who has kept the law perfectly. For the Christian—inasmuch as he or she is a
Christian, a saint—the law holds no terrors. True, the Christian is a sinner-saint. At
the same time that we are saints, we are also sinners. We still have our sinful nature.
And therefore we are not without law. We will need to address that matter at length
in the next two chapters.
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As one who is free in Christ, the Christian has overcome the fear of death and
the grave. Death is our lot, but death is not our end. “Christ Jesus . . . has destroyed
death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Timothy
1:10). Instead of speaking in whispers about death or living in dread of the Last Day,
the Christian is able to say loudly and boldly, ““Where, O death, is your victory?
Where, O death, is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the
law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1
Corinthians 15:55-57).
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As one who is free in Christ, the Christian has overcome the consciousness of

=

God’s wrath against sin. God still hates sin; God still hates sinners. Such is the terror
of the law. But the Christian is in Christ. We are free from the curse of the law and no
longer under wrath.
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If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but
gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all
things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God
who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who
was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us (Romans

8:31-34).
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Christians have enemies, fierce enemies. Satan and an evil world attack and
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accuse us. They may even accuse us of sinning. And they are right. We do sin, more
often than we know. But the gospel assures us that we are God’s, his elect in Christ.
Christ is our great defender. He who died and rose for sinners pleads for us before
God. He insists we are redeemed, restored, forgiven, free!
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As one who is free in Christ, the Christian is free from the inborn human opinion
and mind-set that believes one must do something or prove oneself worthy of God’s
favor in order to be saved. Martin Luther lived his early life under that opinion. It is
what the church of his day taught the people. Luther was convinced he must prove
himself worthy before God. For that reason he entered the monastery, where he
performed the most menial tasks, hoping to do what was necessary for forgiveness.
Driven by the innate opinion of salvation through human worth and human works,
Luther tormented himself to the point of death.
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In Christ Christians are free from such human opinion. The gospel assures us we
are free men and women in Christ, by God’s boundless grace. As people who are free
in Christ, Christians are the envy of many. Christians know a joy and contentment
that the world will never understand. They have the enjoyment of all spiritual
blessings in Christ. Knowing Christ, we count ourselves rich beyond measure. By faith
we possess the treasure that was hidden in the field (Matthew 13:44) and the pearl
of great price (Matthew 13:45). For through faith we have forgiveness of all sins,
peace with God, comfort in tribulations, confidence to pray, and the hope of heaven.
Spiritually rich Christians also have an appreciation for God’s temporal blessings and
are able to be content in whatever state we find ourselves in the course of life

(Philippians 4:11).

AEBRAFREEMEKEHE Don’'t give up your Christian

freedom
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As ones who are free in Christ, Christians will not let anyone place them back
under the law—neither its force or coercion, much less its threats. For that reason
Scripture urges Christians again and again not to let anyone take away their Christian

liberty. When Judaizers were insisting that Christians must be circumcised in ordef to
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be saved, Paul warned, “You who are trying to be justified by law have been
alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace” (Galatians 5:4). As for the
Christians in the Galatian congregations, Paul encouraged, “It is for freedom that
Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again
by a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1).
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Of earlier attempts to place Christians back under the law, none was so obvious
as the matter of circumcision. That was two thousand years ago. With good
intentions people still try to place us back under the law again when they say to us
that we must do this or do that in order to be a good Christian. Or we are made to
feel the pressure of the law when someone says that a good Christian is always this
way and never like that, is always content and never complains, is always happy and
never afraid, etc. Such statements offer no comfort or hope for troubled hearts.
They turn the Christian to himself, to his own conduct or his feelings, instead of to
Christ and what Christ has done for our salvation. They use the law instead of the
gospel.
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Christians allow themselves to be robbed of their Christian liberty if matters of
adiaphora become rules or law. An adiaphoron is something that God has neither
forbidden or commanded. God has made no rule on days or forms of worship .@and

religious festivals in the New Testament. They are matters of adiaphora. To 'say
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Christians must observe a certain day or festival or follow a prescribed form of

worship is to rob us of our Christian liberty (Colossians 2:16,17).

B R B HA 2B AT E Christian liberty not a license

to sin
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Christians are free, not under law. They are holy, blameless, God’s dear children,
and heirs of heaven according to God’s grace. There is nothing that law (God’s or
man’s) may require of them in order to gain or be sure of God’s favor. The law holds
no threats for them. The law must not be used to force or even pressure them in
their new life in Christ.

—EEANS YL, CRUTERIRLF, REARMIR ARG 7 AR R EE AR
B IR AR AR Ry o B B —— AR R e e - B A Db AT
LR AR B2 BT 1, REEAE B BB 2 ORIV ATE. BT
JIRISEIE, EOTENAR B, SEEE N A R R ER B A A R S A B RS
SEEAEM AT, oA AT, A Ed.

Some will say, “That sounds good, but it just can’t be that easy.” They treat the
matter of Christian liberty in the same way they treat the doctrine of divine
grace—too good to be true. Or at least they insist, as the church in Luther’s day
taught, that the teaching of Christian liberty becomes a license to sin. Take away the
pressure, the coercion, the threat of the law, and the Christian’s life will soon lapse
into every kind of sin and evil. Christians will end up living little differently from the
way in which the world lives.
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Christians do not see their freedom in Christ as any kind of license to sin. As
God’s new creation they desire to do the Father’s will. True, because of their old
Adam, the sinful nature, Christians are not always successful in doing God’s will. But
their delight is in the law of the Lord (Psalm 1:2). Sin is not something Christians
want to do (Romans 7:14-23); it is something they deplore. They hate the very
thought of sinning. When they became Christ’s, they died to sin. “What shall we say,
then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to
sin; how can we live in it any longer?” (Romans 6:1,2). Christians have a much higher
motive than the law to live a Christian life, and that is the gospel. Christians live for
Christ, who died for them. They live to please their Lord and Savior.
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Nor does Christian liberty become a license to disobey government or others in
authority. Human laws and ordinances cannot be made necessary for salvation. Yet,
Christians will obey the laws of government because the government is an authority
that God has placed over them in order to bless them. The Lord Jesus set an example
of what the Christian’s attitude and response to government will be when he paid
the temple tax even though in reality he was not obligated to do so (Matthew

17:27).
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Nor will the Christian’s freedom in Christ allow him or her to be inconsiderate of
the feelings of others. The feelings of others are always a top priority. As servants of
Christ and therefore also servants to their fellowman, Christians are highly sensitive
to the rights and feelings of others. As long as it is not a case of someone trying to
rob them of their Christian liberty, they will forego themselves in favor of others: “Be
devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves”
(Romans 12:10).
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Christians will especially be on guard that they do not cause anyone else to go
against his or her own conscience. In matters of adiaphora, Christians are free to act.
However, another person’s conscience may not be clear that a certain thing is an
adiaphoron. For example, touring the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City, Utah, is
an adiaphoron. Another Christian’s conscience may be unsure that it is not wrong to
go into a heathen shrine. The Christian who has no doubt that this a matter of
adiaphora will be willing to forego his Christian liberty, lest his example cause

another to go against his or her conscience and thus to sin (1 Corinthians 8).

BN E HAERE LSRR /) Christian liberty and a

strenuous effort in sanctification
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Christians will not allow their freedom in Christ to be a license to sin or to cause
anyone else to sin. To the contrary, their Christian liberty is a powerful factor in their
life of sanctification. The explanation of the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed
says it all: “[Christ] has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, purchased
and won me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold
or silver but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and death.
All this he did that | should be his own, and live under him in his kingdom, and serve
him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he has risen
from death and lives and rules eternally” (Luther’s Small Catechism).
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Living for Christ the Redeemer, serving him, growing in faith and love is not
something Christians have to do, as if forced against their will. It is what Christians
want to do. Their entire life is a striving to grow in faith and produce fruits of faith.
Their entire life is a putting on of “the new self, created to be like God in true
righteousness and holiness” (Ephesians 4:24). The gospel, not the law, is the

motivation for the entire Christian life.

FEEFEEIERE AR A The Christian’s real life is hidden
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Christians are children of God. Membership in God’s kingdom is not something
still beyond their grasp or somewhere in the future. It is theirs here and now. They
have the full rights of children. They are heirs of heaven and eternal glory. They live
to serve their Savior-God, and delight in doing so.
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All this, however, is hidden from the world. Instead of the faith, love, peace,
hope, joy, and contentment that fills the Christian heart, the world often focuses on
the difficulties and troubles that the Christian also experiences in this life. At times
the Christian may seem to experience more of this life’s problems, and so it often is.
While Christians know that God uses troubles for their good, to draw them closer to
him (Acts 14:22; Romans 8:28), the world uses the existence of suffering among
Christians as an excuse for rejecting the gospel. The world says it wants no part of a
God who lets people suffer and, yes, even sends sufferings into people’s lives. The
world cannot see the difference or know any better, for it judges all things by this
temporal life.
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Christians have their minds on a much greater prize: “Set your minds on things
above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in
God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in
glory” (Colossians 3:2-4). The peace, joy, and hope that we have now is real; we are
Christ’s, and Christ lives in us by faith.
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True, the spiritual blessings that are ours through faith are not yet perfect. As
long as we live in this world, the enjoyment of these precious gifts will be marred by
weakness and temptation. But when Christ appears, brings this world to an end,
judges the world in righteousness, and takes all his believers to heaven, what was
still hidden shall be fully revealed. Then even unbelievers will have to admit to the
blessedness of those who are Christ’s. Christians shall inherit fullness of joy and

pleasures at God’s right hand forevermore (Psalm 16:11).

R4 Liberation theology
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A discussion of Christian liberty requires a few comments on what has become
known as liberation theology. Liberation theology, which promises freedom, actually
enslaves. Though it pretends to deliver people from temporal misery and oppression,
it leaves the greater misery of sin and guilt unresolved.
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Liberation theology is the evil fruit of a well-intended, but purely rational, mind.
The reasoning begins something like this: Is there a God? If there is a God, then he
must be good. A good God can’t be angry over sin, at least not eternally. There is no
eternal wrath, no punishment for sin, no hell. So then, let us get on with the real
work of the church, which is to free people from the ills of this temporal life.
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Many churches have adopted such a view and see the church’s mission
primarily in terms of helping alleviate people’s temporal problems. Liberation
theology, in particular, makes use of Marxist economic thought to analyze the great
human dilemma. It identifies people’s greatest needs in terms of class struggle and
economic and political oppression. The church’s duty is to “seek justice,” that is, to
use its influence to bring about radical changes in the structure of society (along
Marxist lines) to improve political and economic conditions for the less fortunate.
Some liberation theologians even advocate violence as a necessary means of
effecting these changes in society.
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As one might expect, liberation theology has had considerable appeal among
the masses in Third World countries, especially in Central and South America’

Liberation theology ends up looking for a heaven on earth. Unlike millennialists,/who
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imagine a visible rule of Christ on earth for a thousand years sometime in the future,

liberation theology wants its utopia now.
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The great evil of liberation theology is that it ignores by default mankind’s real
dilemma, sin. Whatever changes it provides for the present, it neglects the hereafter.
And if the proponents of this modern religious thought accept the concept of sin and
divine wrath at all, deliverance comes by obedience to the law. Deliverance by one’s

own efforts and worth, however, still leaves man eternally doomed.

