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Foreword 
The Glory and the Grace of God’s Law 

It is rarely that I compile a foreword to a book before I write the 
book. This is because forewords generally are composed after the 
book has been written. They are intended to whet the reader’s 
appetite for the book, and indicate the lines set out ahead. 
 This foreword is different. It is a composition of hope, a 
telling of what I wish to do in the book. For many years the 
statement of Koheleth, the author of Ecclesiastes, has been in my 
mind: 

 
The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his 
commandments; for this is the whole duty of man. For God will 
bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether 
good or evil (Eccl. 12:13f.). 
 

For the RSV and similar translations, fearing God and keeping His 
commandments is the whole duty of Man, that is, the duty of every 
man and woman. However, some versions omit the word ‘duty’, 
and interpret as follows: 

 
Fear God and keep his commands; there is no more to man than this 
(NEB). 
 
Fear God and keep his commandments. This is every man.1  

                                                 
 1  G. A Barton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, 
The International Critical Commentary Series, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1947, p. 
199. 
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Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: 
Fear God and keep His commandments, 
For this is man’s all.2 

 
If we conclude that to fear God and keep His commandments is 
‘man’s all’, his chief end, the fullness of his life, then God’s 
commandments are most significant. Law, then, becomes 
important for us all. The word ‘man’, here, is translated in the 
NRSV as ‘everyone’. The whole human race must fear God and 
keep His commandments. The ‘fear’, of course, is not a slavish 
one, but an awe and reverence of the Holy One of Israel, the King 
of the whole earth, and this is emphasised time and again in 
biblical and apocryphal Wisdom literature. Koheleth himself tells 
the dynamics of the awe of God, ‘God has made it [creation] so, in 
order that men should fear before him’; ‘For when dreams 
increase, empty words grow many: but do you fear God’; ‘he who 
fears God shall come forth from them all [the destructive things of 
evil]’; ‘Though a sinner does evil a hundred times and prolongs 
his life, yet I know that it will be well with those who fear God, 
because they fear before him’. 
 Paul, in summing up the depravity of humanity (Rom. 
3:11–18), stated, ‘There is no fear of God before their eyes’ 
(cf. Ps. 36:1). This fear of God, which the Wisdom literature 
tells us is ‘the beginning of wisdom’ and ‘a fountain of life’, 
is not a slavish but a loving and grateful fear. Psalm 130:1–4 
sees fear springing from God’s grace (chesed): 
 

Out of the depths I cry to thee, O LORD!  
 Lord, hear my voice!  
Let thy ears be attentive  
 to the voice of my supplications!  

 

                                                 
 2  D. A. Hubbard, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, The Communicator’s 
Commentary Series, Word, Dallas, 1991, p. 251. 
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If thou, O LORD, shouldst mark iniquities,  
 Lord, who could stand?  
But there is forgiveness with thee,  
 that thou mayest be feared. 

With a revelation of God’s holy nature, fear comes from breaking 
God’s law since God and His law cannot be separated from one 
another. God’s law is His speaking personally to the human race; 
not only warning it, but also teaching it the right ways in which all 
should walk—to their own good! Infringement of that holy law 
brings awful judgment. Even so, God’s love provides a way out of 
the judgment, and that saving work of God causes a holy fear to 
return to the heart of the one who has broken the law of God, and 
thereby violated His holiness. 
 In this Foreword, then, I would want to alert all fellow human 
beings to the reality of God. That is a vast task, and beyond human 
ability to do so. It is not beyond God’s capacity to accomplish an 
awakening of other human spirits through any servant of His. We 
live in an age not only of dreadful anger breaking out on every 
side of the human scene, but we also see the rapid increase of 
violence and of homicides of the worst kind. Fear of judgment 
may exist hidden in the depths of any one, but outwardly ‘there is 
no fear of God before their eyes’. Somehow God’s law must break 
through to the mind and conscience of angry and evil people. 
Strangely enough, this does not come simply by the preaching of 
the law, but by bringing a revelation of the holiness of God. In 
Israel ‘the Holy One of Israel’ was not always the One who judged 
and destroyed, but was ‘your Redeemer’. It is the gospel, then, which 
will alert to the enormity of sin and the rightness of judgment to those 
who have no godly fear, and will bring them to a fear which will 
make them cry out to God. Then the gospel of forgiveness  
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will come to them, and they will be brought back to what it is to 
be restored human beings. 
 If the book succeeds in showing these elements of law and 
grace, then I would want further to show how beautiful is the law 
of God and how rich it is in life-giving quality. I would want to 
show that God’s law is intrinsically wonderful, unbelievably 
liberating, and the true path of genuine love and that love’s 
freedom. I would want to show not only that Christ is the very 
goal of the law given at creation, but also that through Christ those 
who believe in him can have that created image of God renewed 
into the full likeness of God. 
 This is the mystery I would love to unfold, the mystery which 
convinces us that we can become like God and ultimately have 
fellowship with Him, intimately and personally, in the age to 
come, that is, in ‘the ages upon the ages’. This hope is powerful as 
it looks to ‘the end’, but meantime it is alive in the glad, practical 
keeping of God’s commandments. Such keeping, in holy fear, is 
‘man’s all’, for ‘there is no more to man than this’ and ‘this is 
every man’: it is ‘the whole of man’. That is why we say that the 
law of God and keeping the law of God is a great mystery. This is 
what Man is all about. He is about nothing else. 
 If a book can convey this, then it must be a useful book. I 
hope this present volume is able to lead some readers to see and 
live in this divine mystery, in which it will cause them to cry out, 
‘I love Your law’, which, after all, is the same as saying, ‘I love 
You’. It is this love—this agape—which is the heart of law, no 
less than it is the heart of God Himself. 

T h e  L a w  b e f o r e  t h e  L a w  

1 

1 

The Law before the Law 

The Gift of Creation 

What an incredible gift—to be created by God! If in the present 
time all creation waits with longing to be liberated from its 
bondage to corruption in order that it may share in ‘the liberty of 
the glory of the sons of God’, then how beautiful the time must 
have been when it was under no such bondage, and no such 
futility. The angels of God were permitted to view the creation of 
terrestrial things and creatures, and for the beauty and wonder of it 
all ‘they sang together and shouted for joy’. So the rich expression 
of God’s creatorial intent and powers came into sight. 
 Behind these astonishing and magnificent happenings was the 
Intent, the plan of God for His creation, and at the head of this vast 
list was Man, Man He was making ‘in His own image and 
likeness’. Undoubtedly the celestial creatures, themselves most 
wonderful, must have marvelled deeply as they saw the one called 
‘Man’ come into being. 
 The first act, in the completion of Man’s creation, was that 
God made from the man, the woman. Man was now both man and 
woman, male and female, the 
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 two being one. Henceforth we speak of the two in union and com-
munion as ‘Man’. This is no mere generic term for all humankind. 
It is the specific term for that which cannot, ontologically 
speaking, be separated, namely man and woman. The reality of 
their oneness is no less a mystery than the Unity of the Trinity, for 
that is the Source from which it stems. 
 The next act of Elohim was to bless the couple. Blessing, in 
order to be known, comes to those of the fallen human race as a 
revelation. Doubtless it was a mystery to the primal couple, but 
they knew the riches of God’s blessing upon them. Even so, the 
blessing had a grand matter in view. They—Man—were now to 
‘Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth’. They were to 
have lordship over the creation by reason of their vast humanity 
and their God-like humanity. Thus Man was to be the leader of all 
created things and creatures. ‘There was nothing that was not put 
under him.’ 
 That they might retain the new life God had breathed into 
them—into Man formed of the dust of the earth—they were 
shown all the beauties of the paradisiacal garden, Eden. Eden 
means ‘place of delights’. Every tree was good for food and 
pleasant to the eyes: no less ‘the tree of life’. They were invited to 
eat of it and to live for ever. A command came to them—the 
second command. They were not to eat of the fruit of a tree called 
‘the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’. Its fruit was lethal: 
they would die. 
 This command was for their good, for their protection against 
unnecessary death. The two commands—the creational mandate to 
be fruitful and to exercise stewardship of the earth, and the 
prohibition against eating of the lethal tree—were the two 
commands that created Man knew. The first was given at the point 
of God’s blessing them. The second was a  

T h e  L a w  b e f o r e  t h e  L a w  

3 

warning against a death-dealing curse. These commands were of 
blessing and cursing.  

The Law of Creation 

The human race has a problem when it comes to the word ‘law’. 
Terms such as ‘law’, ‘command’ and ‘authority’ have the 
connotation of demand, restriction, a hierarchy of authority, and 
seem to go against the freedom of the human spirit, especially the 
freedom of the will. For this reason humanity has an inbuilt 
reaction to the words, and in particular the word ‘law’. It must be 
said that the reaction is linked with the guilt humans know before 
God. They experience an existential guilt for being less glorious 
than He made them, and they know personal guilts for the 
infringements of His law. In making this statement we pre-empt 
the matter of Man’s fall. 
 To ask, then, ‘Was the law of God known to the primal 
couple, and did they see themselves under law?’ is a difficult 
question to answer because we are asking it from our vantage 
point of a post-Fall world. We dislike the idea of law. However, 
were we to have an utterly pure conscience and were we to live in 
a state of unsullied innocence, would we feel this way about law? 
The word ‘communion’ is a wonderful one, catching up as it does 
not only the idea of union—as with the man and the woman—but 
also of utter oneness, as with the three Persons of the Godhead. 
The primal man and woman had utter communion, and this 
because they first had utter communion with God. They had rich 
affinity with Him, because they were in His image and likeness, such 
as no other creature had, not even the highest celestial beings. Out of 
that affinity they had their internal unity. In  
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communion with God they had communion with one another. 
Another way of saying this is that they lived in the Presence of 
God: to them there was no Absence of that Presence, and no 
presence of an Absence. For Man not to live in the Presence 
means he is not truly Man, the Man God created.  

Law in Communion 

Law in communion must surely mean ‘the law of communion’, 
and we may add, ‘the law or principle of love’. Having said that, 
we have said almost everything about the creation and have, 
formally, stated the mystery of human being and living. Man knew 
God, and the knowing was the understanding of the nature of God 
insofar as a human being needed, and needs, to know Him. In that 
the man, Adam, knew God, and the woman, Eve, knew Him; then 
insofar as they knew one another, their knowledge was not 
primarily psychological but relational. Knowledge of one another 
is always primarily relational. Knowledge about one another 
comes from observation: it is noetic rather than existential, and if 
noetic then not existential.  

Does Creation Have an Implied Contractual 
Covenant? 

Many theologians believe it does. Certainly there is no explicit 
covenant mentioned in the early chapters of Genesis. Some 
reformed theologians saw an implied and contractual covenant 
regarding the works of created Man. If Man would do these works 
God’s blessing would be upon him: if not, then the cursing  
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would come in the form of death. For these theologians the 
creation of Man implied a covenant of works. 
 It is easy to understand that some theologians should find an 
implied covenant, for they too are human beings looking at a pre-Fall 
situation with a post-Fall mind. Try as we may, we find it difficult to 
believe that creation was a pure gift of God to His creatures. There is 
much theological talk about creation being ‘of grace’. Whilst the 
Scriptures certainly assure us that God had grace in mind for the 
future of a race that would fail the test of loving loyalty to God, yet 
must we say God created by grace? Why do we not say that God, out 
of the sheer joy and delight of His own love, His own free creativity, 
simply created? The word ‘grace’, when used, always has the 
implications of restoration, of doing something over and above the 
natural realm of creation, and of some responsive obligation of the 
one who is graced. If grace does not have specific meaning, but has a 
general sense of every act of God being unmerited, then of course 
creation was a matter of grace, but its specific meaning is then lost, 
and its distinctive character is blurred. 
 If, then, we are going to think of creation having a covenant of 
works, we will have to define how this is so, and must be so. What 
we cannot dismiss is that the primal couple knew God in 
communion, and to know Him must have been to know His will. 
In some way His will was linked with the positive mandate, the 
way of life for them and the subsequent human race, and was also 
linked with the tree of life—blessing—and the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil—cursing. Thus, in some sense, they 
had a knowledge of good and evil, but it would have been the 
knowing which obtains with innocence and a pure conscience, the 
knowing which comes from knowing God. 
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The ‘Very Good’ Nature of Creation 

The principle of creational law was certainly present when, in 
Genesis 1:14–19, we have the first creational hierarchy and its 
law: 

 
And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to 
separate the day from the night; and let them be for signs and for 
seasons and for days and years, and let them be lights in the 
firmament of the heavens to give light upon the earth.’ And it was so. 
And God made the two great lights, the greater light to rule the day, 
and the lesser light to rule the night; he made the stars also. And God 
set them in the firmament of the heavens to give light upon the earth, 
to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from 
the darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening 
and there was morning, a fourth day. 
 

 Creation has a ‘fixed order’, according to Psalm 148:5–6 and 
Jeremiah 31:35–36. This immutability is dependent upon the 
Creator and not upon the creation itself. God has ordained the sun 
and the moon to rule. Later He ordained Man to rule the creation. The 
advent of sin came through Man (Rom. 5:12), but it did not alter the 
‘fixed order’. Man was still to rule (cf. Gen. 9:1–7; Ps. 8:3f.). Law 
did not commence with sin, but the view the sinner has of law 
commenced with the primal, original sin of Man. Authority was not 
invented in order to curb fallen Man. Authority for Man in 
communion with God was perhaps not even considered as something 
ominous, overbearing and restrictive. The law of God could never be 
thus. To innocence, God’s authority and His law can only be the 
obvious order of things, and the idea of questioning them does not 
arise. If everything is ‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31), then it is primarily 
functionally good, and such functioning in conformity with it is 
simply the true way of life. 

T h e  L a w  b e f o r e  t h e  L a w  
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The Questioning of God and All His Things 

The subtle serpent questioned the way of God for Man, insinuating 
that Man was restricted from fulfilling his/her true destiny by an 
impeding command. That was the deceit that the woman took into 
herself. The man was not deceived. His rejection of God’s law for 
him was deliberate. 
 The new, so-called ‘liberty of decision’ brought the death of 
innocence. Henceforth the communion was broken. God had 
warned against eating the fruit under penalty of death. The penalty 
of death was enacted. Man died to God, the death being relational. 
Outside of communion there is no true relationship. The freedom 
to eat of the tree of life was not exercised. What was the law of 
life had been exchanged for the law of death. 
 In this relational sense the man died to the woman, the woman 
to the man. The man’s accusation that the woman God had given 
him had caused him to sin was self-justification. Both God and the 
woman are accused. The woman accuses the serpent. The woman 
suffers in childbirth and the ruling over her of the one who had 
loved her, and who had never in this sense ever ruled her. 
Communion knows nothing of ‘rule’ in this harsh, new sense. 

Dread of God and Death 

 Hebrews 2:14–15 tells us that humankind, from the cradle to 
the grave, has always feared death, and so lives out its earthly 
existence in bondage. Adam’s fear of God, and the sense of 
nakedness of the two, must have been fearful. They dreaded ‘the 
sound of the LORD God walking in the garden’. The writer of 
Hebrews put it clearly (4:12–13): 
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For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 
And before him no creature is hidden, but all are open and laid bare 
to the eyes of him with whom we have to do. 

 
 In this nakedness before God, in this nakedness which brings 
shame, lies fear of the word of God. In fact, all fear lies in this 
word because God is not other than His word. His utterance is 
Himself giving expression to Himself. Man is a creature of the 
word of God as is no other creature. The word is the communica-
tion. In the state of innocent communion the word is precious. In 
the state of separation the word is to be feared. Even so, for there 
to be no word is intolerably worse. Cain the murderer did not 
desire to go outside the word (see Gen. 4). 

To Fallen Humanity 

the Word Always Comes as Law 

As we have suggested, Man in innocence scarcely thinks of law as 
we who are fallen creatures consider law to be legal, to be ‘hard 
copy’, to be restrictive with penal overtones, and so to be a thing 
of harsh demand and ultimate punishment. The law of God makes 
God to be the God of law. By rationalising God as legal in His acts 
and judgmental in His dealings with the human race, Man sees 
God in this unfavourable light.  

T h e  L a w  b e f o r e  t h e  L a w  
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2 

Law as from Always 

Law Perpetual? 

Was there always a law, and was it the law of God? The innate 
bias against law that is in all human creatures cannot prevent us 
from at least examining the nature of law and its historicity. We 
are even interested in that which we do not like. It seems essential 
for us to ‘find out the end from the beginning’,1 since we have a 
sense of things not confined to the three dimensions and the five 
senses. So we ask ourselves, ‘Was law always there—from the 
beginning of creation?’ That law is a universal element we do not 
deny. All cultures have their law and laws. 
 Paul says in Romans 5:12–14 that, prior to the law being given to 
Moses, sin was in the world, ‘but sin is not counted where there is no 
law’. He was surely not saying that no law existed before Moses, but 
rather the law as given to Moses was not explicitly present. He was 
pointing to the fact of what we call ‘original sin’, saying that death 
reigned as a result of that. Genesis 1:14–18  

                                                 
 1  In Ecclesiastes 3:11 the author wrote, ‘He has made everything beautiful in 
its time; also he has put eternity into man’s mind, yet so that he cannot find out 
what God has done from the beginning to the end’. 
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shows there was a ‘ruling’ principle prior to Man’s creation, and 
where ruling is, so is law. This might be called ‘a fixed principle’ 
of creation (cf. Ps. 148:5–6; Jer. 31:36). Creation is shown to be 
under the lordly stewardship of Man (Gen. 1:28; Ps. 8:3ff.). 
 We might say that the first command given to Man was that of 
the creational mandate (Gen. 1:28; cf. 9:1–7). Some commentators 
suggest that this was not in the legal sense, but direction for living. 
The second command would appear to be the prohibition against 
eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and this was 
not a restrictive law, so much as a command given for Man’s 
protection. 
 We now ask the further question, ‘Did the primal couple know 
what has been called the law of God?’ This is a wide-reaching 
term capable of many meanings. It can mean ‘the law which is 
God’, that is, ‘the law of His own Triune Being’, or ‘the law from 
God’, that is, a law He has devised for Man, and almost certainly 
along the line of true creational functionality, which He has given 
to Man. In a third concept of law some suggest that the law was 
introduced as a result of the fall of Man, a law designed to keep 
Man within certain limits of moral behaviour. In the first case, the 
law of God would be the expression of His own being, which was 
given to Man that he might live similarly, that is, along such lines 
as does the Triune God. In the second case, the law would be 
‘natural’, that is, it would direct humanity along the lines of 
creational functionality. In the third case, it would be a form of 
demand or legislation intended to curb evil in its moderate and 
outrageous forms. 
 The facts of history are that we can trace many laws; laws that 
belong to cultures, and often linked primarily with the cultures’ 
deities. When we ask what was law in the minds of the primeval 
couple, we have to say  
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we do not know. Living without guilt, in union with the Creator 
and one another, the two would have known principles of life, yet 
such principles might have constituted unconscious knowledge. 
They just would have had the mind of God, and that would have 
been enough. The law in that case would not have appeared in 
dark and difficult mode, but as a simple form of relationship, 
behaviour and conduct. 
That created humanity, even though fallen, knew of law is clear. 
The consciences of Pharaoh and Abimelech (Gen. 12:10–20; 
20:1–18; 26:6–11) troubled them when the possibility of 
contracted adultery became clear. To speak of the evil of ante-
diluvian Man (cf. Gen. 6:5) makes no sense if there was no law 
extant. In Genesis 26:5 it is said, ‘Abraham obeyed my voice, and 
kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws’. 
What were these elements but those of God’s law, that is, ‘my 
laws’. 
This brings us to the question of what has been called ‘natural 
law’. Romans 2:12–16 should be looked at clearly.  

Creational, Contractual, and Functional 
or Natural Law 

The Creational Covenant or Contract 

Some theologians see an implicit contract in the first three 
chapters of Genesis. Almost certainly whoever wrote these 
chapters already understood the Noahic, Abrahamic and Mosaic 
Covenants, but no explicit covenant is here mentioned. I am one of 
those who believe that creation was a gift of God to the created, 
and that it was not contractual. As ‘a faithful Creator’ (I Pet. 4:19), 
God would uphold His creation. It seems  
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to me that where creation is a gift we have a wonderful view of 
God. If God implied the obligation of obedience, then it was on 
the basis of creation and union with Him and not on the basis of 
grace.2  
 Obviously the word ‘grace’ is understood variously. I see it as 
restorative where the condition and situation of Man and creation 
need salvation and renewal. Grace, of course, is God’s free act in 
regard to this redemptive, restorative work. The intention of God 
as set out in Ephesians 1:3–14 and other Scriptures shows Him to be 
‘the God of all grace’ (I Pet. 5:10) from eternity, but I question 
whether that means creation was an act of grace. As I indicated 
previously, it seems to me that there is something of incredible 
glory in the thought that He created for the sheer wonder and 
freedom of Himself, that which is the perpetual wonder and His 
free gift to all creation. Since the question of meriting, or not 
meriting, does not arise, the freedom of unfallen Man is inexpress-
ibly beautiful. To be in the image of God because the Triune God 
took thought along those lines may be the primary object of true 
meditation.   

Unilateral Covenants and Their Laws 

 The covenant of God with Noah shows that He would not 
destroy creation and its seasonal rhythms  

                                                 
 2  I certainly recognise that most theologians think of creation as of grace, but 
then the Old Testament words of charis and chen—generally translated as ‘loving 
kindness’ and ‘favour’—seem to me to be related to God’s treatment of sinful 
man in restorative and helpful acts. The New Testament concept of grace (charis) 
seems to be almost a compound of chesed and chen. In fact it is more than that. 
Theologians such as Karl Barth speak of ‘the grace of creation’, but I wonder 
whether it is not more correct to speak of God’s intention in grace, before the act 
of creation, to redeem fallen Man, and so that act of creation must be understood 
in the light of this intention rather than as an act of grace itself. 
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by a further flood, and so was a universal covenant of perpetual 
providential grace. Likewise, with the promise of inheritance 
given to Abraham, there was grace in that covenant made 
unilaterally by God. Whilst law was certainly related to the 
Mosaic Covenant, we must be careful not to read certain state-
ments as meaning to imply, ‘I will work in grace towards you if 
you do thus and thus’. Rather, ‘Because I work in covenant love 
and grace towards you it is proper that you should respond in 
obedience’.3 This is certainly the thrust of the New Covenant, as we 
will see later in a more extended treatment. The promise of obedience 
was not lacking from Israel’s side, but it must be seen as a response 
to God’s grace in delivering them from Egypt (cf. Exod. 20:1–2; 
Deut. 5:6–7). 

Covenant Is in Relational Union and Communion with God 

 We note that in the New Testament believers are looked upon 
as sons of the Father, and in this way work with Him. It is also 
true to say that under the New Covenant believers are the children, 
sons of the Father, working with Him as He with them. No 
covenant is made which is other than unilateral,4 in which case it 
can scarcely be called a contractual covenant. If we are children, 
then we will work in  

                                                 
 3  We will expand this matter of covenant grace, law and human response in 
a later chapter. It might appear at first sight that God’s covenant with Israel was 
contractual. The initiation of the covenant was of grace. The outworking of it 
was linked with law, but then that law was a gift (Rom. 9:4). It is this point we 
need to develop.  
 4  Later we will discuss the matter of keeping God’s law and command-
ments, and whether such obedience is monergistic (of God only) or synergistic 
(of the combined working of God and Man). Here we observe that if synergistic, 
then Man has a part in his own redemption and his holy way of life.  
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relationship with the Father. This also was to have been the case in 
the Mosaic Covenant since Israel was God’s son, and Israelites 
were ‘sons of God’. Coming to see law related to the covenant 
with Israel and the New Covenant, is not a difficult task. Of course 
the law of God related to, and was contained within, covenant. 
Only when misguided Israelites saw law as a way of self-
justification did the law take on a forbidding countenance. Only 
then would it work wrath, arouse sinful passions, delineate sin, 
bring the whole world to be guilty before God, kill the offender, 
and—at the last—mercifully become ‘a schoolmaster to bring us 
to Christ’.  

The Natural, Functional Law  

 We need to enquire whether or not there has always been a 
law extant in history. This law is said to exist by some who call it 
‘natural’. Here Romans 2:12–16 needs to be examined: 
 
All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, 
and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law. For it 
is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers 
of the law who will be justified. When Gentiles who have not the law do 
by nature what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even 
though they do not have the law. They show that what the law requires 
is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and 
their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day 
when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ 
Jesus. 
 
We need to be careful in our exegesis of this passage. Some have 
taken it to mean without qualification that all Gentiles have the 
law, or a law, written on their hearts and, although this may well 
be the case, it is not exactly what Paul is saying. Certainly 
‘without the law’ (v. 12) 
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 must mean at least ‘without the Mosaic law’. It has been argued 
that Paul is really referring to Christian Gentiles but this seems to 
be an inventive way out of the problem. Paul is saying that 
irrespective of whether those under discussion are Jews or Gen-
tiles it boils down to the doing or practice of things contained in 
the law and not just possessing and reading the law as the Jews 
did. 
 When verse 14 says, ‘do by nature what the law requires’, we 
cannot claim that all Gentiles have this law. In fact it may be 
argued that none has it, but that some Gentiles actually do things 
the law requires (cf. 2:25–29) without even knowing they are 
doing things of the Mosaic law. Verse 15 does not say the law is 
written on (or, ‘in’; en) their hearts, but ‘what the law requires’ is 
written in their hearts.5 At the point of action they come to see this 
requirement, and in a sense discover it for themselves. They then 
either do it, or do not do it, and in respect of this their conscience 
acts out its judicial capacity. The question then arises, ‘How are 
these requirements present in their hearts?’ and the answer must 
be that something is already implanted in their hearts, the 
something which they now consciously recognise. This must mean 
that the Gentiles apart from the Jewish law confront themselves 
with some things of God’s law, so that they are not against law or 
without law, but have  

                                                 
 5  It may reasonably be argued that ‘what the law requires’ equals ‘the law’; 
that is, the law as in Israel, for Romans 2:26 reasons that if a non-Jew ‘keeps the 
precepts of the law’ (ta dikaiomata tou nomou) then he is virtually as a Jew, as one 
who keeps the law. Perhaps Paul is speaking hypothetically here, but if not, then 
he seems to believe that there are those who understand the dikaiomata 
(ordinances) of the law, in which case 2:14 could amount to ‘the law written on 
[in] their hearts’. At the same time Paul may also have in mind that which we 
discuss in our next note (below), namely the original law of creation, which is 
not, in itself, at variance with the heart of Mosaic law. 
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a sense of God’s law without knowing it as the law of Moses. 
When we say ‘a sense of God’s law’, we do not mean that the 
whole of that law is consciously present and known to them, but 
that some of its requirements are known, and are carried out by 
some Gentiles. 
 We need now to go back to ‘they do by nature what the law 
requires’. ‘By nature’ (phusei) is a phrase on which some 
theologians build the idea of ‘natural law’. They assert that folk 
‘naturally’ understand what is right and attempt to do it. If there is 
a biblical doctrine of ‘natural law’ then it is that universally there 
is a moral consciousness of God’s law, even though the idea of 
being ‘God’s law’ may not be present. Some scholars say this law 
can be known without the revelation of the Scriptures, and Roman 
Catholic scholars with Thomas Aquinas as their basis follow the 
line that God’s law is generally known and ought to be obeyed, 
even without the need of revelation. 
 Perhaps it is better to drop the term ‘natural law’ and use 
‘creational law’.6 In Romans 1:18 Paul speaks  

                                                 
 6  Gustaf Aulen, in his book The Faith of the Christian Church (SCM Press, 
London, 1954, pp. 188–192), speaks of lex creationis: 

 
Creation in and by itself is subject to the Creator, under his dominion, and under 
obligation to obey that order which is contained and given in the act of creation.  
 

He then discusses what is known as ‘the natural law’, and says:  
 
The idea lex naturae has often appeared as a substitute for the lex creationis, or lex cre-
atoris, of Christian faith. Lex naturae, the law of nature, could be described as a 
rationalized and secularized variety of lex creationis . . . The idea lex naturae or law of 
nature rests on the false assumption that in a purely rational way a reasonable system 
of law and justice could be deduced which would be both universally applicable and 
definite in content. In reality there is no such fixed natural law. 
 

 Ernest Kevan, in his book The Grace of Law: A Study in Puritan Theology (Carey 
Kingsgate Press, London, 1964), prefers the term ‘primary law’, and Gustaf 
Wingren, in his Creation and Law (Oliver and Boyd, Edinburgh, 1961), speaks of 
this primary law as being universal, and obedience to it incumbent upon all. 
Whilst we use such terms as ‘creational’ and ‘primary law’, we mean that law 
for Man which corresponds to, or is a transcript of, the law which obtains within 
the Triune Godhead.  
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of the wicked suppressing the truth; in 1:26–27 of men and women 
having unnatural relations, indicating that what is ‘natural’ and 
‘unnatural’ is known. ‘Suppress[ing] the truth’ (v. 18) seems to 
infer knowledge of the truth. Likewise 1:32 speaks of sinners 
‘know[ing] God’s decree’. If we recognise that when God had 
created all things He saw they were ‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31), and 
understand this phrase as meaning ‘functionally good’, then such 
functionality would comport with morality.7 With the Fall came 
loss of desire to do God’s will. All things would be seen from the 
point of view of Man’s autonomy. Hence the law would be 
known, but opposed and infracted, and existentially a loss of the 
clear sense of it would ensue, and that would bring a certain dis-
tress to and through the human conscience. It could be said, then, 
that human beings both know and do not (will not) know the law. 
Nevertheless its requirements are known, but even that knowledge 
is debased. 
 Because of the ontological order of things, creational law must 
always obtain, and it must ever confront humanity in all its 
cultures and religions. Religious and ethical systems have to be 
devised to bring some guidance and relief to the human con-
science. Having said this, it is far from saying that a law whose 
requirements are ‘written in the hearts’ of non-covenantal people 
equals the new8 law of  
                                                 
 7  Likewise Ecclesiastes 3:11 says, ‘He has made everything beautiful in its 
own time’. The word ‘beautiful’ can be translated as ‘suitable’ or ‘functional’, so 
that in the light of Genesis 1:31, everything is ‘very good’, that is, functionally 
good. 
 8  It is doubtful whether we can equate the law of Moses with the—so-
called—law of the New Covenant. The writer of Hebrews certainly points to the 
dikaioma of the Mosaic law (9:2, 10), but he elevates the New Covenant above the 
old, and speaks of the old having only a shadow of the reality that has come 
with the Mediator, Christ. Thus, in this sense, the new ordinances of the New 
Covenant far transcend the old. In this sense, too, the law must be radically 
renewed, but what we should understand is that it is the understanding of the law 
of God that is thus radically renewed in those who have now been redeemed. At 
the same time it would be wrong to reject the ‘old’ law as though ‘the shadow’ 
and ‘the reality’ were not of the one piece. If the law of Moses was only a 
shadow of things to come, it was, nevertheless, a dynamic shadow! Even so, the 
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Jeremiah 31:31–34, and the new understanding of law—implanted 
in the heart by God’s visitation with His regenerating Spirit (as in 
Ezek. 36:24–28; cf. 37:1–14). If we see a creational law as the 
ontological order of things then we can recognise that Man is 
really ‘a law creature’, no matter how much he may disobey that 
law.  
 Finally, we need to see that if there is an ontological order of 
law, then it cannot and must not be divorced from relationality. 
Man in the image of God is relationally united with Him. Law 
essentially has to do with relationality and is not to be confused 
with forensic legislation. This legislative–forensic element seems 
to present itself when the law is disobeyed. Thus Paul says, ‘the 
law is good, if any one uses it lawfully, understanding this, that the 
law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and 
disobedient’. Are we permitted, then, to claim that the unfallen 
primal couple lived in an innocence of law as a legal entity, and 
that their relationship with God was without that consciousness of 
law which makes post-Fall Man live in constant uneasiness 
because of his conscience which has—perforce—come into 
action? 

                                                                                                             
heart of the Mosaic law and of the ‘new law of the new covenant’ are not 
different. It is just that Mosaic law, when the idea of the gospel was not present, 
showed its lethal side, bringing death and judgment, so that Paul, later, would 
call it ‘the law of sin and death’, yet even then it was to be a schoolmaster to 
bring us to Christ.  
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3 

Further Elements of Law from the 
Beginning and Onwards 

Law from the Beginning Means  
Ontological Law 

In our last two chapters we argued that law has always been. 
Firstly, it was implicit in creation, and, as such, not of a 
contractual nature. Secondly, law has come to Man within the 
unilateral covenantal order, and, again, has not been of a 
contractual nature. As in creation, so in covenant, there has been 
an expectation of God that those whom He blesses would respond 
in gratitude and love to His law. Such law was for their good who 
were in covenant. At the same time, on the basis of creation and 
covenant, God gives law, and warns against judgments and 
punishments that will follow infraction of that law. Even so, the 
primary drive is not, ‘Do this, or else!’ but the personal knowledge 
of God, and gratitude for His gifts, firstly of creation, and then of 
covenant.  
 What we are seeking to pursue at this point is the fact that 
because God is God, then the law of God is not  
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simply law from God, but the law of God, and which flows 
through to Man who is in His image as the proper, functional way 
of living in the creation that God has made. What we are seeking 
to see more fully is that the law of God is ontological and—if we 
may say it—inherent in the nature of creation, the creation that is 
never apart from the Creator, God. What we must understand is 
that the ontological law does not mean a rigid set of rules 
corresponding to creation, but the personal, intimate law of God 
which pertains to every situation Man and creation find 
themselves in, from age to age, culture to culture, and even person 
to person; and in saying this we are not speaking merely in terms 
of adaptation or of what has come to be called ‘situational ethics’. 
Jesus—who knew the law more than any human being ever has—
spoke of God’s law as never to be abrogated (Matt. 5:17–19), and 
in Psalm 119 the writer made such statements as, ‘For ever, O 
LORD, thy word1 is firmly fixed in the heavens’; ‘The sum of thy 
word is truth; and every one of thy righteous ordinances endures 
for ever’; ‘Long have I known thy testimonies that thou hast 
founded them for ever’ (vv. 89, 160, 152). 

‘From the Beginning’ 

In Matthew 19:3–9 the Pharisees asked questions of Jesus 
regarding divorce. Jesus’ statement about divorce was ‘from the 
beginning it was not so’. ‘The beginning’ speaks of the functional 
reality of the union and com-munion of the primal couple as the 
paradigm and natural way of all marriage (cf. Eph. 5:32). In 
Genesis  

                                                 
 1  As we shall see in more detail later, the terms ‘word’ (dabar) and ‘law’ 
(torah) are virtually synonymous, and particularly so in Psalm 119. 
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2:1–3 the principle of the Sabbath rest is likewise a ‘from the 
beginning’ mandate. All ‘from the beginning’ elements are part of 
creational law—that law which arises from God and comports 
with creation. We might say that such law is congruent with the 
ontology of creation. What we must not say is that God issued a 
law of ‘hard copy’, a rigid set of written rules which appear as a 
solid block of legislation.  
 Whilst theologians and philosophers argue the case of ‘natural 
law’, which is ‘A moral order divinely implanted in mankind and 
accessible to all persons through human reason’,2 yet as I 
suggested in the last chapter, I think we should use the term 
‘creational law’ in order to distinguish it from the theological idea 
of ‘natural law’, even though, in effect, it may in some elements 
appear to be one with it. Whatever term we may use, we know that 
there was a moral consciousness of some kind in ‘from the 
beginning it was not so’. 
 Jesus in discussing the matter of divorce and using the 
statement ‘from the beginning it was not so’ is obviously making a 
statement about the nature of law. If what is done in the present 
does not comport with what was set out in the beginning, then it is 
not of God’s law. By this we know we must go back to creational 
law. This would also be the case in the ordinance of the Sabbath as 
given in Genesis 2:1–3, and stated again in Exodus 20:8–11. It is 
true that in Deuteronomy 5:12–15 the same commandment is 
linked with Israel’s deliverance from Egypt’s slavery,  

                                                 
 2  J. Van Engen, ‘Natural Law’ in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. W. 
A. Elwell, Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1984, p. 751. William Hordern in 
Alan Richardson’s A Dictionary of Christian Theology (SCM Press, 1969, p. 226) 
says, ‘Man, by his own reason, can gain considerable knowledge of the ethically 
good without any reference to God’s revelation’. 
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but this is an added and covenantal reference, which is in no way 
designed to replace the creational ordinance. Rather it is to 
supplement it.  

Ordinances Made Necessary by the Fall of Man 

The judgments of God upon the primal couple bring into view the 
fact that infraction of God’s law must bring punishment. So in 
Genesis 3 we first see the fear of God in the first couple was a fear 
which arose from guilt, and so was not a good fear. We see the 
introduction of the curse, and the changed relationship of the man 
and the woman.  
 How, then, was God to relate to sinful humanity and it to 
God? First there was the Proto-Evangel (Gen. 3:15), the promise 
of the defeat of the serpent and this by the seed of the (fallen) Eve. 
Then there was the ejection of the human race from Eden. Thirdly 
we see that Cain and Abel in relationship to God offered sacrifices. 
They obviously did this with some understanding of reconciliation in 
mind, an understanding which we may not fully be able to trace. 

Sacrifice Indicates an Awareness of God and  
Human Sinfulness 

In relationship to this we might look at the matter of sacrifice 
offered to God by Cain and Abel. Whether we see it as a simple 
matter of expressing communion with God, or of some form of 
propitiation for sin, or both, we see from Hebrews 11:4 that Abel 
offered his sacrifice through faith and Cain did not. Faith in God is 
surely linked with the faithfulness of God towards His created 
world for, as Peter states it, we can entrust  
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our souls to a faithful Creator (I Pet. 4:19). God’s faithfulness does 
not terminate with Man’s original sin but is always the grace of 
the Creator, now being seen, because of grace, as the Creator–
Redeemer. The Proto-Evangel of Genesis 3:15 (cf. Rev. 12:9–11) 
assures us that God was always operating in grace following the 
fall of Man. There was the grace of sacrifice, which was, in 
reality, the grace of continuing communion. By this we mean the 
order of sacrifice was a gift of God. Paul explains in I Corinthians 
10:14–22 that on the one hand, ‘what pagans sacrifice they offer to 
demons and not to God’. He adds, ‘I do not want you to be 
partners with demons’. Since Abel offered his sacrifice in faith, it 
was not only faith in God, but faith that God was the God who 
accepted his sacrifice, or, we might say, ‘a propitiation-making 
God’ such as was later indicated in Leviticus:  

 
For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you 
upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood 
that makes atonement, by reason of the life (17:11).3 
 

Surely this was the principle which obtained with Abel and all 
who have offered their sacrifices by faith. It raises the whole 
question of the human conscience, the lethal nature of law and 
propitiation. If sacrifice is part of true worship, which in the New 
Covenant—if not in the Mosaic Covenant—is always Trinitarian,4  

                                                 
 3  A case might be made out for the universality of sacrifice as being an 
approach to God or the gods, whatever the rationale may have been from 
culture to culture. The sacrifices of Cain and Abel are mentioned because of the 
differences of their approaches, their acceptance or otherwise by God and the 
outcome of murder. Some theologians see the necessity for blood sacrifices, and 
even trace the killing of animals by God to provide clothing for the primal 
couple as being significant, blood-wise.  
 4  This is not really the place to discuss the Trinitarian nature of worship, but 
briefly we know that the Father initiates worship and all worship is towards 
Him (John 4:21–24; Gal. 4:4–6); Jesus is ‘the minister in the sanctuary’ (Heb. 8:1–
2), with all the connotations of His mediatorial High Priestly ministry in 
worship; and the Spirit is the Agent of Christ the Mediator, so that true worship 
is always by the Spirit (John 4:21–24; Phil. 3:3; etc.).  
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then the whole matter of law and worship must be explored, 
especially in relation to the work of God. We note again that the 
principle of sacrifice related to communion with God. 

The Patriarchs, Their Law and 
Their Communion with God 

Without discussing fully the nature of Patriarchal worship, we 
know that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob built altars in various phases 
and events of their lives and their journeyings. We know that God 
said of Abraham, ‘[he] obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my 
commandments, my statutes and my laws’, and the mystery of true 
sacrifice was certainly revealed to him when on a mountain in the 
land of Moriah he made preparations to sacrifice his only true son, 
Isaac. It has even been thought that this mountain may have been 
what was later called ‘Mount Sion’. Certainly Abraham must have 
grasped the principle of a father sacrificing his son, as God the 
Father sacrificed His Son at a later date. It may even have inspired 
Jesus’ saying, ‘Your father Abraham rejoiced that he was to see 
my day; he saw it and was glad’ (John 8:56). 
 It was God’s grace that called Abraham out of a situation of 
idolatry and made him ‘the father of many nations’. It was His 
grace which brought His law freshly to Abraham and inspired 
obedience to Him. ‘Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to 
him as righteousness’, that is, ‘as justification’.  
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 We can surely conclude that the Patriarchs knew God’s law 
and sought to obey it, but all of this obedience was within the 
covenant of God’s grace, firstly given to an erstwhile idolator—‘a 
wandering Aramean’ —and later to his descendants, and espe-
cially to Israel. Even in the beginning it pertained to all nations 
(Gen. 12:1–3; 13:16–18), and this was the way the priest 
Zechariah interpreted it in Luke 1:68–79, for not only was Israel to 
be delivered from its enemies to worship God ‘without fear, in 
holiness and righteousness’, but also the covenant, through John 
and Jesus, was ‘to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the 
shadow of death’ and ‘to guide [their] feet into the way of peace’. 

Another Element of ‘From the Beginning’ 

In I John 2:7–11 the Apostle states: 
 

Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old 
commandment which you had from the beginning; the old com-
mandment is the word which you have heard. Yet I am writing you a 
new commandment, which is true in him and in you, because the 
darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. He 
who says he is in the light and hates his brother is in the darkness 
still. He who loves his brother abides in the light, and in it there is no 
cause for stumbling. But he who hates his brother is in the darkness 
and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going, 
because the darkness has blinded his eyes.  

 
Here John says he is writing a commandment which ‘you had from 
the beginning’ (ap arches). What, and when, was this beginning? 
Was it from the beginning of the gospel, or far back into the love 
commandments of the Mosaic Covenant, or was it from the 
beginning of the creational law? In I John 3:10–12 the Apostle  
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points again to a time when humanity appeared to divide into two 
camps, one being ‘the children of God’ and the other being ‘the 
children of the devil’: 

 
By this it may be seen who are the children of God, and who are the 
children of the devil: whoever does not do right is not of God, nor he 
who does not love his brother. For this is the message which you 
have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another, and 
not be like Cain who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. 
And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and 
his brother’s righteous. 
 

Is the ‘from the beginning’ here to be linked with the very 
beginning of the love and hate relationships of the human race? It 
could well be. If the law of God is equated with the creational law, 
and Man’s love capacity was the result of him being made in the 
image of God, then the command to love both God and one’s 
fellow-creature is inherent in God’s law, God’s creational law. If 
we add that divorce was ‘not so from the beginning’, and assume 
that ‘hardness of heart’ associated with wrongful divorce is the 
refusal to love, then it seems reasonable to argue that God’s law 
from the beginning was the twofold law of love; that is, love to 
God and love to one’s neighbour, based undoubtedly on God’s 
love to Man whom He had made in His own image.  
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4 

The Glory of the Old Testament  
Torah—I 

The Giving of the Law 

Paul speaks of the great covenant gifts that God gave to Israel. In 
Romans 9:4–5 he states: 
 

They are Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to 
them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, 
is the Christ. God who is over all be blessed for ever. Amen. 

 
Any examination of the law1 outside the context of the other gifts 
denudes the law of its true meaning and glory. If we commence 
the study of the giving of the law we could start at Hebrews 
12:18–21: 
 

For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire, and 
darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a  

                                                 
 1  In this examination of the torah of Israel we are not taking up the critical 
questions, or even the literary ones, but are taking the Old Testament writings as 
they were formulated to be the Canon of the Hebrew Scriptures. The critical 
questions are beyond the scope of this book, though they certainly have their 
place in a fuller examination of the law. 



T h e  L a w  o f  E t e r n a l  D e l i g h t  

28 

trumpet, and a voice whose words made the hearers entreat that no 
further messages be spoken to them. For they could not endure the 
order that was given, ‘If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall 
be stoned.’ Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, ‘I 
tremble with fear.’ 

 
This passage accords with Exodus 19:12–25, but we shall 
look only at verses 16–25: 

 
On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings, 
and a thick cloud upon the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast, 
so that all the people who were in the camp trembled. Then Moses 
brought the people out of the camp to meet God; and they took their 
stand at the foot of the mountain. And Mount Sinai was wrapped in 
smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in fire; and the smoke of 
it went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain quaked 
greatly. And as the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, 
Moses spoke, and God answered him in thunder. And the LORD 
came down upon Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain; and the 
LORD called Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up. 
And the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go down and warn the people, lest 
they break through to the LORD to gaze and many of them perish. 
And also let the priests who come near to the LORD consecrate 
themselves, lest the LORD break out upon them.’ And Moses said to 
the LORD, ‘The people cannot come up to Mount Sinai; for thou 
thyself didst charge us, saying, “Set bounds about the mountain, and 
consecrate it.” ’ And the LORD said to him, ‘Go down, and come up 
bringing Aaron with you; but do not let the priests and the people 
break through to come up to the LORD, lest he break out against 
them.’ So Moses went down to the people and told them. 
 

This is indeed a fierce introduction to the giving of the law, 
but then an understanding of the holiness of God and the 
seriousness of the law was at stake. More beautifully stated 
by the aged Moses in giving his last words, is Deuteronomy 
33:1–5: 

 
This is the blessing with which Moses the man of God blessed the 
children of Israel before his death. He said:  
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‘The LORD came from Sinai, and dawned from Seir upon us;  
 he shone forth from Mount Paran,  
he came from the ten thousands of holy ones,  
 with flaming fire at his right hand.  
Yea, he loved his people;  
 all those consecrated to him were in his hand;  
so they followed in thy steps, 
 receiving direction from thee,  
when Moses commanded us a law,  
 as a possession for the assembly of Jacob.  
Thus the LORD became king in Jeshurun,  
 when the heads of the people were gathered,  
 all the tribes of Israel together.’ 

 
The giving of the law, in this sense, was unique. No other 
nation was given such a law: 
 

Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my 
God commanded me, that you should do them in the land which you 
are entering to take possession of it. Keep them and do them; for that 
will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the 
peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this 
great nation is a wise and understanding people.’ For what great 
nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to 
us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is there, that 
has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this law which I set 
before you this day? (Deut. 4:5–8). 

 
Nor was any other nation given a law after the mode of God’s 
direct utterance to the people: 
 

. . . the LORD said to me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may let them 
hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me all the days that 
they live upon the earth, and that they may teach their children so.’ 
And you came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the 
mountain burned with fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, 
cloud, and gloom. Then the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the 
fire; you heard the sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a 
voice.  And he declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you 
to perform, that is, the ten commandments; and he wrote them upon 
two tables of stone. And the LORD commanded  
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me at that time to teach you statutes and ordinances, that you might 
do them in the land which you are going over to possess (4:10–14). 

 
We should note especially that: (i) the Lord spoke directly to the 
people; (ii) there was no form seen but a voice heard; and (iii) the 
covenant was declared, ‘which he commanded you to perform’, 
that is, ‘the ten words’, for the term is not ‘commandments’. In 
Deuteronomy 5:6 (cf. Exod. 20:2) those ten words are introduced 
by, ‘I am the LORD your God who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of bondage’. What we further need to note 
is God, in speaking directly to the people, revealed Himself so that 
they would know who was speaking, and through the covenant 
would be in communion with Him. Whilst the law was written on 
the stone and may be called ‘hard copy’, yet it was God directly 
speaking. Only the word that is spoken directly from God can be 
true law. ‘Hard copy’ is not the law in the truest sense. So, then, 
whereas the primal couple were in creational communion with 
God when He spelled out the creational mandate and the 
prohibition to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, so 
here Israel is in covenantal communion with God. Only in 
communion does the true nature of law come through. God’s 
special mode of giving and Israel’s covenantal receiving are 
essential for true law understanding. 

The Covenantal Agreement 

In Exodus 24:3–8 the people were bonded in covenant to God: they 
were bonded in and by blood. The book of the covenant was read by 
Moses, and the reading was simply God declaring Himself afresh. At 
the end of the reading, in the midst of the ritual of blood, the people  
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said, ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be 
obedient’. 
 In this sense the law was given by God and received by the 
people. They knew the nature of God in grace, and they received 
Him as the word revealed Him. Later, God was to reveal His glory 
to Moses, or at least that sight of His glory that Moses was able to 
sustain. The revelation of God is always essential to the true 
knowledge of law. Thus in Exodus 34:6–7 God reveals Himself, 
and Israel has to walk in this revelation all the days of its being. 
Since the law is the word (‘the ten words’) of God it must be 
known in personal relationship with God. The moment we detach 
the law from God we make it not His word, but a block of rules 
which has an entity of its own, and a formidable entity at that:  
 

The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a 
God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 
love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving 
iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the 
guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the 
children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.’ 

 
Now that Israel is God’s people and He is uniquely their covenant 
God, and since they are in communion with Him and He dwells 
amongst them, the nature of law is shown as relational, both in its 
content and intent. There is no question of Israel obeying God in a 
cold, legal way, any more than of disobeying Him as a god far 
removed from them and impersonal in His law. As for the use of 
the law as the way of self-justification and right standing before 
God—the concept that developed in later Judaism—that was a 
principle which did not obtain in the Mosaic covenant of grace.  
His revelation of Himself to Moses in the above words  
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was to stand by Israel in its worst days. Because of what He was—
and is—Israel could understand His law. As Moses told the nation 
(Deut. 10:12–15), the law was given to them ‘for your good’ 
(v. 13). It was a functional law which worked for their good: 
 

And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you, but to 
fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve 
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to 
keep the commandments and statutes of the LORD, which I command 
you this day for your good? 

‘I Am the Lord Your God’ 

This is the basis of all things, and in particular the basis of the 
covenant of grace and the law itself. God had delivered Israel from 
Egypt by mighty signs and wonders and by His fatherly hands 
upon Israel His ‘first-born son’. As we keep saying, it was 
Yahweh who spoke directly to His people from His character of 
Creator and Redeemer, who remained in their midst, so that His 
Presence was unmistakable by the pillar of cloud and fire, the tent 
of testimony and His continuing deeds on their behalf. No wonder 
that the law was to be understood in relational terms, and to be 
obeyed from the heart. Should disobedience come then God’s 
mercy would circumcise their hearts and give them, afresh, a heart 
to love Him (Deut. 30:6). 

A Voice but No Form 

 Moses told the people: 
 

Then the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the fire; you heard the 
sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a voice . . . Therefore 
take good heed to yourselves. Since you saw  
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no form2  on the day that the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of 
the fire, beware lest you act corruptly by making a graven image for 
yourselves, in the form of any figure, the likeness of male or female, 
the likeness of any beast that is on the earth . . . (Deut. 4:12, 15–17).3  

 
 In disallowing God being represented by anything which He 
made, the transcendence of God is preserved. God could speak, 
otherwise there would be no word, but not even the image of 
God—Man—suffices to indicate His true transcendent nature. The 
creature can never be as the Creator. In relation to this Otto Weber 
comments: 
 

The law characterizes life in the covenant as life in obedience and 
thus as historical life. The fundamental ‘I am’ of the decalogue is 
inseparable from the corresponding ‘Thou shalt’ of the 
commandments. If the ‘I am’ were isolated, then Yahweh would no 
longer be acknowledged as the Lord who commands in his grace, nor 
the covenant the gift which obligates; the covenant with Yahweh 
would have become Israel’s own possession and would thus have 
been broken. If the ‘Thou shalt’ were isolated, then the 
commandments would have become abstract statements of norms 
which would be subject to ethical investigation. Everything depends 
on ‘I am.’ Historically we see that in Israel both the social and legal 
order deteriorated when Yahweh was made into an idol or his sole 
lordship was denied in practice. But this ‘I am’ is never separate from 
the ‘Thou shalt.’ The prophets, as defenders of the pure ‘I am’ of the 
God of Israel, were as such attackers of the legal, moral, and social 
decay in Israel.4 

  

                                                 
 2  In Numbers 12:6–8 Moses is said to be unique in that he had beheld the 
‘form’ of the Lord. In Exodus 24:10 the elders were said to have beheld God, but 
here ‘form’ is not explained, except it be a theophanic ‘form’. The point in the 
Deuteronomy 4 passage is that no created form could communicate the true 
‘form’ (cf. Phil. 2:6) of God who is Creator. 
 3  The whole passage of Deuteronomy 4:15–40 needs to be read in regard to 
the principle and evil of idolatry. 
 4  Otto Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 1, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1988, p. 295. 
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 This leads us on to a valuable comment by Motyer, who says:  
 
Man is the living, personal image of God; the law is the written, 
preceptual image of God. The intention of Lev. 19 is declared at the 
outset, ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’ (vs. 2). 
The Lord longs for his people to live in his image, and to that end he 
has given them his law.5 

 
Here, it would seem, Motyer is speaking of something we will 
later enlarge upon, namely that the law of God—the principle 
which obtains in the Triune Godhead—is given to Man to be and 
to do in creation. In our Deuteronomic context it would seem that 
we might speak of the law as the spoken, preceptual image of 
God. Certainly, when Man hears and obeys he is fulfilling his 
being as the image of God. By this it can be seen how horribly 
demeaning is idolatry when it claims its forms to be the image of 
God, and, indeed, God! 
 The giving of the law, then, was a wonderful action of God, 
but, as we have observed, the law must not be seen except in the 
context of the other gifts—the sonship, the glory, the worship, the 
promises, the covenants, and the Messiah. Law is only intelligible 
in the light of them, as they in the light of it.  

                                                 
 5  Motyer, ‘Biblical Concept of Law’, in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 
p. 624. 
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5 

The Glory  of  the  Old  Testament  
Torah—II  

The Living of the Law 

The Meaning of Torah 

 In the New Testament we could be forgiven for thinking the 
Mosaic law was something of disaster. Paul speaks so much of its 
lethal nature—a matter we will later pursue. Rightly understood, Paul 
is not presenting the law as intrinsically formidable, but it seems this 
way only because in later Judaism some saw the law as a way of self-
justification. Even so, we have the problem of understanding the 
primary Jewish term for law— torah—because when translated into 
the Greek via the LXX, the word becomes nomos, and when translated 
from the Latin, through the Vulgate, it becomes lex, and these two 
words have a more legal connotation, often referring to legislated law. 
For our part, we have to read the Old Testament continuously to pick 
up the idea of law (torah) as it was known in the Mosaic covenant. For 
example, Israel was God’s ‘first-born son’ (Exod. 4:22), and  
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Israelites were ‘sons’ (Deut. 14:1), and so God was in that sense 
‘fatherly’ towards His people. Israel, too, could be thought of as 
‘the household of God’ (cf. Heb. 3:1–6). The covenant people 
would not think of the law as onerous,1 but there were always 
those who reacted to any kind of law, those who were covenant 
breakers, and especially those who hankered after a colourful 
idolatry. Such would have a hostile view of law. 
 We need, then, to understand that the Books of the Law, the 
Former and Latter Prophets, the Wisdom Literature and the 
Psalms all constitute torah. From perusing these we gather the rich 
meaning of torah. James A. Sanders says: 
 

The larger sense [Old Testament revelation generally] of the word 
Torah is older. Within Old Testament usage it denotes bodies of 
instruction or teachings of priests, prophets, and sages, and even of 
parental advice to children; but it appears that the oldest and most 
common meaning is something approximate to what we mean by the 
word revelation2 . . . Priestly and prophetic oracles of the oldest 
vintage are called torahs. And in the case of the prophets, whole 
collections of oracles or systems of thought (as in Isaiah) are called 
torahs . . . Recognizing the nonlegalistic aspect of the use of the word 
Torah is an aid in understanding how even the Pentateuch itself, the 
Torah par excellence, is basically a narrative, a story, rather than a 
code of laws. A growing emphasis on the Pentateuch or Torah as a  

                                                 
 1  See I John 5:2–3 which could be applied reasonably to Israel under the law: 
 

By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his 
commandments. For this is the love of God that we keep his commandments. And his 
commandments are not burdensome. 
 

 2  This is an extremely important observation. The law was to teach and 
instruct, hence those such as the priests and prophets acted as interpreters, yet 
they needed the initial revelation in order to convey the truth of God. Just as 
Paul spoke of the apostolic instructors as ‘stewards of the mysteries of God’, so 
the teachers of the law had a similar task.  
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revealed set of laws forever binding—even when the social, political, 
and cultic institutions in which they originally operated were 
destroyed or significantly transformed—is in a sense the history of 
the origins and development of postexilic (after 540 B.C.) Judaism.3 

 
We need to keep recognising that if we see torah only as an 
inflexible set of rules we will surely miss its true nature. The fact 
that Moses told the people, ‘And the LORD commanded me that 
time to teach you statutes and ordinances, that you might do them 
in the land which you are going over to possess’, must mean (i) 
that they did not necessarily practice all—if any—of these statutes 
prior to going to the land; and that (ii) these elements might 
change with change of location, such as in the Exile. It is good, 
then, to see how the torah was taught by parents (Deut. 6:4–9) and 
interpreted by priests (Jer. 18:18; Ezra 7:6, 10;4 cf. Neh. 8:2ff.) 
and prophets (e.g. Micah 6:8 where the law is known to all, and 
Amos 2:4ff. and Isa. 1:27–28 where Israel is in apostasy to the 
law). The prophets do not make new law-demands, but new 
demands concerning the torah. The prophets even predict the law 
will spread to the Gentiles (Isa. 2:1–4; Micah 4:1–3). Israel’s 
punishments in breaking the law were already mentioned in the 
Deuteronomic code, and so no judgments of God which Israel 
experiences down through its history—especially its history of 
idolatry—are ‘unlawful’, that is, arbitrary. The blessings and the 
cursings of the law are overtly stated. All of this is, then, torah. 
Calvin, commenting on Psalm 119:153 (‘Look on my affliction 
and deliver me, for I do not  

                                                 
 3  James A. Sanders, Torah and Canon, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1972, pp. 
2–3. 
 4  ‘For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the LORD, and to do it, and to 
teach his statutes and ordinances in Israel’. 
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forget thy law’) says, ‘Under this one word—“law”—there is no 
doubt but that David comprehended the sum of all the doctrine which 
God gave to his church’. In that sense all that God commands, and to 
which He calls in covenant is torah. We might add to Calvin, that 
where torah is dabar (word)—‘Thy word is very pure: therefore thy 
servant loveth it’ (Ps. 119:140, AV)—certainty comes to the lover of 
the law. 

Coming to Know God’s True Law 

Law was given in grace, as we have already seen, for the preamble 
to the stating of the ‘ten words’ as found in Deuteronomy 5:6 and 
Exodus 20:2 shows this. The preamble is filled out when we look 
at all the saving acts of God for His people in delivering them 
from being a slave race in Egypt to a free people in Canaan. The 
Feast of the Passover was intended to be a dynamic reminder of 
grace which preceded the giving of the law, and, for that matter, 
other festivals might be called celebrations of grace. The giving of 
the law did not in any way neutralise or cancel grace, since the 
whole torah contained within itself the sacrificial system which 
was the way of grace for sinning members of the covenant. 
Rightly understood, there was daily sufficient provision for the 
uneasy or wounded conscience. 

Law Was—and Is—Covenant Story 

We understand the law of the Mosaic Covenant better when we 
see it as ‘story’, since it grew out of the rich events of the covenant 
with the fathers, or patriarchs, known to us as Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. Deuteronomy  
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4:5–14 makes the point that ‘your wisdom and your 
understanding’ will come from doing the law, and the nations 
around will say:  

 
For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD 
our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation 
is there that has statutes and ordinances so right-eous as all this law 
which I set before you this day? 
 

 Walter Brueggemann in his book The Creative Word: Canon 
as a Model for Biblical Education points out that the knowledge of 
the law came to children when they asked questions and the 
answers were given (Exod. 12:26; 13:8, 14; Deut. 6:20–21; Josh. 
4:6, 21).5 The story—or stories—of Israel constituted the answers 
to the questions. This was a rich way of pedagogy or teaching. The 
rituals of the feasts were also stories that taught. Thus the law was 
related to Israel’s daily living, and was authoritative, not because 
it was a set of legislation but because it brought the harmony 
which accorded with the functional and moral way of life. The 
modern idea of ‘situational ethics’, or working our way through 
ethical situations by a sense of what is ‘good’ or ‘not good’, was 
foreign to those under law. They had the assurance of being 
properly directed. Whilst their knowledge of the law was 
existential, yet their decision regarding what they should do was 
not. 

The Psalms and the Law  

Certainly Psalms 1, 19 and 119 show that men and women under 
the covenant loved the law of God. We  

                                                 
 5  Walter Brueggemann, The Creative Word: Canon as a Model for Biblical 
Education, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1982, pp. 14–39. 
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could say that the law being functional, human beings would be 
more at ease in obeying than disobeying it. In the latter case they 
would be ‘going against the grain’, living life perversely.  
 If we would be attracted by the law as the mind and will of 
God for His people with whom He was in communion, then the 
reading of Psalms 1, 19 and 119 will indeed be a good aide. Just to 
love God with all one’s being is surely to walk in His law.6 We 
come to know the torah of God and desire to live by it. Another 
way to know the law and love it is to see the attitude of the New 
Testament writers to it. This we will later proceed to do, but the 
Old Testament accounts of blessings received in Israel when it 
obeyed, and cursings when it did not, tell us of the dynamic nature 
of law. It is primarily relational (i) towards God; (ii) towards 
others; and (iii) towards all the creation as one meets it.  
 We will now try to extract some of the matter of law-love and 
law-obedience by looking at the three classic Psalms connected 
with the law, namely 1, 19 and 119. These are not the only ‘law 
Psalms’ (cf. Ps. 37), and they are also about wisdom as they are 
about law.  

Psalm 1:1–3 

 In this Psalm we recognise the person of Romans 7:22 who 
‘delight[s] in the law of God after the inward  

                                                 
 6  Here we repeat what we have said above regarding the law being the 
functional image—so to speak—of the living God. We quote again Motyer’s 
statement, ‘Man is the living, personal image of God; the law is the written, 
preceptual image of God’ (Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, p. 624). By this he 
means that Man is fulfilling his true image by obedience to the law, and such is 
really obedience to God, yet it is also more in that Man is acting according to the 
image in which God has made him (cf. Col. 3:9–10). This explains the joy of 
obeying the law, for the person is thus being renewed in knowledge after the 
image of Him who created him.  
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man’. Meditation7 is a great theme of Scripture and in Psalm 1 the 
man meditates day and night, doing what James calls ‘looking 
into’, that is, gazing earnestly and thoughtfully into, this perfect 
law of liberty (1:25). The meditator draws his life from a 
subterranean supply, and is continually fruitful. The ‘subterranean 
supply’ is, of course, God. Psalms 19 and 119 reveal what is this 
great source of life—God Himself in His covenant action towards 
His people, His true worshippers. This man of the law seems to 
live in an ideal situation, whereas the Psalmist of 119 has elements 
of oppression and persecution which come upon him from his 
enemies, and here and there, in reading him, we hear traces of 
laments.  

Psalm 19:7–14 

 Here we have the words ‘law’, ‘testimony’, ‘precepts’, 
‘commandment’, and ‘ordinances’; all virtually synonyms, and 
which we will examine more particularly in Psalm 119, below. 
The law is the second section of this Psalm, the first being about 
the creation in which it is set and to which it relates, for its 
‘speech’ (millah) goes out to the end of the earth (cf. Rom. 10:18, 
rhema). Those who do not have Hebrew thinking tend to think of 
creation as an artefact, something which was made and subsists, 
and think of it having a voice and sending forth a message as 
figurative, but the Hebrew psalmist does not do this. He would 
never separate the creation from the Creator, and would  

                                                 
 7  Meditation is a theme made much of in Scripture. See my The Christian 
Meditator (NCPI, Blackwood, 1986) which speaks of the Hebrew modes of 
meditation and the objects of the same; namely, God, His law and His works, 
along with the prayer that such meditation be acceptable.  
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understand the dynamic action of God as always proceeding. In 
this sense, to use Paul’s words: 

 
For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has 
shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible 
nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly 
perceived in the things that have been made (Rom. 1:19–20). 
 

So, then, creation, and in particular the sun, the day and the night, 
are uttering God’s praise, and whilst it is not explicitly stated, the 
glory of the Law-Giver.  
 The law revives (livingly restores) the soul, in the whole 
context of creation; makes wise the simple (foolish person); is 
upright and rejoices the heart; is pure, enlightening the eyes. All of 
this reminds us the torah is not confined to a set of rules, but 
God’s way of life for the true members of the covenant. All the 
elements of the law are sweeter than much fine honey, and ‘in 
keeping them there is great reward’—an important factor, though in 
no way a means of self-justification. This reward is inherent in the 
practice of the ordinances (cf. Deut. 10:13). The law-lover knows 
the dynamics of the law for bringing out the nature of sins and 
errors, and applies to God for power over evil, and for the joy of 
blamelessness. Such thoughts are his medita-tions—doubtless by 
day and by night—and he prays that they be acceptable to God. A 
most joyous Psalm! 

Psalm 119 

 This is the doyen of all law-psalms and has drawn forth many 
devotional and practical treatments.8 As  

                                                 
 8  Arthur Weiser in The Psalms—a Commentary (SCM Press, London, 1962, p. 
740) writes:   

The statements concerning persecution and oppression (vv. 61, 78, 84ff., 110, etc.) are 
to be taken quite seriously; and it is only if we understand them as being at the root of 
the poet’s utterances that we can apprehend the strength and comfort which God’s 
word and his law impart to the life of the poet. They mean so much to him . . . who 
has been brought low through suffering and has been enlightened by the law . . . It is 
possible to deduce from the psalm a fully-fledged ‘theology’ of the law, in both its 
theoretical and its practical aspects. 
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in Psalm 19 there are many terms which are almost synonymous 
for the word ‘law’ or torah, which is itself used fourteen times in 
the Psalm we are studying: 

   Law (torah): we have discussed this word at some 
length, yet it has a long history that we have not yet 
covered. The following synonyms relate to it, but its 
general meanings are ‘show’, ‘indicate’, direct’, and 
‘teach’.  

   Way (dehrek): a road, course of action, or a manner of 
life. God’s moral demands on covenant people which 
comport with His nature. 

   Testimony (edah, eduth): witness, testimony. God acts, 
doing works, and these are His testimonies. The word 
also has the sense of ‘covenant stipulations’ (cf. Ps. 
132:12). The ark is called ‘the ark of the testimony’ 
(Exod. 25:22) because it contained the ‘testimony’ or 
tablets of the law that constituted the basic covenant 
formulation. It is an intelligible corpus of truth which, 
when we ponder it, will show us how to live. 

   Precept (piqqud): orders, precepts, mandate, com-
mandment, or statute. Rules for living that fit with the 
covenant (see Ps. 19:8; 103:18). 