2% E X Legalism

FIBUAE, TATRZORIFE, AR A TR RS B B 2 — ™8 1

Fo BRFRN B 2 FRARR R, FeVR N SR E B T RN T AT
—FE AR SN R BRI AE B a3 X

By now we will heartily agree that holding firmly to the freedom we have in
Christ is serious business. To be deprived of my freedom is one thing; to let someone
take it away or to give it up out of ignorance or indifference is more regrettable.
Another danger to our Christian liberty is what is called legalism.
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Legalistic is about as negative a word that a Christian, who prizes his freedom in
Christ, can use to describe anything or anyone. Call me lazy; call me careless; call me
indifferent; but don’t call me a legalist. Legalism involves a serious confusion of law
and gospel.
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Legalism subverts the gospel in a couple of ways. It expects to accomplish with
the law what only the gospel can do. Or it will use the gospel like law, in effect,
making a law out of the gospel. Either way it attempts to bring about change in the
Christian’s faith and life apart from the gospel.
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Certainly God desires change, growth, in the life of his children. He wants
Christians to grow in faith and produce the fruits of faith. He earnestly invites them
to make rich use of his means of grace. He delights in loyalty to his Word and
confessions of the church that are true to the gospel. God seeks faithful and loving
children, diligent and loyal servants, growing and active congregations, witnesses
who testify to the truth, evangelists who tell others of Christ, and followers who are
willing and eager to sacrifice for the cause of his kingdom and the glory of his name.
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Without a doubt, the threats and pressure of the law can produce change. The
law may even achieve quicker and greater results. Mormonism is evidence of what
can be done entirely without the gospel. It is the fastest growing religion today. The
law of tithing (giving ten percent of one’s income to the church) has produced vast
sums of money for many church bodies and for many ministries in a short period of
time. Huge European cathedrals, monasteries in many parts of the world, crusades,
and religious empires are all proof from the past of what can be done with a

confusion of law and gospel.
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But such change is not pleasing to God: “Without faith it is impossible to please
God” (Hebrews 11:6). Faith and every fruit of faith are the work of the gospel.
Change produced in any other way places the Christian back under the law.
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Legalism in its obvious forms is easy enough to detect. To make a law of tithing,

<

to require oaths of poverty or celibacy, or to demand one kind of a commitment or
another for membership in the kingdom of God is obviously legalistic. Other forms of

legalism are more subtle:
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® TR NIE B BE B A K F BT
® more concern about reaching specific man-made numerical growth
goals in the church than about the inner growth of its members;

® emphasis on attendance instead of meaningful worship and diligent
hearing of the Word of God;

® emphasis upon outward form rather than the improvement of the
heart;

® so much emphasis upon tradition, always doing something one way,
that spiritual needs are not met;

® demanding conformity to rules, bylaws, or a church’s statement of
doctrine and practice at the expense of not teaching patiently and
clearly from Scripture what the Lord’s will is;

® impatiently imposing a timetable or certain methods upon the gospel;

® demanding of others a certain level or measure of sanctification.
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All forms of legalism, subtle as well as the more obvious forms, turn hearts
away from the rich comfort and power of the gospel and back to the law. Legalism
always becomes a form of work-righteousness, and in the end the gospel becomes a
law that must be obeyed rather than the power of God for the salvation of everyone
who believes.
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The end of legalism is not good: Christians are robbed of the freedom they have
in Christ. The Christian life becomes more a matter of rules than joy in the gospel.
One’s life of sanctification becomes something that is forced upon him or her rather
than the privilege of a soul that basks in the love of a gracious God. Legalism turns
hearts away from the gospel and back to the law, away from the love of Christ and
back to man’s worth, merit, and doing. The result is predictable: Fear and doubt
concerning the forgiveness of sins and, finally, despair over one’s eternal salvation.

CRBRICT IRATT, IRATARLLE . BT ARG SIASER, AN B U b RIEE
ed)” s .

“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let

yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1).
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All in favor say “aye.” All opposed say “no.” Voting is the great American way.
Having an opinion for some things and being against others is not only an American
right, it is normal.

ERARSCRAT 4, AR XSO AW ? fERELLFE EURFEA AL A TR
AEE WERAR SOAE M BRI R b5 7, — RGBSR, B0 AR R
REE, XA RER AN FEAN St BAR K20 o A0 AR S B S 0 B8 s LA
—ANEREF R, AN AL O BB R E, 1K AT RERT H AR i Rl K
AR

But what are you “for”? What are you “against”? In some things it does not
matter much where you stand. It may matter very little to anyone else if you are
against using a certain color to paint your house, eating vegetables twice a day, or
going camping on your vacation. It matters much more to others if you are for or
against higher taxes, a housing project, or a new community swimming pool or
library.
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This brings us back to law and gospel: Are you “for” or “against”? At first this
guestion sounds a bit foolish in a book written for Christians. The law and gospel are
God’s. He established both, and Christians delight in both.
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At the same time, we expect non-Christians to be opposed to them, to vote.nd

every time. By nature the unbeliever or non-Christian is against everything the
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gospel says and stands for, and generally he is not too fond of the law either. At the
very least, he is against God’s intended use of the law.
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Sadly, Christian denominations may also oppose God’s law and gospel. They
oppose the gospel whenever good works or human merit are proposed as necessary
for salvation. We noted earlier that liberation theology substitutes temporal needs in
the place of man’ s great spiritual need, the forgiveness of sins through the gospel.
Some who call themselves Christians also oppose the law. They oppose the law every
time they deny the guilt of original sin or the total depravity of man; fail to call sin,
sin; or minimize the consequences of sin.
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What may surprise you is to learn of Lutherans who are opposed to the law or
the gospel. One of the troubling heresies within Lutheranism is known as
antinomianism, “against law.” Antinomianism threatened the young Lutheran church
when Luther was still living. Luther fully realized that any opposition to the law is
also opposition to the gospel, and he soundly condemned the antinomian spirit of
his friend Agricola. After Luther’s death this antinomian spirit revived and caused

considerable damage to the message of the gospel.
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In the history of the Lutheran church, antinomianism has taken on two forms. In
its extreme form, it denies any use of or need for the law. It argues that the law
belongs in the courtroom, not in the church, where it is sufficient to preach the
gospel. In order to bring sinners to repentance, it says the church only needs to
preach the gospel, to tell about Christ and his love for sinners. It contends that when
the unbeliever or the unrepentant sinner hears the good news of Christ’s love and
forgiveness, he will feel shame and be sorry for his sins. According to this extreme
form of antinomianism, the question is not whether someone violates God’s law but
whether he has conducted himself in a wrong manner toward God’s Son.
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The other form of antinomianism does not go quite so far. It recognizes the
need for the preaching of the law to unbelievers and unrepentant sinners. It admits
that such persons need to hear the demands of God’s law and feel God’s wrath
against sin and that they need to be told that they are lawbreakers and are going to
hell because of their sins. But it denies that the law should be preached any longer to
Christians. It contends that Christians do not need the law to guide them in their
lives of good works.
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Those who deny the Christian’s need for the law usually quote 1 Timothy 1:9:
“We also know that law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels,
the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious.” But take a closer look at the
passage. In this opening chapter of his first epistle to Timothy, Paul is not discussing
whether the Christian needs the law in his life of sanctification. Paul’s concern is
justification. He warns against false teachers who were confusing law and gospel.
They had turned away from the gospel. They presumed to be teachers of the law but
did not understand the use and purpose of the law. They were robbing Christians of
their freedom in Christ by making the observance of the law necessary for salvation.
When Paul says that the law is not for the righteous, he does not say that the
justified are to live without the law. He does insist that the law cannot burden with
its curses and wrath those who have been redeemed through the perfect obedience

and blood of Christ.

R NI The law is necessary
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Antinomianism of either stripe opposes the gospel. God’s law is necessary in
dealing with the unregenerate. God’s law as a curb, with its threats and punishments,
is necessary to keep an ungodly world in check. The law does not make the hearts'of

sinners any better, but it does, to some extent, keep the ungodly in check. It helps to
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maintain some degree of law and order so that the church can be about its work of
preaching the gospel.
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God’s law as a mirror convinces the ungodly of their sin and their need for the
gospel. “Through the law we become conscious of sin” (Romans 3:20). Without the
law sinners do not know they are sinners. They have no contrition, no sorrow over
sin. Without the threats and curses of the law, sinners do not realize their need for a
Savior. For them, the gospel of salvation through Christ is foolishness, a matter of
contempt and ridicule. Unless the cold stare of the law exposes their depraved
natures and shameful acts, sinners remain quite satisfied with themselves, even

proud.
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The law is also necessary in the lives of the regenerate, of Christians. Here we
are speaking of Christians in their present, not future, state. In the future state of
glory, Christians will not need any law. There believers will be rid of the old Adam,
that former nature, forever.
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In the present state the Christian still has the old Adam, which is that same
sinful nature that rules in the lives of the unregenerate. The sinful nature remains a
part of the Christian just as the new man, put on in baptism, is a part of the Christian.
In the Christian both old man and new man work closely together but never in the
same direction, never in a state of cooperation. The apostle Paul describes the union
this way: “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For | have
the desire to do what is good, but | cannot carry it out. For what | do is not the good |
want to do; no, the evil | do not want to do—this | keep on doing. Now if | do what |
do not want to do, it is no longer | who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it”
(Romans 7:18-20). The new man in Paul delighted in God’s law. It wanted only to
please God and do his will. But the old man resisted all the way. When Paul did what
he as the new man did not want to do, it was because of the old man’s influence.
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To keep the old man in check, to prevent him from rising up and ruling once
again in their lives, Christians need the law. They need the law as a mirror to convict
them of sin, to make them totally despair of any righteousness or goodness in
themselves. As long as they live in this mortal body, Christians need the law, which
says, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are
like filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6).
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Christians also need the law as a rule or a guide. Though the unregenerate have
no interest in doing God'’s will, Christians want to do what God wants. They welcome
God’s law to guide them in the attitudes and acts that are pleasing to God. We call
this use of the law the third use. We will devote the entire next chapter to this third
use of the law.
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Law and gospel. Gospel and law. Both are necessary. The unregenerate need
the law and then the gospel: the law to drive them to despair because of sin, and the
gospel to comfort them with forgiveness. The regenerate need to hear both law and
gospel: the law to keep the old man in check and to guide the Christian in living his

life to the glory of God, and the gospel to strengthen and encourage the new man.

AR 4R FE X Antinomianism today
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Is antinomianism an old heresy, gone forever, at least in Lutheran circles? That
is a nice thought, but Satan does not pass up opportunities to discredit the gospel.
What subtler way could he find to disparage the gospel than to plant wrong ideas
concerning God’s law? We need to recognize the signs of antinomianism within

Lutheranism today. Though more blatant forms of antinomianism exist outside/of
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Lutheran circles, any antinomianism that creeps into our doctrine or practice is a
great danger.
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We become guilty of antinomianism if we fail to preach the law. “Positive
preaching” is very popular today. The thought is that people don’t want to hear bad
news, that too much depressing information is already in the newspapers and on the
evening news. Least of all do people want to hear bad news about themselves. The
law is bad news—bad news about sin in the world and sin in me and about the
punishment that all deserve because of that sin. Instead of law, people want to hear
good things, especially good things about themselves, their importance, their
potential—things that supposedly build up self-esteem. But gospel without law leads
to carnal security: feeling content and comfortable with sin, proud and self-righteous,
and not repentant.
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We become guilty of antinomianism if, in the preaching of the law, we in any
way dull its sharp edge or reduce its crushing blow. We minimize the effect of the
law if we do not let sin be sin. There is never a valid excuse for sin. Sin is no less a sin
because everybody else does it. My sin is not less damnable because others commit

more sins.
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We minimize the effect of the law if we view sin as what we do to other people
and not as what we do against a holy and just God: “Against you, you only, have |
sinned and done what is evil in your sight” (Psalm 51:4). Following closely upon the
steps of such thinking is the foolish opinion that as long as what we do doesn’t hurt
other people, it is no one else’s business.
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We minimize the effect of the law if we make sin an offense against God but
then fail to proclaim the wrath of God against sin. Too easily hell is something to joke
about, to dismiss as a mythical place, or to identify with the worst things people
experience in this life. Hell is thought of as anything but a place of eternal torment
prepared for sinners, as if the Lord Jesus never said, or didn’t mean, what he warned
of the coming judgment: “Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire
prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41).

R IRA TR —FAT AE MR, FIF AT RMT A G S, £ E
o7 A AR R, BATEUEME 7 ENERRCR . B i & — SR BE ST RAT
N FEAERL SR U, el BRAAESESE, TTRE LA e (HEESDE, KR
FER—DRATE E BN E T Wi Ry, A JUIR. 2038, A, #1285,
FE L HI, WS, fE B AT RS .