   Statutes (choq): decreed limit, portion, decree, 
commandment, ordinance, or custom. Commands 
written down for permanent observance. 

   Commandment (mitsvah): commandment, law, 
precept, or ordinance. Such as we find in the  
 



T h e  L a w  o f  E t e r n a l  D e l i g h t  

44 

Deuteronomic instructions involving God’s personal will for 
His people, ‘a specific instruction from God that is to 
be obeyed rather than as a general law that is to be 
observed’.9  

   Judgments (mishpat): a law, ordinances, a divine 
decree, but with the idea of judging in accordance 
with these, rendering true justice, and so ‘just rulings’. 
(See also English translation, ‘ordinances’ [mishpat]: 
rule or rulings of law, command, decree.) 

   Word (dabar): in this case the word refers to God’s 
word which was His communication of His covenant 
will to His people (Exod. 34:1, 28; Deut. 4:13), and 
having the idea of the revelatory nature of the 
commands given.10 In Deuteronomy 4:13 ‘ten 
commandments’ should be ‘ten words’— 

                                                 
 See, also, C. H. Spurgeon’s treatment of this Psalm in his The Treasury of 
David: Spurgeon’s Classic Works on the Psalms, Abridged in One Volume (abridged 
by D. O. Fuller, Kegel Pub., Grand Rapids, 1996) and also that of Charles 
Bridge’s (Psalm 119: An Exposition, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1974).  
 In his sermons on Psalm 119 (v. 153) Calvin observed, ‘Under this one 
word—“law”—there is no doubt but that David comprehended the sum of all 
the doctrine which God gave to his church’. This is an important observation for 
it may also mean that all the doctrine which God gives to His church—including 
the gospel and the New Testament laws and commands—are likewise the true 
torah. To say this, is not so to mingle law and gospel that they are 
indistinguishable theologically, but to say that all are torah in the sense of being 
the will of God for Man. 
 9  R. K. Harrison, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 3, ed.  
G. W. Bromiley, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, p. 77.  
 10  As we have suggested in regard to the whole of torah, so here  
in dabar there is something of a parallel to the idea given by Paul in  
I Corinthians 4:1 where he speaks of the servants of Christ being ‘stewards of the 
mysteries of God’. The mystery (mysterion) is something intelligible to the 
reader, but not known except through the Spirit (I Cor. 2:14). Thus dabar (logos) is 
always dynamic and never static. We tend to think of law as static, an 
observance rather than a sharing in the ongoing dynamic will of God. See 
Harrison, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 3, p. 77. 
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God speaking directly to His people, that being a revelation 
of Himself. Notice the use of dabar is in verses 9, 16, 17, 
25, 28, 42, 43, 49, 57, 65, 74, 81, 89, 101, 105, 107, 114, 
130, 139, 147, 160, 161, and 169 (23 times).  

Conclusion to the Words Used for Law, 
Especially in Psalm 119 

If we consider these synonyms we see they dovetail together and 
make a body of truth that is directive, hortatory, explanatory, 
enlightening, revelatory and which declares the will of God for 
Man. Remembering Man is the image of God, then it means that 
image can be given the action of life to fill out and accomplish the 
will of God and so also its own image. 

The Substance of Psalm 119 

 A commentary on this Psalm demands much space and time. 
What we can detect sensibly are: 
• It is a Psalm of beatitudes for those who walk in the law of the 

Lord (vv. 1, 2, 56). God’s torah is a constant delight to those 
who love it (vv. 14, 16, 24, 35, 47, 77, 92, 143, 174). This 
delight is indispensable; without it, in affliction, the Psalmist 
would perish. 

• It spells out the necessity of following God’s law, statutes, 
precepts and commandments (v. 4). This, incidentally, seems 
to be the one verse which speaks of the law as being 
commanded, so in this Psalm there is not ‘a law laid down’—
as such—but all its statutes (etc.) constitute the way of life of 
the covenant members (v. 105). There is an almost  
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involuntary delight in obedience (vv. 32, 45) for the Psalmist loves 
the law (vv. 47, 48, 113). To him, the whole earth is full of 
the love of the Lord (v. 64). The reason for all this is that ‘Thy 
promise is well tried, and thy servant loves it’ (v. 140), which 
in the AV is, ‘Thy word is very pure: therefore thy servant 
loveth it’.  

• Law-keeping is a preventative against sinning  
(vv. 9ff.), therefore knowing the law is essential, and even 
laying it up in the heart a continuing necessity. All his 
observance is from the heart (vv. 34–36), but this requires the 
gift of understanding, the leading of God, and His power to 
incline the heart of the Psalmist to the law. 

• Keeping the law will draw forth the hatred and enmity of 
others who do not keep it (vv. 51ff., 85ff., 95f., 110ff.). They 
will go to any lengths to destroy the godly person. 

• Even the godly person will know times of dryness (‘My soul 
cleaves to the dust’, vv. 25f.) and so always needs—and asks 
for—the word (dabar) of God to make things real to faith, and 
to bring fresh`ness to his spirit. The word brings life, even in 
the midst of affliction (v.  107). This dabar is eternal, 
immutable, and God is as His word (vv. 89–91). 

• The law is the wisdom God teaches. In verses 98–100 the 
Psalmist says, ‘Thy commandment makes me wiser than my 
enemies . . . I have more understanding than all my 
teachers . . . I understand more than the aged’, all because he 
meditates on the law and keeps its precepts. Wisdom is 
knowing God’s will and doing it immediately.  

• The Psalmist does not think of God apart from His law, and all 
His action is part of torah. So God  
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afflicts in order to restore and vivify (vv. 67–72). In verse 120 he 
says ‘My flesh trembles for fear of thee, and I am afraid of thy 
judgments’, yet he is anxious for God to visit him with every 
judgment He has warned He will give.  

 
 We could go on with other descriptive details but our main 
point is made—true covenant members loved the law of the Lord 
and saw it as a source of life, as the way of living. We must 
remind ourselves that all such obedience was worked out in 
relation with the covenant God. 

Conclusion to Our Study of the 
Torah of Israel 

In actual fact, our Study has been rather sketchy, for we have not 
followed the history of torah in the life of Israel from the time of 
the Exodus to the time of the final Exile, nor have we given much 
coverage to the judgments which came to Israel for breaking the 
torah, as also the blessings which came with repentance. Certainly 
we have scarcely touched upon the ceremonial, hygienic and 
sacrificial elements of the torah. In one sense all Israel’s history 
relates to its attitude to the law. What we have established is that 
the principle of law has always obtained and by nature of the case 
always will. There has always been ‘a torah of God’ extant in the 
world, whether it has been for covenant people or not. The term 
‘moral law’ has often been given to this torah. It simply means 
that lawlessness is not functionally possible to be sustained in any 
culture. Even so, we cannot have a full view of the glory of the 
law until we come to the New Testament. There we find a 
fascinating exposition of law  



T h e  L a w  o f  E t e r n a l  D e l i g h t  

48 

under the statements of ‘the law of God’, ‘the law of Christ’ and 
‘the law of the Spirit’. These we will examine in a future chapter. 
 

T H E  G L O R Y  O F  T H E  O L D  T E S T A M E N T  T O R A H — I I I  

49 

6 

The Glory  of  the  Old  Testament  
Torah—III  

Further Living in the Law 

The Nature of the Covenant People 

 On the basis that God held communion with His people—
through covenant, by being their God, dwelling in their midst, 
giving them the gifts of glory, sonship, promises, eschatological 
covenants, the law, Messiah, and so on—God demanded of them 
that they be like Himself, a holy people (Lev. 11:44). He struc-
tured them to be ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod. 
19:5–6). 
 What distinguished them was the fact that all of these gifts 
meant they were in intimate communion with God through 
worship. They were a people who knew His will as they obeyed 
His law. In one sense His law was His will, especially if we 
comprehend the broadest meaning of torah; that is, that God had 
chosen His people, not merely as His favourite people, but as His 
Servant Nation to accomplish His will in His  
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own pursuit of Salvation History. The idea of ‘obedience for 
obedience’s sake’ was not present. Even the actions of His 
judgments were not primarily to refine His people but to shape 
them into that Servant Nation which would be the Eschatological 
Servant and through suffering would bring to fullness the covenant 
once given to Abraham. That covenant had its universal goal in 
view, namely the blessing of the nations at the end time, the telos 
of history, especially forecast in the prophecies that pertained to 
post-Exilic Israel as the Suffering Servant, and that Servant’s 
Messianic accomplishment relating to all the nations of the world. 
 When, then, we speak of the ‘format of the law’ and discuss 
its various Codes, we have in mind the way in which the covenant 
people were to live in their new land, the land given to Abraham 
so many centuries previously, and also have in mind the future of 
this people who were being shaped in holiness to witness to the 
Holy One of Israel, whose plans for the human race extended far 
beyond Israel’s border. If we keep these two things in mind, then 
the Codes will not be seen as static, as wearisome and legalistic 
ordinances, but as the expressions of life carried on in the grace of 
covenant. 

Israel’s Covenant Codes 

 It has been conjectured that the people of Israel had their own 
codes prior to the giving of the law at Sinai, and certainly much of 
their culture must have had its origins in the community at Haran, 
and later in Goshen. No people fails to have its cultural and tribal 
laws. Even so, the three codes with which we will deal also were 
transformed by the revelation of Yahweh and His intervention on 
the part of His covenant  
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people. The three codes constituted a major part of the law of the 
land in Canaan. 

The Covenant Code: Exodus 20:22  –  23:33 

 This is primarily a code to do with the Decalogue, and was 
virtually an outworking of it. Within the code is the sense that God 
is the authority who governs, and that privileges have come to the 
people of God. In one sense it can be called a social or relational 
code, all things operating under the scrutiny of Yahweh. Some of 
the following points are helpful in understanding the system: 

(a)The slave is the property of the owner. 

(b)  Relationships between master and slave are defined. 
For example, if a master injures a slave by the 
knocking out of a tooth then the slave goes free for the 
tooth’s sake.  

(c)   For certain situations, the lex talionis obtains—eye for 
an eye, tooth for a tooth, and so on. This obtained for 
all throughout the whole society, no matter what the 
social and economic scale. 

(d)  For other situations, the laws of compensation are 
stated, such as when harm is done by an ox. 

(e) Laws exist regarding stealing and restitution for the 
same. 

(f) In some cases regarding breaches of trust, both parties 
must come before God for a decision. 

(g)  Laws regarding sexual seduction state penalties. 
Bestiality must be punished by death. 

(h)  Sorcerers must be put to death. Likewise idolaters. 
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(i) Provision is made for the poor, and usury for loans is 
forbidden. 

(j) Oppression of orphans, widows and the poor is 
forbidden and such oppression will be radically 
punished.  

(k)  Honour to God and rulers is enjoined. 

(l) Tithing is mandatory. Bribery, nepotism and corruption 
are punishable. 

(m)The law of Sabbath, fallowing and of weekly Sabbath 
keeping is enjoined, and all the family, servants and 
other creatures are to be included in it. 

(n)  The three major festivals must be kept and it is 
mandatory that all males appear at these times before 
God. 

(o)  Idolatry is strictly forbidden under pain of terrible 
judgments. 

 All of these laws come from God and He administered them. 
Such laws were not subject to alteration from time to time. They 
were fixed and Israel could dwell securely in this knowledge. 
Some laws were apodictic,1 that is, had absolute judgments 
because things were clearly established, such as premeditated 
murder; whilst other laws were casuistic, that is, had ameliorating 
judgments and punishments where and when ‘circumstances alter 
cases’. 

                                                 
 1  Apodictic, in the case of ethics, means that which is unchangeable because 
incontestable. It is that which is laid down and is apparent by nature of the case.  
Casuistic relates to cases of conscience and conduct. In practice it meant that 
laws were not apodictic—that is, absolute—but had elements of amelioration; 
for example, when one was killed in cold blood the apodictic obtained, when in 
hot blood the casuistic was brought into play in judgments. 
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The Holiness Code: Leviticus 17 – 26 

 Sometimes called ‘the Priestly Code’, this system shows that 
God wishes to share His holiness with His people. Other gods 
have their ‘taboos’ or ‘devoted things’, but against this pattern 
God sets up the elements of place, days, and the apparatus of 
worship (22:2–3; 23:2–4, 21). He also makes His priests to be 
holy (21:6–7), both to Himself and the people. Israel is to be a 
holy Nation. In order we have: 

(a)the principle of the proper use of blood (17:1–16)—‘Say to 
Aaron and his sons, and all the people of Israel . . .’ 
(17:1ff.); 

(b)  the religious laws, ethical behaviour, and penalties 
accompanying infraction of the same (18:1 – 20:27). 
These are addressed to ‘the people of Israel’ (18:2), ‘all 
the congregation of the people of Israel’ (19:2), ‘to the 
people of Israel’ (20:2), and so are matters of the 
congregation in regard to holiness. The key to them is, 
‘You shall therefore keep my statutes and my 
ordinances, by doing which a man shall live: I am the 
LORD’. The principle of life is holiness. The ordinances 
pertain to sexual purity in every situation, the refusal 
of idolatry, the right use of consuming the sacrifices, 
the ways of harvest, non-stealing, refusal to indulge in 
the occult, and commands against illicit or bestial 
sexual actions; 

(c)   the ways of priestly holiness (‘Speak to the priests, the 
sons of Aaron’, ‘Tell Aaron and his sons’, set out in 
21:1 – 22:33) are spelled out in certain ordinances and 
prohibitions in regard to the ordination to priesthood 
of men who are deformed or handicapped in any way. 
Priestly marriage can be only to virgins, and there are  
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regulations for utter ceremonial purity, and the 
perfection of the animal victims for sacrifices. There are 
also ordinances regarding the manner of life of the 
priest’s family; 

(d)  in 23:1 – 24:23 the congregation is commanded to 
consecrate the seasons by the rituals of festival 
offerings linked with the harvests and involving 
appropriate convocations and periods of rest; 

(e) in 25:1–55 the Sabbatical and Jubilee years are treated 
with their significance for city and rural dwellers, for 
those in debt, and those whose inheritance of the land 
is in jeopardy. Also the provisions that are made for 
strangers and slaves; 

(f) the 26th chapter takes up the matter of idolatry and its 
consequences in dire judgments, even to surrendering 
the land into the hands of enemies of the covenant 
people, who will then take them into exile. Yet, in the 
face of all this, and in spite of it, God will not abandon 
His covenant people, but will restore them when 
repentance comes, ‘I will for their sake remember the 
covenant with their forefathers, whom I brought forth 
out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that 
I might be their God; I am the LORD’ (26:45). 

 
 The Holiness Code is closed off with the final statement, 
‘These are the statutes and ordinances and laws which the LORD 
made between him and the people of Israel on Mount Sinai by 
Moses’. 
 This Code makes both rich and exacting reading in its detailed 
exactions of the nation, and in the delineation of the holiness of 
God and the demand of that  
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holiness on the people of Israel. It certainly is a detailed 
extrapolation of the Decalogue itself. 

The Deuteronomic Code: Chapters 12 to 26  

 So advanced and high is this Code that many scholars cannot 
accept it as coming from Moses, and seek to find its explanation in 
the importation of later thought and experience, especially that of 
the Prophets. Some contend that it is a recapitulation of material 
compiled during the revival of Josiah’s time.  
 Whatever the case, it is acclaimed by all as a very high code, 
and the whole Book in which it is set is not transcended by any 
other Old Testament book, and stands well with any in the New 
Testament. Its provisions are at one with the other two codes, and 
often repeat the precepts and ordinances contained within them, as 
well as making provision for matters not included in them. 
Everything is based upon God’s covenant with His beloved 
people. Concepts of both holiness and love are present, with the 
latter most prominent. As a holy people they are to purge the evil 
from their midst (13:5; cf. 17:7, 12; 21:9). In fact, this is the very 
way of walking in love (19:19).  
 The Code commences with the introduction, ‘These are the 
statutes and ordinances which you shall be careful to do in the 
land which the LORD, the God of your fathers, has given you to 
possess, all the days that you live upon the earth’. The following 
elements are enjoined: 

(a)  a centralised place of worship, in distinction from 
many worship-centres such as were known in the 
idolatrous practices of Canaan (12:1–32); 

(b)  prohibition of idolatry, the penalties accompanying its 
practice (13:1–18); 
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(c)   dietary and hygienic regulations and provision for the 
Levites, fatherless, widows and strangers  
(14:1–29); 

(d)  provisions for the poor and enslaved and the use of 
the ‘firstling of the flock’ (15:1–23); 

(e) the three yearly feasts, their significance and practice 
(16:1–17); 

(f) the election of judges and officers in the towns and the 
purity of their ministry to the people (16:18–20); 

(g)  prohibition of pillars linked with idolatry and 
penalties for idolatry (16:21  –  17:7); 

(h)  instructions regarding the carrying out of justice (17:8–
13); 

(i) the appointment of a king and regulations concerning his 
way of life, as also the need for him to know the book 
of the law (17:14–20); 

(j) provisions by the congregation for priests and Levites; 
the important matter of refusing all occultic forms of 
prophecy and divination; and the prophecy regarding 
a special prophet whom God will one day raise up 
(18:1–22); 

(k)  laws regarding criminals and provisions for homicide 
done in hot blood—the cities of refuge. Also the 
prohibition against false witness, and the nature of the 
penalty for such (19:1–21); 

(l) laws concerning wars, especially against cities, and 
stronger measures against the idolatrous peoples. 
Provisions also for conserving trees during the 
fighting (20:1–20); 
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(m)laws relating to killing, to female captives, and to family 
members (21:1–23); 

(n)  social, familial and moral behaviour, and the penalties 
for infringement of these (22:1–30); 

(o)  laws regarding those who may or may not enter the 
congregation, and regulations regarding community 
behaviour in its many aspects (23:1–25); 

(p)  regulations regarding correct punishment, levirate 
marriage, unfair fighting, and the matter of proper 
weights and measures (25:1–19); and 

(q)  the matter of the first fruits and tithes on entering the 
land, and the state of the worshipper before Yahweh 
(26:1–19). 

Conclusion Regarding the Formalised Law  
of God in Israel 

It can be seen that all these laws really relate to the two tables of 
the Decalogue—love to God and love to one’s neighbour. As we 
have said, they are based upon and express the two great qualities 
of holiness and love. Whilst many doubt that these laws were 
well-known in the community, properly promoted and enforced, 
yet the reality of them was certainly present. Moses’ statement in 
4:6–8 is a good indication of their value:  

 
Keep them and do them; for that will be your wisdom and your 
understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all 
these statutes will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and 
understanding people.’ For what great nation has a God so near to it 
as the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what 
great nation is there, that has statutes and ordinances so righteous as 
all this law which I set before you this day?  
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7 

The  Covenant  Community  and  
the  Law of  God  
in  the  Old  Testament  

A Survey and Review of the Law  
of the Covenant 

When we use the term ‘the law of the covenant’ it is as though the 
law is an entity within the covenant, when, in fact, it is all of the 
covenant. Not all the law is the covenant, but all the covenant is 
the law. By this we mean that there has always been law, but not 
all law has its ethos in covenant. Even if we accept an implied 
covenant in creation—which I do not—then creation and covenant 
have to be one. When God makes a covenant with creation 
following the Flood, then all creation is involved in that ethos of 
covenant. Such a covenant is unilateral and its beneficiaries are 
Man and creation. In a manner of speaking we can say that 
Abraham, delivered from idolatry and under the hand of God, had 
an ‘Abrahamic torah’. If we idealise the torah under Moses as the 
authentic torah, then we  
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must see that even Moses saw the ways in which torah would 
work out and gave instructions accordingly.1 We can even speak 
of a Joshua torah, a Judges torah, a Samuel torah and a David 
torah—and so on—yet at core it was the same torah, given as 
‘soft copy’ to mankind at creation and as ‘hard copy’ at Sinai, 
though, to tell the truth, it has ever only been the words of God 
which are living law. ‘Hard copy’, so to speak, must be translated 
back into the living words ‘that proceed out of the mouth of God’. 
 To quote James A. Sanders again: 
 

The New Testament uses the word Law both in its narrow sense to 
mean Pentateuch (Luke 24:44; Gal. 4:21; 1 Cor. 14:34) and in the 
larger sense of Old Testament revelation generally (John 10:34; 12:34; 
15:25; Rom. 3:19; 1 Cor. 14:21). 
 The larger sense of the word Torah is the older. Within Old 
Testament usage it denotes bodies of instruction or teachings of 
priests, prophets, and sages, and even of parental advice to children; 
but it appears that the oldest and most common meaning is 
something approximate to what we mean by the word revelation. 
Priestly and prophetic oracles of the oldest vintage are called torahs. 
And in the case of the prophets, whole collections of oracles or 
systems of thought (as in Isaiah) are called torahs. 
 Not only is the larger sense the older, but it is also pervasive and 
enduring. When Paul, in his Epistles, and the writer of the Fourth 
Gospel, use the word Law in referring to passages in the Prophets or the 
Psalter, their usage was not imprecise. On the contrary, one must 
assume that they were thinking of the word Torah with its rich heritage 
of broad reference to ancient Israel’s revelatory tradition rather than of 
the narrower connotations of the Greek word they used. Paul, indeed, 
uses the word  

                                                 
 1  By this we mean that torah was not—and is not—an inflexible block of 
legislation, of rules and regulations that ignored the situations into which the 
nation was drawn by possessing Canaan and defending it, and by living in the 
judgments of God and His saving acts. We do not say torah is merely adaptable, 
but that it conditions the situations in which it is active, and leads to and enables 
the behaviour that is God’s law in the heart of His people, no matter what their 
environment and circumstances.  



T H E  L A W  O F  E T E R N A L  D E L I G H T  

60 

Law (nomos) in at least four different senses: (1) in its Greek 
philosophic sense, (2) in its legalistic sense, (3) in its broader 
revelatory sense, and (4) as the word symbolizing mainstream 
Judaism of his time . . . Recognizing the nonlegalistic aspect of the 
use of the word Torah is an aid in understanding how even the 
Pentateuch itself, the Torah par excellence, is basically a narrative, a 
story, rather than a code of laws. A growing emphasis on the 
Pentateuch or Torah as a revealed set of laws forever binding—even 
when the social, political, and cultic institutions in which they originally 
operated were destroyed or significantly transformed—is in a sense the 
history of the origins and development of post exilic (after 540 b.c.) 
Judaism.2 

 
 If, then, we take torah in its largest sense, as well as in its 
particular and distributive sense of localised or personalised 
systems, then a Psalm such as 119 contains just about all that 
indicates torah. This does not mean that the drive and pattern of 
torah is not ontological, but it indicates the difficulty of staticising 
it to mean only a block of laws and regulations. In one sense all of 
covenant is all of law. Certainly law cannot be understood apart 
from covenant. The difficulty in Man coming to this is that unless 
he lives under grace he cannot understand the meaning of 
covenant! Thus to understand law is virtually an impossible task. 
One has to live in the ethos of covenant and the ethos of law—the 
both being one—before one can understand torah and delight in it. 
 Take, for example, the matter of God’s judgment (mishpat) 
generally and His judgments in particular: in Psalm 119 they are 
mentioned at least 27 times, even more than God’s word (dabar). 
When we look at the nature of judgments in this Psalm we see 
they are the source of hope, righteousness, justice and renewal, 
and so much so, that the Psalmist pleads to be taught these 
judgments. Nor does he fear them coming upon  

                                                 
 2  Sanders, Torah and Canon, pp. 2–3 (see fn. 3, ch. 5). 
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him, for they clear him, so to speak, in life and conscience. He 
knows freedom under judgment. This being so, mishpat is as much 
of life as the other elements of testimonies, ordinances, precepts 
and all such terms composing torah. 

The Principle of Judgment 

Sometimes we are apt to think of judgment coming to persons as a 
result of their infraction of the law. This may well be so, but God’s 
judgments have many aspects, such as correction, guidance, 
justice, and the like. However, in looking at the history of Israel 
we see God’s judgments coming upon the nation for breaking the 
law in terrible ways, especially the ways of idolatry, and we see 
the judgments as the consequences of breaking the law. This is, of 
course, correct, but what we may miss is that the torah itself 
includes the principle of judgment: it warns against infraction of 
torah.  
 This can be seen from two different vantage points: (i) that the 
law provides for the sins of the people as a nation, and for the 
personal sins of persons within the covenant, by the sacrificial 
cultus. Sacrifices are offered up for different kinds of sinning. The 
first nine chapters of Leviticus prescribe forms of sacrifices for 
national sin and personal sin. We can then say that sins were 
judged and their judgment came symbolically but dynamically in 
the sacrifices and so guilt was cleared and the way for obedience 
was made fresh; and (ii) national and personal judgments took 
place, and where there was no sacrifice offered for them, and 
where the people continued in their sin, sinning ‘with a high 
hand’, then those forms of judgments took place which may be 
called ‘horrific’. The accounts of  
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these judgments are liberally given in the text of the Old 
Testament. They were often at the heart of prophetic warnings and 
prophetic teaching of the tragedies which overcame the nation and 
persons within it. 
 In looking back at torah in the Old Testament we see the 
warning regarding judgment as embedded in the Pentateuch, 
especially in Deuteronomy. In chapter 27 the people bind 
themselves to the Levitical utterances of the curses. The principle 
of God’s cursing then proceeds in the chapters immediately 
following. Thus it cannot be said that judgment was not part of 
torah and that God was arbitrary in the way He dealt out national 
and personal judgments. 

The Principle of Blessing 

Torah is not simply the way to blessing but the way of blessing. 
Long before the Beatitudes pronounced by Jesus in the Sermon on 
the Mount, the principle of blessing obtained in Israel. Psalm 1 
opens with a beatitude and then describes the forms of the 
blessing. Many Psalms contain beatitudes. The blessings which 
follow the ‘binding of the curses’, and which commence in 
Deuteronomy 28 are comprehensive:  

 
And if you obey the voice of the LORD your God, being careful to do 
all his commandments which I command you this day, the LORD 
your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth. And all 
these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, if you obey 
the voice of the LORD your God. Blessed shall you be in the city, and 
blessed shall you be in the field. Blessed shall be the fruit of your 
body, and the fruit of your ground, and the fruit of your beasts, the 
increase of your cattle, and the young of your flock. Blessed shall be 
your basket and your kneading-trough. Blessed shall you be when 
you come in, and blessed shall you be when you go out.  
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 The LORD will cause your enemies who rise against you to be 
defeated before you; they shall come out against you one way, and 
flee before you seven ways. The LORD will command the blessing 
upon you in your barns, and in all that you undertake; and he will 
bless you in the land which the LORD your God gives you. The LORD 
will establish you as a people holy to himself, as he has sworn to you, 
if you keep the commandments of the LORD your God, and walk in 
his ways. And all the peoples of the earth shall see that you are called 
by the name of the LORD; and they shall be afraid of you. And the 
LORD will make you abound in prosperity, in the fruit of your body, 
and in the fruit of your cattle, and in the fruit of your ground, within 
the land which the LORD swore to your fathers to give you. The LORD 
will open to you his good treasury the heavens, to give the rain of 
your land in its season and to bless all the work of your hands; and 
you shall lend to many nations, but you shall not borrow. And the 
LORD will make you the head, and not the tail; and you shall tend 
upward only, and not downward; if you obey the commandments of 
the LORD your God, which I command you this day, being careful to 
do them, and if you do not turn aside from any of the words which I 
command you this day, to the right hand or to the left, to go after 
other gods to serve them. 
 

 The promise of national and personal blessing should not, in 
our thinking, outclass the personal and national soteriological 
blessing that constantly came to the covenant people. In the 
introduction to the Decalogue it was the emancipation from Egypt 
which showed God’s soteriological blessing. The idols could not 
achieve this (cf. Exod. 15:11). The giving of the land as 
inheritance to Israel, and Israel’s becoming the lot and inheritance 
of Yahweh, was blessing built into the nation. The blessing spoken 
of by the author of Psalm 103 and echoed by other Psalms and 
psalmists is notable: 

 
Bless the LORD, O my soul,  
 and all that is within me, bless his holy name! 
Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
 and forget not all his benefits, 
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who forgives all your iniquity,  
 who heals all your diseases,  
who redeems your life from the Pit, 
 who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 
who satisfies you with good as long as you live 
 so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s (vv. 1–5). 
 

 What we must not miss is the easing of the pain of guilt, the 
settling of the tumult of the human spirit when the cleansing of 
shame, defilement and the dread of judgment sweeps away guilt 
and dread by the purifying sacrifices. Psalm 32:1–7 tells 
something of this: 

 
Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven,  
 whose sin is covered.  
Blessed is the man to whom the LORD imputes no iniquity,  
 and in whose spirit there is no deceit.  
When I declared not my sin, my body wasted away  
 through my groaning all day long.  
For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me;  
 my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. 
I acknowledged my sin to thee,  
 and I did not hide my iniquity;  
I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD’;  
 then thou didst forgive the guilt of my sin.  
Therefore let every one who is godly  
 offer prayer to thee;  
at a time of distress, in the rush of great waters,  
 they shall not reach him.  
Thou art a hiding place for me,  
 thou preservest me from trouble;  
 thou dost encompass me with deliverance.  

Torah and the Blessings and Cursings  
That Are Eschatological 

The people of Israel were most concrete in their understanding of 
God, Man and Creation. They did  
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not indulge in theology or philosophy as such. Their life was 
rooted in the land God had given them. They struggled to survive, 
not only against other nations, but also the inner enemy of 
idolatry, of transferring their worship and love to things that were 
not ontological, that were the images of the mind, born of its 
passions and desires. 
 Their failure may have made them look to the future for better 
times and things, but most powerfully, they had the great salvation 
history which was theirs, the promises of covenant, and the riches 
of the law. The glory, the sonship and the worship were theirs, and 
so was the Messiah of the promises. All of these elements came 
together to make sense of the prophets’ utterances regarding the 
Kingdom of God, the eschaton of the Lord! Whatever the scholars 
may have done with the text of the Hebrew Scriptures, and 
whatever the absence of the prophetic word in the interim between 
the ‘two testaments’, Messianic expectation and eschatological 
dreaming never ceased. This was because it was woven into the 
fabric of the nation as its warp and woof. The coming of John the 
Baptiser was not a mere relief to the nation whose leaders were 
political and whose scribes and lawyers were often legalists and 
pedants, but it was the cause of an uprush of joy. The juices which 
had been drained from much of torah were now to be supplied 
afresh. Suddenly Messiah had come and all claims and expec-
tations regarding him had to be biblical: they had to comport with 
torah as the holy remnant of saints understood it. 
 This it did: there was no ‘Old Testament’ for the faithful in 
Israel, but only the continuity of true torah which Jesus was to 
live, to expound and to vivify. The cursing would be upon him for 
the people’s sake, but the blessings would come through his 
obedience. He  
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was not only under and for the torah, he was the torah in his 
person, the torah of the New Covenant. This torah of God the 
Father was soon to be shown as the torah of Christ His Son, and 
the torah of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.  
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8 

The Law in  the  New 
Testament—I 

Introduction to the Theme 

In some of the chapters which follow we will be looking at the 
nature of the law as it confronts the sinner. It by no means seems 
glorious to the sinner, but immeasurably repugnant. This is 
because the sinner opposes God and His authority, and dislikes the 
restrictions and demands of law. Even so, the law—God’s law—is 
glorious, especially as we view it as ‘the written, preceptual image 
of God’. Without seeking to show the innate glory of the law at 
this point, I propose to try to deal with God’s law in the New 
Testament under the three headings of ‘The Law of God’, ‘The 
Law of Christ’, and ‘The Law of the Spirit’. In doing so I realise 
they are really the one law, but believe we can show them to be 
that one law by using this method.  

The Law of God 

‘The law of God’ could possibly be taken in two ways, the 
preposition ‘of’ being either objective or  
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subjective. It could even be taken as both. In the first instance it 
would then mean that the law of God is the law innate to God, the 
way He is and works; that is, His character and actions. In the 
second case it could mean the law is a law given to Man from 
God. If both are really the one, then it would mean God is—so to 
speak—His own torah, and from this gives torah to Man 
commensurate with the fact that Man is made in His image. If so, 
then this would lend some substance to what J.  A. Motyer wrote: 

 
Man is the living, personal image of God: the law is the written, 
preceptual image of God. The intention of Lev. 19 is declared at the 
outset, ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’ (vs. 2). 
The Lord longs for his people to live in his image, and to that end he 
has given them his law.1 
 

Previously Motyer has said that all that God demands of Man 
flows from what He is, so that God commands, ‘You must this or 
that because of what I am’; every precept of the law is a reflection 
of ‘what I am’.  
 This certainly accords with God’s giving of the ‘ten words’, 
preceded as they were—and had to be—with the ‘I am the LORD 
your God’, so that God spoke directly, relationally and 
covenantally to them, adding His declaration of saving grace, 
‘who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage’. 
 In the New Testament none of God’s essential torah is 
abrogated.2 We will deal with this fact under the heading of ‘The 
Law of Christ’, but the themes of sin,  

                                                 
 1  Motyer, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, p. 624. 
 2  The term ‘essential torah’ calls for explanation. We could say, at this point, 
that it is the Decalogue, or we could say it is the will of God for His people in 
creation and covenant, but we still do not define it. Certainly Christ, Paul and 
James seem to sum up the essence and spirit of the Decalogue as the law of love 
to God and neighbour, but throughout the Gospels and Epistles this outworking 
of love is given in terms of paraneses and paracleses, and this really adds up to 
‘the essential torah’.  
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judgment, justification and sanctification have no meaning if there 
is no law of God. We have seen that what Luther calls ‘the alien 
work’ of the law is such as to bring knowledge of sin, arouse the 
sinful passions, delineate sin, work wrath and bring death to the 
sinner. The good outcome of this action is that the law is a 
pedagogue to bring us to Christ. These terrifying actions of the 
law might cause us to dread it and see no good in it.3 However, 
Romans 7:4–6 tells us that through Christ’s death we have died to 
the condemnation and death of the law that we might ‘serve not 
under the old written code but in the new life of the Spirit’. In this 
seventh chapter Paul then describes the law as that ‘which 
promised life’, ‘holy and just and good’ and ‘spiritual’, and says, 
‘For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self’. This law, 
then, in its proper work is beautiful. 
 In Romans 8:1–8 it is obvious that when the believer has the 
just requirement of the law fulfilled in him (v.  4)  he pleases God 
(v. 8). In all this we are back in the atmosphere of Psalms 1, 19 
and 119. Throughout the first eight chapters of Romans, Paul has 
pursued the matter of the law, speaking in 2:26 of keeping the 
precepts (ta dikaiomata) of the law, in 3:31 of upholding the law, 
and in 8:4 of having the righteous requirement (dikaioma) of the 
law fulfilled in us, inferring that those walking in the Spirit know 
this obedience to the law. 
 We could leave the matter of the law as ‘God’s law’ here, but 
John refers time and again in his Epistles to God’s 
commandments, even though sometimes it is difficult to 
distinguish specifically whether they are the commandments of the 
Father or the Son  

                                                 
 3  See also I Timothy 1:8–11 for what some of the Reformers called ‘the first 
use of the law’. 
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(cf. I John 2:3–6; 5:2–3), and he speaks of those who sin as 
‘lawless’. In the Book of the Revelation, the term ‘the 
commandments of God’ is used in 12:17 and 14:12. We will have 
occasion to take up this Johannine view at a later point. 

The Law of Christ 

This term is used in I Corinthians 9:21, and Galatians 6:2, and in 
its context is obviously the action of love. Yet the term might also 
apply in a number of ways to Christ. It could be applied to him 
being wholly in the image of God in his perfect obedience to 
Him—something of which J.  A. Motyer was speaking. A line we 
could pursue is that those redeemed follow this law of Christ in 
that they are ‘being renewed in knowledge after the image of 
[their] creator’ (Col. 3:10). These ideas have much to commend 
them and certainly relate to the regenerating work of the Spirit—
‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’. For the moment we 
will not pursue them. We will concentrate on the person and work 
of Christ, or, if we may say so, ‘the torah of Jesus’. 
 In the life of Jesus we find that obedience which theologians 
call ‘active’, that is, his obedience to the law within the context of 
the covenant of the people of Israel. As a boy, he was under the 
law, ever ‘in my Father’s house’, or ‘about my Father’s business’, 
and ‘increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God 
and man’. In that sense he offered active obedience. 

The Law and the Sermon on the Mount 

 It is in his teaching and ministry that we see his understanding 
of the law. All that he did from birth to  
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his ascension was by means of the Spirit, the Spirit who is known 
in the New Testament as ‘the Spirit of love’. We might say it was 
‘the torah of the Spirit’ by which he worked. Of course he worked 
by the Spirit in every act (Isa. 61:1; Luke 4:17ff.; Matt. 12:28; 
etc.). The number of times he is said to have had compassion on 
the multitudes or on the city of Jerusalem convince us that his 
ministry should be seen in the light of Zechariah 12:10, as well as 
in the light of Isaiah 61:1 and other passages: 

 
And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem a spirit of compassion [chen; ‘grace’, AV] and supplication, 
so that, when they look on him whom they have pierced, they shall 
mourn for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly 
over him, as one weeps over a first-born. 
 

 It has been pointed out by many commentators that the 
Sermon on the Mount is a fine exposition of the law of God in its 
true, essential being. Whilst it may be a true criticism that the 
Pharisees and others had developed a legalistic view of the law, in 
fact they were virtually anti-nomian, at least in the sense that they 
reduced the law from its true nature to a humanised version, one 
which they could pursue and achieve. It was not that Jesus lifted 
the law above what it had been, or ridiculed it by saying, ‘You 
have heard that it was said to the men of old . . . But I say to 
you . . .’ for he was revealing the true spirit of the law. The 
introduction—if we may call the Beatitudes that—set the 
understanding of true law, one that demanded a certain spirit of 
being in approach to obedience to the Father. It set it also in the 
context of the Kingdom of God, a Kingdom which Paul later calls 
‘the kingdom of the Son of his love’ (Col. 1:13). The torah of 
Christ has to do with the Kingdom and, in one sense, has to do 
with nothing else. Thus we can  
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rightly speak of ‘the law of the Kingdom’. We also observe that, 
since the Father is mentioned so many times and in connection 
with so many actions regarding life in the Kingdom, the Sermon 
must be of ‘the law of the Father’ as it is ‘the law of Christ’, in the 
sense that he had taken it to himself. If the Sermon on the Mount 
is the key to understanding love for God and neighbour as set out 
in the Decalogue, then the Decalogue is the key to understanding 
the Sermon on the Mount.  
 We cannot here take the Sermon step by step, but we can 
observe that Jesus did not see himself as derogating the law of the 
Mosaic covenant, but rather unveiling its riches and reality, when 
he said: 
 

Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have 
not come to abolish them but to fulfil them. For truly I say to you, till 
heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the 
law until all is accomplished. Whoever relaxes one of the least of these 
commandments and teaches men so, shall be called least in the kingdom 
of heaven; but he who does them and teaches them shall be called great 
in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you, unless your righteousness 
exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven (Matt. 5:17–20). 

 
This is, indeed, ‘the law of Christ’: not only the law that he kept, 
but also the law that he expounded in the name of God. That it is 
the law of love, and especially in the relational sense, can be seen 
in Matthew 5:43–48. That his words are true torah and dabar can 
be seen by 7:21–27, where Jesus reveals his place of authority as 
judge on ‘that day’ (vv. 22–23): 
 

Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that 
day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 
name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works 
in your name?’ And then will  
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I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you evildoers.’  
 

 Verses 24–27 reveal that he has not only been making a 
commentary on the torah of God, but that what he has said is, in 
fact, that very torah—the torah of God, the torah of Christ and the 
torah of the Spirit, even the torah of the Triune God: 

 
Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be 
like a wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, 
and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, 
but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And 
every one who hears these words of mine and does not do them will 
be like a foolish man who built his house upon the sand; and the rain 
fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that 
house, and it fell; and great was the fall of it. 
 

There can be no doubt that Jesus is claiming his word is as the 
dabar (command) of the torah, and in that sense, though Jesus is 
not here indicated as the new Moses, he is that, and even more 
than a new Moses.4 The people had not previously heard such 
words, nor witnessed such authority. Verses 28–29 indicate this:  

 
And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished 
at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not 
as their scribes.  

Jesus’ Teaching Consistent with the Sermon  
on the Mount 

 That Jesus saw the law going back to creation cannot be 
doubted. In Matthew 19:1–12 (cf. 5:31–32; Mark  

                                                 
 4  A number of commentators see Jesus as the new Moses in the Gospel of 
John. The writer of Hebrews certainly presses the point that ‘Jesus is greater than 
Moses’ (3:1–6) and the Mosaic Covenant has been superseded by the greater 
covenant; the covenant of which Christ is the new mediator, and the True Priest, 
after the order of Melchizedek. 
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10:1–12; Luke 16:18), Jesus based his opposition to divorce on the 
basis of creation, and in particular on Genesis 1:27 and 2:24. He 
saw no place for divorce in the Mosaic law, even though he 
acknowledged the so-called concession of Moses in Deuteronomy 
24:1–4. Divorce would not happen apart from hardness of hearts, 
and that hardness can scarcely be said to begin with the married 
couple—any married couple—as it would be with opposition to 
what we have called ‘creational’ and ‘covenantal’ law. The 
hardening against one another would derive from their hardness 
towards God’s law. Thus when Jesus made his statement 
regarding divorce within the Sermon on the Mount, he was being 
consistent with torah as Israel knew it, and torah as it is, always. 
That hardening may well have begun with the primal couple (cf. 
Gen. 3). 
 When the rich young ruler (Matt. 19:16–22; Mark 10:17–22; 
Luke 18:18–23) came to him, Jesus did not vary from the law. He 
said, ‘If you would enter life, keep the commandments’. The 
commandments were virtually the Decalogue. When, in Matthew 
22:35–36, the lawyer asked Jesus which was the greatest com-
mandment in the law, he replied: 
 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the 
law and the prophets (vv. 37–40).5 
 

                                                 
 5  Richard N. Longenecker in his commentary, Galatians (Word Biblical 
Commentary, vol. 41, Word, Waco, 1990, p. 243), quotes the Rabbi Hillel as 
replying to a Gentile who asked regarding ‘the whole Torah’, ‘What is hateful to 
you, do not to your neighbour; that is the whole Torah, while the rest is the 
commentary thereof. Go and learn it.’ In one sense the Sermon on the Mount is a 
commentary on the twofold law of love to God and one’s neighbour.  
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 In every way, then, he supported the law of God, and, we may 
say, having taken it to himself as his own.6 This alone can give 
sense to what we are about to consider, namely the theological 
terms ‘Christ’s active obedience’ and ‘Christ’s passive obedience’. 

Christ’s Active Obedience 

 By this is meant the obedience Jesus rendered to God 
throughout all his life. It was obedience ‘from the heart’. It was 
the keeping of the law; not ‘the letter of the code’, but in 
accordance with the magnificent way Jesus knew the law, 
especially as it was the will of God, and perhaps, also, as the 
‘preceptual image of God’ to which he gladly conformed. 
 Much has been made of the fact that Christ obeyed the law. A 
docetic view of Christ would find no difficulty in seeing this 
obedience as natural. There was no docetic Son, but a Jesus who 
was ‘born of woman, born under the law’, who was made ‘in the 
likeness of sinful flesh’, who ‘had to be made like his brethren in 
every respect’, who ‘has suffered and been tempted’ and ‘one who 
in every respect has been tempted as we are’ and was ‘himself 
beset with weakness’. This one could call the law his own—‘the 
law of Christ’—because he kept it. Even so, it was no less than 
what he ought to have done, and indeed, no less than all  

                                                 
 6  We need to note in the passages above which relate to divorce, to entering 
into eternal life, and similar situations in which Jesus was questioned, that he 
did not simply return flat quotations of the law but went on to explicate and 
apply those passages. So he teaches a radical matter of no divorce and sees it in 
the context of ‘for the kingdom of heaven’s sake’: he demands of the rich young 
ruler that he fulfil the one thing he lacks by selling all he has and giving it to the 
poor. He tells the lawyer the story of the good Samaritan and thus defines who 
‘the neighbour’ is. Jesus’ understanding and practice of the law was alive and 
dynamic.  
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human beings should have done, and still should do, for fallenness 
is no part of true created humanity. Of course, had he not rendered 
‘active obedience’ he could never have become the spotless 
sacrificial Lamb to take away the sin of the world. 

Christ’s Passive Obedience 

 This is the obedience Christ offered in his passion, death and 
resurrection. This kind of obedience, as such, was not explicitly 
demanded by the law.7 He said that he had been commanded by 
the Father to lay down his life (John 10:17–18; 14:30–31; cf. Phil. 
2:8;  
Rom. 5:21–21). We have spoken previously of the dikaioma of the 
law, and this we have in Romans 5:18 (enos dikaiomotos), which 
means that Christ obeyed ‘the just requirement of the law’ in the 
sense of both active and passive obedience. We need to see, as in 
Romans 3:24–26 and Colossians 2:14–15, that Christ actually took 
the judgment for all sins of all persons for all time. 
 Our conclusion, then, is that as regards the law of God, Christ 
in obeying it made it ‘the law of Christ’. 

The Commands of Christ 

 Whilst we have seen that Christ upheld the essential law of 
God by obeying it in both the active and passive senses, and taught 
that the law would not be abrogated, we cannot escape the fact in 
the Gospels  

                                                 
 7  It could be well argued in John 15:12–13 that true love of the brethren did 
demand the laying down of one’s life for one’s friend, but there is a voluntary 
aspect to this which takes such an act away from the purely mandatory. Even so, 
there is room for argument that Christ’s laying down of his life fitted the law. 
Indeed, it might be argued that it was even the heart of the law.  
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that Jesus gives commands. Not only in regard to the Sermon on 
the Mount (cf. Luke 6:46), but also in regard to the commandment 
to love (John 13:34; 15:10) and other commandments, Jesus 
speaks to his disciples. In John 14:21ff., he promises the Triune 
indwelling; ‘If you love me you will keep my commandments’, 
‘He who has my commandments and keeps them . . .’, and the 
latter accords with John 8:51, ‘If any one keeps my word, he will 
never see death’. Here the use of ‘my word’ (emon logon) really 
relates to the Hebrew dabar, the dynamic word, even the word of 
law. In Acts 1:2, ‘After he had given commandment through the 
Holy Spirit to the apostles’, surely catches up the ‘proclamation 
commission’ passages at the ends of the four Gospels, especially 
in Matthew 28:20 —‘teaching them to observe all that I have com-
manded you’—and surely links with Acts 10:42, ‘he commanded 
us to preach to the people’. Paul, likewise, is commanded to do the 
same in Acts chapters 9, 22, and 26. 
 What is also important is that the proclamation—the 
kerugma—is also a command. Listeners have to ‘obey the 
gospel’,8 a term used in Romans 10:16ff., and II Thessalonians 
1:7–8, and referred to in Acts 5:32; 17:30; I Peter 1:2, 22; Romans 
1:5; 15:18; and 16:26. In Acts 6:7 it is recorded that ‘a great many 
of the priests were obedient to the faith’. In this sense the gospel 
becomes the new torah to be obeyed, and the outcome  

                                                 
 8  Being obedient to the proclamation of the gospel lies in the idea of kerugma, 
which was a term used for the proclamation of the Emperor’s edict, delivered by 
his messenger, and usually in a public place. Obedience to the kerugma was 
under the threat of pain of punishment; hence the strong statement in II 
Thessalonians 1:7–8: 
 

. . . when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his holy angels in flaming fire, 
inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and upon those who do not obey 
the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
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of such obedience is the gift of eternal life, with forgiveness of 
sins, justification, sanctification, adoption and, ultimately, 
glorification. By this we do not mean ‘obeying the gospel’ earns 
these gifts, but it is submitting to the saving Lordship of Christ (cf. 
Rom. 10:9), so that the gifts, then, are the fruit of the gospel, 
following the acts of repentance and faith. It is repentance and 
faith which are the obedience, but it is the gospel of grace which 
saved. Having saved, the gospel then demands the continuing 
obedience intrinsic to the New Covenant. It would seem equally 
clear in the Book of the Revelation that the servants and saints of 
God who ‘keep his commandments’ are at the same time keeping 
the commandments the Lord gave to his church. The Book, itself, 
contains numerous commandments for the people of God, not 
least the paranetic statements in the seven letters of chapters 2 and 
3. 

‘The Law of Christ’ in the Epistles 

 The two explicit mentions of ‘the law of Christ’ are found in I 
Corinthians 9:21, and Galatians 6:2. In the first he says, ‘To those 
outside the law I became as one outside the law—not being without 
law toward God but under the law of Christ—that I might win those 
outside the law’. He says clearly he is not lawless— ‘not being 
without law toward God’—but that he is ‘under the law of Christ’: 
that is, he is ‘enlawed’ to Christ. To Paul the idea of being without 
law was unthinkable. In the context of his utterance, his being under 
the law of Christ, or under the law to Christ, relates to his desire ‘that 
I might by all means save some’. He is not under the law only in 
order to save some, for that would mean his being enlawed to 
Christ was utilitarian. No: all his life was lived passionately in the 
law of  
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Christ, a law he would understand to be no less the law of God the 
Father, or the law of the Holy Spirit.  
 In the second reference (Gal. 6:2) he says, ‘Bear one another’s 
burdens and so fulfil the law of Christ’. This must equate with the 
law of love. In Galatians 5:13–14 he has said, ‘. . . through love be 
servants one of another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, 
“You shall love your neighbour as yourself” ’. This accords with 
Romans 13:8–10: 

 
Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for he who loves 
his neighbour has fulfilled the law. The commandments, ‘You shall 
not commit adultery, You shall not kill, You shall not steal, You shall 
not covet,’ and any other commandment, are summed up in this 
sentence, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ Love does no 
wrong to a neighbour; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. 
 

‘[He] who loves his neighbour has fulfilled the law’ is the 
principle. Note the use of the verb ‘to fulfil’ (pleroo) in both the 
Galatian and Roman passages. Linked with Romans 8:4 and 
Galatians 6:2 (anapleroo), the statements in all references speak of 
the law being fulfilled in us rather than us fulfilling the law,9 and 
this is an important point. In Romans 8:4 and Galatians 5:16ff., the 
fulfilling of the law arises from walking in the Spirit, for to live in 
the Spirit is to experience the fulfilling of the law within us. It 
could not be otherwise. 

                                                 
 9  The point made is that Romans 13:8 and 10 give no explicit command to 
fulfil the law. In 13:8 it is said, ‘he who loves his neighbour has fulfilled 
[pepleroken] the law’; in 13:10, ‘love is the fulfilling [pleroma] of the law’. Likewise 
Romans 8:4 says, ‘that the righteous demand of the law might be fulfilled 
[plerothe] in us’. Again, Galatians 6:2 (anaplerosete) can be translated ‘and in this 
way you will fulfil the law of Christ’ (NRSV). One might conclude that the 
fulfilment of the law is something which is accomplished in us, rather than the 
idea that we set out to accomplish it, though this idea may not be wholly absent. 
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There is a further reference to ‘the law of Christ’ which, though 
not explicit, is thinking of law as ‘dominical’, that is, as the mind 
of Christ, out of his torah. In I Corinthians 7 Paul is giving advice 
in regard to marriage, the possible separation of spouses and the 
states of unmarried persons. For the most part he proceeds as 
though what he is saying is evidently correct, and that the basis for 
such advice is that it has already proceeded from Christ, the Lord. 
In verses 10 and 12 he says he is giving a certain charge, ‘To the 
married I give charge, not I but the Lord’, ‘To the rest I say, not 
the Lord’, and these statements do not mean that Paul is speaking 
from his own mind, but really from the mind of the Lord. It is just 
that Christ had not given explicit pronouncements, but Paul, being 
an apostle, could speak as the Lord. 

A Conclusion Regarding ‘The Law of Christ’   

There can be no question about the law of Christ being the law of 
God. What we distil from the Gospels is a review and a conclusion 
of what we have seen above: 
 
(a)   Jesus in no way denigrated law: he insisted that it must be 
fulfilled. So: 
 

 Think not I have come to abolish the law and the prophets. I have 
come not to abolish them but to fulfil them (Matt. 5:17). 
 
 . . . it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away, than for one dot 
of the law to become void (Luke 16:17). 
 
 Whoever then relaxes one of the least of these commandments 
and teaches men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven: 
but he who does them and teaches them shall be called great in the 
kingdom of heaven (Matt. 5:19). 
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 He told the rich young ruler that if he kept the commandments 
he would have eternal life. 
 
(b)   Jesus did not bring a higher law—as such—but an 

interpretation of the law which raised it higher than that 
presented by the lawyers, scribes and Pharisees.10 He said, 
‘Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven’ (Matt. 
5:20). He told listeners, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit in 
Moses’ seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you, 
but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice’. 
The Sermon on the Mount has (i) ‘it was said to the men of 
old’; and (ii) ‘But I say to you’ (Matt. 23:2, 3), which was the 
truth of the law. In passing, we may note that Jesus taught law 
and that the ‘law-folk’ such as the scribes, lawyers and 
Pharisees were appalled. 

 
(c)   All law in Jesus’ view had—and has—to do with the 

Kingdom of God (of heaven). Just as in Israel it had to do with 
covenant, and Israel was a theocracy, so in Jesus’ teaching. 
This is clear in the Sermon on the Mount. 

 
(d)   Paul’s Epistles speak of ‘the law of Christ’ (I Cor. 9:21; 

Gal. 6:2). This could refer to (i) the commands which Jesus 
gave (cf. John 13:34; 14:15; 15:12–13; Matt. 28:19–20; Acts 
1:2); (ii) the law which Jesus followed and fulfilled in his 
flesh; and (iii) the law of love (Rom. 13:8–10; Gal. 5:13–14; 
cf. James 1:22–25; 2:8, 12) which was virtually 

                                                 
  10  See our later treatments of ‘The Law of Christ’ and ‘The Sermon on the 
Mount and the True Torah’. 
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 the Decalogue which Jesus summarised as love to God and 
love to one’s neighbour. 

 
 We rightfully conclude, then, that the ‘law of Christ’ is one 
with the ‘law of God’. We will see in our next chapter that it is 
one with the ‘law of the Spirit’ and with what the Johannine 
literature calls ‘the commandments of God’.  
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9 

The Law in  the  New 
Testament—II 

The Law of the Spirit 

The term ‘law of the Spirit’ is not found singly, as ‘the law of 
Christ’ is in I Corinthians 9:21 and Galatians 6:2. In Romans 8:2 it 
is ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’, and this can be 
thought of in a number of ways. It can firstly be thought of as ‘the 
law of the Spirit’, as an entity in itself, but which is realised ‘in 
Christ Jesus’. Secondly, it can be thought of as ‘the law of the 
Spirit of life’, in which case ‘of life’ qualifies and explains the law 
of the Spirit; or, thirdly, it can be understood as ‘the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’, in which case ‘life in Christ Jesus’ 
qualifies ‘the law of the Spirit’. We will not try to separate or 
explicate these possibilities, but simply note that there is no law of 
the Spirit which is not related to Christ, which is not ‘the law of 
life’, and which is not ‘in Christ Jesus’. We take it to mean that 
‘the law of the Spirit’ is really synonymous with ‘the law of 
Christ’ which, in turn, is synonymous with ‘the law of God’, and 
that  
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here, in Romans 8:1–4, the three are related and constitute the one 
law.  
 What may seem puzzling to us in Romans 8:1–4 is that ‘the 
law of the Spirit’ has set us free from the ‘the law of God’. Are 
these two laws, then, not different? How can one pertain to life 
and the other to death, and yet both remain the same law? We also 
take it in Romans 8:1–4 that somehow the law of sin and death —
the true law of God—could not, of itself, enable us to have the just 
requirement of the law fulfilled in us. However, as ‘the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’, it could so work that the just require-
ment of the law could be fulfilled in us.1 Its character as the death-
dealing law is shown only as a human being remains in sin and is 
opposed to the law of God. One who does not oppose the law of 
God can thus ‘please God’ (8:8). It is important, then, that we look 
at this passage of Romans 8:1–13 in much detail, and it will be 
thus examined in Chapter 14, ‘The Law, Justification and 
Sanctification—III’, under the Section ‘Romans 8:1–13: 
Justification and Sanctification’. 

The Law of God Fulfilled through the  
Holy Spirit 

There can be no fulfilling of ‘the just requirement of the law’ apart 
from the Spirit, that is, apart from living in the Spirit. Galatians 
5:18 says, ‘If you are led by the  

                                                 
 1  We have noted previously that the law of God is for the unjustified sinner 
‘the law of sin and death’, but for the justified person ‘the law of the Spirit of life 
in Christ Jesus’ is that which (i) has brought the gospel of justification to the 
person of faith; and (ii) now enables that person to fulfil ‘the just requirement of 
the law’. In this sense it may even be said that ‘the law of the Spirit’ is ‘the torah 
of the Spirit’ in the widest sense of the meaning of ‘law’. 
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Spirit you are not under the law’, and there ‘under the law’ has 
nomist implications. All the lethal elements of the law are present 
when one is ‘under the law’ and are absent when one walks by the 
Spirit. In the Galatians 5:13–26 context, one produces ‘the works 
of the flesh’ when ‘under the law’, but brings forth ‘the fruit of the 
Spirit’ when led by the Spirit. There is a law against ‘the works of 
the flesh’ (cf. I Tim. 1:8–11), but no law against ‘the fruit of the 
Spirit’, which must mean that ‘the fruit of the Spirit’ are according 
to the essential law of God and, indeed, are the very law itself, in 
the action of obedience. 

The Law of the Spirit Is the Law of the Heart 

 Ezekiel 36:16–38 is a prophecy speaking of God vindicating 
His holiness in the face of the heathen by purifying and re-
establishing Israel. The way in which He would do this is seen in 
verses 22–27: 

 
Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord GOD: It is not 
for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for the 
sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations 
to which you came. And I will vindicate the holiness of my great 
name, which has been profaned among the nations, and which you 
have profaned among them; and the nations will know that I am the 
LORD, says the Lord GOD, when through you I vindicate my holiness 
before their eyes. For I will take you from the nations, and gather you 
from all the countries, and bring you into your own land. I will 
sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your 
uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new 
heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will 
take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 
And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my 
statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. 
 

 In this passage God speaks of purification of Israel from their 
idols and uncleannesses, and the putting of  
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a new heart and a new spirit within them. He also speaks of 
putting His own Spirit within them. The result of all this will be 
that ‘I will . . . cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to 
observe my ordinances’. This new heart and new spirit will mean 
a whole new approach to God’s law, and the Spirit within the heart 
will cause obedience, and so the law can indeed be called ‘the law 
of the Spirit of life’. 

The Law of the Spirit Is the Law of the Covenant, Always and 
Eschatologically 

 The Holy Spirit was always linked with the life of the people 
of the Mosaic Covenant. When Israel came under judgment as a 
nation, it received—in its great need—the promises of the coming 
Spirit.2 If we link Jeremiah 31:31–34 with Ezekiel 36 and see 
them both as elements of the New Covenant, then the law 
becomes the principle of life to those of the New Covenant: 

 
Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah,  not like 
the covenant which I made with their fathers when I took them by 
the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which 
they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD. But this is the 
covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, 
says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon 
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 
And no longer shall each man teach his neighbour and each his 
brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from 
the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their 
iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more (Jer. 31:31–34). 

 
 

                                                 
 2  Without such promises Israel would have been bereft. For this thought see 
my The Day of the Spirit (NCPI, Blackwood, 1985), pp. 38–44. 
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 The law that is placed within those of the New Covenant and 
written within them corresponds with Romans 7:22—‘I delight in 
the law of God, in my inmost self’—so that it means this is ‘the 
law of the Spirit’, whilst at the same time being ‘the law of Christ’ 
and ‘the law of God’. We have already seen that only he or she 
who walks in the Spirit knows the just requirement of the law 
being fulfilled in him or her. 
 If to all this we add the Trinitarian matter of the Spirit being 
the Spirit of both the Father and the Son, so that what we might 
call ‘the law of the Father’3 and ‘the law of the Son (Christ)’ are 
also ‘the law of the Spirit’, then we see that the law is really the 
law of the Triune Godhead. If we take J.  A. Motyer’s statement 
that ‘the law is the written, preceptual image of God’, then the 
fulfilling of this torah of God means that on the human level we 
are working out—as we are the image and glory of God—the law 
of the Triune Godhead. 
 We might close this section on the note of ‘the Lordship of the 
Spirit—the Lord and Giver of life’. We know that Christ was 
under the Lordship of the Spirit in his incarnation, and in 
everything was led by the Spirit, being wholly dependent upon 
him for all things. In one sense there can be no law where there is 
no lordship. Second Corinthians 3:18 is a verse difficult to 
exegete, but we seem to gather that both Christ and the Spirit have 
here a twin Lordship. Certainly in the church the believers are ‘led 
by the Spirit’—as was Jesus—and they ‘walk in the Spirit’. The 
Spirit gave commands to Philip in regard to going to Gaza and his 
ascending the Ethiopian eunuch’s chariot, and to the  

                                                 
 3  Note that in Romans 8:14 those who are led by the Spirit are the sons of 
God; then Christ’s obedience to the law of the Father is our obedience also, and 
is the way we go in life as we practice the law. 
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church at Antioch (Acts 13:1–4) to ordain Barnabas and Paul for 
immediate ministry, and it was the Spirit who sent them forth. 
Likewise, in Acts 16:6–7, the Spirit would not allow Paul and his 
team to venture in certain directions. In Revelation it is the Spirit 
who gives certain commands to John the Divine, and instructions 
to the Seven Churches via the medium of Christ’s letters. 
Certainly the Spirit issues commands. All in all we cannot but be 
impressed by a certain aura which surrounds the Spirit, and cannot 
refrain from calling it ‘the torah of the Spirit’. 

The New Covenant People Live under, and by,  
the Law of the Spirit 

 What we might call the life of the people of the church must 
also be seen as the life of the people of the New Covenant. This is 
the life that ‘pleases God’, as we have seen in Romans 8:8, 
Galatians 5:16–26, and other places. At the same time it is ‘the 
law of Christ’ and ‘the law of the Spirit’ by which they live. As we 
have suggested, this is ‘the law of the Triune God’, both because it 
expresses the life of the Triune Godhead, and the law of that life 
given out to Man from that Godhead. Whilst in its several uses as 
‘the law of God’, ‘the law of Christ’, and ‘the law of the Spirit’, 
the particular work of each Person is indicated, yet, as in all 
things, the Godhead works as One, in the unity which is His.   

The Johannine View of Commands 

So far we have looked at the law as set out in the Gospels being 
set forth as God’s law but brought by Christ to his hearers in 
teaching. We have seen the use of the terms ‘the law of God’, ‘the 
law of Christ’  
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and ‘the law of the Spirit’ in the Pauline Epistles. Undoubtedly 
there is some discussion of what may be termed ‘the law of Israel’ 
in the Book of Acts, but that does not immediately concern us. 
What we have not examined is the law as it is set out in the 
Johannine writings. 

Preference for ‘Commands’ and Not ‘the Law’ 

 It is notable that a number of modern theologians seem to 
prefer to use the terms ‘commands’ or ‘commandments’ rather 
than ‘the law’. The aim of this preference may be in order to move 
away from the connotation of ‘law’ and ‘the law’ as a formalised 
set of regulations and demands, and in place of this view to show 
the intimacy of direct commands from God. Along with this desire 
to escape a heavy nomism, the aim may also be to replace a 
formalised law concept with more personal, present, pertinent and 
related commands. In effect this can disestablish law as a system 
of ontological precepts and ordinances. For some New Testament 
scholars it means that there is no formalised law, and this seems to 
give life to what can be called ‘the new law’, which is often 
equated with ‘the law of the Spirit’, as though vital, immediate 
leadership is given by the Spirit in moral and ethical decision-
making. Some see this as ‘the law of the Spirit of life’ and suggest 
that this is the true freedom of obedience which is not hampered 
by legal forms and legal demands. Its extreme presentation has 
been set forth in the principles of ‘situational ethics’.  

In the Ultimate All Commands Amount to  
the Law of God 

 Any term which is instinctively disliked—such as ‘law’—will 
not be drained of its dislike when a new  
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term replaces it. Soon the new term will also prove offensive. The 
Johannine writings do occasionally refer to ‘law’,4 but the 
Johannine term is generally ‘commands’. In our Section on ‘The 
Law of Christ’ we saw that Jesus gave commands to his disciples. 
For his part Jesus receive commands from his Father (John 10:18; 
12:49–50; 14:31; 15:10) and gave his own commands to his 
disciples (John 13:34; 14:15, 21; 15:10, 12). He also spoke about 
his disciples keeping his word (John 8:51). In John 14:15 and 21 
he speaks about keeping his commandments. Obedience to his 
commands brings great fruits and the text shows that such obedi-
ence must spring from love.  
 The same principles of receiving and obeying commands are 
seen in the Johannine Epistles. In I John 2:3–6 he speaks of 
keeping God’s commandments and His word. He who says he 
knows God but disobeys His commandments is a liar. In 3:4–9 
there is a discussion concerning those who are lawless and sin, and 
those who do righteousness. Verses 22 to 24 carry on the same 
thought as found in John 14:15–23. As in Romans 8:8, those who 
obey the law please God, so in II John 3:22 when we keep His 
commandments we do what pleases God. In 5:3–4, where keeping 
God’s commandments is present there is the love of God and love 
for God. In II John verses 4–6 obedience is ‘following the truth, 
just as we have been commanded by  

                                                 
 4  Jesus certainly refers to the law of Moses as being binding on his hearers 
and says the law spoke of himself. His comparison of the law in John 1:17 does 
not denigrate or abrogate it, but John is not concerned with the uses of the law 
we find in Paul. His reference to ‘lawlessness’ (I John 3:4) shows that the idea of 
conforming with the law of God is present, and his strong use of the term ‘sin’ 
for the human acts of unrighteousness and his use of the word ‘commandment’ 
in relation to the action of love, all suggest John held to the action of love as 
being in conformity with ‘the law of love’ as Paul and James would term it. As 
we see in our text above, the terms ‘commands’ and ‘commandments’ can mean 
no less than an invariable law.  
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the Father’, so that ‘this is love, that we follow his 
commandments; this is the commandment, as you have heard from 
the beginning, that you follow love’. 
 In the Book of the Revelation the true servants of God are 
those who keep the commandments of God (12:17; 14:12; 22:14). 
They suffer persecution and martyrdom for this exercise. This 
intense loyalty to the law and commandments of God cannot be 
taken lightly. It proves to be a matter of life and death. In this way 
the commands of God are the ‘torah of God’, a fact which we can 
certainly find set forth in the Epistles of Peter, James and Jude. 
 This brief survey simply confirms the matter as set out in the 
Gospels and the Pauline Epistles.  