We minimize the effect of the law if we identify an act as sin but fail to
condemn the thoughts or words behind the act, which are equally sinful before God-

It may be difficult to deny that definite acts are condemned in each of the/Ten
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Commandments: idolatry, murder, adultery, stealing, false witness, etc. But the truth
is that behind every sinful act are also thoughts and words that are just as damnable
before God: pride, envy, lust, hate, coveting, discontent, complaining, cursing,
swearing, and so on.
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One of the subtlest ways in which the law is minimized is when people say:
“God hates sin but loves the sinner.” At first glance the statement appears innocent
enough. True, God hates sin. It is also true that God loves sinners. If that is all the
statement means to convey, there is no harm. On the other hand, the statement
might just be another attempt to dull ever so slightly the sharp ax of God’s law. For
the truth is that God not only hates sin, he also hates sinners (Psalm 5:5). God not
only hates sinners, but he wants to send all sinners to hell. That is law, in all of its
force and fury. The gospel, by way of contrast, proclaims that God loves all sinners
and wants to give them eternal life.
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We are also guilty of antinomianism if we fail to use God’s law to guide

Christians in their lives of sanctification. We will expand on that in the next chapter.

£51% Conclusion
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Are you “for” or “against”? To be for God’s gospel is also to be for God’s law. To
be against God’s law (antinomianism) is to be against God’s gospel. God’s law may

be the opposite to his gospel, but it is a necessary opposite.
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In the Lutheran church we ordinarily speak of three uses of the moral law: curb,
mirror, and rule or guide. This classification goes back to the days of the Reformation.
Though Luther himself only referred to two uses of the law (to convict of sin and to
guide Christians in their lives of sanctification), the Lutheran confessors in the
Formula of Concord speak of three uses.4 Noting a threefold use of the law was a
direct result of the antinomian controversy, which we spoke of in the preceding
chapter. You will recall that the less extreme form of antinomianism denied the need

of the law for the regenerate, for Christians.
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To say that the law is necessary for Christians is not the same thing as saying
that Christians are under the law. It is true that all people by nature are under the
law. Christians too, before their conversion, were completely under the law. The
message of the law says that we are sinners. We are lawbreakers. Breaking the
smallest point of God’s law makes us guilty of breaking the entire law (James 2:10).

We are guilty; we are damned; we are going to hell.
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But Christ has taken our place (Galatians 4:4). He placed himself under the law,
not for himself, for he had no sins. He placed himself under the law to rescue those
who were under the law (Galatians 4:5). As the substitute for sinners, Christ paid the
debt that sinners owed because of their failure to keep the law. He suffered being
forsaken by God and the extreme torture and shameful death upon Calvary’s cross
(Isaiah 53). As a result, God has declared all sinners righteous (Romans 5:18). And
those who believe in Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit through the gospel, are
righteous (Galatians 3:11).
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That is the whole point of the words of Paul to Timothy, which antinomians love
to misinterpret: “We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know
that law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly
and sinful, the unholy and irreligious” (1 Timothy 1:8,9).
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Christians are no longer under the law. The law can no longer condemn them.
Luther said, “When Christ comes, the law ceases.”5 Christians do not live under the
law, in fear of the threats and condemnation of the law. They are not slaves who fear,

but children who enjoy the full rights of sonship (Galatians 4:5). To misunderstand
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this important point of doctrine, which separates Lutheran teaching from all other
teaching, is to fail to understand the gospel and its liberating power.
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In fact, Christians look at the law in an entirely new way. Not only do they no
longer fear the law nor recoil from its threats, but they delight in the law: “l run in
the path of your commands, for you have set my heart free. Direct me in the path of
your commands, for there | find delight” (Psalm 119:32,35). This delight in the law of
God is the result of the Holy Spirit’s work in the heart. The law is not something
Christians have to do but something they want to do, not something they’'ve got to
do, but something they get to do. They recognize the law as God’s immutable will for

their lives. They love their gracious Father’s will, and they simply enjoy doing it.
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Christians are not under the law, yet they are never without the law. They still
need the law, not because they are Christians, not according to the new man, but
because they still have the old man. The old man ever remains his incorrigible,
rebellious self, never conforming to the law, never responding to the gospel. The old
man responds only to the law, and therefore Christians still need the law to keep

their sinful nature in check.
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Christians also need the law as a rule or guide in order to lead lives that are in
accord with God’s will. Here we speak of know-how, not of motivation or power. The
power or motivation to live a life pleasing to God is always the gospel, never the law.
But because Christians still have the old man in them, their knowledge of God’s will
for their lives is not perfect. So great is the damage man suffered in the fall! So
permanent is the effect, even in Christians, whose lost image of God has been
renewed by the gospel!
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Christians pray daily, “Teach me, show me your will, O Lord.” Some things are
very obvious to Christians. They ought to know without a doubt that things like
murder, abortion, adultery, homosexuality, pornography, robbing, stealing, and
cheating are wrong. And they shrink in horror at a society that has become rampant
with these sins, even defending them. But in other matters Christians can be eaSily

confused. Though outward acts may be obviously wrong, the inner thoughts/and
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feelings may not be so clear. Christians need God’s law to teach them that God
wants them to be cheerful, content, kind, helpful, forgiving, and free from worry or
complaint. It may be that Christians are well aware of those things that we call sins
of commission (the evil we do), in order to weed them out of their lives. They may be
less aware of those thoughts, words, and deeds we call sins of omission (the good
we fail to do). Therefore, they welcome God’s law to teach them, in order that they
might practice, pursue, and grow in those things that God wants them to do in love

to God and service to their neighbor.

ERRREZERIA M God wants holy lives
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It would be a serious mistake for Christians to think that God has redeemed and
sanctified them in order that they might continue in their former way of life. Paul
entertained that horrible notion in his epistle to the Romans. Paul had just
demonstrated “God’s abundant provision of grace” (5:17) in that great judicial act of
justification through Christ. Insisting upon the superabundance of God’s grace to
forgive all sin, Paul anticipated the objection of the enemies of the gospel in Rome:
“What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?”
(Romans 6:1). Paul immediately answers the question: “By no means! We died to sin;
how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (verses 2,3).
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What then? For what purpose did Christ redeem us? We let Paul answer: “We
were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as
Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a
new life” (Romans 6:4). God wants holy lives. He has made us righteous in order that

we might live right, according to his will.

BEHERBARRIMNBE CHRER Holiness and devotion not

our own choosing
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For such holy and right living, God’s law is the Christian’s infallible guide. There
is no other reliable guide. Because Christians are not yet in a state of perfect renewal,
their own intellect and feelings are unreliable. Their thinking is never without the
influence of the old man; it becomes very subjective. Satan would love to get
Christians to follow the guidance of feelings and emotions from within and think that
they are still doing God’s will. Jacob apparently reasoned that he was doing God’s
will when he bought (stole) the birthright from his brother, Esau. Peter was
convinced he was doing the Lord’s will on the night of Jesus’ arrest when he pulled
his sword and started swinging.
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How often don’t we hear Christians today defend—even justify—sinful actions
by saying “God wouldn’t want me to be unhappy.” “As long as | don’t feel | am doing
anything wrong . . .” or “l plan to change my ways just as soon as . . .” But such
rationalizations can never justify an unscriptural divorce, holding a grudge, or a
lifestyle that breaks any one of God’s commandments.
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Christians will not choose self-styled holiness and devotion for themselves, nor
will they allow others to impose the same on them. In the church at Colosse enemies
of the gospel were trying to impose rules and regulations upon the Christians that
went beyond the guidance and rules of God’s law. God’s inspired apostle sharply
warned,
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Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though
you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do

III

not touch!” These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on
human commands and teachings. Such regulations indeed have an appearance of
wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh
treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence

(Colossians 2:20-23).

wInAI A Adding to and inventing law
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The temptation to add to God’s law is great. It makes people feel they know
more than other Christians know. It gives a feeling of superiority, of doing more than
others. Or it attempts to do by force of law that which only the gospel can
do—improve devotion and holiness in one’s life. At the time of Luther, the church
had imposed many rules upon the lives of Christians. It began with obedience to the
papacy. The papacy insisted upon the right to establish laws and impose them upon
the people, such as fasting, religious rites and observances, adoration of saints,
celibacy, monastic life, pilgrimages, and the purchase of indulgences. The rules of the
church did much to change and control the people’s way of life, but did nothing to
change their hearts.
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A century after Luther’s death, self-chosen rules crept into the Lutheran church
in the form of pietism. Pietism rightly deplored the lack of holiness and devotion in
the lives of the people, but it tried to accomplish with law what only the gospel can
do. Rigorous lifestyles were adopted; minimums for sanctification were set. It
produced an outward piety, but with it, feelings of self-righteousness by those who

thought they could measure up, and despair by those who realized they didn't.
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Today the most obvious inventing and establishing of laws can be found in cults.
Cults, by one definition, are religious groups that claim to be Christian but have lost
the essential truths of Christianity. The oldest and best known cults in America are
the Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Christian Scientists. But there are many
more—hundreds, perhaps even thousands of lesser-known cults. Each has its own
distinctive rules and characteristics. All of them impose human laws upon the lives of
their followers.
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And we ourselves? Do we in the church today ever fall into the trap of making
rules and laws that we then dutifully try to impose upon others? We come
dangerously close, if not actually guilty, when we insist upon a certain order of
service or the use of a certain Bible translation in our worship. We toe the same
dangerous line when we insist that a thing must be done in the church a certain way
for the simple reason that we have always done it that way. Establishing minimums
for worship and communion attendance and for the stewardship of time or money

may be well intended, but God’s law establishes no minimums. Strong convictiens
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about Christian day school training for children does not allow us to make it a sin if
parents choose not to send their child to a Christian school. These are only a few
examples. The point is that Christians of every era must be on guard not to invent

rules that become laws for themselves or others.

A HIHIFE5] No other guide
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Only one standard may be imposed upon the lives of Christians to guide them in
their lives and devotion. That is God’s law revealed in the New Testament Scripture.
We know it as the moral law, which is summarized in the Ten Commandments. It is
the same law that God revealed in man’s heart at creation. The Lord himself
summed up the Ten Commandments into two parts: “/Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and
greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself”
(Matthew 22:37-39).
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It is true, each table of the law has many details, as revealed in each of the Ten
Commandments and explained by Luther in his catechisms. But the fact remains, no
one may invent any laws of his own, nor add any other rule, by which to guide

Christians in their lives and their devotion to God.
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Just as tempting in our age and society is the inclination to play down God’s law
and turn one’s attention the other way. “Don’t take God so seriously. After all, God
wants you to be happy. Have fun. Look at all the fun things we can do in a free and
easygoing society. After all, this is a free country. The constitution guarantees us our
freedoms.”
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A freer and looser lifestyle begins to look very attractive to the Christian. Why
should the people of the world have all the fun? Add to that the world’s stinging
criticism that only dull people become Christians, and it gets easier all the time to
look the other way. God’s law is too negative, too restrictive. It will only turn people
off. How can we expect the church to be attractive to outsiders if it clings to its
“negative” ways? Even some church leaders are quick to suggest that law is mainly
an Old Testament phenomenon and that the New Testament is all gospel, good
things for good people.
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What a contrast to what Scripture actually teaches! God’s law does not change.

Law is just as much a New Testament phenomenon as an Old Testament one, justas
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the gospel is as much a phenomenon in the Old Testament as it is in the New
Testament. God’s law does not change in what it says in exposing sin and guilt. Nor
does it change as a standard and rule for Christian life and devotion. The Ten
Commandments do not become ten suggestions. They reveal the will of my gracious
and merciful God who did not let sinners die, but gave up his Son for us all. They are
the will of my Father in heaven who sent his Holy Spirit into my heart to work faith

to trust his promises and all his goodness.

B 5RK145 Happy conclusion
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For the Christian, life according to God’s rule and guide is not a bore; it is not
missing out on the fun of the world. The world’s fun quickly turns into boredom, if
not to unhappiness and ruin. The Christian’s great joy is not entertaining, much less
indulging, himself. It is serving God. It is doing for others, especially in their great
spiritual need. Service to one’s fellowman is also service to God. Service according to
God’s rule and standard gives all glory to God.
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Service to God brings joy and satisfaction for an entire lifetime. The world will
not understand. It may pity, or even ridicule. But God knows and receives with
pleasure the Christian’s love and devotion according to God’s standard, as we shall

note in the next chapter.
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No presentation of law and gospel is complete without a thorough discussion of
good works.
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Every religion teaches something about good works. Every non-Christian
religion is built completely upon the idea of works as the way to salvation. Teachings
about good works get to the very heart of the differences between Lutheran and
Roman Catholic theology. Catholics often fault Lutherans for not teaching—even for
despising—good works.
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There is a distinct difference between the way Reformed (non-Lutheran
Protestant) churches and Lutheran churches teach and encourage good works.
Sometimes the difference is so subtle that uninformed Lutherans fail to note the
critical difference. They may reason that if the difference is that subtle, it can’t be of
much consequence. But would the same person stand for it if a medical expert told
him or her the cancer in some vital organ is a little one, so don’t worry about it?
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Good works! What one believes and teaches about good works gets to the very

heart of the proper distinction between law and gospel. Again, it is vital that we«do
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not rely upon feelings and emotions or listen to majority opinions, but turn to Holy

Scripture and listen carefully to what it says.

AT N A K Good works are valuable
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The idea of good works, in and of itself, is not negative; it is wholly positive.
Scripture is replete with encouragement to Christians to do good works. Recall some
words of Saint Paul. To the Galatians he wrote: “Let us not become weary in doing
good . .. let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of
believers” (Galatians 6:9,10). Paul advised Timothy, “Command them to do good, to
be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share” (1 Timothy 6:18). He
advised Titus to teach Christians to “devote themselves to doing what is good” (Titus
3:8).
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Our Savior’'s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) is an excellent guide for
Christians in their lives of sanctification. Jesus’ entire life and ministry is one example
after another for Christians, as he went about teaching the people and helping those
who were brought to him.
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Good works are valuable for the very reason that they conform to the will/of

God. In his holy law God has revealed his will for people’s lives. While the firstyand
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chief function of the law is to convince sinners of their need for a Savior, the law also
serves as a guide for the Christian (see Chapter 9).
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Inasmuch as doing good works conforms to the will of God, good works also
serve to glorify God. Jesus reminds those who believe in him that they are the light
of the world and urges, “Let your light shine before men, that they may see your
good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).
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Good works are valuable because they are actually God working in and through
the Christian. We shall say more about this later in this chapter. For now, may it be
enough to say that if good works are God’s work in us, they must be considered
valuable. Nothing that God works can be bad or regarded indifferently.
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Good works are valuable also because they prove justification, that is, they give
evidence that a person has received God’s verdict of justification through faith.
Lutherans rightly consider justification to be the chief article of faith. It is the very
heart of the gospel. It alone determines my salvation. Sinners are justified through
the precious merits of Christ. Through Jesus’ life and resurrection, God has declafed

sinners justified (Romans 5:18,19), and Jesus’ righteousness becomes mine through
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faith (Romans 5:1). That is the story of my justification. Good works prove or give
evidence of my justification. What proves justification in my life must be valuable.
Again, we’ll say more of this later in the chapter.
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Good works are also valuable from the viewpoint of reward. God promises to
reward good works: “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time
we will reap a harvest if we do not give up” (Galatians 6:9); “Whatever you do, work
at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that
you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are
serving” (Colossians 3:23,24).
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God’s reward to believers for the works that they do is both temporal and

i
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eternal. When Jesus’ disciples wondered what was in store for them for following
him, Jesus reassured them, “Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or
father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as
much and will inherit eternal life” (Matthew 19:29). The apostle Paul says the same:
“Physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding
promise for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Timothy 4:8).
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The rewards that God promises for faith and good works are not earned
rewards. Nor could a Christian ever seek or demand a reward for his works. We will
note later in this chapter that the good works of the Christian are never perfect.
Without the work and influence of the Holy Spirit, good works would be nonexistent.
Any rewards the Christian receives, temporal or eternal, are rewards of grace.
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In Jesus’ parable of the workers and the vineyard, men entered the vineyard to
work at all times of the day, some early, some an hour before quitting time. When it
came time to pay, the owner gave each one a denarius. All received the same pay.
When those who had labored all day began to complain, the owner replied, “Don’t |
have the right to do what | want with my own money? Or are you envious because |
am generous?” (Matthew 20:15). So also in God’s vineyard, the church, God rewards
according to his grace. Any reward the believer receives, temporal or eternal, is
undeserved. The Christian entertains no idea of merit, only gratitude to a gracious

and merciful God, who would not let this sinner die.

AT AR LK) Good works are necessary
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Good works are not only valuable; we may also say that good works are
necessary. This is where the Lutheran Christian may become wary. Good works are
necessary? Doesn’t the Bible say that the sinner is saved by faith alone, without
works? If we are talking about justification, “good works are necessary” is a heretical
statement. Saint Paul’s words stand: “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith
apart from observing the law” (Romans 3:28). But, when we are speaking of
sanctification, which is the result of justification, we may say—we must say—that
good works are necessary.
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James is not in conflict with Paul when James writes, “What good is it, my
brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? . .. Faith by itself, if it is not
accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:14,17). James is talking about
sanctification, which follows faith as a proof of faith.
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Faith is a matter of the heart. It is easy for anyone to say “l am a Christian” or “I
have faith.” One can say it and still remain an unbeliever. Such a person is a
hypocrite. But if there is faith, James insists, there will also be fruits of faith. James
and Paul fully agree. We are saved by faith alone, but faith is never alone, without
fruits, without good works. Where there is faith, good works will certainly follow. In
that sense, good works are necessary.
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This necessity is not a matter of force, of coercion. The Christian is under grace,
not under the law: “For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law,
but under grace” (Romans 6:14). We said previously that doing God’s will is not
something Christians have to do, but something they want to do. Good works are
not something they “must do or else” but the way they express their joy to the Lord
for his grace and mercy in Christ Jesus.
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For the Christian the necessity to do good works is never forced, but a natural
consequence of faith. Paul describes it this way:
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The grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say
“No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and
godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious
appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to
redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very

own, eager to do what is good (Titus 2:11-14).

AT AN B RARVBIE Good works not necessary for

salvation
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There is a world of difference between the two statements “good works are
necessary” and “good works are necessary for salvation.” The former is correct, but
the latter is dangerous, if not 100 percent wrong. Though one could possibly
understand the latter statement in the correct way (faith without works is dead), it is
open to serious misunderstanding. The statement has been erroneously used in the
church and, therefore, is to be avoided.
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Salvation, from beginning to end, is the work of God. The law reveals man’s
utter inability to do anything for his own salvation. The gospel reveals the perfect
worth and merit of Christ as the substitute for sinners. Upon Calvary’s cross the
dying Lamb of God cried out to the ages, “It is finished” (John 19:30). The gospel
promises that God has declared sinners righteous in Christ. Jesus’ resurrection from
the dead is God’s indelible stamp of approval upon the perfect atonement of his
eternal Son.
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Christ’s death and resurrection, universal justification, faith in God’s gospel —all
this precedes good works in the life of the believer. Good works always follow faith
as the fruit of faith. They never precede faith.
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This is not to say that good works are harmful. Some, in order to utterly
discredit good works as necessary for salvation, have gone so far as to say that good
works are harmful to faith. (Such a position was maintained by a Lutheran pastor
named Nicholas Amsdorf in the years after Luther’s death. His position was rejected
in the Formula of Concord, the last of the Lutheran Confessions.) The only way in
which good works can become harmful to faith is if a person begins to put his or her
trust in those works. Satan will always try to get the Christian to do just that, to take
pride in good works. The fault is not in the works, but in Satan who tempts and in the
person who listens to Satan.
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Nor are we saying that evil works are not harmful to faith. It may be good logic
to say that if good works do not help faith then evil works do not destroy faith. It
may also seem to make good sense to say that if evil works destroy faith then good
works must help faith. What may sound reasonable is not scriptural. Scripture, which
says that a person is saved by faith and not by works, also says that evil works are
always harmful to faith: “Dear friends, | urge you, as aliens and strangers in the

world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11).
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It has been stated or suggested that only the Christian is able to do good works.

Because of misunderstanding inside and outside the church, the thought deserves
further consideration. One is able to conclude from the very manner in which
Scripture speaks of good works that only the Christian can do them. It is only in
connection with faith that Scripture encourages fruitfulness: “Be imitators of God,
therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and
gave himself up for us” (Ephesians 5:1,2). The Savior leaves no doubt about who can
do good works when he says, “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear
good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its own fruit” (Luke 6:43,44). The one who does
not have faith in Christ is the bad tree that is unable to bear good fruit. The believer
is the good tree that will bear good fruit.
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This is not to say that the unregenerate are not able to do things that look good,
and thus outwardly conform to God’s law. Unbelievers may be honest, trustworthy,
truthful. They may be good citizens and make good neighbors. Outwardly they may
conform to God’s law in many ways, but these works are not to be confused with the
good works of the Christian.

BRNTEANR, B ARG (i 16:7) o BRI, EagEah AR ik
SSHIE4ZIEIIIRES (B 4; K 11:4) o BUNARIBSEE AT KRB TE O, Ak
PEARELE b EAngZgl . “WA1E, SRR EWmEn” Gk 116 .

While man looks at the outward appearance, God looks at the heart (1 Samuel

16:7). For that reason God accepted the offering of Abel but rejected the offering.of
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Cain (Genesis 4; Hebrews 11:4). Because the works of the unregenerate do not come
from a heart of faith, they are not pleasing nor acceptable to God. “Without faith it is
impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6).
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For that reason the church has referred to the outwardly good acts of the
unregenerate as acts of civic righteousness, or acts that are ethically good, but not
good works. They certainly are to be preferred to vices and crimes. They may have
the promise of temporal blessings (Proverbs 14:34; Matthew 6:5), but they are not
good works in the scriptural sense. They are at best only “glittering vices.”
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The good works that only Christians can do are not really their “own.” They are
the work of the Holy Spirit in their hearts. No, they do not happen outside Christians
nor against their will; Scripture credits them to Christians, but Christians are vitally
aware that good works do not occur without faith, which is entirely the work of God.

F 20 HL B ARIBEAE ICE R A b AR T CRRRT 3:9; M5 6:1) , (HEJT
ERGEEE WL, ASHEORRT: “BOVR LWL BRigtr, R
MIXALE AT, NERURMEE" (i 2:13) .

The Scriptures even speak of Christians cooperating in their lives of
sanctification (1 Corinthians 3:9; 2 Corinthians 6:1), but there are no fruits of faith
without the Holy Spirit working through the gospel: “For it is God who works in you
to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13).
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To illustrate that only the Christian is able to do a good work, consider the
example of prayer. The unregenerate are able to perform the act of prayer, and most
people pray at one time or another. All the religions of the world encourage prayer
in one way or another. The prophets of Baal prayed feverishly that their god would
send fire upon the sacrifice they had prepared at Elijah’s challenge (1 Kings 18:16-29).
Nothing happened, however. Their prayer went unanswered.
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The prayers of the unregenerate come from a heart without faith; therefore,
their prayers go unanswered. Their prayers are always sin, no better than the prayer

of the Pharisee in the temple: “God, | thank you that | am not like other men” (Luke

18:11).
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The prayer of the Christian comes from a heart of faith. The Lord invites the
Christian to pray, even commands him to do so (Psalm 50:15). The prayers of the
Christian are pleasing to God. They are good works. God promises to hear and
answer the requests of the saints: “I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that
the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and

| will do it” (John 14:13,14).