The New Testament Torah and Its Glory 

At this point a quote from Otto Weber on paranesis and paraclesis 
would be apt: 
 

The good command of God not only confronts us as judgment or 
condemnation. We also experience it as it sets us straight and corrects 
us. It transfers us to the place where we are put through the 
salvation-event. This is made clear in the biblical paranesis or 
paraclesis. We find it, for example, in the Old Testament in 
Deuteronomy as well as in the prophets (e.g., Amos 5). We find it in 
the Messianic Torah of Jesus, as, for example, in the composition of 
the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew. We find it in the parenesis of 
the New Testament Epistles. Its hallmark is that in it the indicative of 
the divine ‘mercy’ (Rom. 12:1) received is directly transposed into the 
imperative and takes on the form of the admonition or direction, or 
also of consolation (which is another meaning of paraklésis). We must 
also bear in mind that there is parenesis in the Old Testament. 
Basically the decalogue discloses the same combination of divine 
beneficence and human obligation (‘I am . . . thou shalt’). It was not a 
helpful thing that Luther, in his Catechism, cited the ‘I am’  
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without reference to the liberation from Egypt. As it stands, God 
appears as the arbitrary commander, but not as the One who is 
gracious and who already is appearing as that . . . the Old Testament 
law, viewed from the perspective of the salvation-event in Christ, is 
the unfulfilled law . . . Therefore the New Testament Community 
cannot attend the law in the way in which it was once propounded. 
The priority of the divine act of salvation over all commands ever 
spoken remains.5 

 
What Weber is saying is that the torah of Israel is transformed by 
the act of salvation in Christ into the New Testament torah; the 
one we have been discussing as the torah of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Spirit. He seems to be at one with those we have 
mentioned above—with other theologians such as Paul Althaus, 
W. Joest and Karl Barth—who appear to back off from using the 
word ‘law’ in favour of the word ‘command’. Certainly ‘the law 
of God’, ‘the law of Christ’ and ‘the law of the Spirit’ are 
communicated through the idea of ‘command’ and ‘commands’. 
Primarily, then, the law of God comes through as ‘com-mands’, 
and the theologians mentioned above—as also others—see the 
comprehension of the lethal or alien work of the law transmuted 
into a view of the law as personal, intimate commands from God, 
which are welcomed, loved and obeyed in the light of the grace 
which has given birth to that obedience from the heart, the 
expression of the love for God which the justified and sanctified 
believer has in Christ and the  

                                                 
 5  Otto Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1962, p. 403. The word paranesis is not found in the New Testament, but the 
principle is. It refers primarily to commands. Paraklesis is found, and it refers 
primarily to exhortation, and exhortation is linked with command. The word 
nouthesis—not mentioned by Weber—is found in the Epistles and is linked with 
paraklesis, mainly appearing as warning and admonishing. The three are linked 
with the idea of ‘command’ and, as such, help to constitute the idea of God’s 
law. 
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Spirit.6 God’s commands always sprang out of the gift of creation 
and the grace of covenant, and were always intended ‘for your 
good’ (Deut. 10:13; cf. 4:5–8). 
 We cannot really understand the glory of the torah of, and in, 
the New Testament until we see that the law—the torah—is not 
the code of a person, but the expression of that one’s life, the 
outworking of his—or her—inner nature, for this is how it is with 
God and His torah. 

                                                 
 6  This Section requires an extended exposition, for it is the heart of seeing 
law in the New Testament as a thing of glory, and obedience to it—from the 
heart—as the totality of life.  
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The  Law in  the  New 
Testament—III  

Introduction: Christ and the Law 

As we will be dealing with the deadly nature of the law we must 
first give an assurance that Christ did not see the law as primarily 
lethal, but as the true way of God for Man, the torah by which, if 
he kept it, he would live. That is what Jesus told the rich young 
ruler. The summary we give below will be greatly filled out in a 
later chapter when we discuss ‘the law of Christ’. Often, because 
of Paul’s exposition of the law, and especially his emphasis on the 
terrifying nature of the law for the sinner, we are apt to think that 
law was only lethal. To the contrary, for Paul calls the law ‘good’, 
‘just’, ‘holy’ and ‘spiritual’. We shall now look briefly at Christ 
and the law. 

The Law as Lethal in Paul’s Epistles 

We come now to the heart of our theme in this section, which is 
Paul’s view and use of law and his sight  
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of it as primarily lethal to the sinner.1 We first need to look at Paul 
generally as a man of law, and then specifically to his use of the 
law. The following will simply introduce us to him and his view of 
law. 

Paul, the Man of Law 

One of the confusions of history, especially in historical theology 
and church history, is that some theologians have seen Paul as an 
enemy of the law. Antinomians2 have read Paul as though he 
successfully banished law as a principle of living, whilst 
nomists—strict observers of the law—have seen him in the light 
of their nomianism as antinomianistic. The antinomian sees 
himself free of obedience to any law whilst the nomist is bound by 
the law in every department of his life. 
 Paul was undoubtedly a great scholar in respect to the law of 
God. Far from seeing law as the enemy of Man, he saw it as 
something to be delighted in ‘after the inner man’. The 
condemnation of the law he certainly saw as a great enemy of the 
sinner. It was one of the  

                                                 
 1  Of course this is not Paul’s final view, for in Galatians 3:21–25 he shows 
that the law ultimately shuts us up to faith and via this way is ‘a schoolmaster 
[pedagogue] to bring us to Christ’. Even so, we should not forget that the law 
always stated that the breaking of the law would be attended with judgment, 
punishment, and, in some cases, death. It is not as though, then, the law had 
always smiled on the covenant member. Its frowns were intended to keep the 
covenant person on the right track, that of obedience ‘from the heart’. 
 2  An antinomian is literally one against law, but then so is an anarchist. The 
antinomian believes that a person, through grace, is no longer under law, that 
the law in fact has been finished. He is jealous of his freedom from legalism but 
can fall into the heresy of disregarding the law of God and of failing to walk in 
holiness. The ‘nomist’ is ‘the law-person’, one who seeks to be meticulous in 
obedience but may have a deficient view of justification from the condemnation 
of the law.  
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tyrants under whom the sinner lives. The law is always binding 
whilst a person lives. Yet he saw the gospel as liberating a 
believing person from the law as ‘the law of sin and death’.3 The 
terror of law as related to sin and death was thus dissolved for 
him.  
 Some would see his exposition of the law of love to indicate 
that ‘the old law’ had gone and ‘the new law’ had come. Whilst 
there may be an element of truth in this idea it is certainly not the 
whole truth. 
 We must say that Paul was a man of law from beginning to 
end, and that he was, at the same time, no less a man of grace. We 
have to say that Paul wrote his Roman Epistle as an apostle—one 
to whom God had revealed the mystery of the gospel. At the same 
time he was a man schooled in the Old Testament and its themes. 
For him the Old and the New meshed together and were of the one 
piece. Paul is not working out his system of law and grace in 
Romans: he is teaching what he already knows. 
 His revelation of law is no less powerful than his disclosure of 
grace. Indeed, the two could not be found apart, nor understood as 
separate and unrelated entities. Given all this to be true, the fact 
from which Paul never wavered was that a person can never come 
to justification by the works of the law. A person must be justified 
before the law, but never by it. Nor could a person, having been 
justified by grace, then move on and become righteous before God 
by fulfilling the law. Justification must first be by grace4—God’s 
grace in  
                                                 
 3  The law is called ‘the law of sin and death’ in Romans 8:2. Whilst the law 
was for life (Gal. 3:12; cf. Lev. 18:5), yet transgression of the law brought death 
when a person sinned, and in this sense the law is to the sinner ‘the law of sin 
and death’. Law does not cause sin, but sin uses the law for its own purposes 
(Rom. 7:7–11). 
 4  Justification by grace, as Paul sets it out in Galatians 3:24 (et al.), has 
nothing to do with the medieval doctrine of an infusion of grace into the soul, by 
means of which one could come to righteousness. The doctrine of imputed 
righteousness stands firm for justification. To say that it is imparted 
righteousness—both imputed and imparted by grace—is to go contrary to Paul’s 
doctrine of justification. It is to destroy the whole doctrine of justification.  
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Christ’s act of propitiation—and then appropriated by faith; faith 
in the propitiating act of Christ. Paul says in Philippians 3:8–9: 

 
For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as 
refuse, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not 
having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is 
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on 
faith. 

 
The key thought here is, ‘not having a righteousness of my own, 
based on law’. 

Paul’s View of the Law5 

 An introductory statement of Paul’s view of the law is given 
in I Timothy 1:8–11: 
 

Now we know that the law is good, if any one uses it lawfully, 
understanding this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for 
the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the 
unholy and profane, for murderers of fathers and murderers of 
mothers, for manslayers, immoral persons, sodomites, kidnappers, 
liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine, in 
accordance with the glorious gospel of the blessed God with which I 
have been entrusted. 

 

                                                 
 5  We have to realise that Paul was not simply a theologian working through 
certain dogma. He may have done that indeed, but his understanding of the 
gospel came from his meeting with Christ. The law and sin became clearly 
apparent to him from this meeting, whatever his views may previously have 
been. He had thought himself to be alive apart from law, that touching the 
righteousness of the law he was blameless, but the gospel showed him the true 
nature of sin and law, and his own being as ‘the foremost of sinners’, hence he 
saw the radical nature of grace quite vividly. 
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Here Paul is saying that for one who has understanding of the law, 
the law is good (kalos and not agathos6), that is, it has a fine 
quality and beauty, and is functional for the one who uses it 
properly; that is, one who uses it ‘lawfully’. Primarily it is to 
restrain evil people, or make them aware of their crimes. This pas-
sage does not lead us much into the things we find in Romans and 
Galatians. 

The Law of Sin and Death  

 In Romans 8:2 Paul calls the law ‘the law of sin and death’. It 
is this because the law ‘was added because of transgressions’ (Gal. 
3:19). That is, ‘through the law comes knowledge of sin’ (Rom. 
3:20), and the law arouses passions and sin, ‘While we were living 
in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work 
in our members to bear fruit for death’ (Rom. 7:5). So, then, the 
law increases sin (cf. Rom. 7:8): thus it is ‘the law of sin’ in that 
sin is recognised, operative and extended. It is ‘the law of death’ 
because ‘Apart from the law sin lies dead . . . but when the com-
mandment [law] came, sin revived and I died’ (Rom. 7:8–9). So, 
then, the law which is in itself ‘holy and just and good’ (Rom. 
7:12) and ‘spiritual’ (Rom. 7:14), becomes for all sinners ‘the law 
of sin and death’, although it is of itself ‘good’ (kalos and 
agathos). 
 At this point we need to note two things in regard to the law 
being a killer: 
 
(a)   In Romans 7:9 and 11, Paul said, ‘I was once alive apart 

from the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived 
and I died . . . For sin, finding  

                                                 
 6  In Romans 7:12–13, Paul uses the term ‘good’ (agathe) to speak of the moral 
goodness of the law, rather than kalos which shows its excellence and beauty (cf. 
I Tim. 1:8).  
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opportunity in the commandment, deceived me and by it killed 
me.’ 
  He must mean that when the law fully came to Paul, who 
must have thought he was fully obeying the law (cf. Phil. 3:6), sin 
came to life and Paul came under death. Indeed he was always 
under death, but it was now evident to him that he was in a deathly 
state and was destined for death.  
 
(b)   Galatians 2:19 states, ‘For I through the law died to the 

law, that I might live to God’. Paul may have meant many 
things by this, such as, ‘I as a Jew have discovered the nature 
of the law as a means of enlarging sin, as death-dealing, as 
showing me I am a sinner, as bringing me under wrath and the 
curse, and so I sever my relationship with the law as a means 
of my justifying myself, and I turn to live directly to God, and 
not through law’, or, ‘I am killed by the law in order that by 
His grace I may live unto him. I am killed in my co-
crucifixion with him—that crucifixion of grace—and so I live 
to God now, in Jesus Christ the Risen One.’ If these two are 
what Paul means, then the law only kills one to one’s self in 
order that one may come to Christ. In this sense it is a 
schoolmaster which leads us to Christ, although it cannot itself 
give life. 

The Law Is the Law That Brings Wrath 

 In Romans 4:15 Paul says, ‘For the law brings wrath, but 
where there is no law there is no transgression’. The law brings 
wrath because it is the lever sin uses to manipulate men and 
women into sin. Sin brings the judgment of wrath, the wrath of 
judgment. Romans  
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1:18–32 shows that God’s wrath is operative in His giving Man up 
to the dreadful guilt of his sin, with all its disturbing and horrific 
components. As guilt increases so does sin and so does wrath. This 
is much the same as Paul’s thought in Galatians 3:10: 

 
For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is 
written, ‘Cursed be every one who does not abide by all things 
written in the book of the law and do them’. 
 

The curse can be seen from Deuteronomy 27:13–26—the curses at 
Mount Ebal—and also in the way in which the curse works itself 
out in the following chapters of Deuteronomy, yet it is the same as 
Romans 1:18–32, that is, the guilt of sin working in the 
conscience. It brings a terrible state of experienced misery, that is, 
of ‘sin and death’. 
 Luther sums up the law in the following way:  

 
The Law of the letter is everything that is written with letters . . . This 
is the Law of works, the old Law, the Law of Moses, the Law of the 
flesh, the Law of sin, the Law of wrath, the Law of death. It 
condemns everything, makes all men guilty, increases lusts, and 
slays; and the more spiritual it is, the more it does so . . .7 

The Law Cannot Bring Life 

 In Galatians 3:21 Paul said, ‘if a law had been given which 
could make alive, then righteousness would indeed be by the law’. 
So then the ‘law of sin and death’ cannot ‘make alive’. That it is 
meant for life and not for death is seen in Galatians 3:12 (cf. Lev. 
18:5), but whilst it is life-giving for those who are already alive, it 
cannot ‘make alive’. In Romans 8:3  

                                                 
 7  Martin Luther, Lectures on Galatians, Luther’s Works, vol. 27, Jaroslav 
Pelikan (ed.), Concordia Publishing House, St Louis, 1992, p. 235. 
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Paul said, ‘For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, 
could not do’. In Romans 7:10 Paul referred to Leviticus 18:5 
when he said, ‘the very commandment which promised life proved 
to be death for me’. 
 Here we might add that the law not only cannot bring life, but 
it also can make null and void the promise and faith. Romans 
4:13–14 states: 
 

The promise to Abraham and his descendants, that they should 
inherit the world, did not come through the law but through the 
righteousness of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who are to be 
heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. 

 
The law is ‘weakened by the flesh’ in aiding Man to obey it and 
fulfil its just requirement, but when Christ and his Spirit aid Man 
to do so, then a new era has opened up in each believing heart, and 
the law is Man’s most wonderful friend and to live in it is to have 
life continually.  

Man in Sin and under the Law 

 We now have to pause and seek to understand the human race 
in sin and under the law; that is, its existential relationship with 
God, with creation, and with itself in the sense of its 
interrelationships as a race, and the relationship of each person 
with his, or her, self. When, in such a book as this, we get into 
lecture mode or theological mode, we are apt to treat our material 
noetically, and not existentially, and so not enter in depth into the 
experiental nature and mode of life. We have, therefore, to think in 
terms of the state of Man in his alienation from God; his fear and 
dread of God as the primal couple had in the garden after their 
defection from God. We need to understand the nature of Man not 
knowing God in all His  
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holiness and love, but the great and slavish fear of God, the anger 
he has towards God, the passionate attachment to the idols, the 
devotion to his own ego, the vast worldwide nature of rebellious 
flesh, and in the light of all this the fragmented and often vicious 
nature of human relationships, and all of this before the law. 
Anyone standing before a magistrate or judge under indictment 
will know something of the uneasiness and dread this brings. 
Human flesh sees the law as a ruthless, inexorable, death-dealing 
thing. Man detaches the law from God, and if he should think of it 
as one with God then the dread is no less. Detached from God, the 
law appears to be an entity which is bent upon dooming the 
accused and bringing him or her to terrible retribution and 
punishment, even punishment that is not wholly deserved. 
 Unless we have a sense of these elements we cannot 
understand Man-under-law. The guilt and its dynamic components 
bring misery immeasurable along with the loneliness sin brings to 
the human spirit, this being coupled with the tyranny of the 
relentless conscience. So the law works its dreadful works. Moses 
accuses. The Judge accuses. The conscience accuses. By the law 
comes knowledge of sin, of wrath, and of death. That knowledge 
is an experienced dread—the dread of death and eternal doom. Yet 
the working of all this is to bring the sinner to the feet of God in 
deep repentance. This work of the law is ineffective until the 
gospel is preached, until God’s holiness is seen, until His 
righteousness terrifies the accused yet brings him hope in the 
grace of Christ crucified, in the love of the Father who sets forth 
His Son as a propitiation through faith in his blood. It is not our 
purpose in this chapter to deal with the way in which God justifies 
the sinner. That theology has yet to be stated. 
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11 

The  Law and Just i f icat ion   
to  L i fe  

The Lethal Law That Leads to Life  

We have seen, previously, that the law of God has primarily to do 
with life. For created Man it was the way of life, the true and 
functional way of living in God’s creation. It is true that death 
would come if Man disobeyed the commandment relating to the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but this lethal side of law 
did not obtrude where there was communion with God. The law of 
God did not so much lead to life as it was the way of life, the torah 
of the Lord Himself. Seen from the side of faith and communion it 
was the way of living in beauty and sweetness, something the 
faithful Psalmists were delighted to expound as they revelled in 
covenant. 
 The lethal side of the same law became evident when the 
primal couple sinned the original sin. ‘By one man sin entered the 
world, and death by sin.’ That death we have traced through the 
Scriptures and in our last chapter saw Paul’s understanding  
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of the deadly nature of law. We saw that the law stirs the evil 
passions of Man (Rom. 7:5), that the commandment which 
promised life ‘proved to be death’ (Rom. 7:8–10), for ‘it killed 
me’ (Rom. 7:11: cf. Gal. 2:19). Thus ‘the letter kills’ (II Cor. 3:6). 
Our minds might think such lethal action of the law to be an 
‘overkill’, an exaggeration of reaction that needlessly takes Man 
down into irreversible death. So we may think in our fallen human 
way, until the holiness of God and His pure law be revealed to us. 
P. T. Forsyth has a passage which destroys this illusion: 
 

But God’s holy law is His own holy nature, the principle of His own 
holy heart, the life action and norm of His moral person-ality, with 
no source or authority outside Himself, and no claim He could even 
wish to ignore or evade. To tamper with it would have been to deny 
His own soul. He loves it as He must love Himself, or His other self, 
His very Son, His Holy One, dearer to Him than all men and all 
prodigals. A wound to that holy law of His Being is a stab to His own 
heart at least as keen and urgent as any love or pity He might feel to 
men.1 

 
Luther, in another way, was even more blunt: 
 

The Law of the letter is everything that is written with letters . . . This 
is the Law of works, the old Law, the Law of Moses, the Law of the 
flesh, the Law of sin, the Law of wrath, the Law of death. It 
condemns everything, makes all men guilty, increases lusts, and 
slays; and the more spiritual it is, the more it does so . . .2 

 
 Only in the light of such Divine holiness will we begin to 
understand the dreadful infraction of law that is ours, the horrible 
violation of the holiness of God Himself. Romans 3:19–20 light up 
in view of this dawning terror of comprehension and 
understanding  

                                                 
 1  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, 
Blackwood, 1987, p. 109. 
 2  Luther, Lectures on Galatians, Luther’s Works, vol. 27, p. 235. 
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which could only come through the Holy Spirit (cf. John 16:7–11): 
 

Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are 
under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole 
world may be held accountable to God. For no human being will be 
justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law 
comes knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:19–20). 

 
 This being convicted of sin, this uprush of terror at being 
guilty before God, is what brings existential knowledge of sin. All 
efforts at self-justification pale and are as unsubstantial as a 
wraith. The horror that exhausts the human spirit of all its self-
proving arguments now brings Man to the edge of his inner abyss, 
the abyss of death. This is what holy law does to unholy humanity. 
As Paul shows, there is no law given that can make alive (Gal. 
3:21). Only the gospel can do that! That is why we now turn to the 
gospel. Yet, apart from law, we will not turn to the gospel! This is 
what Paul means by Galatians 3:21–26, when he brings together 
both the covenantal promises of God—the gospel—and the lethal 
judgment of the law: 
 

Is the law then against the promises of God? Certainly not; for if a 
law had been given which could make alive, then righteousness 
would indeed be by the law. But the Scripture consigned all things to 
sin, that what was promised to faith in Jesus Christ might be given to 
those who believe. Now before faith came, we were confined under 
the law, kept under restraint until faith should be revealed. So that 
the law was our custodian until Christ came, that we might be 
justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer 
under a custodian; for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, 
through faith. 

 
In the ultimate, then, the law has shut us up to the gospel! It has 
shut us up to faith, the faith which justifies because it springs from 
the sight of the grace of God which provides propitiation for the 
dreadful  
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infraction of law.3 It is the propitiation for sins which Christ 
effects in his death which is the basis of our new life. 

Justification to Life 

Part of the apostolic proclamation—the kerugma—is seen in Acts 
13:38–39: 
 

Let it be known to you therefore, brethren, that through this man 
[Jesus] forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and by him every 
one that believes is freed [justified] from everything from which you 
could not be freed [justified] by the law of Moses. 

 
The mention of the law of Moses was because Paul was speaking 
to Jews in their synagogue, but there were also ‘God-fearers’—
Gentiles who looked to Judaism for truth and good living. Long 
ago in Israel the doctrine of justification had been known and it 
had been coupled with the forgiveness of sins, although 
forgiveness was always, necessarily, linked with the sacrificial 
cultus. Paul put together part of Psalm 32 with his argument for 
forgiveness and justification in Romans 4, following his 
magnificent setting forth of justification in the third chapter. The 
very thought of forgiveness without sacrifices shocked many of 
Jesus’ hearers, but he told his disciples that ‘repentance and 
remission of sins’ was part of the message they would preach not 
only to Israel but to all  

                                                 
 3  We need to keep in mind the fact that Christ of all people was the one who 
emphasised the reality of law. Whilst it is true that grace came by him and the 
law came by Moses, yet, in a sense, the law came even more by Christ who 
revealed its purity and intrinsic nature by his own obedience, by his refusal to 
abrogate the law, and by his revelation of its real nature in the Sermon on the 
Mount. Thus he fed that despair which human beings know when confronted by 
law, so that they are driven even more to the grace which alone is the gospel of 
their redemption. 
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the nations. With it would be the proclamation of the New 
Covenant, and all the blessings that accrued with this covenant. 
We need to thoroughly examine the whole Pauline corpus of 
salvation to understand the new and dynamic gospel, perhaps best 
summed up in Romans 4:25, ‘Jesus Christ our Lord, who was put 
to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification’.  
 It was justification from the law and the forgiveness of sins 
that promised life, and such could come from none but Messiah, 
none but ‘Christ crucified’.  

God’s Justification by Grace 

Law and Promise 

 We are always tempted to think that the law is against the 
gospel, that law is against grace. What we have to keep in mind is 
that, although these two are contrasts, they are not opposites. 
Primarily the law is ‘the law of God’, and to go against it is to be 
in the flesh, as Romans 8:5–8 shows. To use it to justify oneself is 
to misuse it and it will backfire. Galatians 5:16–21 shows that to 
use the law this way is to move into the works of the flesh. The 
law, then, is in the service of the gospel in that it shows Man 
cannot justify himself by doing its works—so-called—so that he is 
shut up to faith, and that faith is not in the law, as such, but in the 
promise of God. 
 Paul shows clearly in Romans 4:1–25 that the covenantal 
promise to Abraham preceded the giving of the law through 
Moses and Israel. Genesis 15:6 shows Abraham was justified by 
faith. This has ever been the case, and a study of the people of 
God in Hebrews 11 shows that the people of God were this by  
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faith, and, of course, faith in the grace of God. As Romans 4:13–
15 (cf. Gal. 3:21) shows, the law brings wrath: 

 
The promise to Abraham and his descendants, that they should 
inherit the world, did not come through the law but through the 
righteousness of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who are to be 
the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. For the law brings 
wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression. 

 
 In Galatians 3:1–26 Paul shows that his readers received 
everything by faith and nothing by law. They were the children of 
Abraham according to the Spirit, by faith. The promise preceded 
the law, was received by faith and the law could not nullify it. In 
this sense, promise was always God’s grace towards His covenan-
tal people, and this prior to the introduction of the Mosaic 
Covenant and its law. We look at these matters only to see that 
God was always the God of promise. Genesis 3:15 seals this fact. 
As we see, then, the law is not essentially against the promises4 
although it is ruthless in its lethal nature against the sinner, with a 
view to shutting him up to faith. 

The Law, Propitiation and Justification 

Paul introduces the matter of the law and propitiation in Romans 
3:19–26: 

                                                 
 4  J. R. Loeschen (Wrestling with Luther: An Introduction to the Study of His 
Thought, Concordia Publishing House, St Louis, 1976, p. 65) says, ‘The law 
becomes opposed to the gospel only when it is misused’. He goes on to quote 
Luther (Lectures on Galatians, Luther’s Works, vol. 26, p. 402): 

 
In its proper use the Law ought to support the promises and grace. If it conflicts with 
these, it is no longer the holy Law of God; then it is a false and diabolical doctrine that 
only produces despair, and therefore must be repudiated and excommunicated. 
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Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are 
under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole 
world may be held accountable to God. For no human being will be 
justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law 
comes knowledge of sin. But now the righteousness of God has been 
manifested apart from law, although the law and the prophets bear 
witness to it, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ 
for all who believe. For there is no distinction; since all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a 
gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put 
forward as an expiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This 
was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance 
he had passed over former sins; it was to prove at the present time 
that he himself is righteous and that he justifies him who has faith in 
Jesus. 

 
Without doubt law and wrath are linked. In Romans 1:18–32 Paul 
shows that the wrath of God is revealed from heaven upon all 
transgressors. The mode in which it is revealed is the giving up of 
sinners to the guilt of their sin. The components of guilt—such as 
shame, fear, heaviness, defilement, confusion, alienation, and so 
on—are what God gives sinners up to, the result of which is 
increased and compounded sin and guilt. Verses 24, 26 and 28 use 
the Greek verb paradidomi (‘to abandon up to’) to define the 
mode of God’s wrath. That God has wrath is seen in both the Old 
and New Testaments,5 but it cannot be said that ‘God is wrath’ in 
the way it is said ‘God is love’ (I John 4:8, 16). God is essentially 
love: it is His very being, but He can be provoked to wrath 
because of His love. Human wrath must never be an analogy for 
God’s  

                                                 
 5  See Psalm 7:11; Exodus 34:7; Numbers 14:18 (cf. Ps. 78:38); Romans 1:18ff.; 
Ephesians 2:3; I Thessalonians 1:10; II Thessalonians 1:5 (cf. Col. 3:6). Provision 
was made in the Mosaic sacrifices for propitiation, and such sacrifices averted 
God’s wrath from the sinner to the victim offered (cf. Lev. chs 1 – 6; 17:11). 
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wrath. To bear wrath must be to bear the components of sin and 
guilt outlined just above. An animal victim could not do this: only 
he who was ‘made sin for us’ and so ‘bore our sins in his own 
body on the tree’ could bear the wrath and expend it. 
 Linked with the law and wrath is ‘the curse’ as set out in 
Galatians 3:10–14. Again, ‘wrath’ and ‘curse’ are linked with ‘the 
bond which stood against us with its legal demands’ (Col. 2:14). 
This is further linked with ‘For I through the law died to the law, 
that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ’ (Gal. 
2:19–20), and with ‘the very commandment which promised life 
proved to be death to me. For sin, finding opportunity in the 
commandment, deceived me and by it killed me’ (Rom. 7:10–11). 
All of these elements of wrath, curse, and the legal demands of the 
law must be seen not so much as coming from law itself, but from 
God whose law it is. The transgression of law and its penalty must 
be seen to have been dealt with in the act of propitiation.  
 To see this we need to look carefully at the passage quoted 
above and come to understand the justifying righteousness of God. 
Paul is saying that generally God’s righteousness is shown through 
the law, but here is righteousness which is not shown this way, but 
by the act of justifying sinners by grace. This seems all against 
true righteousness—to account sinners as being without guilt! 
How can this be so? The answer is, ‘they are justified by his grace 
as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom 
God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by 
faith’. That is, the propitiatory sacrifice of Christ has been initiated 
by God, is according to His requirement for averting wrath from 
sinners in the sacrificial death of His Son. It comes, then, as a gift 
of grace to sinners who believe the fact and efficacy of the 
propitiation  
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Christ made. Romans 3:27–31 asks whether this can be so, and 
whether it does not disestablish the law. The answer is that it 
establishes the law in that the law’s demands are met, God’s 
justice is satisfied, and that the way of justification is now opened 
for Jew and Gentile alike. Those who by faith receive the gift of 
God’s grace are henceforth justified!6 

Freed from the Condemnatory Bondage  
of the Law 

We have not discussed the idea of propitiation at length, but if we 
take the simple idea that God provides such a sacrifice and that it 
is wholly pleasing and acceptable to Him and deals with the matter 
of His wrath upon sin, then we will see that the act of propitiation 
is not something offered to God, but something set forth by God 
through which we are delivered from wrath. So important was it to 
the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews that he saw it had to be 
within the priestly work of Jesus (2:14–17; cf. 7:24–25). John saw 
it as the act of God’s love whereby men and women were—and 
are—delivered from the fear of judgment (I John 4:7–18). He also 
saw that the propitiation is always with us in its power in the 
person of Christ our Advocate (I John 2:1; cf. Rom. 8:34–35; 
7:24–25). 
 Paul pursues the idea of the death that liberates from law’s 
bondage. In Galatians 2:19–21 he shows that death with Christ is 
death to the law, and is  

                                                 
 6  We need to keep in mind that persons are justified by God’s grace as a gift. 
It is that grace which inspires faith, so that we may speak of being ‘justified by 
faith’ (Rom. 5:1), but, in reality, we are justified by grace, and faith accepts this 
work of grace. God always takes the initiative, otherwise grace is not grace, and 
love is not love. 
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coming alive to God (cf. Rom. 6:10–11). He shows that jus-
tification cannot be by works of the law, ‘for if justification were 
through the law, then Christ died to no purpose’. In Philippians 
3:8–9 he says: 
 

Indeed I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss 
of all things, and count them as refuse, in order that I may gain 
Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own, 
based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that depends on faith. 

 
 In Romans 5:1–11 the apostle speaks about the act and fruits 
of justification, all of which are fascinating to contemplate. He 
makes the point that the justified sinner has peace with God. In 
Romans 8:1 he could not be any more definite in regard to 
freedom achieved from the law’s penalty. There is no condem-
nation to those who are in Christ Jesus, since a new law—‘the law 
of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’—has set him free ‘from the 
law of sin and death’. In Romans 6:7 he states, ‘For he who has 
died is freed [justified] from sin’. 

The Effects and Fruits of Justification 

These will be more fully dealt with when we consider the law in 
regard to both justification and sanctification, but the immediate 
effect is utter relief from the judgment of the law. This is the law 
which overshadows the whole spirit of a person, and when 
condemnation is dispelled, then the sunlight of God’s love is 
poured out on the justified sinner and his whole being is warmed 
from the cold terror of impending judgment and wrath. 
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  The conscience is freed from its connection with law in its 
lethal action, to embrace law in its love operations. The love of 
God floods the heart, the person is established in grace, and it is 
now with faith in God that they live all of life.  
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12 

The  Law,  Just i f icat ion  and 
Sanct i f icat ion—I 

The Nature of Sanctification 

The Holiness of God and His Covenant People 

 In Leviticus 11:44 God told Israel: 
 

I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves therefore, and be 
holy, for I am holy . . . For I am the LORD who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, to be your God; you shall therefore be holy, for I am 
holy. 

 
In Leviticus 19:2, and 20:7, 26, the idea is repeated. The last 
reference commands, ‘You shall be holy to me; for I the LORD am 
holy, and have separated you from the peoples, that you should be 
mine’. Israel, as a covenant people, was to be holy. In Exodus 
19:5–6, God told Israel: 
 

Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you 
shall be my own possession among all peoples; for all the earth is 
mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. 
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These were the people who were to ‘Worship the LORD in the 
beauty [splendour] of holiness’ (I Chron. 16:29, AV; Ps. 29:2; 
99:3). 
 Much could be said about God as ‘the Holy One of Israel’, 
where the words ‘your Redeemer’ are almost always included in 
the statements of Isaiah. Isaiah 5:16 says, ‘But the LORD of hosts 
is exalted in justice, and the Holy God shows himself holy in 
righteousness’. This could mean that God shows Himself holy by 
acts of justice, by a righteousness which delivers His people from 
sinfulness, but certainly the general idea is that God comports with 
His own law: it is the law of Himself to which He is faithful in all 
matters. If we link this with the statement that ‘the law is the writ-
ten, preceptual image of God’, then we see that human holiness is 
living in conformity with His law. As He is holy, so are those who 
keep His law. 
 Having said this, our statement is far from saying that holy 
people are those who seek meticulously and legalistically to carry 
out law as an exercise of observance, since motivation determines 
both the mode and spirit of such attempted holiness of life. With 
God holiness is never merely static, never just an ethical state of 
being, but is dynamic, and contains a determination to destroy that 
which is impure and judge that which defies His holiness. 
Covenant holiness showed itself as redemptive, since God insists 
on sanctifying His people whom He has pronounced holy. He is 
always vindicating His own holiness, as in Ezekiel 36:22–31 
where firstly He had judged Israel for its uncleanness and idolatry 
and sent it into exile, and secondly He determined to restore it as 
His holy people: 
 

Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord GOD: It is not 
for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act,  
but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned  
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among the nations to which you came. And I will vindicate the 
holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the 
nations, and which you have profaned among them; and the nations 
will know that I am the LORD, says the Lord GOD, when through you 
I vindicate my holiness before their eyes. For I will take you from the 
nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you into 
your own land. I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall 
be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will 
cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put 
within you; and I will take out the heart of stone and give you a heart 
of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk 
in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. You shall 
dwell in the land which I gave to your fathers; and you shall  
be my people, and I will be your God. And I will deliver  
you from all your uncleannesses; and I will summon the grain and 
make it abundant and lay no famine upon you. I will  
make the fruit of the tree and the increase of the field abundant, that 
you may never again suffer the disgrace of famine among the 
nations. Then you will remember your evil ways, and your deeds 
that were not good; and you will loathe yourselves for your iniquities 
and your abominable deeds. It is not for your sake that I will act, says 
the Lord GOD; let that be known to you. Be ashamed and confounded 
for your ways, O house of Israel. 

 
 Had Israel been left to its own devices and its own sinful 
inclinations and action, then it would have remained unclean and 
unredeemed. God’s holiness, as we have seen, is not static but 
dynamic. It is as ‘the Holy One of Israel’ that God saves His 
people. His nature as Creator and Covenant-Maker demands the 
holiness of His people comport with His own, and this reality is 
the key to Israel’s history and, indeed, to all salvation history 
(heilsgeschichte). Thus he does not abandon His covenant people. 
With them He has an ‘everlasting covenant’ (e.g. Jer. 31:3; 32:40): 
 

Fear not, you worm Jacob,  
   you men of Israel!  
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I will help you, says the LORD;  
 your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel (Isa. 41:14).  

 
His righteousness is no less redemptive (Isa. 46:13; cf. 51:5, AV ):1 
 

I bring near my deliverance, it is not far off,  
 and my salvation will not tarry;  
I will put salvation in Zion,  
 for Israel my glory. 

Holy God, Holy People, Holy Persons 

From Exodus 19:5–6 and I Peter 2:9–10 we gather that God’s 
covenant people are always holy as a corporate family which 
serves God. The nation is a servant nation. Likewise its members 
severally are called upon to be holy. So in Deuteronomy 14:1–2 
each member of the covenant is designated as a son of God: 
 

You are the sons of the LORD your God; you shall not cut yourselves 
or make baldness on your forehead for the dead. You are a people 
holy to the LORD your God, and the LORD has chosen you to be a 
people for his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the 
face of the earth.2 

 
 Sometimes this holiness is a ritual holiness related to the 
tabernacle, the furniture of the same, the priesthood and the 
sacrificial cultus. It also involved the days of festival which 
marked the historic deeds of the living God who has set them up 
as memorials of His redemptive love for the people. So, too, in the 
new covenant of Jesus the Messiah, the acts of baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper. In all of these things God’s people  

                                                 
 1  The term ‘deliverance’ (RSV) is ‘righteousness’ in the AV. 
 2  The heathen idols had their rituals of tabu or ‘cultic holiness’ and Israel 
was to refuse these. 
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live under the mandate of holiness: holiness is decreed and not a 
matter of choice. Holiness of life is mandatory, and indispensable 
to ultimate salvation.3  

Sanctification Is a Gift Indispensable to 
Ultimate Salvation 

When we say that sanctification is indispensable to ultimate 
salvation we do not mean sanctification is to be obtained by 
human endeavour, any more than justification is to be obtained by 
‘works of the law’. Both justification and sanctification come gift-
wise, by grace, to be received by faith, and both are inseparable 
each from the other. We are not freed from the bondage of law in 
order to enter into another law exercise, as such: we have been 
freed from law by grace, through faith. Even so, the faith of 
salvation includes the gift of sanctification.4 
 Jesus told Paul at the time of his experience of the vision on 
the road to Damascus: 
 

But rise and stand upon your feet; for I have appeared to you for this 
purpose, to appoint you to serve and bear witness to the things in 
which you have seen me and to those in which I will  

                                                 
 3  In Joshua 24:14–28 there seems to be an apparent choice of serving God or 
not, but in fact the people must serve Him. Joshua said to the people: 

 
You cannot serve the LORD; for he is a jealous God; he will not forgive your 
transgressions or your sins. If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, then he 
will turn and do you harm, and consume you, after having done you good (vv. 19–20). 
 

 4  A concordance will show the exhortations to holiness of living, as well as 
the use of the indicative to indicate our sanctification, our being called to 
holiness, our being saints, our receiving of sanctification as a gift; and on the 
basis of these latter references, the exhortations to a life of holiness as well as the 
eschatological nature of holiness and its assured goal (the telos) are given. 
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appear to you, delivering you from the people and from the 
Gentiles—to whom I send you to open their eyes, that they may turn 
from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they 
may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are 
sanctified by faith in me (Acts 26:16–18). 

 
The phrase, ‘sanctified by faith in me’ is important. It links with 
Acts 20:32: 
 

And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which 
is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all 
those who are sanctified. 

 
Here the ‘by faith’ is missing, but Acts 15:8–9 seems to supply 
this: 
 

And God who knows the heart bore witness to them, giving them the 
Holy Spirit just as he did to us; and he made no distinction between 
us and them, but cleansed their hearts by faith. 

 
 Sanctification is essential for salvation, its first element being 
God’s sovereign choice of His elect and His incorporation of them 
into His people (cf. I Cor. 1:2, 9; 6:11; Eph. 1:3–4; I Pet. 2:9–10; 
II Thess. 2:13–14), and its second that of cleansing from sin and 
its guilt, for without this none can be holy (Ezek. 36:24–28; Heb. 
1:3; 10:22; I Cor. 6:11; I Pet. 1:2, 22; cf. Acts 15:9; 22:16). There 
is a third element which is simply practical exercises of holiness in 
godly living, and we will examine these exercises later at some 
length. The important thing we need to grasp is that God’s 
sanctification in all its three elements is a gift. 

True Holiness of Life Indispensable to Salvation  

 When Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 
see God’, he was surely implying the obverse also. The writer of 
Hebrews exhorted, ‘Strive  
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for peace with all men, and for the holiness without which no one 
will see the Lord’. Revelation 21:27 says of the ultimate Holy City 
that ‘nothing unclean shall enter it, nor anyone who practices 
abomination or falsehood’, and 22:11–12 speaks of the intractable 
will of evildoers, ‘Let the evildoer still do evil, and the filthy still 
be filthy . . . Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense, 
to repay every one for what he has done’. Psalm 24:3–6 asks who 
it is that receives the blessing from the Lord. It is the one who has 
‘clean hands and a pure heart’.  

Holiness a Primary Factor of True 
Human Living 

In Ephesians 1:3–4 Paul places God’s plan for our holiness as 
primary: 
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 
places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him. 

 
Colossians 1:22 continues this theme of God’s object for His 
saints, ‘he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in 
order to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before 
him’. Created in the image of God, Man must hear God’s word to 
him to live in conformity with that image: ‘You shall be holy, for I 
am5 holy’ was one of God’s statements to Israel, and it has to do 
with Israel as the image of God. 
 It also has to do with the New Covenant people as the image 
of God, that is, the image in Christ, or the image of Christ (Col. 
3:9–10). So Peter exhorts the readers of his First Epistle (1:13–
21): 

                                                 
5  
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Therefore gird up your minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the 
grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. As 
obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your 
former ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, be holy 
yourselves in all your conduct; since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, 
for I am holy’. And if you invoke as Father him who judges each one 
impartially according to his deeds, conduct yourselves with fear 
throughout the time of your exile. You know that you were 
ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers, not with 
perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood 
of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He was 
destined before the foundation of the world but was made manifest 
at the end of the times for your sake. Through him you have 
confidence in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him 
glory, so that your faith and hope are in God. 

 
 In this sense, then, holiness is the way of life for the people of 
God, both corporately and personally. The doctrine of 
sanctification is inseparably linked with the doctrine of 
justification, and, for that matter, with the doctrine of glorification 
as Paul shows in Romans 8:30: ‘And those whom he predestined 
he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and 
those whom he justified he also glorified’. Doubtless, sancti-
fication is not included as a subject, but it is implicit. 
 We need, then, to see how justification and sanctification 
relate to the law of God.  
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13 

The  Law,  Just i f icat ion  and 
Sanct i f icat ion—II  

Sanctification and the Law 

There can be no doubt that Israel’s holiness was true obedience to 
God’s torah, but, of course, torah taken in its widest sense, the 
whole action of God, involving all the elements of the decalogue, 
the Pentateuch, the prophets; indeed, the ethos and mores of what 
we call the law of God in the Old Testament. So we remind 
ourselves of what we have already intimated, namely that for 
Israel the law was rooted in God, the God of covenant, whom they 
knew at least enough to have faith in Him—if they would. In both 
Deuteronomy 5:6 and Exodus 20:2 there is the introduction to the 
Decalogue, the Ten Commandments, ‘I am the LORD your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage’. This declaration of their liberation from Egypt because 
of the covenant made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Exod. 2:24) 
was His revelation of Himself to His people. ‘I am the LORD your 
God’ meant He was their God, and their life was rooted  
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in Him, in His nature, His righteousness. It was really a relational 
situation, ‘I am, therefore you are, and you should now proceed 
along the lines of the ten words, the words I have uttered to you’. 
Thus the law was to be obeyed by faith, that is, faith in the 
covenant God, especially as He had been revealed in His acts, and 
then in the showing of His glory in Exodus 34:6–7, where the 
merciful, gracious and loving elements of His nature were 
disclosed. That was the principle, only faith in Him, precluding 
any nomistic conformity to a legal code, as such.  
 What must be seen is that the law was given to them for life 
(Lev. 18:5; Neh. 9:29; Ezek. 20:11, 13, 21; cf. Rom. 10:5; Matt. 
19:16–22), but that life had already been given to them by the 
covenant, and so the law was virtually the way of life, the way 
covenant was lived. Certainly James can refer to this obedience in 
faith—the true expectation of covenant—in saying, ‘You show me 
your faith apart from works, and I by my works will show you my 
faith’ (2:18; cf. 1:22–25; 2:8–13). In Habakkuk 2:4 the Prophet 
teaches, ‘Behold, he whose soul is not upright in him shall fail, but 
the righteous shall live by his faith’, and whatever the uses of this 
verse in the New Testament, it means—in its original context—
that the man who lived by faith obeyed the law by faith, for to 
have faith in God was to obey God’s law for its own sake, and 
with no self-justification in mind. The contrast of the arrogant 
person and the trustful one is given in Jeremiah 17:5–8 (cf. Ps. 
1:1–6). 

Covenant and the ‘Ten Words’  

The ten words were heard on Sinai (Deut. 4:12–14) by the people: 
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Then the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the fire; you heard 
the sound of the words, but saw no form; there was only a voice. 
And he declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you to 
perform, that is, the ten commandments [words]; and he wrote them 
upon two tables of stone. And the LORD commanded me at that time 
to teach you statutes and ordinances, that you might do them in the 
land which you are going over to possess.  

 
If we take verse 13 on its own—‘And he declared to you his 
covenant, which he commanded you to perform, that is, the ten 
commandments [words]’—then the covenant was forged on those 
ten words and that was the law, even though we see the extension 
of these words in the wider ‘statutes and ordinances’ given in the 
various ‘codes’ mentioned in an earlier chapter. 

The Law Rooted in the Nature and Person 
of the Living God 

Otto Weber comments: 
 

The law characterizes life in the covenant as life in obedience and 
thus as historical life. The fundamental ‘I am’ of the decalogue is 
inseparable from the corresponding ‘Thou shalt’ of the 
commandments. If the ‘I am’ were isolated, then Yahweh would no 
longer be acknowledged as the Lord who commands in his grace, nor 
the covenant the gift which obligates: the covenant with Yahweh 
would have become Israel’s own possession and would thus have 
been broken. If the ‘Thou shalt’ were isolated, then the 
commandments would have become abstract statements of norms 
which would be subject to ethical investigation. Everything depends 
on ‘I am.’ Historically we see that in Israel both the social and legal 
order deteriorated when Yahweh was made into an idol or his sole 
lordship was denied in practice. But this ‘I am’ is never separate from 
the ‘Thou shalt.’ The prophets, as defenders of the pure ‘I am’ of the 
God of Israel,  
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were as such the attackers of the legal, moral, and social decay in 
Israel.1 

 
In all of this matter of covenant and law there is no question raised 
that obedience shall be other than by faith, and certainly self-
justification by doing works of the law is totally absent, even as a 
concept. At the same time there is no question that the ten words 
and their concomitant ‘statutes and ordinances’ were in the 
imperative, albeit given on the basis of liberating love and 
continuing grace (chesed).2 With these ideas in mind we come to 
the New Testament to see the relationship of faith in regard to 
obedience, an obedience which is in no way nomistic, and 
which—as with Israel—is faith that springs from the salvation of 
God. 

The New Testament, Law, Justification 
and Sanctification 

Law Dynamic, Functional and Not Merely Prescriptive 

 When it comes to justification and sanctification in the New 
Testament, what must be avoided is the fallacy of seeing the law 
as simply being prescriptive, and attempting to keep its statutes 
and ordinances in order to prove ourselves righteous and to live 
holy lives after the manner of Isaiah 5:16, showing ourselves  

                                                 
 1  Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 1, p. 295. 
 2  The heart of Man is deceitful and corrupt (Jer. 17:9), and so it acts against 
prescription. Why should prescription be opposed and discredited as a way of 
life? Human autonomy dislikes prescriptions, yet prescriptions are necessarily a 
large part of human living. The writers of the Psalms 1, 19 and 119 simply love 
prescriptions, not because they are legalists, but because they share the nature of 
God in following these prescriptions, in finding their way richly in life by the 
use of them. 
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holy in (acts of) righteousness. Paul’s statement in Romans 10:2–3 
regarding Israel: 
 

. . . they have a zeal for God, but it is not enlightened. For, being 
ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking to 
establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness, 

 
tells us to avoid that way of attempting ‘legal [nomistic] holiness’ 
and ‘legal [nomistic] righteousness’, both of which are an illusion. 
The problem in Israel would have been that the matter of the 
Fall—in Adam—was ignored, and that some thought they had the 
capacity to keep the law without being dependent upon God’s 
help, His grace and His love.3 This made for an autonomous 
attempt to be righteous and holy.  
 As we have already indicated, justification and sanctification 
are together and inseparable, whilst they are never merged so that 
each loses its identity in the other. Both come to Man by faith 
from the God who declares and makes righteous, and Man, as 
ever, is called upon to have the responsive obedience of faith and 
love. As we will see, righteousness and holiness are linked with 
the law of God; with love of it and obedience to it. In Luke 1:70–
75 the promises of holiness and righteousness are based in 
covenant: 
 

. . . as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,  
that we should be saved from our enemies,  
and from the hand of all who hate us;  
to perform the mercy promised to our fathers,  
and to remember his holy covenant,  
the oath which he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us  
that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,  
might serve him without fear, 
in holiness and righteousness before him all the days of our life. 

 

                                                 
 3  Some Jewish writers and teachers today deny there was a Fall, and 
strongly object to Paul’s argument in Romans 5:12ff. 
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This practical holiness and righteousness are really of the same 
covenant given to Abraham, repeated in special form to Israel, and 
now fulfilled in Christ who is ‘the end of the law, that every one 
who has faith may be justified’. It was just that many in Israel, in 
their seeking to keep the law, did it not in faith in the living God 
and in union with Him, but believed it was only and wholly 
prescriptive and that they were competent to fulfil it, and so had as 
their goal self-justification that is by ‘works of the law’. Just as 
antinomians show their faith by not having works—their faith 
thereby being empty—so the Jewish nomists showed their works 
without faith, their faith being only in themselves and their works, 
the latter not proceeding from God. 

The Power of Justification for Sanctification  

Christ the End of the Law 

 We need first of all to see that ‘Christ is the end of the law, 
that everyone who has faith may be justified’. What does it mean 
to say that ‘Christ is the end of the law’? This shortened, 
unqualified statement certainly does not stand on its own: Christ is 
not the end of the law in the sense that he is the abrogator of it! 
Put succinctly, we could say, ‘Christ is the meaning of the law. He 
is its goal.4 He is its true point of reference. Indeed, he is the torah 
itself.’ Romans 5:12–21 speaks of his obedience, which we know 
from Philippians 2:8 was up to the death of the Cross, and even 
beyond it. He did not come to abrogate the law but to obey it, and 
he delighted to do the Father’s will. Only when the Cross  

                                                 
 4  Here see Weber (Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 1), pp. 297–304. 
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and Resurrection were completed could it be apparent that he was 
the fulfilment of the law. He not only rendered God ‘active 
obedience’ throughout his life, but also ‘passive obedience’ in his 
death and resurrection. He ‘[blotted] out the handwriting of 
ordinances that was against us, which was contrary to us, and took 
it out of the way, nailing it to his cross’ (Col. 2:14, AV), and so 
fulfilled the legal–penal demands of the law—demands of 
judgment—thus upholding it, whilst emancipating us from the 
condemnation which he himself bore in his propitiatory sacrifice. 
In this sense he was the fulfilment of the law. At the same time he 
put an end to the mistaken way of trying to obtain justification by 
works of the law. Never again should this system be espoused and 
practised, now that he had shown it to be erroneous and 
ineffective. 

Christ as the Fulfiller of the Law Is as the Law Incarnate  

 All of this fulfilment is the basis for sanctification, and we 
will shortly explore how this is so. Even so, Christ is the 
fulfilment of the law in that in him we can now have fulfilled in us 
‘the righteous requirement [dikaioma]5 of the law’. In one sense 
Christ is the living law, the true meaning of union with God, the 
proper way to be at one with His will and to do the acts of 
righteousness which are holiness. Of course, none of this is with a 
view to justification. Rather, it springs from justification: it is the 
way of the justified life—as we are about to see. Because of 
Christ, the law cannot be used by sin in any final way.6 

                                                 
 5  See also Romans 1:32; 2:26; 8:4 (cf. 5:16, 18). Dikaioma is the righteous 
demand of the law and so the true righteousness exercised within the law. 
 6  By ‘final way’ we mean that the law is still used by sin in the case of 
unredeemed Man, since the law’s task is to show sin as ‘exceeding sinful’, to 
bring wrath, the curse and the knowledge of sin, and then shut Man up to faith 
and Messiah until he is redeemed. In a secondary sense this system operates 
when believers—as sometimes happens—revert to self-justification by works of 
the law. In one sense they are again shut up to faith and to Christ until they 
abandon their foolish reversion to ‘law-way’. 
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 Again, it is ‘Christ in us’ and ‘us in Christ’7 which brings the 
power of Christ to work in our sanctification. We will first look at 
this principle in Romans chapter 6, and then proceed to chapter 8 
where it is set out in somewhat different form, but is the same 
principle. 

Justification and Sanctification in the Epistle  
of Paul to the Romans  

Romans 6: Justification and Sanctification 

Grace Abounding Brings Life Abounding 

 In Romans 5:15–17 Paul has spoken of the tremendous surge 
that comes in life because of Christ’s justification. Verse 17 shows 
this: 

 
If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one 
man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and 
the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus 
Christ.  

 
There can be no doubt that the passage refers to life in the present, 
albeit it is eschatological: one can now ‘reign in life’, liberated 
from sin and death—those two tyrants which entered the world 
(kosmos) by one man, Adam. This leads on to the important first 
section of chapter 6: 

                                                 
 7  We need to see that ‘Christ in us’ and ‘us in Christ’ is the whole of our life, 
but at the same time is synonymous with ‘the Spirit in us’ and ‘us in the Spirit’ 
(cf. Rom. 8:9–11; Eph. 3:16). 
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What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may 
abound? By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it? Do 
you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus 
were baptised into his death? We were buried therefore with him by 
baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life (vv. 1–4). 

 
 No matter how much sin abounded, grace abounded 
surpassingly (5:20–21). So, then, being brought into this state and 
situation of ‘reigning in life’, sin would now be abhorrent to the 
person baptised into Christ. The outrageous experience under sin 
and law had been replaced by the freedom from the law actions 
which brought the misery of guilt-bondage. The judgment of all 
sin had taken place at the Cross, and in this sense the believer had 
been judged, had been killed, and had risen again. The key verse is 
Romans 6:7, ‘For he who has died is freed [justified] from sin’. 
Thus Paul says (vv. 10–11), in regard to those justified: 
 

The death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he 
lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and 
alive to God in Christ Jesus. 

 
As in Galatians 2:19–20, so here: ‘I through the law died to the 
law, that I might live unto God’. Having been crucified the person 
is now risen and lives his life in faith in the Son of God. The Son 
of God is his life. The legal or penal claims of the law have been 
dissolved. The person is free from law as a way of justification 
and also as a way of sanctification. It has been remarked: 
 

The imputation [of justification] means that the Christian never has 
an endless process of sanctification ahead which must be traversed in 
order to arrive at holiness. Those who have the imputed 
righteousness may know that they have arrived. The  
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ultimate goal has been given. Such people would know, of course, 
this is a not a goal one has attained but one always granted anew for 
the sake of Christ.8 

Justification is Powerful within the Life of the Justifier 

 The believer is now into the life of Christ; participating in it. 
This state, Paul tells us in Romans 6:11 (cf. Gal. 2:19), is one of 
already being dead to sin and of being alive to God. For this 
reason sin must not be allowed to reign9 in our mortal bodies. The 
reason that it will have no dominion over the person is because 
that one is not under law, but under grace. He means that when 
one was in ‘law-way’ one was in guilt, since the power of sin lies 
in guilt. This is verified by I Corinthians 15:56, ‘The sting of death 
is sin, and the power of sin is the law’. Without us being under the 
law sin has no power, no leverage, and since we have died to the 
law (Rom. 6:7; 7:4) then the power of sin has been broken. 
 Whilst we say these all-important things we may be tempted 
to pass them over because we have simply worked them out as a 
theological proposition. We need to keep a number of things in 
mind: (i) this is not merely a proposition but a revelation: sin has 
been defeated so that we ‘reign in life through the one man Jesus 
Christ’; and (ii) it is the ‘in’ or ‘through’ Christ Jesus which is the 
key: strictly speaking we do not live in justification as an entity, 
but in the Justifier, Jesus Christ. He is made unto us ‘our wisdom, 
our 

                                                 
 8  I deeply regret that whilst I have this excellent quote to hand, I cannot now 
verify its reference. I have a certain feeling that it was Otto Weber in one of his 
two volumes of Foundations of Dogmatics already quoted above. 
 9  Paul does not say that sin does not dwell in our mortal bodies (cf. Rom. 
7:17, 20). He does say, however, that it is not to be allowed to reign in these 
bodies. 
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righteousness and our sanctification and redemption’ (I Cor. 1:30–
31). Reality only obtains in the ‘in Christ’ situation.  

Because of Justification and Living in the Justifier, an Act 
of Yielding the Will Is Demanded 

 A decisive action of the believer’s will must take place as the 
result of his having been justified, for in Romans 6:12 onwards the 
indicative has given place to the imperative:10 
 

Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal bodies, to make you obey 
their passions. Do not yield your members to sin as instruments of 
wickedness, but yield yourselves to God as men who have been 
brought from death to life, and your members to God as instruments 
of righteousness. For sin will have no dominion over you, since you 
are not under law but under grace (vv. 12–14). 

 
 Paul then discusses the fact that we have not been created to 
be free agents, and that we are not free-standing in the business of 
life. We are either slaves of God or slaves of sin, either slaves of 
righteousness or slaves of unrighteousness:  
 

Do you not know that if you yield yourselves to any one as obedient 
slaves,11 you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either  

                                                 
 10  It is to be noted that the indicative simply indicates things as they are in 
the mind of the writer, but the writer has already experienced these facts or 
information as revelation because in the act of obedience what is in the indicative 
has become revelation to him or her. Simply viewing the indicative does not 
automatically bring revelation. Knowing the word of God comes in the doing of 
its imperatives, even though its imperatives are not always explicit (cf. James 
1:22–25; Ps. 19:11). 
 11  If the matter of new life in Christ were simply law-keeping or ordinance-
observing, then that would be old nomism in new clothing, but being slaves has 
in view serving—the serving of God and righteousness, with a view to some 
goal (telos): see Romans 1:1; I Corinthians 1:1; II Corinthians 4:5. 
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of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to 
righteousness? But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves 
of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of 
teaching to which you were committed, and, having been set free 
from sin, have become slaves of righteousness. I am speaking in 
human terms, because of your natural limitations. For just as you 
once yielded your members to impurity and to greater and greater 
iniquity, so now yield your members to righteousness for 
sanctification (vv. 16–19). 

 
 There is, then, an action of the will, a response to the work of 
grace, and there is now a yielding of the members ‘to 
righteousness for sanctification’. C. K. Barrett translates the latter 
part of verse 19, ‘so now offer your members to righteousness as 
its slaves (the result of this will be sanctification)’.12 Notice here 
that acting as slaves in the service of righteousness is not of itself 
sanctification, but sanctification is the outcome of that service. 
Thus verse 22, ‘But now that you have been set free from sin and 
have become slaves of God, the return you get [ton karpon: the 
fruit] is sanctification and its end, eternal life’. Whilst being in the 
service of righteousness may be termed ‘living in justification’, it 
does involve the active use of our members in what we might call 
‘practical acts of righteousness’, the outcome of which is 
sanctification. Whilst it is true that in our baptism into Christ we 
have come into the sphere of holiness (cf. I Pet. 2:9–10; I Cor. 
6:11; I Thess. 4:7; II Tim. 1:9), yet sanctification is not confined to 
a status or a position, but involves the action of righteousness. 
This could seem at first sight to be a re-starting of the cycle of law 
prescriptions—as acts of righteousness—and thus a reverting to 
nomism, but this will not happen if we remember that Christ is the 
end of the law, and that the law is now  

                                                 
 12  C. K. Barrett, The Epistle to the Romans, A. & C. Black, London, 1971, p. 133. 
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Christ himself in action,13 and we in that action of Christ, by 
Christ, in which case the sight of law as mere prescription fades, 
and its true nature and its dynamics become manifest in the 
yielding of our members to righteousness for sanctification.14 
Whilst there is always the danger of becoming nomistic in our 
thinking and endeavours in being slaves to righteousness, yet this 
danger must not frighten us away from such acts which bring ‘its 
fruit, sanctification, and its end, eternal life’. 

                                                 
 13  Our next section takes up Romans 8:1–8 and so the statement ‘the law is 
now Christ himself in action’ will, hopefully, be explicated.  
 14  E. Käsemann (Commentary on Romans, SCM, London, 1980, pp. 183–4) 
says:  
 

Sanctification means a being for God manifesting itself bodily in the secular world and 
in face of temptation . . . The holy person is the one upon whom God looks and who 
stands in the presence of Christ. But his sanctification means that the world around 
perceives the service of God in earthly secularity reflected in his bodily (social) 
expressions of life, as in a mirror, and it thus catches a glimpse of the God who looks 
on his creature. 
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The Law,  Just i f icat ion  and 
Sanct i f icat ion—III  

Justification and Sanctification in the Epistle  
of Paul to the Romans (cont.) 

Romans 7: Justification and Sanctification 

 Keeping in mind Romans 1:7, ‘called to be saints’, we are 
faced with the problem which confronts us in Romans 7 in regard 
to persons being under the law of God, even persons who are 
redeemed and who experience what have been called ‘the 
psychological effects’ of that law. Paul shows us that all human 
beings are continually under law—‘the law of the husband’—until 
the husband dies. The husband will never die: hence the law will 
never cease to hold a person in bondage. We can only escape the 
law by ourselves dying, and this we have done in Christ’s 
crucifixion, thus being freed from the legal bondage of law. That 
freedom does not bring us into a state of lawlessness, but into a 
state where we serve (doulein: are slaves) ‘in the new life of the 
Spirit’ (7:6). In this state we are  
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united with Christ. In this statement Paul is surely pointing 
towards sanctification.  
 From verses 7 to 11 Paul shows what it once meant to be 
living under law, the law by which sin had its power. He 
concludes in verse 12 that the law, though the inadvertent agent of 
sin, is ‘holy and just and good’. In verses 13 to 25 Paul shows how 
helpless is a person—even a Christian person—to obey the law of 
God and so desist from sin and accomplish good, for neither is 
possible. In his own powers he sins and does not do good. His 
conclusion is that, whilst he delights in the law of God after the 
inward man (cf. Ps. 1:1f.), yet when he would do good, sin is 
always dynamically present to overrule him. He has a mind (nous) 
to serve God’s law, but another powerful law—the law of sin—is 
stronger of itself than the law of the mind is of itself.  
 In chapter 7, especially in verses 13 to 25, the Apostle is 
showing that he wishes to obey the law but can only serve it in 
intention and not in powerful acts. It is interesting to us that he 
still wishes to obey the law when all the time he knows what we 
have seen, namely that the law is death-dealing (Rom. 7:9–11; 
Gal. 2:19), that it is utilised by sin to increase acts of sin, that it 
brings wrath (Rom. 4:15) and ‘increase[s] the trespass’ (Rom. 
5:20) and brings us under the curse (Gal. 3:10). Paul does not 
criticise the law for its effects on the sinner, but shows that our 
trying to keep the law—of ourselves—is not possible. Here there 
is no question of self-justification but of obedience to the law for 
its own sake. Paul delights in the law of God in his inmost self, 
and this is in itself the proof of a miracle, for delight in God’s law 
is not the delight a sinner knows. 
 Paul’s conclusion is that sin, of itself, is stronger than he, Paul, 
is of himself. That is why Paul wants deliverance from the ‘body 
of death’ (7:24). Does he mean— 
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as in 8:10—that this body is doomed to die and he wishes to be 
free from it, or does he mean that he finds it difficult to live with 
the deathful body in which sin always triumphs over him? Does 
he, perhaps, mean by ‘this body of death’ the whole corpus of sin 
which invades and torments him? Whatever he means contains a 
heavy distaste for living with sin which always defeats him when 
his great desire is to fulfil the law. 

Romans 8:1–13: Justification and Sanctification 

A Summary of Paul’s Thinking in This Passage 

 In Romans 8:1–13 Paul is discussing the freedom of the 
believer from the bondage of the law’s condemnation. Freed from 
such condemnation by the work of the Cross, the person is now 
enabled to fulfil the ‘just requirement’ of the law. In 7:6 he is 
shown to be able to serve ‘in the new life of the Spirit’ and so it is 
this ‘law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’ which now enables 
fulfilment. One has to have ‘the mind of the Spirit’; one must set 
one’s mind on the Spirit and walk in the Spirit. He who walks in 
the flesh can only know death; to have the mind-set of the flesh is 
death. Even so, the believer is not in the realm of the flesh or 
under its deathful domination. One is in the Spirit because Christ 
and the Spirit dwell in him. There is no tyranny the flesh can 
exercise for it has been defeated at the Cross (cf. Gal. 5:24). All 
deeds of the body which are pointed towards fleshly acts can be 
put to death by the Spirit in whom one walks. Thus such mortifica-
tion of these bodily deeds results in vivification, the flow of the 
new life. 
 Our present passage is so vital to understanding the nature of 
law, and especially its nature as relating to  
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true sanctification, that I have felt it fitting to undertake a closer 
examination of Paul’s argument in the text of 8:1–13:  
 

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free 
from the law of sin and death. For God has done what the law, 
weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in the likeness 
of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that 
the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not 
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. For those who live 
according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those 
who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the 
Spirit. To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the 
Spirit is life and peace. For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to 
God; it does not submit to God’s law, indeed it cannot; and those 
who are in the flesh cannot please God. 
 But you are not in the flesh, you are in the Spirit, if in fact the 
Spirit of God dwells in you. Any one who does not have the Spirit of 
Christ does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, although your 
bodies are dead because of sin, your spirits are alive because of 
righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead 
dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life 
to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit which dwells in you.  
 So then, brethren, we are debtors not to the flesh, to live according 
to the flesh—for if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if 
by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live. 

The Substance of Romans 8:1–13 

Verses 1– 4 

 The statement of verse 1, ‘There is therefore no condemnation 
for those who are in Christ Jesus’, could be linked to 7:1–6,1 for it 
would carry on naturally from  

                                                 
 1  A number of commentators see Romans 8:1 following on from 7:1–6, 
whilst others see it as following on from 7:25b. Käsemann, Commentary on  
Romans, p. 214, sees 25b as a dogma, and thus 8:1a also as a dogma. At the same 
time ‘a slave to the law of God’ (25b) is the same as 7:6, a slave ‘in the new life of 
the Spirit’.  
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there since that passage speaks of a person always being under 
law, but then released from such legal bondage to the law of the 
husband by the death of Christ—‘discharged from the law’—so 
that the person may now be married to Christ ‘to bear fruit for 
God’. Once a slave under the old written code, the person is now a 
slave ‘in the new life of the Spirit’.2 Thus the statement of ‘no 
condemnation’ would make sense.  
At the same time it seems natural to follow on from the text of 
chapter 7, so that the plain statement of 25b that one is a slave to 
the law of God with the mind, to the law of sin with the flesh, 
shows nothing has changed in one’s justification. Thus verse 2 fits 
both 7:6 and 7:25b, that is, one is set free from the law of sin and 
death. The law of sin and death is ‘the written code’ which, 
although in itself was ‘holy’, ‘just’, ‘good’ and ‘spiritual’ (7:12, 
13, 14; cf. I Tim. 1:8), yet became the law of sin for two reasons: 
(i) the person wishing to justify himself by means of it was sinning 
since this autonomous act was sinful, being of the human ego and 
not of God (Gal. 3:10–11; cf. Lev. 18:5); and (ii) the transgressing 
of the precepts of the law (cf. Gal. 3:10; cf. Deut. 27:26) was the 
occasion of sinning.3 It became the law of death to him since the 
outcome of sin is death. In 7:13 sin works death in the person by 
means of the law, and in 7:5, 10 and Galatians 2:19, Paul speaks 
of dying by the law.  