A 5K B No perfect sanctification
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Only the Christian is able to do good works. But not everything the Christian

does is a good work.
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The Christian is a new creature: “For we are God’s workmanship, created in
Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do”
(Ephesians 2:10). The Holy Spirit dwells within the Christian’s heart: “You, however,
are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in
you” (Romans 8:9). The Christian is guided and led by the Holy Spirit. Yet, the
Christian is not without the old nature. During one’s entire life the sinful nature
clings tightly, interfering in one’s life of faith and good works. The old nature always
tries to regain the upper hand, to enjoy the “freedom” to sin that it enjoyed before
the sinner’s conversion.
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As a result, the life of the Christian is a struggle. It remains a struggle as long as
one lives. The apostle Paul describes this at length in Romans 7. He laments that the
good he wants to do according to the new man he does not always do, so fierce is
the resistance waged by the sinful nature against the new man.
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The Christian’s life of sanctification, therefore, is one of constant striving.
Conversion—coming to faith—is a momentary act. It happens in that instant.the

Holy Spirit works faith in the heart of the contrite sinner by the gospel. Justification,
146



righteousness before God, knows no degrees. By God’s grace the wholly unrighteous
sinner becomes wholly righteous in God’s sight, clothed in the perfect righteousness
of Christ. But sanctification is and remains a process, a growing that is usually
gradual.
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Sanctification is gradual. Hopefully it is always sure and always growing, but it is
never perfect. The Christian remains both a sinner and a saint—holy and righteous
before God, but never without the sinful nature and, therefore, never without sin.
Good works are always lacking.

BB AERIIFAT ISR R R IR o SR R BB AR T e B = B Ath T
REANREMI B FNIE — PR XIERE (P 14) . HERIEW? EadEg? 1+
e 2R e RMEATA X AEE, 20 EER A N EE LHERE? 7 —LLrH%,
BT Resk = My Bag B i RdE (2 7:7-25) o bt JRENEIRAI 7 IEAS
e HCH, ENkE T Eatd)s T . JAnIE b A8 H v fth i S AN 25 5t
FAEHEANT, HEABKIAI, L5, ZIENMEHIRT ™, MO8 7 EE
FLIRME Z2 R, A2 o S5 AR A

The Christian’s good works lack quantity. At one time the Christian may lack

B N

understanding. He or she may not know for certain whether a thing is right or wrong
(Romans 14). Is it a sin to swear an oath? Is it always a sin? When isn’t it a sin? Is the
matter under consideration serious enough to warrant swearing an oath? At other
times the Christian may lack zeal to do God’s will (Romans 7:7-25). For example, |
know that my possessions are not my own; they are from God and belong to him. |
know that God wants me to use them to his glory and honor, but so often | find it
difficult to share, to use my possessions wisely, and to give generously for the work
of the gospel.
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The Christian’s good works also lack quality. God wants the life of the Christian
to be spent entirely in his service: “Offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and
pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship” (Romans 12:1). But the
Christian is both new and old, both a saint and a sinner. Everything he or she does is
still tainted by sin. When is the Christian’s act of charity toward his or her neighbor
entirely spontaneous, without a hint of pride, without some faint thought of
receiving a return from God or approval by others? No work is ever the result only of
the new man. Works are good in the sight of God, not because they are perfect, but

because of Christ who has cleansed us—and our works—from sin.

MEE 48 5 K341 Only gospel motivation
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Christians are able to do good works and want to do them. God seeks fruits
from the branches that are attached to Christ, the vine (John 15:1-8). Christians are
to encourage one another in their lives of sanctification. But only one motivation is
pleasing to God—the gospel. Christians are compelled in their lives, not by the law,
but by the gospel.
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It is not that the law does not produce outward results. The Roman Catholic
Church, with its huge cathedrals, priceless art collections, extensive real estate, and
vast wealth, is evidence of what the law can accomplish. Mormonism is called the
fastest growing religion today. It is not Christian, but a cult, driven entirely by the
works of the law, and is the prime example of what a motivator the law can be. The
law, with its coercion, threats, and appeal to pride and self-righteousness, produces
outward acts. But none of its results is acceptable to God.
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Christians have been freed from the law. They are no longer under law. Law as a
motivator would place God’s free children back under the yoke and threats of the
law. The motivation for Christians in their lives of sanctification is always to be the
gospel: “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Why do | want to serve my
God, live for him, do his will, abound in good works? It is not with hope of repayment,
not because of force or the threat of punishment. It is because Christ died for me on
Calvary’s cross and removed forever the guilt and curse of all my sins.
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It is not that the law has no place in the Christian’s life of sanctification. As we
noted in the previous chapter, the law serves as a rule or guide for Christian living.

The Christian will not follow self-chosen works or the standards of other people.
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God’s law is the only infallible guide. God’s law is his will for my life. | will seek it and
no other guide.
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The proper place of God’s law and gospel in the Christian’s life of sanctification
may be observed at both of the holy mountains of which Scripture speaks. The first is
Mount Sinai. God himself appeared on the mountain in order to give his people the
words of his law. Before God spoke a single word of law to guide his people during
the journey through the desert and their life in Canaan, he provided the motivation
for doing his will: “ am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the
land of slavery” (Exodus 20:2). The other mountain is Calvary. There God’s eternal
Son stretched out his arms on the cross of guilt and shame in order to rescue sinners
from the slavery of sin and Satan and free them to serve their Lord in his kingdom.
Each mountain teaches the proper motivation of the gospel in the Christian’s life of
sanctification.
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The next time you are reading from Paul’s epistles, note how the inspired

apostle uses the gospel to motivate his readers when he encourages them in their
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Christian living: “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your
freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love” (Galatians
5:13). “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love,
just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice
to God” (Ephesians 5:1,2). “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared
to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live

self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age” (Titus 2:11,12).
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For a proper understanding of good works, one must know the proper
relationship of justification and sanctification. The relationship of one doctrine to
another is important for correct teaching and understanding, and none is more
important than the relationship between justification and sanctification. The two are
inseparable. Where there is justification, there will also be sanctification. Where
there is sanctification, there is also justification. Both are fundamental; they are
inseparable. But there is a definite order. Logically, justification precedes
sanctification. Sanctification follows justification.
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Justifying faith receives the status of adoption as sons, heirs in God’s family.
This faith is the new birth, which rescues from the bondage of sin. It makes a person

a new creature and an heir of heaven. “When the time had fully come, God sent his
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Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might
receive the full rights of sons. So you are no longer a slave, but a son; and since you
are a son, God has made you also an heir” (Galatians 4:4,5,7).
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At the same time, justifying faith manifests itself in love: “Everyone who
believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who loves the father
loves his child as well. This is how we know that we love the children of God: by
loving God and carrying out his commands. This is love for God: to obey his
commands. And his commands are not burdensome” (1 John 5:1-3).
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The proper relationship of these two doctrines is vital for faith. Roman
Catholicism confuses justification with sanctification and robs Christians of the
surety of their salvation. Salvation then becomes something one must earn or merit
by works. As long as one’s own working is necessary for salvation, one must live in
doubt of forgiveness. One never knows when he or she has done enough. The fact is,
no one can do enough. No one can even begin to do the works necessary to be
found righteous before God. In Roman Catholicism good works become a kind of
club to keep people in line rather than the joyful response of the fully free child of

God.
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Reformed theology tends to coordinate justification and sanctification by saying
that sanctification as well as justification are essential for salvation, that forgiveness
of sins is important for salvation but so is the life of sanctification. “Good works are
necessary” becomes “good works are necessary for salvation.”
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At the very least, Reformed theology stresses sanctification at the expense of
justification. The Christian’s life takes precedence over Christ’s life and death.
Christ’s life as the Christian example takes precedence over Christ’s life and death as
the sinner’s substitute. The goal and purpose of justification becomes a sanctified life
instead of forgiveness of sins and the assurance of salvation. Moral regeneration
takes first place; justification becomes an afterthought. In the place of justifying faith
and forgiveness of sin, faith becomes a kind of moral commitment to God.
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The coordination of justification and sanctification, as well as the stress placed
on sanctification at the expense of justification, leave their mark. Faithful preaching
of law and gospel gives way to testimonials and personal commitment. Sadly, this
influence is finding its way into Lutheran circles. The gospel is no longer the single

motivator. The result is not insignificant. The Christian is dragged back beneath.the
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bondage of the law. Christian freedom is lost. The joyfulness of good works becomes

more of a burden to be borne.

W R 1 %€ Against doubt
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Confusion of justification and sanctification, like any confusion between law and
gospel, only leads to doubt, and doubt is entirely uncharacteristic of Christian faith.
Christianity is a religion of greatest confidence. Even the law, properly used, does not
leave one in doubt. The law says clearly that sinners are lost. They are guilty of
breaking God’s law—all of it. They are damned. They are going to hell. It is not a
possibility; it is a reality. The gospel especially leaves no doubt. Salvation is a gift of
God. Christ died for sinners—all of them. Sinners who believe God’s gospel do not
hope they are saved; they know they are saved. They are certain of salvation and
eternal life.
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The Lutheran concern in teaching God’s Word faithfully —law and gospel,
justification and sanctification—is that Christians are not turned back to doubt and
fear. We note a few statements that illustrate this need for concern always to speak
carefully and properly about good works:
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Christians are always cheerful, humble, fervent in prayer, forgiving,

content.
Christians are never sad, never get angry, never worry or complain.
Living a life of good works is easy.

Christians want to do good works because God tells them to.

The Sermon on the Mount is the greatest sermon in the Bible.
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The first three statements would be true if Christians had only the new man.
But Christians also have the sinful nature. Living a Christian life is a struggle. To
suggest otherwise leads Christians to doubt that they are Christians. The fourth
statement suggests that the law instead of the gospel is the motivation for good
works. As for the last statement, the Sermon on the Mount is basically a law sermon,

not gospel. It teaches much about law, but offers little comfort for contrite sinners.

£512 Conclusion
“BRTESRABRIFAT N, XIS EARE? CBRIERIFAMIE B LA
AT R SRARE S SEARE? EATEA Ao HAFRIUIEE, BT
THAIB S AT AT, .
What about the charge “Lutherans don’t teach good works”? What about a
similar charge, “Lutherans don’t know how to teach good works”? Both are unfair. It
would be far better to say that Lutherans are very careful about the way they teach

good works.
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What Lutherans believe and teach goes back to Scripture’s vital distinction
between law and gospel. The law is good, but the law cannot save. The law is a guide
for Christian living, but it cannot give the desire or strength to do good works.
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The gospel alone saves. It proclaims justification through the perfect life and
innocent blood of Christ. It frees sinners from the threats and wrath of the law. It
imparts new life. It creates a sincere interest in doing God’s will. It alone gives

strength for Christian living.
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Are you for law or against it? It depends. In civil matters we are for good laws
and against bad laws. That is how it should be.

fE R RAVFE L, AR SCRAEEIS 2 O AHE ? IXAFALIE DI E « MIRATTIR
BRI, BATTARB A O AL IR P AR N IR, JRAE
SRR A ar A SR T Dy TR DENE, AEAE b BUR o R B A
FATER i ) S i 2 30 BTSRRI T8 ARl (B0 57 51 3B Ak
ANEEH

In spiritual matters, are you for law or against law? It depends. From everything
we have noted to this point, we are in favor of a right use of the law—to convict all
sinners of guilt and to guide Christians in their new lives. In defense of the law and its
importance in God’s plan of salvation, we are against all antinomianism, which finds
the law unnecessary to work contrition and/or to guide Christians.
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With that in mind, we will consider in this chapter the subject of moralizing. Are
you for it or against it? It depends. The term has both a positive and a negative
connotation. A dictionary definition for moralize goes something like this: (1) derive
a moral lesson from or explain in moral terms; (2) to improve morals, reform.
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Nothing negative is in that definition. Christians are all for the teaching of
morality. They approve of needed moral reform. Nothing is wrong with learning a
moral lesson: crime does not pay. However, in the interest of the right use of law
and gospel, there is a definition of moralizing that is wholly negative. Moralizing is
any attempt by the church to teach goodness without the motivation of the gospel.