                                                 
 2  This is the thrust of the NRSV. The person exchanges slavery to the law—
‘the written code’—for slavery in the new life of the Spirit. One is a slave either 
of the written code of the law or in the new life of the Spirit. The RSV has ‘we 
serve . . . in the new life of the Spirit’.  
 3  In Romans 7:9 (cf. Phil. 3:6) Paul shows he had deluded himself into 
believing he had kept the law. It seems that the law against coveting (Rom. 7:7) 
had unseated Paul when it really ‘came’ to him. 
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 Even so, we are now in Christ and in him there is no 
condemnation. How, then, does this happen to be? It is because—
Romans 8:2—‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set 
[us] free from the law of sin and death’. What is the ‘law of the 
Spirit of life’? Since this law of the Spirit (nomos) obtains only ‘in 
Christ Jesus’, then it must be the gospel as brought to us by the 
Spirit. Just as in 7:6 we were ‘discharged from the law’—being 
unable to discharge ourselves—so here this ‘law of the Spirit’ set 
us free for we could not set ourselves free.4 So, then, the law of the 
Spirit is the Spirit taking the gospel and setting us free from law-
bondage by means of that gospel. Yet the Spirit not only sets us 
free from the law as a death-dealing regime, but also liberates us 
into a new law which is not the gospel,5 but himself comes to us 
via the gospel. We are thus emancipated from again attempting 
self- 
justifying action through the ‘written code’, because  

                                                 
 4  Second Corinthians 3:6 is appropriate here: ‘God . . . has made us 
competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the 
letter kills, but the Spirit gives life’ (NRSV). The Spirit takes us from the Mosaic 
Covenant (the law) to the New Covenant and gives us life in this new aeon or 
dispensation of grace. The Spirit gives life. Later (v. 17) Paul adds, ‘where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom’. 
 5  Law and gospel are separate entities, but not unrelated ones. Whilst they 
must never be merged so that they are considered to be the one, yet they must 
not be opposed the one to the other. They are contrastive but not opposites. Paul 
makes it clear that it is our view of the law as sinners which makes us hostile to 
it, or causes us to believe we can—and do—keep it. In Galatians 3:19–23 Paul 
shows that the law was added after the covenantal promises given to Abraham, 
and one reason was to increase the transgression (cf. Rom. 4:15 where the law 
brings wrath). The law could not bring life to the nomist, but God uses the law 
to imprison all under the power of sin so that the way of faith is shown to be the 
only way of coming to life, that is, to justification. With the coming of faith there 
is no longer any point in seeking to use law for self-justification. Thus the law 
leads to Christ, so that it is not an enemy but a custodian or disciplinarian whose 
aim is to lead us to Christ. Romans 8:3 (cf. 2:26) suggests that the law did want to 
help us to do something, namely fulfil the ‘just requirement’ it had demanded. 
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we live life freely in the Spirit and in Christ.6 It is difficult to 
conceive of a ‘new law’ for it might seem merely an exchange for 
the old one,7 so that we may soon set about justifying ourselves by 
a new law when in fact there is no new law. It is the law or 
command of God called ‘God’s law’ (8:7) and ‘the law of Christ’ 
(I Cor. 9:21; Gal. 6:2), and both of these comport with ‘the law of 
the Spirit of life’.8 What is primary in this verse is that believers 
have come into a new aeon, a new era, a new way of living, utter 
freedom from nomistic burdens, self-justifying pressures, and all 
of it by the presence and action of the Spirit, and all of it ‘in  

                                                 
 6  This does not mean that we are insured from ever attempting self-justi-
fying actions. We will be tempted to turn to the flesh and set about using the law 
again as a means of this self-justification. That was the heresy which the 
Judaisers taught the Galatians, and Paul called it a falling away from grace (Gal. 
5:4). He describes the conflict of the flesh and the Spirit in Galatians 5:16–24. The 
secret of not returning to nomism is to go on being filled with the Spirit (Eph. 
5:18), to be ‘aglow with the Spirit’ (Rom. 12:11), and always to walk in the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:16, 18, 25–26). 
 7  It is clear that the Reformers—both Calvinistic and Lutheran—were so 
aware of the perils of setting about a new law in a nomistic way that they would 
prefer to see ‘the law of the Spirit’ regarded just as another principle: one in 
addition to, but other than, the ‘laws’ mentioned in 7:21, ‘the law of the mind’ 
which is good, and the law ’in my members’ which is not. Some commentators 
refuse to identify this ‘law of the Spirit’ with that mentioned in Ezekiel 36:24–28, 
and the law written on the heart and the inward parts as being that of Jeremiah 
31:31–34, but a combining of these two prophecies seems irresistible. Even so, 
the law of the Spirit is not only the liberating power of the Spirit, but also the 
constraining and motivating power for the new community of Christ.  
 8  As we have commented, ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’ is the 
principle of the Spirit—the principle of the gospel administered by the Spirit so 
that we are set free from the condemnation of the law of sin and death. At the 
same time it cannot be divorced from its outcome, namely the just requirement 
of the law (dikaioma) being fulfilled in us. Thus we may conclude that God’s law, 
Christ’s law and the Spirit’s law are all of the one piece. This means the law is 
Trinitarian, issuing from the nature of God, in which case the law as love opens 
up a great vein of the origin of the law of God, rooted as it would be in Him as 
agape. 
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Christ’. ‘In Christ’ is the only place and situation in which the 
Spirit works. 
 Verses 3–4 take us on further, for whilst the law could not do 
what it would do because of human fleshliness, God was able to so 
do by sending His Son in the likeness of sinful flesh. That is, God 
judged sin in Christ’s flesh and so judged it in ours at the same 
time (II Cor. 5:14b, 21; cf. Gal. 2:20),9 in order that being set free 
from condemnation ‘the just requirement of the law might be 
fulfilled in us’. What was it that the law could not do? It could not 
assist us to attain to that place where we could have the ‘just 
requirement’ of the law fulfilled in us. Of course the law could not 
so judge sin that it could set us free since only God in Christ could 
do that. Christ received our condemnation in his flesh, so that 
now, in the presence of the Spirit and by his power, the just 
requirement of the law can be fulfilled in us.10 Note that we do 
                                                 
 9  In verse 3 we are faced with the wonder of the incarnation and the Son’s 
identification with us who are of sinful flesh. He did not come in sinful flesh, but 
in its likeness, yet he did not come in the likeness of human flesh but in true 
human flesh. Being ‘without sin’ does not mean he was not human flesh: he was. 
The wonder of his becoming human and remaining for ever in human flesh is 
the glory of him and the Father, his Sender. As his flesh is now glorified so will 
ours also be. John 1:14, Philippians 2:5–8, and Hebrews 2:14–18 all describe the 
wonder of the Incarnation, and whilst we extol the humility and love of the Son, 
we adore the goal of his becoming flesh—our redemption—and are humbly 
grateful for the love of the Father in not withholding His Son. 
 10  Some scholars would see this as a forensic statement, that the legal 
demands of the law were fulfilled in Christ’s death for us, but the verse is really 
saying in us, so that whilst it is true Christ has fulfilled such legal–penal 
demands of the law (cf. Col. 2:14–15) yet this verse takes us on further. Karl 
Barth in his Shorter Commentary on Romans (SCM Press, London, 1963, pp. 90–91) 
says: 

 
In him God’s Law stands before us and powerfully over us, in its pure and true form: a 
single irresistible offer and command of God’s grace to us who have been put to death 
with him and now live with him. To begin with him—because he made a beginning 
with us—‘to be in Christ’ simply means to be bound by the pure and true Law of God 
established and made effective in him; to be compelled and allowed to accept the offer of 
God’s grace and to be obedient to the command of God’s grace, which has appeared in 
him; as men who were dead and have been brought to life by him. That is ‘to walk 
after the Spirit’ and no longer after the flesh’. The fulfilment of the Law is therefore 
achieved in those who walk after the Spirit. For ‘to walk after the Spirit’ is nothing but 
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not, unaided, fulfil the just requirement of the law. We are not 
freed from law’s condemnation so that we may, ourselves, fulfil 
the just requirement of the law. We must realise that we are never 
put on to fulfil the law from or of ourselves. Romans 7:13–25 
reminds of the impossibility of such fulfilment. Even so, the ‘just 
requirement’ of the law stands to be fulfilled. It is fulfilled by us, 
when God is working within us as in I Corinthians 15:10; II 
Corinthians 3:5–6; Ephesians 1:19; Philippians 2:12–13; I 
Thessalonians 2:13; and Hebrews 13:21.11 
 What, then, is ‘the just requirement of the law’ (to dikaioma 
tou nomou)?12 The term is used in 2:26 in  

                                                                                                             
to become obedient to God’s grace which has appeared with compelling power in Jesus 
Christ. In all that follows and in the whole of this chapter we must remember that by 
the ‘Spirit’ Paul means nothing but the validity and the power of the Law of grace 
established by the sending of the Son of God over those who believe in him, because 
he has died and risen for them.  
 

 11  In nomistic endeavour there is monergism. If the law is fulfilled in us by 
our union with God then we are not faced with fulfilling it from ourselves or 
even in cooperation with God (synergism). The power lies in God and His word 
abiding in us, as also it lies in the will of God with which we become one (cf. 
Eph. 5:17; Rom. 12:2). Since the law is of the Father, of the Son and of the Spirit, 
then it is Trinitarian in origin and substance, so that the abiding of the Father, 
the Son and the Spirit will energise us (Eph. 1:19; Phil. 2:13; I Thess. 2:13) as they 
live in us (John 14:15–23; 15:1–8; Gal. 2:20; I John 3:24; 4:13) in order that we can 
do His will. 
 12  Käsemann (Commentary on Romans, p. 218) explains: 

 
As he releases us from the dominion of the powers, the Spirit evokes the new 
obedience and thus establishes the rights of the divine will which had been originally 
manifested in the law. Here we must guard against any thought that God’s will is per 
se legislation, that it is locked up in law, and locked off from His salvific work or 
contrary to it. The law is His law, emanating from Him, having no existence of its own, 
no being apart from Him. Psalms 1, 19 and 119 powerfully assert the law is essentially 
of God. The Reformed view (especially, sometimes, the Lutheran) often comes close to 
viewing the law only as a lethal entity that lacks functional usefulness and beauty and 
the nature of moral (functional) glory. 
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the plural (ta dikaiomata) and in 8:4 in the singular where it may 
embrace all the ordinances or precepts thus being ‘the rights of the 
divine will which had been originally manifested in the law’. Note 
also in 3:31 that Paul says we do not overthrow the law by faith, 
but we uphold, that is, establish it by faith.13 When we see it as 
‘the law of God’ and not just ‘the law’,14 it is because the Spirit 
has shown us the true nature of the law in its thrust and essence. 
Of course the law comes as an imperative but then an imperative 
within a relationship. As in Deuteronomy 4:12–14, it is the ‘words 
spoken’, that is, spoken personally and directly to His covenant 
people.15 Law that is  

                                                 
 13  The question arises as to whether the law was ever kept by anything but 
faith. Surely God’s covenant with Israel was with a people whom God had 
already justified. If Abraham believed Him and was justified, then no less were 
covenant believers—the spiritual children of Abraham—also justified. Thus to 
seek to justify oneself by works of the law would be, have been, pointless to the 
covenant-person. Doubtless this has always been a fleshly endeavour of those 
who do not have true faith in God, but we must never say that the ‘just 
requirement of the law’ was a requirement to do the works of the law as a means 
of self-justification. As in the New Covenant, so in the Mosaic Covenant, nothing 
could be accomplished but by faith: the question of self-justification never arises. 
It would be interesting to inquire whether the prescribed sacrifices could be 
called soteriological or whether they should be regarded as restorative within 
the covenant. 
 14  It is when the human ego sees the law as separate from God, as though it 
were an entity in itself, that the person has problems. The law is the law of God, 
and not even the law from God. The conscience of a person will exercise a 
dreadful tyranny through this law which seems to be a hypostasis in itself. There 
is no entity called ‘the law’. Obedience is always in a relationship with God—the 
relationship of faith.  
 15  C. E. B. Cranfield (A Critical Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Romans, vol. 1, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, pp. 383f.) says: 

 
By dikaiwma is meant here not ‘righteousness’, ‘act of righteousness’ as in 5.21, nor 
‘justification’ as in 5.16 . . . but ‘requirement’, ‘righteous requirement’ as in 2.26. The 
use of the singular is significant. It brings out the fact that the law’s requirements are 
essentially a unity, the plurality of commandments being not a confused 
conglomeration but a recognizable and intelligible whole, the fatherly will of God for 
His children.  
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segregated from God but retains the title ‘the law of God’ is 
delusive. We only live within the context of a relationship. Thus 
Barth says: 
 

And with him [Christ] we now live another life, a new life. In Him 
God’s Law stands before us and powerfully over us in its pure and 
true form: a single irresistible offer and command of God’s grace to 
us who have been put to death with him and now live in him . .  .  ‘to 
be in Christ’ simply means to be bound by the pure and true Law of 
God established and made effective in him.16 

 
‘In Christ’ and ‘in the Spirit’ must mean ‘in God’ and that 
relationship, as we have said, is the true context for living 
obedience.  
 God’s purpose of the dikaioma of the law being fulfilled in 
us—and not just by us—was effected by the Incarnation and the 
Cross, our sin having been judged in Christ’s flesh. In verse 4 
God’s way of the dikaioma being fulfilled in us is to have us ‘walk 
not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit’.17 That is, we 
now view the law through the Spirit and are motivated and 
constrained to obey it through the Spirit.18  

                                                 
 16  Karl Barth, Shorter Commentary on Romans, p. 90. 
 17  John Murray in The Epistle to the Romans (New International Commentary 
on the New Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 284) says: 

The Spirit is the Holy Spirit (vs. 2) and the contrast means that the directing power in 
their lives is not the flesh but the Holy Spirit. It is by the indwelling and direction of 
the Holy Spirit that the ordinance of the law comes to its fulfilment in the believer, and 
by the operation of grace there is no antinomy between the law as demanding and the 
Holy Spirit as energising—‘the law is Spiritual’ (7:14).  

 18  Again, we are faced with the danger of a nomism, which, whilst it does not 
see obedience to the law as necessary for obtaining justification—since one has 
already been justified by faith—yet it sees obedience as necessary for retaining, 
sustaining, and maintaining justification, in which case it has moved out of the 
obedience of faith, the principle of Genesis 15:6; Habakkuk 2:5 and Romans 1:16–
17; 3:24; 5:1 and Galatians 2:16–21. Even so, a healthy dread of this kind of 
nomism should not turn us into antinomians, nor make us reject obedience 
because of the dangers of human pride. Romans 7:13 always remains as a 
reminder that we cannot keep God’s law, of ourselves. 
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This principle certainly accords with the reality of Ezekiel 36:24–
28, where God promised to take out the stony heart—Man’s 
rebellious and sinful heart—and replace it with a new organ of 
life. In Romans 8:1–4 we see that this new heart does not obey the 
law for purposes of self-justification, but because it is God’s law 
now known ‘in the inward parts’ (cf. Rom. 7:22), for Jeremiah 
31:33 prophesied, ‘I will put my law within them, and I will write 
it upon their hearts; and I will be their God and they shall be my 
people’.19 Ezekiel 36:27 makes it clear that the new covenant 
people would be given a new spirit through the Spirit, ‘And I will 
put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and 
be careful to observe my ordinances’—that is, the dikaioma of 
God’s law.20 Thus as new covenant people we are now inspired by 
the Spirit to love God and obey that law.21 We are no  

                                                 
 19  Here we should note that in Jeremiah 31:31–34 the new covenant people 
know God. That is, as they know Him so they know the law, and so obedience is 
carried out in faith, and not as an exercise of the human ego, the flesh of fallen 
humanity. They come to know the law because it is implanted in the heart, but 
the introduction to that implanting is, ‘I will forgive their sins and their iniquity 
I will remember no more’.  
 20  Käsemann (Commentary on Romans, p. 216) commenting on 8:2, says of 
‘the law of the Spirit’ that ‘allusions to Jeremiah and Ezekiel . . . are not to be 
seen in the verse even if it may be subsequently understood as an echo of them’. 
It would seem that in fact the law of the Spirit is that of Ezekiel 36:24–28 and 
Jeremiah 31:31–34, each being a commentary on the other, and both being 
conflated especially as they pertain to the new covenant. Jesus’ reference to 
Jeremiah 31:31–34 and the use of it by the writer to the Hebrews should confirm 
this application. 
 21  If, for the moment, we depart from considering this Pauline principle of 
having the law fulfilled in us, and look at the Johannine teaching in relation to 
God’s commandments, then we are presented with a strong insistence upon (i) 
fulfilling the commands of Christ (e.g. John 14:15–23; cf. 13:34; 15:10–14); and (ii) 
fulfilling the commands of God (I John 2:3–8; 3:21–24; 4:21; 5:2–3; II John 4–6). In 
the Revelation the saints and servants of God are ‘those who keep the 
commandments of God and bear testimony to Jesus’ (12:17) and ‘those who keep 
the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus’ (14:12). Some ancient 
authorities insert ‘do his commandments’ in 22:14. 
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longer to walk after the flesh, but only after the Spirit.22 This, of 
course, is a new way of life for us. 

Verses 5–8 

 At first glance verses 5–8 may seem simply to be a comment 
by Paul upon the facts of having the mind of the Spirit or the mind 
of the flesh, but surely Paul is saying in these four verses that 
those who have the mind of the Spirit have the dikaioma of the 
law fulfilled in themselves. The man with the mind-set of the flesh 
is ‘hostile to God’. The flesh ‘does not submit to God’s law, 
indeed it cannot’, so that ‘those who are in the flesh cannot please 
God’. It should be seen then that submitting to God’s law has not 
been done away with in and by justification. To refuse to obey the 
law means we have ‘the mind of the flesh’. 

                                                 
  22  Karl Barth in his earlier and longer commentary The Epistle to the Romans 
(OUP, London [1933], 1968) says on p. 282: 

 
At the incredible point where we discover the question-mark which is set against us—
set against us manifestly by One that we are not—we encounter eternity; united with 
Christ, we are apprehended and known by God, and we possess the possibility which 
is beyond all possibility, the impossible possibility of walking after the Spirit. Barth thus 
shows us the possibility which is radical, but which we miss as being so because of 
familiarity with the text and not the reality. 
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 Since the antinomian will not obey the law because he claims to 
be dead to it,23 then he must have ‘the mind of the flesh’. The 
nomist would appear to be obeying the law, but since he or she 
uses it for self-justification, then that person is not really obeying 
it. Who are those (v. 8) who please God? They are those (v. 7) 
who submit to God’s law. Thus, walking according to the Spirit is 
life and peace because the rebellion of the flesh and the conflicts 
of legalism have given way to a new freedom (II Cor. 3:17; cf. 
Gal. 5:1). Such were of the nature of death. The new freedom of 
the Spirit brings ‘life and peace’, which are not merely subjective 
states of feeling but are the objective gifts of justification and 
sanctification, so that any subjectivity that is valid is based in the 
objectivity of grace. To have the mind of the Spirit is to live the 
new way of life. What we have to understand is that there are two 
categories, the first being the life of the Spirit and the second 
being existence within the realm of the flesh. A person lives in 
either one of these categories, but not in both. Paul is not speaking 
of a believer who changes positions from one to the other. The 
believer belongs to the Spirit. The one who belongs to the flesh is 
outside of Christ. The flesh is the realm of the natural man.24 At 
the same time, the flesh is still with the believer as his constant 
enemy. He, as the new man in Christ, is not of that flesh. Christ 
and not the flesh is his habitat. The ‘flesh’ or ‘the old man’ are 
never absent but the believer has spurned the fleshly mind of the 
old Adam. 

                                                 
 23  The true believer is certainly dead to the law (Rom. 7:6) as a way of self 
justification but he now serves ‘not under the old written code but in the new 
life of the Spirit’. Being freed from the law’s condemnation the person obeys in 
the new life of the Spirit. This, we repeat, is the essence of Romans 8:1–11. 
 24  In Galatians 5:16–26 the situation is somewhat different. The flesh and the 
Spirit contend continually for the will of the believing person. These two are not 
the flesh and spirit of the person, but two entities which exist independently of 
the subject who—as a justified person—must will on each occasion to opt for the 
Spirit, be under him, and be led by him, in which case the flesh cannot dominate 
him. Verse 24 makes it clear that the person does not belong to the flesh for 
‘those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires’.  
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Verses 9–11 

 Verses 9–11 describe the new and continuing condition of the 
believer. This person is not in the flesh but is in the Spirit, for the 
Spirit dwells in him.25 The ‘flesh’ is a principle dominating the 
person whose ego determines what he will do, or attempt to do. 
Now the Spirit is the Lord and enabler of the new person. The 
miracle of the change from the ‘natural man’ (I Cor. 2:14) to ‘the 
spiritual man’ has taken place. Not to have the Spirit means not to 
belong to God. To have the Spirit is at the same time to have 
Christ dwell within (cf. Gal. 2:20; II Cor. 13:5; Col. 1:27). To 
have the mind of the Spirit is life, but to set the mind on the flesh 
is death (v.  6). So, in verse 10, to have Christ within means we 
will never be abandoned to death. Because of sin—sin in Adam 
(5:12) and the sin we have committed in that entail—our bodies 
are doomed to death, but in Christ ‘the Spirit is life because of 
righteousness’.26 The meaning is, ‘the Spirit is life-giving, that is, 
in resurrecting us because of the redemptive power of 
justification’. The Spirit will not raise believers from the dead of 
himself, but through the victory of Christ’s work on the Cross (cf. 
I Cor. 15:55–57). We note in verse 11 that God—the Father (cf. 
6:4)—was the Initiator of Christ’s resurrection, so it is He who 
will ‘give life to your mortal bodies also  

                                                 
 25  The Apostolic understanding from Pentecost onwards was that the Holy 
Spirit dwells in the believer and in all the community of Christ. See John 14:16; 
Acts 2:4; II Corinthians 1:21; Ephesians 1:13–14; II Timothy 1:14; I John 3:24; 4:13; 
cf. James 4:5. 
 26  Luther translates 8:10b in this way. See his Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Romans (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1960, p. 104). John Murray (The Epistle to the 
Romans, New International Commentary on the NT Series, Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1977, p. 289) makes a similar translation, as against the RSV, ‘your 
spirits are alive because of righteousness’. The NRSV agrees with Luther and 
Murray. 
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through his Spirit’. This assurance is rich, and it is strengthened by 
the fact that the act will be by the Spirit ‘which dwells in you’. 
The present indwelling of the Spirit is our guarantee that we will 
never be left alone and abandoned to death.27 Second Corinthians 
1:22 says, ‘he has put his seal upon us and given us his Spirit in 
our hearts as a guarantee’. Likewise Ephesians 1:13–14 and 4:30 
show the Spirit as sealing us for the day of redemption. Romans 
8:23 speaks of this ‘redemption of our bodies’ as our ‘adoption as 
sons’. This is in the context of the Holy Spirit who is the Spirit of 
hope (of the resurrection and glorification) and of sonship.  
 So, then, any seeming obligation to the flesh—to do the works 
of the flesh because of the fear of death—is wholly dissolved. This 
is Paul’s point to verses 12–13. 

Verses 12–13 

 The person who sets his mind on the things of the flesh (vv. 
5–7) is one who is doomed to death because of sin, but has no life-
giving power because of being in the flesh and so absent from the 
justifying Spirit (v. 10). Hence such a person will seek to preserve 
his life, and this will always be to the detriment of others for all 
actions will be ‘the works of the flesh’. The flesh is intent on 
preserving itself against all others. The person of the Spirit will be 
expressing fulfilment of the law in the ‘fruit of the Spirit’. ‘The 
deeds of the body’ may appear to be the beginning of ‘the works 
of  

                                                 
 27  Psalm 16:9–10 (quoted by Peter in Acts 2:26–27 and by Paul in Acts 13:35) 
pertains as much to the Christian as to Christ. At no point is the justified believer 
abandoned to death for the Spirit dwelling in him remains with him, ensuring 
his departing to be with Christ (Phil. 1:23) and his physical resurrection at the 
last day. The motivating power of this reality and the presence of the Spirit 
combine to give experimental victory over the fear of death, and over ‘the deeds 
of the body’ (Rom. 8:13).  
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the flesh’, but since they are the deeds of the body28 and not yet 
the (completed) works of the flesh, they can be put to death by the 
believer through the Spirit in the sense that mortification thus 
brings vivification (cf. Col. 3:5–11). 
 When we look in verse 12 at Paul’s point of no obligation to 
live to the flesh (cf. Gal. 5:24) we may miss the completion of his 
statement which is the obverse of the ‘no obligation’ statement, 
and would have gone something like this had Paul not left it 
merely to be inferred, namely, ‘So then, brethren, we are debtors 
to the Spirit to live according to the Spirit, for if you live 
according to the Spirit you will never die’. Verse 13 then follows 
on naturally. 

Conclusion: A Summary of Paul’s Thinking on 
Sanctification in Romans Chapters 6:1 – 8:1329 

Freedom from the penalty and condemnation of law removes the 
power of sin, in Romans 6, for where there is no guilt, sin has no 
power. Even so, the law is not abrogated. In Romans 7:6 it is 
served ‘in the new 

                                                 
 28  What we must keep in mind is that the acts of the body are not per se 
fleshly. The body is not evil, and its ‘natural’ deeds—such as eating, drinking, 
etc.—are not evil. It is only when they run to excess that the bodily act becomes a 
fleshly act. Our confusion often lies in the word ‘flesh’ which sometimes has evil 
connotation and sometimes simply means ‘body’, or ‘having human being’. For 
this reason ‘the deeds of the body’ should not be translated ‘the deeds of the 
flesh’. 
 29  There is no suggestion here that Romans 8:14–39 does not pursue the 
justification–sanctification teaching of Paul. Indeed, it is the further development 
of it, and for that matter is its fuller explication, but we see the nub of the matter 
in the first 13 verses. In our next chapter we seek to draw out something of 
Paul’s whole doctrine of sanctification, especially in its practical aspects. 
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 life of the Spirit’. In 7:13–25 Paul shows the exercise of trying in 
one’s own strength to keep the law one has come to love. Such an 
exercise cannot be successful since sin of itself is more powerful 
than the believer is of himself. Romans 8 shows that when the law 
of the Spirit of life liberates a person from condemnation, then the 
active law or principle of the Spirit enables one to fulfil the just 
requirement of the law. The life of the Spirit, the mind, leading 
and enablement of the Spirit, is so powerful and rich that the old 
nomist view of law is dissolved. The new world of true obedience 
opens up so that, as was the case with writers of Psalms 1, 19 and 
119, the believer delights in the law of God after the inward 
person, and is wonderfully occupied with its just requirement 
being fulfilled in him. This fulfilment is not initiated by him, but 
by the indwelling Spirit, the indwelling Christ and the indwelling 
Father. 
 It is not too much to say that Galatians 5:16–26 is a 
commentary on what we find in Romans 8:1–13. The fulfilling of 
the law really issues as ‘the fruit of the Spirit’. Against such there 
is no law. The law does not forbid this since it is its very 
fulfilment. 
 What we yet need to treat is the new view of law that the 
justified person has through justification and the gift of the Spirit. 
Life in the Spirit as also life in the law of the Spirit. Love of the 
law, which is no less love of God, is the new way of life as the 
dikaioma of the law is (being) fulfilled in us. 
 

T H E  L A W ,  J U S T I F I C A T I O N  A N D  S A N C T I F I C A T I O N — I V  

153 

15 

The  Law,  Just i f icat ion  and 
Sanct i f icat ion—IV 

A Revision of the Doctrine of Law, Justification 
and Sanctification to This Point 

In our pursuit of the nature of the gospel we have been studying 
the law, justification and sanctification. Our aim has been to see 
the simple matter of the life-transforming good news of Christ so 
that we might better preach the word of life. Law, justification and 
sanctification take us on a wide investigation, for the  materials are 
profuse. Hence we may lose sight of the wood for the trees and the 
trees for sight of the wood. Even so, it is good for us to examine 
these matters which occupied the apostolic writers, the apostolic 
and early church fathers, the Reformers both Calvinistic and 
Lutheran, the Puritans who followed in their stead, the 
Evangelicals who succeeded them, and then the later Holiness 
Movement of the 19th century which had its roots in the Wesleyan 
theology of Christian Perfection. In turn this was followed by the 
Keswick Movement for Holiness around the turn of  
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the century, and then, early in the 20th century, the Pentecostal 
Movement, which was in many ways linked with the Charismatic 
Movement which began to flow about the mid-20th century. In the 
last two decades of the 20th century a Spirituality Movement has 
been recognised as seeking a spirituality which is linked with 
Christian holiness.  
 All of these ‘movements’—if they can be called such—
recognise the need of Man for personal holiness. Their theological 
rationalisations and presentations require investigation and we see 
that common to them has been the matter of the law, and we must 
come to terms with that. It has at the same time been the matter of 
espousing the sanctification of the believer as being either 
monergistic or synergistic. Most would hold that God’s gratuitous act 
of justification was—and is—monergistic. Likewise most would hold 
that the work of God in sanctification—in consecrating the justified 
as a gift—is likewise monergistic. It is in the matter of living out a 
holy life that some have claimed the nature of practical living to be 
synergistic, that is, God and Man together, or Man cooperating with 
God. We need to see, time and again, that whilst the redeemed person 
aligns his will with God’s will, nevertheless the energising power for 
obedience is always God’s and never that of the believer.1 Thus, if it 
is the law of God that Man keeps in practical holiness, then it is never 
out of any innate moral power he may consider himself to possess. If 
we can agree with these things and keep them in mind then we  

                                                 
 1  We have noted before that, in such passages as Romans 8:37; Galatians 
2:20; 5:16–18; Ephesians 1:19; 3:16; Philippians 1:6; 2:12–13; 4:13;  
I Thessalonians 5:24; II Thessalonians 2:13–14, God, and not Man, is the One who 
energises for holiness and fruitfulness of life. The believer indwelling God and 
God indwelling the believer is the whole matter of such holiness.  
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will avoid the twin dangers of nomism and antinomianism. The 
pastoral power of this understanding cannot be exaggerated. It is 
in the matter of holiness of life that the flock experiences so much 
pain and despair, or proper delight and true freedom. 
 For the moment we may resume our examination of Paul’s 
doctrine of Justification, Sanctification and the Law, although the 
matter is not always set out explicitly or formally in these three 
terms. The Epistle to the Galatians is the prime exception. 

Other Elements of Paul on the Matter  
of Sanctification 

Galatians and Sanctification 

 Perhaps even more so than in the Book of Romans,2 Paul in 
the Letter to the Galatians is speaking about the work of the law in 
the life of the sinner. The Epistle is a warning against going back 
to the law as a means of self-justification. At worst the law brings 
one under the curse, delineating sin, and at best is a pedagogue to 
bring us to Christ. Of itself it cannot justify. Through the law one 
dies to the law, is crucified  

                                                 
 2  We do not mean that our examination of Romans has exhausted the 
subject of sanctification. For example, the subject does not finish—as we have—
at 8:13. Life in the Spirit is always sanctification of life, and the remainder of 
chapter 8 takes this up. The sanctification of the Gentiles and of Israel is 
discussed in chapters 9 to 11, and since obedience is at the heart of sanctification, 
believers are warned against such disobedience as separated Israel from the 
olive tree. Further, the mode of life of the community of Christ as set out in 
chapters 13 to 16 is still pursuing the matter of sanctification, though not in a 
formal way. Paul never leaves the twin subjects—justification and 
sanctification—though he does not seem to treat them thematically, as such. 
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with Christ and is freed from law as a way of self-justification.  
 The passage of 5:16–25 does move into discussion of 
sanctification. When the Spirit becomes the gift of God by faith 
(3:1–3) then one walks by the Spirit (5:16, 25, 26) and so is not 
under the law.3 To be under the law is to produce ‘the works of the 
flesh’. The works of the flesh ensure one will not enter the 
kingdom of God. When one works in and by the Spirit then that 
one bears the fruit of the Spirit because one is not under the law, 
but in it. It is the law seen in a different light altogether. In regard 
to this Otto Weber remarks: 

 
. . . it is a commonly held Reformation doctrine that good works 
grow as the ‘fruit’ of faith, of justification, and thus of the Holy Spirit 
(cf. Gal. 5:22). ‘Good works’ are not the kind of accomplishments 
which somehow occur to us. They are structured along the lines of 
God’s law. The only reason they are ‘good’ is that God accepts them as 
such, and he does so for the sake of the person of the doer. The ‘fruit of 
the Spirit’ is not opposed to the law (Gal. 5:23). The good work, which is 
totally useless for our salvation, is our natural behaviour, so to speak, 
within salvation. It does not happen by virtue of the law, in the sense 
that it would be an accomplishment. But it does happen ‘in the law’ (in 
lege). It is God’s desire that we be ‘appointed to live for the praise of his 
glory’ (Eph. 1:12). The intention of his free grace is to find a response in 
us. Thus we find in the New Testament what Karl Barth calls the ‘praise 
of works’ [CD, IV, 2, pp. 584ff.]. God is not a harsh, surly dictator; rather, 
he permits that which is done as ‘work’ in faith really to stand as such. 
Lutheran theology has never succeeded in integrating  

                                                 
 3  The presence of the Spirit is the answer to synergism. The Spirit is the 
Sanctifier, and he is also the Energiser. Philippians 2:12–13 speak on the one 
hand of the believer working out his own salvation—though not working for 
it—and, on the other hand, of God working in the believer to effect His own 
good will. In other terms it is the Holy Spirit bringing the word of power to the 
believer and thus energising and enabling by that power, a power that is at the 
same time synonymous with the Spirit.  
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this ‘praise of works’ into its system, because it has always connected 
the ‘law’ and ‘condemnation’ with each other, and transformed the 
good, gracious, helpful, and acknowledging command of God into 
the rigidity of the ‘law.’ Nevertheless, it has discussed ‘good works’4 
and it could only do so when it really accepted in practice what was 
not always contained in its approach, that God’s good command 
does not just condemn us but also accepts us in Jesus Christ.5 

 
This living and working in the Spirit means—as in Romans 8—
that we do not do works under the law but from ‘the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’, so that we do not have ‘the mind of 
the flesh’. Galatians 5:24 says, ‘And those who belong to Christ 
Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires’. This 
crucifying means (i) the objective crucifixion of the flesh by 
Christ; and (ii) the existential crucifixion of the flesh by the 
believer. That is, through the law he has died to the law (2:19)6 
and so to the flesh (cf. 5:18). Thus it is that, within the objective 
sanctification by God of the believer, existential sanctification 
proceeds as obedience issues from ‘the law of the Spirit’. 
 It is in this Galatian Epistle that Paul speaks of fulfilling ‘the 
law of Christ’ (6:2), and enjoins sowing to the Spirit that which 
will reap eternal life (6:7–8) and  

                                                 
 4  Note also Luther’s treatment in The Liberty of a Christian (Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Australia Inc., Melbourne, n.d.) in which Luther deals with 
good works under the headings, ‘Piety of Faith Precedes Piety of Works’, ‘The 
Doctrine of Good Works’ and ‘Works of Love’. His point is that only a good tree 
brings forth good fruit, and that ‘a Christian lives not in himself but in Christ 
and his neighbour; in Christ by faith and in his neighbour by love’ (p. 31). 
 5  Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, pp. 396–7. 
 6  Here Paul may incorporate two ideas: (i) as in Romans 7:9–10 that he was 
legally slain; and (ii) that he became disillusioned in seeing the law as a means of 
self-justification by doing its works. 
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the doing of good to all men (6:10). These are surely the actions 
and fruits of sanctification. 