Much of what we learned in the previous chapter will be helpful in this discussion.

HEXTTEEFIES: Society’s teaching of morality
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Every society has recognized a need for morality. | cannot think of any
civilization that did not have some code of morality, some standard of right and
wrong. Even those societies that may have allowed behavior that was not acceptable
elsewhere or was primitive according to our thinking, have still had some kind of
code or standard. Societies that practiced bigamy, killed handicapped children, or
abandoned the old and feeble still had codes to determine other behavior that was
acceptable or unacceptable.
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A society that recognizes the need for morality also recognizes the great
potential for immorality within itself. Certain types of behavior cause disruption,
turmoil, fear, and destruction. Disrespect for life, property, rights of others, and
established authority is the perfect formula for anarchy.

FERANGR B 2 1, JATN AT —F), BRI BEENFE, EIFRE
EARBIAEERAN, BAEMERR, X2 ERTE, NLEaErleh. By
%, CANGER O BAERE” (A]8:21) .

158



Before we proceed, we should mention that although society recognizes the
need for morality, it does not recognize the basic, underlying cause for immorality,

I “"

and that is original sin, the total depravity of man’s heart. Because of the fall, “every

inclination of his heart is evil from childhood” (Genesis 8:21).
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Recognizing the potential for immorality, society also recognizes the benefits of
moral standards. The establishment and enforcement of certain moral standards
provide a measure of peace, safety, and prosperity for its citizens. Consider any of
the great civilizations of the past: you will find firm, if not rigid, standards for moral
behavior and conduct.
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Society has a great interest in morality, even though, as we have already
suggested, its standard may fall far short of God’s moral law revealed in the
Scriptures. The morality established by society is based upon man’s natural
knowledge of God. “Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature
things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not
have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their
hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now
even defending them” (Romans 2:14,15).
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Gentiles, non-Jews, did not have the law of Moses. Yet they were not without

law. They had established their own standards, which were based on the natural
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knowledge of God within their hearts. The evidence of that natural knowledge within
all people is the conscience, which approves or disapproves of their actions and
conduct.
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Though unbelievers are able to establish codes of behavior, they are limited by
their own sinful hearts and perverse understanding. In communistic (atheistic)
countries, past and present, we still find standards of morality. In some ways they
may be quite good. They may keep a tight lid on pornography and the risqué
entertainment world. In other ways they are more immoral than moral when
compared to God’s law. Human dignity, religious freedom, and basic virtues, such as
truthfulness, honesty, and integrity, are readily ignored, if not ridiculed.
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Even in societies where Christianity has a greater influence, the popular theory
of evolution has twisted people’s views of morality. When man is regarded as a
glorified animal, certain behaviors, sexual and otherwise, are more readily condoned.
Sexual permissiveness is pursued by a host of other evils, all the way from sexually
transmitted diseases to abortion on demand. The influence of atheism and evolution
finally reduces sin to something one does against society, not against God. The final

result is that whatever society will tolerate becomes acceptable behavior.
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When applied to society, moralizing is not a negative word. Within society we
wish we could find more morality, not less. More would be for the better, not for the
worse. Society recognizes a need for rules and regulation, and government, on
whatever level, has responsibility from God to establish rules of conduct:
“Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has
instituted. . . . For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do
wrong. . .. Do what is right and he will commend you” (Romans 13:2,3).
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When society sets and upholds high standards of right and wrong, positive
things happen: peace, security, tranquillity, and safety. Not only does society benefit
from such morality; Christ’s church benefits indirectly as well. No, the upholding of
moral standards does not change people’s hearts. It does not produce works
acceptable to God. It does not bring people closer to God and thereby make the
work of the church easier. The best society can do with law is produce civic
righteousness. But in fostering civic righteousness and maintaining order, peace, and
safety, society creates a climate in which the church can more easily carry out its
high calling—preaching the gospel. And that specifically leads us to the heart ofthé

discussion in this chapter.
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HFEE KA The church’s higher calling
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It is not that the church does not have an interest in morality. The individual
Christian, as a citizen, has the highest interest in the morality established by the
government. The Christian will use every tool at his disposal to influence the course
of his government: the vote; letters to those who write the laws; and, above all,
prayer.
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The church is very much interested in the law for its members. Morality is the
domain of God, not men. By that | mean, it is finally God who has determined right
from wrong. People may make and change laws, but God has established the only
absolute standard. God’s perfect law goes back to the beginning when he wrote it
into the heart of man. Because sin has corrupted people’s minds, God has given us
his law again in Scripture. Man-made laws are good or bad as they compare to God’s
perfect law. Therefore, Christians have a high interest in morality and do not fail to
hold up God'’s law as the perfect guide for their new lives.
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Unfortunately, many think morality is the church’s chief concern. Those who are
outside the church charge that the church has failed its duty if the morals of the
nation decline. It may be that the church is not without blame in a nation’s decline,
morally and spiritually. When churches fail their higher calling or pass resolutions
that tolerate divorce, living together outside of marriage, wanton use of birth control,
abortion, and homosexuality; that advocate civil disobedience; and that oppose
capital punishment and any kind of war, they deserve much blame for a nation’s

spiritual and moral decline.
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More disturbing, however, is the fact that many within the visible churches see
moralizing as the church’s highest calling. This teaching is often referred to as the
social gospel. The social gospel sees people needing salvation not so much from sin,
death, hell, and Satan’s power, but from social problems: poverty, malnutrition, lack
of education, unemployment, discrimination, and so on.
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Social gospel churches seek to address such social problems by preaching the
law. For the social gospel mind-set, the key chapters of the Bible are Jesus’ Sermon
on the Mount, the story of the good Samaritan, and 1 Corinthians 13. They also think
of Christ, God’s eternal Son, mostly or entirely as a lawgiver, a great example for
others to follow. Today the National Council of Churches, the World Council of

Churches, and the Lutheran World Federation, whose members include most of4the
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world’s Protestant church bodies, are devoted strictly to what must be called social
gospel, moralizing.
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“But our citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20). Christ’s church has a
higher calling. Mere material prosperity in this life is not the Christian’s goal or
dream. People may dream of lottery and sweepstakes fortunes, of a utopian world,
of some kind of millennial rule of Christ on earth, but the Christian sees himself and
all mankind bound for eternity. Christians view all in light of God’s great judgment
day: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit
on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he
will separate the people one from another” (Matthew 25:31,32).
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Man has an immortal soul (Matthew 10:28) and is responsible to his creator.
Every person ever born faces an eternity in heaven or an eternity in hell (Luke
16:19-31). Sin is the great barrier to heaven. Forgiveness of sins provides the escape
from hell. The length of a person’s life, the ease or difficulty of life, and the fame or
fortune he or she enjoyed on the earth will not matter when Christ returns: “What
good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what

can a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matthew 16:26).
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The church’s calling, therefore, is to save souls (1 Corinthians 9:22), to “make
disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19), to equip believers for lives of Christian
service and good works (Ephesians 4:11,12), and ultimately to prepare souls for
death and eternity (John 3:15,16; 6:40).
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The church’s means for carrying out its high calling are God’s own appointed
means: the preaching of sin and grace, the use of law and gospel. The church will
preach the law in all its severity, not to change people’s lives, for the law cannot do
that. It will preach the law in order to crush the sinful heart, to bring people to
contrition. Even that is only preliminary and not an end in itself (see Chapter 3). The
real work of the church is to proclaim forgiveness through Christ, to comfort the
hearts of contrite sinners with the promise of God’s love in the Savior (see Chapter
4).
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Law and gospel are the church’s message for the ages. The message Paul
preached in Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome is the message for cities and
countries of the 20th and 21st centuries as well. It does not change from culture to
culture. Methods may vary, but the message is the same: “We preach Christ crucified:

a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has
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called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1

Corinthians 1:23,24).

#2=5<.0EZE The church’s concern for morality

P EE N EF5 T, ANIZPIRME . B ARIERE, REHALE
AN E V. BURHSWITEEA S AR AL, [H2 S Am NI e 25 RS
O FIFRRL o

The church’s preoccupation with the gospel dare not be misunderstood. The
church is not against morality, not any more than it is against the preaching of the
law. Changing the morality of society has temporal benefits, but it does not bring
people any closer to faith in Christ and salvation.
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The church is very concerned about the morality of the society in which it lives.
It deplores the loss of moral values. It warns its members against the inherent
dangers when influential elements of its society openly, if not proudly, flaunt
immoral behavior. But none of this saves souls. None of this changes hearts from
unbelief to faith. In fact, it is only through a change of hearts by the gospel that there
can be a pronounced and lasting change in people’s lives.
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What is more, the church that faithfully preaches law and gospel to bring hearts
to repentance does not need to apologize to the critical voices of those who suggest

it is not doing anything to alleviate the world’s sufferings. The church that remains
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faithful to its higher calling will do more for a troubled society than all the churches
of the social gospel combined.
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The church certainly is very concerned about the morality of its members.
Consider all the exhortations by the holy writers of Scripture urging believers in
Christ to a new life: “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children. For you
were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light”
(Ephesians 5:1,8). “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify
ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out

of reverence for God” (2 Corinthians 7:1; see also Chapter 10).

LK R4EF Motivation always the gospel
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The church is all for the morality of its members, but strictly against any kind of
moralizing. Moralizing in the negative sense, we said, is teaching goodness without
the motivation of the gospel. The definition is simple enough. Observing it in the
church’s preaching and teaching becomes the difficult part.
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Let us illustrate this with a few examples. The Christian is urged to observe
God'’s law, to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind . . . [and] your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37,39). In
keeping with the spirit of the first table of God’s law, we urge Christians to go to
church, to read their Bibles, to attend the Lord’s Supper. Why? With what motivation?
Because we know how persistently the old Adam holds back, it might seem more
profitable to stress the Christian’s duty as a member of the church. Sense of duty is a
powerful motivator, but it is not the same as love for the Savior. It may get results,
but it is not gospel motivation.
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In keeping with the spirit of the second table of the law, Christians are
encouraged to be kind and helpful toward others. Why? For what reasons? So that
your neighbor will be kind and helpful to you? So that God will bless you for it? So
that others will know what a good Christian you are? Others may find one or the
other reason good enough. Each one seeks to accomplish consideration for
others—without the motivation of the gospel.
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When we teach Bible stories to our children at home or at church, it is so easy
to fall into moralizing. The good Samaritan helped the man who fell among thieves.
We should help others in time of difficulty. Good story. Obvious application. But

where’s the motivation? We will want to urge our children to help others, not simply
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because someone else did it or because their teacher expects them to do it, but out
of love for the Savior who has loved them and forgiven their sins. Teaching and
applying a story with a good moral lesson without also proclaiming the gospel as the
motivation for it is moralizing.
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Another Bible story that takes special effort so that we guard against moralizing
is that of Cain and Abel. Both brought a sacrifice to God. Why did God accept Abel’s
sacrifice and reject Cain’s? The teacher must not leave the child with the impression
that Abel offered a more generous sacrifice or did so more willingly than Cain. If so,
the child could draw only one conclusion: if | do right, God will be pleased with me.
The fact is, Abel’s sacrifice was accepted because he offered it in faith in God’s
promise of the Savior. His love for God moved him to bring his offering.
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Preaching a series of sermons on the Ten Commandments or teaching them in
an instruction class takes special effort so that one does not become guilty of
moralizing. In each of the commandments, it must be made clear that the gospel,
and only the gospel, love for him who first loved us, is the motivation to obey. Any
preaching of the law as the Christian’s rule and guide without also preaching Christ

and his sacrifice for sinners runs the risk of becoming moralizing to the hearer.
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Moralizing might seem to be a trifling matter, but the examples above do not
make a mountain out of a molehill. Moralizing robs Christians of their freedom won
by Christ. It is a step toward placing Christians back under the law. It causes
Christians to think more in terms of what they must do rather than what God has
done for them. They are made to think that sanctification is something necessary for
earning or meriting God’s favor rather than the free expression of love by a child of
God.
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Take this expression as an example: honesty is the best policy. It is a good moral

w
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statement. But as a bare statement it is moralistic through and through. Why will
Christians be honest? Because dishonesty leads to trouble? Because honest people
are more successful in the long run? The Christian’s only motivation in all that he
says and does is love for his Savior. Consider, then, the potential harm of the
following statements: God will forgive you if you do this or that; Jesus will love you if

you act right; be good, Jesus sees you.

£ Conclusion
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The inborn mind-set of man thinks that man has to and can do something for
his salvation. Because of this self-righteous, work-righteous mind-set, the church
must be doubly careful that it does not fall into moralizing. We don’t have to be
taught this false idea. It is the way we naturally think and feel. By nature, we love to
hear it. We leap at the very idea.
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The church’s task is, first of all, to expose this false notion through a hard-hitting
preaching of the law. Only after we abandon the idea of trying to save ourselves by
our own works, and see ourselves helpless and condemned, will we recognize our
need for the gospel. When the church has shared with the sinner the good news of
peace and pardon in Christ, it will, in the second place, be careful not to give the
self-righteous mind-set an opening to reassert itself in the believer.
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Are you for or against the law? Christians are all for a right use of the law, to
expose sin and crush the sinner’s pride and self-righteousness and to guide them in
their new lives. Christians are against the least hint of moralizing that teaches
goodness to God’s free children without the motivation of the gospel. This, too, is

very basic to a right understanding and use of law and gospel.
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Lutheran pastors are well acquainted with Luther’s observation that the person
who is able to distinguish properly between law and gospel should be made a doctor
of theology.6 What is simple enough in theory becomes difficult in practice. For that
reason Luther also acknowledged that in time of temptation he still was not able to
distinguish between them as he should.
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Nevertheless, Luther’s appreciation for law and gospel and his ability to
distinguish between them placed him head and shoulders above his peers and any
who have followed in his steps. His ability to distinguish between law and gospel
must be attributed to the influence of the Holy Spirit. Just as it is only the Holy Spirit
who can work faith and new life in the heart, it is the Holy Spirit who gives
knowledge and understanding. In short, as Luther also noted, the Holy Spirit makes
theologians.8 The Holy Spirit alone enables anyone to make correct distinctions
between law and gospel.
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Luther’s knowledge and understanding of law and gospel were accompanied by
a tremendous appreciation. Luther once observed that “hunger is a good cook” and
may have been speaking of himself when he made that observation. For all of his
early life, he hungered for some small comfort for his tormented soul. Luther had
been keenly aware of the law from the teachings of his church and his own

conscience, but he knew little if anything of the comfort of the gospel.

HEERHTEE Years of torment
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As a child and as a young man in a monastery, Luther learned the law well. In
addition to the law of Scripture, the church had added many of its own laws, which
one had to keep slavishly if one hoped to find any forgiveness. And Luther tried. It
seems he tried as hard, if not harder, than anyone else. Yet Luther never felt forgiven,
and properly so.

HIRBRIEIN AR B I AR AT S, (AR K2R . 2Lt
—MEE SR, (HAE, RIEFS T, YAl AU AR, R, JRERANR
SUEALATIE N AR . B PENIRBERITEAL T, AR BRI R L2/ . fFEERT
THFRI BT, AR B BRBEALTT L, (BRE S, S e B e A AT B
CHYDIEAAT Yo IENIRATTZ BTS2 20, TG AR &, fEJR 2 a8 A%,
R N O Tei SRR, I B . MBI R AR -

While the church of Luther’s day was not without any gospel, the gospel was
mostly hidden. Infant baptism was practiced but, according to the church teaching,
Baptism forgave only some sins, namely, original sin and personal sins committed
before receiving Baptism. Christians can draw no real comfort from that kind of
baptism. In its teaching on repentance, snatches of gospel were offered here and
there, but then Christians were pointed straight back to the law and to their own

merit and works. As we noted earlier, mixing law and gospel and using law after
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contrition only fill hearts with doubt and fear and drive to despair. Luther knew the
feeling well.
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Yes, the young Luther, growing up in a God-fearing home and in the church of
his day, knew Christ. But he knew him more as another lawgiver than as a
compassionate Savior who kept the law perfectly as the sinner’s substitute and died
once and for all in the sinner’s place. Moments of terror and distress found the
young Luther turning to the saints for help rather than to Christ. Torment over his
own sinfulness left Luther denying himself food and sleep and beating himself. He
performed the most menial tasks he could find. It was that very torment over his sins

that drove him from the university to the monastery and into the priesthood.

RILEKIEA Discovery years
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The church’s confusion of law and gospel may have driven Luther into the
monastery and the priesthood, but God used that very situation to raise him up and
free many from the cruel chains of work-righteousness. Granted, it was a slow
process, a series of events that took many years, but it led Luther into an intense
study of the Bible. At first Luther was troubled by things he read there, not because
Scripture was unclear, but because of false notions planted in his mind from his
youth. Whenever he read of the righteousness of God, he could think only of the
righteousness of the law, the rightness that God’s law demands. The turning point in
Luther’s life came when, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, he learned to know
the righteousness of the gospel. Very often Scripture uses the term righteousness to
refer to the righteousness that God has provided for sinners through Christ. When
Luther learned that, he found the comfort that had been denied him during his
youth. His hungry soul was fed by the gospel. It was the beginning of many years of
basking in the sunshine of the good news of God’s grace in Christ.
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What Luther discovered by the grace of God, he was determined to share with
others. His was a lifetime of sharing the truth of God’s Word in the face of opposition
within and without the church. Luther became a master in distinguishing between
law and gospel. This is clearly evident in his sermons, books, and letters. Nowhere is

it more apparent to so many than in his two catechisms.
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The Small Catechism, written for parents to teach their children, has been called
the Gem of the Reformation. The Formula of Concord calls the catechism of Luther
“the layman’s Bible.”9 To this day there may be no better way to study and discover
the theology of Luther and Lutheran doctrine than Luther’s catechisms. The two
catechisms are essentially the same in doctrinal content. What the Small Catechism
offers in a form easy to memorize, the Large Catechism presents in greater detail.
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Both are excellent summaries of Christian doctrine. Above everything else, they
are a clear and precise explanation of law and gospel, and worthy of further

consideration in this study of these great doctrines of the Bible.

BB A4S0 ] & 9 1427 The law in Luther’s catechisms
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Luther begins his catechetical instruction with the law, proving that he is no
antinomian. Though he suffered miserably for years under the threats of the law,
with no comfort for his anguished soul, Luther did not dismiss the law or deal lightly
with it after he learned to know the gospel. The only time Luther can be found to
sound like an antinomian is when he is talking about justification. When Luther is
speaking of the righteousness that avails before God, he wants to hear nothing of
law.
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But Luther retained a high regard for the law. He did not completely divorce it
from the gospel as later antinomians have claimed. In the law Luther finds the
Christian’s rule or guide for life under the gospel. Addressing Christian parents to
instruct their children in the law, Luther explains the First Commandment: “We
should fear, love, and trust in God above all things.” In the explanation of the
remainder of the commandments Luther begins, “We should fear and love God.”
From the First Commandment proceed all the other commandments. All observance
of God’s law flows from faith, from trust. In the Large Catechism Luther concludes
his discussion of the First Commandment: “Where the heart is right with God and
this commandment is kept, fulfillment of all the others will follow of its own accord.”
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By faith Christians live in an entirely new relationship to God’s law. Unlike
unbelievers, they are no longer threatened by the law. Although they are never
entirely without law, they are no longer under the law. The law is their friend, not
their enemy. They delight in God’s law. They recognize each of God’s
commandments as an expression of God’s will for their lives.
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However, a close examination of their lives reveals that they are never able to
measure up to the commands of the law. No matter how much they try, they.still

lack holiness. They are never able to say that they have feared, loved, and trusted.in
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God above everything else in their lives. When have they been able to love their
neighbor, even their enemies, as themselves? The law, which serves as a rule for
their lives, takes on another function, as a mirror to show them their sin.
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As Luther carefully explains each of the commandments, Christians readily see
what they lack in their lives. The Second Commandment not only forbids any misuse
of God’s name but requires the Christian to “call upon God’s name in every trouble,
pray, praise, and give thanks.” The Third Commandment not only condemns any
despising of God’s Word but demands that the Christian “regard it as holy and gladly
hear and learn it.”
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Luther’s explanation of the Fourth Commandment not only warns against
dishonor and anger against father and mother and others in authority, but calls upon
the Christian to “honor, serve, and obey them, and give them love and respect.” The
Fifth Commandment not only forbids murder, but also the least hurt or harm against
another. It requires that the Christian “help and befriend him in every bodily need.”
The Sixth Commandment requires that we lead “a pure and decent life in words and
actions”; the Seventh Commandment, that we “help him [our neighbor] to improve
and protect his property and means of income”; and the Eighth Commandment, that
we “defend him [our neighbor], speak well of him, and take his words and actions in

the kindest possible way.”
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Can anyone still miss the point Luther wishes to make, namely, “We daily sin
much and surely deserve nothing but punishment” (Fifth Petition)? In the Ninth and
Tenth Commandments, Luther points out where sin begins: in the heart with the sin
of covetousness. Even if one could keep all the commandments outwardly, he or she
still has not done so inwardly, as God’s law also demands.
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Though Luther does not distinguish between the law as a mirror and the law as
a rule, he does think of the law as a threat against the sinful nature of man when he
comes to the conclusion to the Ten Commandments. First he quotes from God’s
words at Mount Sinai in conjunction with the First Commandment: “I, the LORD your
God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third
and fourth generation of those who hate me.” Luther goes on to explain, “God
threatens to punish all who transgress these commandments. Therefore we should
fear his anger and not disobey what he commands.”
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Those are not the words of an antinomian. They are the words of one who has
highest regard for God’s law. He impresses upon Christians the need for God’s law

both to mirror and curb sin, as well as to guide Christians in their new lives.
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BRAE(SAN M ZH HIAEE The gospel in Luther’s catechisms
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The Ten Commandments may have occupied first place in Luther’s catechisms,
but no one can doubt that the Apostles’ Creed and the sacraments occupy first place
in Luther’s doctrine and Luther’s heart. Placing the law first is only following the
theological order, law before gospel—law to convict the sinner of guilt and the
gospel to comfort contrite hearts.
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Luther gives equal treatment to each of the articles in the Apostles’ Creed. But
it is in the Second Article where Luther strikes the full chord of the gospel. The First
Article is important preparation for the Second Article. God is my gracious and
merciful Father who not only made me and preserves me but also sent his one and
only Son to be my Savior. The Third Article follows on the heel of the Second Article.
Without the Holy Spirit | could not believe anything that the Second Article teaches.
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In the Second Article we come to the very heartbeat of Luther’s catechisms. “I
believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from eternity, and also
true man, born of the virgin Mary, is my Lord.” In brief but comprehensive ferm

Luther confesses the person of my Savior, true God who also became true man. His
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person is essential for all that follows in the article. Because of his person he is equal
to the work for which the Father sent him. “He has redeemed me, a lost and
condemned creature, purchased and won me from all sins, from death, and from the
power of the devil.”

VS ECIINES 3 > NIEE: V2 i =l o e = DX ) AN i S M e D
FBETI R EE, HBCRBONRMROE o RO F, XA B T —V): A Kt
ITPREEIN, A EAAHY, KRR AN SE ], MIRGRATIUA 45 H . B EA TR
FRAkSE 1, (BAMARSEUTE: “ARMEE SR, MAEEMEE. 2oram, A
TGO 7 XA I——283 . B5. EEN——RE T A,
FERL DT HEREE A, A BIMAMUDRRA N, E5%2 7ARZ, K
NRECHEE, REZREE. MED CERARRE, LAk ERILT, AR
RO g, Ohdk, WIWEE, MR, BT REREA. MER 7 EREE, KK
AP

It was in answer to my great need, which God’s holy law thoroughly exposes,
that Christ came as my Redeemer. Redeemer! The word says it all: the one who
comes to the rescue; pays the price; buys back what was lost; frees from bondage,
from slavery. Luther need not go on, but he does: “not with gold or silver but with
his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and death.” That is the price:
blood—holy, precious, innocent blood—on behalf of the unholy, guilty, condemned.
When Luther looks to the cross, he sees more than someone suffering the kind of
agony that | deserve because of my sin. He sees the substitute for sinners, God’s
eternal Son, the Redeemer of the world, paying the full price for me, my sin, my guilt.
He sees the Lord, my righteousness.
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Luther concludes his explanation of the Second Article: “All this he did that |
should be his own, and live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in everlasting

righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he has risen from death anddives
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and rules eternally.” The proof of my redemption is Jesus’ resurrection on the third
day. The result of Jesus’ redemption is that | belong to him, live under him in his
kingdom, and serve him all my life and into eternity.
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Luther is not in the least opposed to good works, which are the fruit of faith.
Belonging to Christ and living for Christ go together. Service is the natural result of
faith in him. My life of service for Christ began the moment | came to know him as

my Redeemer, my Lord, my righteousness.

B 45 (S 0 el & B ) X L The sacraments in Luther’s

catechisms
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Luther was not the first to write a catechism. Other catechisms included
treatment of the law and the gospel, the Ten Commandments, and the Apostles’
Creed. Luther’s catechisms, however, differed in their profound comprehension of
law and gospel, and Luther also included the two sacraments, Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper, as part of his presentation of the gospel.
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Others before and after Luther (Roman Catholic and Reformed) have looked
upon the sacraments for the most part as something man does, an obedience man
owes to God. Luther saw them purely as something that God does for man: “Baptism,

however, is not our work, but God’s.”11
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“Baptism works forgiveness of sin, delivers from death and the devil, and gives
eternal salvation to all who believe this, as the words and promises of God declare”
(Second). In his Large Catechism Luther reminds the Christian, “Here you see again
how precious and important a thing Baptism should be regarded as being for in it we
obtain such an inexpressible treasure.”12 Recognizing Baptism as pure gospel,
Luther encourages Christians to make daily use of their baptism: “What does
baptizing with water mean? Baptism means that the old Adam in us should be
drowned by daily contrition and repentance, and that all its evil deeds and desires be
put to death. It also means that a new person should daily arise to live before God in
righteousness and purity forever” (Fourth).
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In the same way Luther treasured the gospel offered in the Lord’s Supper. Long
before Luther’s day, the Roman Catholic Church had changed the Lord’s Supper from
Jesus’ gift to repentant sinners to a sacrifice of merit on the part of man. According
to Rome, the body and blood of Christ are not given and received as a pledge of the
forgiveness of sins. Rather, the priest offers up the sacrament (Mass) as an unbloody
sacrifice for the living and the dead. God’s gift (gospel) is changed into a work of man

(law). Rome’s teaching has not changed over the centuries.
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Reformed teaching is little better. It teaches that the Lord’s Supper is a mere
ceremony that man ought to observe because Christ commanded him to do so.
Again, gospel has been reduced to law.
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For Luther the Lord’s Supper is the purest gospel. Under bread and wine the
Christian receives the Lord’s true body and blood, the same body and blood that
Christ offered on the cross for the sins of mankind. Luther has pure gospel in mind
when he describes the blessings in the second part of his explanation of the
Sacrament of Holy Communion: “That is shown us by these words: ‘Given’ and
‘poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.” Through these words we receive
forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation in this sacrament. For where there is
forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation.”
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Luther’s understanding of law and gospel, as well as his great appreciation for
them, are apparent throughout his catechisms. The law is good. The law is necessary.
The law works contrition. The law is the Christian’s guide for holy living. Luther’s
respect for the law is surpassed only by his deep gratitude for the gospel. The gospel

is the truth that set him free from all the guilt and agony that ruled his life forso
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many years. It is truth for which Luther stood firm at Worms before rulers of
government and church. It is truth that Luther was determined to share with others

in his catechisms.

ESME PR 548 Law and gospel in the Lutheran

Confessions
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Luther’s proper distinction between law and gospel can be found throughout
the Lutheran Confessions. Each of the confessional writings, in its own way and in
response to the circumstances that prompted its writing, contends vigorously for the
truth of the gospel.
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Proper distinction between law and gospel lies at the very heart of clear
teaching in all the doctrines of Scripture. If law and gospel are confused, every other
doctrine of the Bible will become flawed. With careful distinction of law and gospel
at the heart of the church’s teaching, all other doctrines of Scripture take on new

meaning and importance.

BT {5 &MY H Augsburg Confession and the Apology
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Though Philip Melanchthon, and not Luther, was the principal author of the
Augsburg Confession and the Apology, Melanchthon proved to be an able student of
Luther and reflected the spirit of Luther throughout.
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These confessions do not have an article entitled either law or gospel, but law
or gospel or both can be found in every article. The law rings forth clearly in the
following articles: Original Sin (II), New Obedience (VI), Repentance (Xll), and Cause
of Sin (XIX). The gospel sounds forth just as clearly in these articles: Son of God (1),
Justification (1V), the Sacraments (IX and X), and Repentance (XIl). The articles Church
(VIl1), Use of Sacraments (XIlIl), Freedom of the Will (XVIIl), Faith and Good Works
(XX), and Confessions (XXV) each in their own way reflect a healthy distinction

between and appreciation for law and gospel.

8 55 N8 {5 % Smalcald Articles
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In the Smalcald Articles, written seven years after the Augsburg Confession and
eight years after his two catechisms, Luther includes separate articles on both law
and gospel. The article on law (Part lll, Article Il) is brief, but to the point: the law
first of all reveals sin and works wrath. The article on gospel (IV) is even briefer but is
only a beginning of an extensive treatment of the gospel in the articles that follow on
the sacraments (V and VI), the keys (VIl), and confession (VIIl). Of no lesser
importance is Luther’s article on repentance (lll). The Smalcald Articles stand as an
able witness against the doctrines of the papacy of Rome. Again, clear distinction

between law and gospel are the keynote.

186



#[FE 3\ Formula of Concord

W TR R AEAS A R L B B A5 2 AP 5 . i S 84 o FL I, X AR AN
A B PRIA —— A IR AR T 2 8 —— i SRR 1. 280,
FEFAET 1546 LS, SOPUH BUFR R M E AR BRI R B S, ORAE 4k
g, EBREESRA NS, ML T BRI A U GRS T
AR RS AR R R FFT, WREK A, BE LR E
R . B— N ARCEREL SN A FIAR T, TE MR IR .

Thanks to excellent statements on law and gospel as found in Luther’s
catechisms, the Augsburg Confession, the Apology, and the Smalcald Articles—all
based upon the Scriptures—the battle against Rome was won. Yet, battles were left
to be fought against false ideas that arose within the camp of the reformers after
Luther’s death in 1546. Seven distinct controversies arose within the Lutheran
church. Several of those controversies betray a false notion concerning law or gospel.
Each of the articles in the Formula of Concord refutes a specific error that

endangered the souls of men. Each article contains a clear statement of law and

gospel.
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The law is clearly defined in the articles Original Sin (I), Free Will (Il), Good
Works (IV), and Third Use of the Law (VI). The gospel is rightly presented in the
articles Righteousness of Faith (lIl), Lord’s Supper (VIl), and the Person of Christ (VIII).
Most notable is Article V, Law and Gospel. There can be no doubt what these early
Lutheran confessors recognized as the key to resolving controversy. The opening

paragraphs under “Affirmative Theses” reads:

187



1 ATEE . ZRIAIN, XOEEAEE 2 — MRl e, AT 40
FEHETE RS, B, KIEERP &S, EawBgihiE ar DAy Ik
TR 7 o

2. FAVAME. FIIHAN, PR, EREMRECL BERSH AR
XTRIRISE b S0, B A RIS B B B

3. Rk, PrEEIERME, #ETEENE.

4. (HEMEE, MRIU, R -MEL, BES - DIFRE RS EHEMN
KIZZHTTHIN, NMZAERZE . W, EECKML T, i
A E TR, ATENTHE, HOMBSAFRA TR R, “1E
EARTHATR L, FUKAE R Ay, (3]

1. We believe, teach, and confess that the distinction between law and Gospel
is an especially glorious light that is to be maintained with great diligence in
the church so that, according to St. Paul’s admonition, the Word of God
may be divided rightly.

2. We believe, teach, and confess that, strictly speaking, the law is a divine
doctrine which teaches what is right and God-pleasing and which condemns
everything that is sinful and contrary to God’s will.

3. Therefore everything which condemns sin is and belongs to the
proclamation of the law.

4. But the Gospel, strictly speaking, is the kind of doctrine that teaches what a
man who has not kept the law and is condemned by it should believe,
namely, that Christ has satisfied and paid for all guilt and without man’s
merit has obtained and won for him forgiveness of sins, the “righteousness
that avails before God,” and eternal life.
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A firm commitment to the Lutheran Confessions is a prerequisite for

confessional Lutheranism. Commitment to the Lutheran Confessions is ,a
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commitment to Holy Scripture itself. Commitment to the Lutheran Confessions is a

commitment to law and gospel, the two great doctrines of the Bible.
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In a world of endless questions and mass confusion about life, values, ethics,
religion, God, and the hereafter, people have a dire need for answers. Right answers
are essential both for ourselves and others. Basic to all right answers is the proper
teaching of law and gospel.

IMPARE R, EEER—F, —DNREE WO AEA — 37 R B A -
XAMEIEE H O T g R3S HANE R . iR EAT R, AR
FAE IR I . TR N ERR), 3T — MRS — MR R, 3K
AR RIXMRELN 5, DL R

Imagine, if you will, a commander leading troops into a crucial battle. The
commander himself is not clear about the marching orders he is about to give. When
he finally speaks, his voice is weak and garbled. The orders are confused, and one
order contradicts the next. We can only imagine the confusion—and the outcome.
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May we appreciate what our gracious God has revealed to us in the Scriptures
and preserved for us through Dr. Martin Luther, other fathers of the Lutheran
Reformation, and the Evangelical Lutheran church. A clear and certain message of
law and gospel is vital to our preaching and teaching and our care of souls if the
soldiers of Christ are to be fitted for the battle. The devil and his army are formidable
foes. Only pure law and pure gospel will disarm and defeat the enemy.

SRERIEE, EARFERERE], FXAHEmts, 22X A4ME 2R iadte
TEIFEE, EFRREFEANRER ) BNTTPRZH, WERAZIA R, A

190



FHRENEE, BE%R, MMEAESH, TEEEAER. R2, s,
HRAREE: BEEENIME—K “EE” o ENTRATNL, BETHENHREIA
AT — R, E R R RPIRES . ARy, PRORHIRE 7 AEAE S, X
IRAAE T HATATIRYE, e S ERSEATR A .

May you, dear reader, also sense the urgency to share this message with a
dying world. Countless voices are seeking the attention of lost sinners. Most, if not
all of them, mean well, but the results are often harmful, if not fatal. Many, such as
the cults, have no gospel; the law is their only “gospel.” They leave people’s souls in
a state as bad as or worse than when they found them. Others greatly confuse law
and gospel, and any confusion of law and gospel causes doubt and fear.
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Confusion results whenever one fails to let the law be law and the gospel be
gospel. The law, rightly used, condemns all sinners to hell. As for new life, the law is
a guide only to the one who has already believed the gospel. The gospel, rightly
preached, declares all sinners righteous through the merits of Christ, the Righteous
One. All who believe this unbelievably good news have forgiveness of sins and
eternal salvation. But even faith that believes is not a condition to be met, but the
free gift of a gracious God.
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God grant us the faith to believe the gospel! God give us the courage to stand
firm in this truth and every other teaching of Scripture! God stir up our hearts that
we are willing to share boldly and generously the truth that changes lives and saves

eternally!
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