Colossians and Sanctification  

 Paul’s Letter to the Colossians7 takes up sanctification in a 
most practical way. We will select the third chapter for 
consideration. In this chapter the writer assumes what is explicated 
more fully in Romans 6, that the believer has been crucified with 
Christ, buried with him and raised again, and he builds on this 
faith basis. The key to the action which is enjoined following this 
objective fact is, ‘For you have died, and your life is hid with 
Christ in God’. On this basis the believer’s life is as hidden as is 
Christ’s—in God. This hiddenness speaks of all life being lived in 
faith (cf. Gal. 2:20; Phil. 1:20), and it leads on to verse 5 where the 
action of mortification8 commences, that is, the putting to death of 
things of the flesh, such as ‘fornication, impurity, passion, evil 
desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry’. The Apostle is giving 
the indicative of Christ’s work and the believer’s life in Christ, but 
then he opens up with the imperative, since the will of the hearer 
must be responsive to the command of God. Paul is saying (as in 
Gal. 5:24) that the believer has died to these fleshly things and so 
must consider them, by faith, to be dead, and to live as one who is 
dead to them (cf. Rom. 6:1–11). Doubtless Romans 8:13 is 
presupposed, that is, that practical mortification is by means of the 
Spirit (‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’). 

                                                 
 7  Some do not see this Letter as from Paul’s hand but from the hand of one 
his disciples. In any case it is ‘Pauline’. 
 8  The section ‘Sanctification’ in Heinrich Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics (trans. 
G. T. Thomson, Allen and Unwin, London, 1950) on pp. 565–80 has excellent 
material on mortification and vivification, especially on pp. 571–4.  
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 A form of mortification is the ‘putting away’ of such things as 
‘anger, wrath, malice, slander, and foul talk’. It is also the causing 
to cease of such things, for example, ‘Do not lie to one another’. 
The basis of such mortification, such putting away and such 
causing to cease, is that the readers have long ago put off the old 
Adamic nature and its works, and have put on the new humanity 
which is dynamically ‘being renewed in knowledge after the 
image of its creator’. The former way of life with its energising by 
evil has been exchanged for the new way of life with its energising 
by God. Verse 11 speaks of the new environment by contrast with 
the old: it is where ‘Christ is all, and in all’. Thus ‘putting away’ 
and ‘mortifying’ spring from the indwelling Christ and the 
believer’s dwelling in Christ (Eph. 3:16; Gal. 2:20). Hence the 
energising of Christ destroys any thought of synergism. 
 Likewise in vivification, where the action of ‘putting on’ that 
which is good, the living of practical holiness is really the living 
out of the law of God, of Christ, of the Spirit; for the things which 
are to be put to death and to be put off are recognisable only by the 
law. Likewise the good things are also recognisable by the law. 
The remainder of the chapter follows logically from mortification 
and vivification, always keeping in mind the life hidden in Christ 
(v. 3), ‘the peace of Christ’ (v.15), ‘the word of Christ’ (v. 16), 
and the fact that everything is done ‘in the name of the Lord Jesus’ 
(v. 17) and that worship of the Father is through him (v. 17). This 
active defeat of the flesh brings with it vital life for the believer, 
and participation in Christ’s own holy life, so that life for us in his 
vicarious humanity is always assured, and though often a battle, 
it is always richly purposive.9 We know that he, for  

                                                 
 9  Paul, having said God’s teleological purpose before time was that we 
should be ‘holy and blameless before him’, reiterates the matter of this condition 
as though it is of great importance. See Ephesians 1:3f., Philippians 1:10, 
Colossians 1:22, and I Thessalonians 5:23–24. 
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his part, is ever interceding for us and that we live because of this 
intercession (Rom. 8:34). 

I Thessalonians and Sanctification  

 In I Thessalonians 2:9–11 Paul points them to the practical 
paradigm of holiness that the apostolic band presented to the 
Thessalonians: ‘You are witnesses, and God also, how holy and 
righteous and blameless was our behaviour to you believers’. He 
then exhorts them to ‘lead a life worthy of God, who calls you into 
his own kingdom and glory’. In 4:1–8 Paul speaks of our holiness 
as the outcome of the calling of God (cf. 2:13–14) and therefore 
that practical holiness regarding chastity and action in marriage 
should comport with such given sanctification. Their sanctification 
is the will of God, so what more can be said. In 5:23–24 he prays: 

 
May the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly; and may your 
spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls you is faithful, and he will do 
it.  

The Pastoral Epistles and Sanctification 

 In I Timothy 1:5 Paul says, ‘the aim of our charge is love that 
issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere faith’. 
The term ‘charge’ here can be translated ‘commandment’, and 
probably is the gospel preaching Paul has given. Of course the 
gospel is a command, but a command which brings the outcome of 
good and true living. A triad of elements here  
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result from the gospel, and combine to bring this true way of life: 
they are ‘a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere faith’. 
These three spring from love—God’s love that comes to us 
through the gospel. In the same chapter Paul goes on to speak of 
those who live a different life. We have already dealt with Paul’s 
discussion of the law as it is laid down for the ungodly, as set out 
in 1:8–11. In verse 8 Paul says, ‘Now we know that the law is 
good, if any one uses it lawfully’. To use it lawfully is to conform 
with it in the sense that the Apostle has set out in the Roman and 
Galatian Epistles, where it is clearly the Law of Christ and the 
Law of Love, whilst being the creational law for true functional 
living—the ‘written, preceptual image of God’. The remainder of 
this Letter is preceptual, and concerns itself with the life of purity 
and true relationships. 
 Especially important is the passage of II Timothy 2:20–22. 
There are echoes of Colossians chapter 3:  

 
In a great house there are not only vessels of gold and silver but also 
of wood and earthenware, and some for noble use and some for 
ignoble. If any man purifies himself from what is ignoble, then he 
will be a vessel for noble use, consecrated and useful to the master of 
the house, ready for any good work. So shun youthful passions and 
aim at righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who 
call upon the Lord from a pure heart. 
 

Here the Apostle calls for maintaining purity by shunning evil in 
its fleshly forms. ‘Purifies himself’ (cf. II Cor. 7:1) does not mean 
a person has the power to do this, for it is ‘by the Spirit’ (Rom. 
8:13) that this is accomplished. That purification is essential is 
clear. Obviously some vessels are unclean and, as such, unworthy 
for use. Whatever is ignoble has no part in true holiness of life. 
‘Noble use’ is a high thought, ‘consecrated’ means set apart, and 
in the ‘great house’  



T H E  L A W  O F  E T E R N A L  D E L I G H T  

162 

of the new temple this one is useful to the Master, and ‘ready for 
any good work’. Similarly in I Corinthians 3:16f., Paul speaks of 
destroying or defiling God’s temple by impurity. Likewise the 
Book of the Revelation makes it clear in the last two chapters that 
nothing that is impure or defiles will be permitted within the Holy 
City. 

Titus and Sanctification 

 In Titus Paul gives the key to holiness of life. In 1:15 he says, 
‘To the pure [in heart] all things are pure, but to the corrupt and 
unbelieving nothing is pure; their very minds . . . are corrupted’. In 
2:11–14 (cf. 3:4–7) Paul shows that purity of life flows from the 
discipline (‘teaching’, ‘instruction’) of grace. God’s aim in Christ 
is to ‘redeem us from all iniquity and to purify for himself a 
people of his own who are zealous for good deeds’. Paul had dealt 
with this matter in Second Corinthians, for in 6:14 – 7:1 he had 
quoted from Isaiah 52:11 and Hosea 1:10, and both aspects of call-
ing—gratuitous sanctification and practical holiness by 
mortification—were used because the people were to be a holy 
community. 
 Worth noting in Pauline teaching is the fact that love and 
holiness are linked.10 In Philippians 1:9–11 he prays: 

 
And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with 
knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is 
excellent, and may be pure and blameless for the day of  

                                                 
 10  Luther in his book The Liberty of a Christian (pp. 26f.) under the heading of 
‘Works of Love’ quotes Galatians 5:6 (‘faith working through love’) and 
Philippians 2:1–4 (mutual loving and care by the brethren) in regard to true 
works. For Luther, works of faith done in love are authentic works, though 
never the means of justification.  
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Jesus Christ, filled with the fruits of righteousness which come 
through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God. 
 

 
Here the eschatological outcome of holiness is related to the 
present action of love. Likewise in First Thessalonians 3:12–13 he 
has the same principle in mind: 

 
May the Lord make you increase and abound in love to one another 
and to all men, as we do to you, so that he may establish your hearts 
unblamable in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of 
our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 

Conclusion to the Pauline Doctrines of Law,  
Justification and Sanctification 

Our purpose in these last few pages has been to present the 
doctrines of law, justification and sanctification from the Pauline 
point of view. Other New Testament writers also take up these 
themes, and we have dealt lightly with their treatments,11 but our  

                                                 
 11  The writer of Hebrews opens up the doctrine of sanctification but not in 
quite the same terms as the Pauline treatment. In 2:10–11 he presents Christ as 
Sanctifier. Having spoken of the initiative taken by the Father to bring many 
sons into glory through Christ’s death, he says, ‘For he who sanctifies and those 
who are sanctified have all one origin’, and he then shows that the incarnation 
was necessary for Christ to become the true high priest in order to offer 
propitiation for our salvation. The writer shows that the new covenant under 
Christ—as against the former covenant—brings salvation. Having shown that 
the law—virtually the Mosaic Covenant—was but a shadow of the good things 
to come, the New Covenant, he then proceeds to speak of the will of Jesus to do 
the Father’s will, God having prepared a body for him which he offers—that is, 
himself—as an oblation, and concludes: 
 

And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ 
once for all. And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same 
sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all times a 
single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, then to wait until his 
enemies should be made a stool for his feet. For by a single offering he has perfected 
for all time those who are sanctified (10:10–14). 
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purpose in these previous chapters has been to show that, whilst 
justification is by grace and received through faith, the law is not 
thereby abrogated, and that sanctification which is no less 
gratuitous than justification is somehow still essentially and 
irretrievably one with the law. We have sought to show that law-
keeping is not of itself the way to sanctification. Such law-keeping 
would then be the same as the old system of justification by works 
of the law. We are not justified by being sanctified, for both 
justification and sanctification are gifts of God to faith. There is a 
transformation which comes in the ordo salutis which gives us a 
totally new view of law. It is this we will attempt to see in our next 
chapter, ‘The Glory of the Law of the Triune God’.  

                                                                                                             
 It has been pointed out that the writer’s use of the word ‘sanctified’ almost 
parallels Paul’s use of the word ‘justified’. It would not be strictly correct to say 
this, but for Paul all who are justified are sanctified: they are ‘the saints’. The 
writer of Hebrews twice includes the passage of Jeremiah 31:31–34 which speaks 
of the new law written in the heart—something like Paul’s use of the term 
‘fleshy tables of the heart’, where the New Covenant is written (II Cor. 3:3f., AV). 
The writer sees the offering of propitiation as liberating the sanctified into the 
action of the law of God set into their hearts, and so practical holiness results 
from the purifying of the dead works of the conscience to do the law, the perfect 
will of God for His people. 
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The  Glory  of  the  Law of  the  
Triune  God—I 

The Law of the Triune God 

What we would most naturally think that we would read under a 
heading such as this is that the law of God was initiated and 
formulated by the Father, the Son and the Spirit, and whilst this 
may well be true, and indeed must be true, we are not immediately 
dealing with it in this manner. What we are about is seeing that the 
Persons of the Triune Godhead constitute in their relationship the 
law of their own Being and Life. Because we who contemplate 
these things and try to write them, are human, our words are of 
necessity fumbling and inadequate. We are within ourselves 
people who live in the mystery of God, and the mystery of God is 
not a systematic or a biblical theology. As we live in the mystery 
of God—and this is not just mysticism or a mystical experience—
we know God, but because He is eternal and in Him alone dwells 
immortality we do not have the capacity or ability to formulate the 
truth. Yes, God is pleased as  
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part of His grace, to give us insights into Himself, for it is life 
eternal to know him, and He is also pleased to give us some ability 
to communicate to others what He has shown to us. 
 So what we are saying is that there is the law by which the 
Persons coinhere, coexist, have communion and are the One True 
God. Immediately we might think of such a law as an entity which 
is essential for true Triune living and if that were the case, then the 
law would make the Godhead a quaternity. As we have previously 
pointed out, love is not a dynamic entity which holds the Three 
together in unity. If it were then love would be a quaternity. The 
Father is love, the Son is the Son of His love and the Holy Spirit—
the Spirit of the Father and the Son—is the Spirit of love. In this 
sense the Father is the fons divinitatis of love, and so the Godhead 
is love: ‘God is love’. In respect to this glorious law of the 
Godhead we are saying the law is the way, the torah of the Per-
sons, and as such the expression of their being. Thus this law of 
God is not a quaternity, not a fourth entity which conditions the 
Life and Being of the Triune Godhead. Thus this law of God is not 
a law from God, given to Man, but is the law of God, that is, of 
God Himself. We must grasp this fact or the remainder of this 
study will not make sense. The law that is given to Man which we 
call ‘the law of God’ is the way the innate law of God is 
transcribed for Man in his being, living and doing.  
 What, then, is this law of God, and how can we know it? 
Whatever we were in creation prior to the Fall, it is certain we 
were wholly in the image of God, and to be that living, personal 
image of God must have meant that in our affinity with Him we 
had within us true knowledge of God. That true knowledge would 
have had to be linked with the glorious  
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law of the Triune God. It would have had to flow from that 
affinity with God and be part of it. In the sense that Man could 
know God, and to the limits of that knowledge, Man must have 
known the law of God and have known it innately without the 
necessity for it to be written. Thus, as with God, so with Man: 
Man would know the law by which God lived and ever lives. That 
for Man would become the ‘like law’ for his own living, and his 
living would be with God and with his fellow-creatures. 

‘Man Is the Living, Personal Image of God:  
The Law Is the Written, Preceptual Image  

of God’ 

This heading is a sentence taken from J. A. Motyer’s article ‘The 
Biblical Concept of Law’ in The Evangelical Dictionary of 
Theology,1 and a most enlightening one it is. Roughly speaking, 
Motyer argues from a statement such as, ‘You shall be holy, for I 
the Lord your God am holy’, that as God is intrinsically so we 
should be like Him because we are in His image.2 Thus as He is 
holy so we should be holy. God’s law is intrinsic to Himself, but 
Man is dependent upon God to live out his life in the way that God 
ordains it as the expression of His own life and Being. Thus the 
law  

                                                 
 1  Motyer, ‘The Biblical Concept of Law’, pp. 623–5. 
 2  Of course the fact must be that since we are ontologically designed in His 
image then to refuse that image, to go counter to it, to deny it, and to try to live 
in another way—say the way of idolatry—must mean incredible ontological 
pain, the pain of denying our ontological nature. We cannot un-be, or undo 
what we are, but we can seek to deny and refuse what we are. To delight to do 
His will is to delight to do His law, and that is to be ontological.  
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which we call ‘creational’ or ‘primary’ is a transcription of the 
Divine into the human. God, so to speak, goes about His law in the 
Divine way, and Man goes about it in the human way.  
 I understand by Motyer’s sentence and his contextual 
discussion that God has placed this Divine law in Man’s heart, as 
it must work for the human community. The ability of a human 
being to carry out that law is also given in creation, provided Man 
remains true Man and draws his powers from God to be obedient, 
and such powers work naturally in the relationship of Man as he 
coinheres in God and God coinheres in Man and not otherwise. 
This coinhering we call ‘communion’, and this is the only context 
of true law obedience and its motivation is intrinsic to the rela-
tionship. 
 E. F. Kevan, in his monograph Keep His Commandments,3 
says something similar. He writes: 

 
God is consistent with himself. The law of God written in man at his 
constitution which requires his moral likeness to God, can have been 
no other than the transcript of God’s perfections in the form of moral 
demands. Further, because man was made in God’s image, the moral 
Law written within him must be a part of that image.4 
 

He adds: 
 
When the Decalogue is examined, it is found to embody the highest 
conceivable ideas of worship and life; in other words, it expressed 
the same ‘image of God’ which is reflected in the primary Law of 
man’s being. 

                                                 
 3  E. F. Kevan, Keep His Commandments, Tyndale Press, London, 1964, p.  9.  
 4  Kevan has argued that this moral law which he calls the primary law is in 
the heart of all, no matter what opposition to it has come from the Fall. He 
presupposes that the law did not have to be written since it was part of Man as 
the image of God, and that the writing of it at Mount Sinai was to promulgate it 
in written form to all humanity, even though it was primarily, covenantally 
presented to the nation of Israel at that time. 
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What we are saying here is surely that Man could not be in the 
image of God and in the community of humanity—which is true 
humanity—and live simply by some law which God might make 
in order to save Man from confusion or having, himself, to devise 
his laws to fit his own condition. Such a thought is inconceivable 
as a reality. No: God is pleased to give Man participation in the 
only law which is, namely the law of His Being, the law of the 
Community of the Godhead. This torah of God, which is God 
Himself in action, is the true Way for Man His image, but then 
Man on his level of creaturehood and not possessing Divine being. 
The law, being innate in Man, does not have to be spelled out, but 
it is no less knowable and keepable law because of that fact. When 
it is spelled out by God as ‘the ten words’ then there can be no 
mistake, and no going back to a time of an ‘unwritten pre-
ceptualised image of God’. So to speak, the die is cast. Law 
confronts Man, and we have seen that both in Israel and in the 
proclamation of the Gospel in the New Testament, it is this law 
which brings transgressions to light, exacerbates Man to sin,5 and 
in his sinning, brings knowledge of sin, works wrath, damns him 
and then leads him to Christ by shutting him up to faith. If Man 
will not have the fair, the moral, the holy preceptual living side of 
law, he must have its ruthless, hard and lethal side. In one sense 
the choice lies with him. 
 

                                                 
 5  We have seen, previously, that according to Romans 7:5–12 the law which 
is holy, just and good, does not encourage humanity to sin, but nevertheless, 
‘Apart from the law sin lies dead’, and in this sense the law gives power to sin. 
Sin uses the law in order to increase Man in his sinning, yet the purpose of the 
law is to get sin to overstep itself ‘in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and 
through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure’. Thus sin is 
exposed for what it is. We cannot lay the actual sinning to the charge of the law. 
The sinner is accountable for this. 
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This Law Is Spiritual 

 In Romans 7:14 Paul says, ‘We know that the law is spiritual; 
but I am carnal, sold under sin’ (RSV). The NRSV translates, ‘For 
we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into 
slavery under sin’. He appears to be talking about the habitual 
state of the law, and of Man in relation to that law, but then Man 
operative as a sinner. Intrinsic to fallen Man is a state of 
fleshliness.6 Romans 7 is speaking, surely, not of an unredeemed 
sinner but of a person who is justified yet finds he cannot keep the 
law of himself. He delights in the law of God in his inmost self (v. 
22) and thus places himself in the category of the man of Psalm 1. 
Because of his innate sarkinos state he is of a quality other than 
the law of God. We cannot compare the two: we can only 
differentiate. 
 The law, then, for Paul, and within the New Covenant, within 
the state and life of the church, is spiritual—‘So the law is holy, 
and the commandment is holy and just and good’, and ‘the law is 
spiritual’ (vv. 12, 14). These terms are very high ones—‘spiritual’,  

                                                 
 6  It is noteworthy that Paul here uses the contrast of pneumatikos and sarkinos 
when it might be expected he would use sarkikos. In I Corinthians 3:1–3 he 
describes the initial state of newborn believers as their being pneumatikois and 
yet sarkinoi, that is, ‘infants [nepois] in Christ’;, but when they deliberately refuse 
to grow they are then described as sarkikoi, and this is a reprehensible state: the 
term pneumatikoi fades from the discussion as though it were being opposed by 
the stronger term sarkikoi. The first state does not seem to be reprehensible, but 
just defines how human beings are, that is, fleshly or human without evil 
connotation. The second state is one which is deliberately espoused and so is 
reprehensible; For this reason Archbishop Trench in his Synonyms of the New 
Testament (Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., London, 1894, pp.  272–5) makes 
out a case for a difference in the contextual meanings of sarkinos and sarkikos. 
Man as created and as having to be dependent upon God for his moral living 
may be said to be innately sarkinos, that is, without moral strength of himself. 
This in no way implies evil, but describes Man’s being as Man, his being which 
is contingent upon his Creator.  

T H E  G L O R Y  O F  T H E  L A W  O F  T H E  T R I U N E  G O D — I  

171 

‘holy’, ‘just’, ‘good’—and no higher ones are possible. This all 
points to what we have been saying above, that it is ‘the law of 
God’ (cf. 8:1–8), but then the law of God as Man knew it fully in 
its primary state and as he is now confronted with it as ‘the 
written, preceptual image of God’ corresponding to the intrinsic 
law of the Triune Godhead but made intelligible, functional and 
operative to Man as God’s ‘living, personal image’. 
 When we speak of ‘Man’ we are not speaking just of a man or 
a woman or even these two together, but we are speaking of all 
humanity. We speak of humanity as a corporate entity, as being a 
community, so that the law of God which is essential to the proper 
being of this community is the only law it can know as authentic 
law. Whatever laws Man devises, even those which pertain to the 
given law of God, are not in the full sense God’s law. Thus they 
are not spiritual. They may be devised and may be provisional but 
they are Kiriathnever ontological. Only what obtains in the 
Godhead is ontological and so spiritual. Such a law is immutable 
by nature of the case. 
 If we say that God’s law is immutable we are not meaning it is 
rigidly static, but that its dynamic nature can only obtain because 
it obtains within the Godhead and so obtains in Man because of 
Man’s communion with God. Such a law could never change: 
God’s nature would first have to change before such a change in the 
law could take place, and this is not possible. 

What Is ‘The Glorious Law of the Triune God’?  

Can we now enter into the Presence of the Triune Unity and 
Community? Can we understand the Triune and can we—to quote 
Karl Barth—‘get behind God’? God is ineffable and we know 
Him only as He is  
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pleased to reveal Himself. We speak of Him as being 
‘transcendent’. We use the word ‘transcendent’ to indicate how far 
above Man is God, not simply spatially but in nature of being, but 
perhaps transcendent is not the best word. Perhaps the terms ‘high’ 
and ‘lofty’ are better words (cf. Isa. 55:9; 57:15) for they indicate 
a distance in quality of being and nature between God and Man, 
and yet God dwells ‘with him who is of a contrite and humble 
spirit’. The ‘Presence’ was—and is—always part of God’s 
dealings with His people. He dwells in their midst. Even so, we 
ask whether we can enter this Presence and survey ‘the glorious 
law of the Triune God’ and comprehend it by our human powers 
of investigation. In one sense we cannot, for He ‘alone has 
immortality’ which by nature we do not have, and He ‘dwells in 
unapproachable light’ which we assume would blind us. Yet we 
can, and must, know God. There is even a sense in which His law 
makes us as one with Him. 
 Surely the mystery lies in the fact that God is love. His very 
creation of us bids us love Him. We should not need to be told 
this. That He loves us is borne out by creation. His intentions for 
us in creation can only be those of love. His intentions for us in 
redemption seal the matter. The declarations that God is love are 
made explicitly in the New Testament but they are there implicitly 
in the Old Testament, especially in the Book of Deuteronomy in 
His covenant of love, and the truth is spread throughout the history 
of Israel and the utterances of the prophets.7 

                                                 
 7  The Scriptures do not seem to be given to what we call ‘theological statements’. 
‘I am holy’ is not, as such, a theological statement. It is a practical one, demanding 
that God’s people be likewise holy. Whilst John in his First Epistle twice says, ‘God is 
love’, he is not intending a theological insight, but is calling for believers to live in 
this love, drawing on its Source, the Father Himself. In the Old Testament, God 
continually insists on His love for His people; that He will not let them go, even 
when they sin deeply. He expects the response of their love and even 
circumcises their heart so that they will love Him. Of course no other conclusion 
can be made other than that He is love. 
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 When we come to the passage of I John 4:7–10 we have the 
matter very clearly:  

 
Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who 
loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love does 
not know God; for God is love. In this the love of God was made 
manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so 
that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved 
God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for 
our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one 
another. No man has ever seen God; if we love one another, God 
abides in us and his love is perfected in us. 
 

We are told, ‘God is love’. More than this cannot be said. We are 
told, ‘love is of God’. Love has no other Source but the Father, 
and there is no other source for true human love. In I John 5:2–3 
we are told: 

 
By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God 
and obey his commandments. For this is the love of God, that we 
keep his commandments. And his commandments are not 
burdensome.8 

                                                 
 8  This verse needs careful exegesis. Is John saying, as in the NEB, ‘For to love 
God is to keep his commands’, or is he saying as in the NRSV ‘For the love of 
God is this, that we obey his commandments’? The JB has, ‘if we love God 
himself and do what he has commanded; this is what loving God is—keeping 
his commandments’. Is the preposition ‘of’, here, objective or subjective? Most 
translations come down on the objective. It is our love for God. The whole 
context is saying that if we love God we will keep His commandments, and John 
has shown (in 4:10) that we only love because He first loved us, so our love does 
not spring from any other source or impetus but His. It is clear that if we do not 
keep His commandments then we do not love. Can, however, the preposition be 
taken as subjective, and so mean ‘that we keep his commandments’ be 
epexegetical of ‘this is the love of God’? That is, that as Jesus, Paul and James all 
say, ‘Love is the fulfilling of the law’, so the way of love is obeying the law. It 
seems to me that a good case can be made out for the subjective genitive, and if 
so, then the verse is confirmatory of I John 2:3–6 where to know God is to have 
God’s love perfected in one as it is also to keep His commandments. 
Incidentally, whilst the RSV translates the objective genitive in I John 2:5, the 
NRSV translates it as a subjective genitive. It seems to me that John’s primary 
emphasis is on God’s love for us, and that he is seeking to reveal what that love 
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 Almost parallel with these two verses is the passage of I John 
2:3–6: 

 
And by this we may be sure that we know him, if we keep his 
commandments. He who says ‘I know him’ but disobeys his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him; but whoever 
keeps his word, in him truly love for God is perfected. By this we 
may be sure that we are in him: he who says he abides in him ought 
to walk in the same way in which he walked. 
 

Put together, these two passages add up to the following: to know 
God is to know Him as love, and to know Him as love is to keep 
His commandments. In keeping His commandments, God’s love 
in the believer is perfected (2:5; 4:12: RSV uses the objective 
genitive for ‘love of God’, but NRSV has the subjective genitive, 
that is, ‘God’s love’, and this seems correct). When the believer 
obeys the commandments he —or she—is walking fully in the law 
of the Lord.  
 The love of God is then this, ‘that we keep his 
commandments’. Nothing could be clearer. We have seen that 
love is the fulfilling of the law. We have seen that the law of the 
Father, of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is the law of love. Thus 
the law of God is the law of love, so that within the Community of 
the Godhead the law of God is love, and this is the law of that 
Divine Community. Yes, we are admitted into the knowledge of 
the Godhead as love, and so into the knowledge of the law of God, 
love. Yes, but having said this our minds must not slide into 
human mode, or even theological mode. We must not think we 
know what love is: it is like thinking we know who God is. Love 
is the mystery in which we must live, not the quality we must 
analyse, examine and bring to a conclusion as to its nature. If we 
can compare the spiritual mysteries then we must say this is the 
greatest mystery and that, indeed, it embraces all mysteries. 
 We may see in a functional sense that law is eminently 
reasonable if it works out in the way of love, but that could simply 

                                                                                                             
is. Our love for God is a response dependent upon the Divine initiative in loving 
us.  
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be a rationalisation of it—even its justification—and that is not 
enough. It may be our attempt to rationalise what we have refused 
to come up against, namely that we buck against commands, react 
to authority—‘I am the LORD’—and hate law in the sense that it is 
something under which we have to come in subjection. Our egos 
seem to be trampled on by law: we seem to be cruelly restricted: 
we seem to have freedom truncated: our wills are stifled and our 
plans are limited. If ‘love’ is an overall liberation from these 
things then we will gladly have it. We even think we deserve it, 
but we are missing the heart of the matter, that is, the law is of the 
nature of God, and so is essential to that true living, which is the 
palpable, living, personal image of God working its life out in 
obedience to ‘the written preceptual image of God’, the law. In 
this, God’s lines as God become ours as humans, and His will is so 
precious, so holy, so real, that not to obey is the deepest of pain, 
the most irrational act we could imagine. So, for this reason, we 
must look at the matter of love, the matter of the law as love. 
 



The Law of Eternal Delight 

176 

17 

The Glory  of  the  Law of  the  
Triune  God—II  

The Law of Love, the Law of God 

 
Our comprehension of God’s law as the law of love inducts us into 
some understanding of the law of God where the preposition is 
seen as subjective. God is love and thus His law is love, the law 
which is the expression of His being, firstly within the Godhead 
(ad intra), and then in those works we call ad extra, the works 
which are manifest towards His universe in creation, in 
providence, in redemption and ultimately in the glorification of 
that creation.1 We have secured ourselves against thinking of God 
obeying a law which is an entity distinct from Him and existing—
so to speak—over and against Him. We have also warned 
ourselves against thinking of God’s love in  

                                                 
 1  Some theologians do not see a distinction between ad intra and ad extra, but 
take all the works of the Triune God to be those of Himself, and, so to speak, as 
works simply within and of the Community of the Three Persons as One God. 
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terms of the human love we know and of reading that back into the 
Godhead, as though it were of the nature of the Godhead. Because 
of the Fall, Man cannot know God’s love as it is—as He is—since 
this is known only to redeemed Man, and only by the revelation 
Christ brings of the Divine love, the love often called in the New 
Testament by the word agape.2 
 The question is whether we are permitted to see and know this 
love as it is operative and expressed within the Triune Godhead. 
John the Apostle wrote, ‘No one has ever seen God; the only Son 
who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known’. Jesus 
claimed that he was the way, the truth and the life, and that no one 
could come to the Father but by him, and that whoever had seen 
him had seen the Father. He claimed that he and the Father were 
one. John’s words concerning him were, ‘And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld 
his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father’. 
 The Son came as the revelation of the Father but the Father 
had first to reveal the Son. Jesus said:  
 

No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 
him . . . This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless it is 
granted him by the Father (John 6:44, 65). 

 
On another occasion he said: 
 

All things have been delivered to me by my Father; and no one 
knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except 
the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him (Matt. 
11:27). 

 

                                                 
 2  We need not, here, enter into discussion of the difference between the love 
of fallen human persons and Divine love. Only Divine love can be authentic for 
God and Man. Redeemed Man is flooded with God’s love by the Holy Spirit 
(Rom. 5:5). He has come to see this love and know it by God’s redemptive act in 
His Son (I John 4:9–10) and in knowing it, has been born of God (I John 4:7–8).  
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These things being so, we have a revelation of these two Persons 
of the Godhead and their relationships. As the Son is the Revelator 
of the Father, and the Father the Revelator of the Son, so the Holy 
Spirit is the Revelator of them both. In John 16:13–15 he is to lead 
the believers into all the truth, and is to glorify both the Father and 
the Son.  
 These things being given, it is clear that the Father has 
pleased, through His Son and His Spirit, to give us revelations of 
the nature of relationships between the Three Persons. The Son in 
the bosom of the Father has declared Him. The Holy Spirit has 
taken the things of the Son and shown them to us, but then the 
things of the Son are also the things of the Father, so that the Holy 
Spirit has also shown us the things of the Father. This makes sense 
of Jesus saying that whoever has seen him has seen the Father. 

Revelation of the Relationships  
of the Triune God 

It is clear from the Synoptic Gospels that Jesus is always presented 
as truly man, and not as some demi-god. As Son of Man and Son 
of God3 he ministers in  

                                                 
 3   By the statement ‘Son of Man and Son of God’ we are not saying that 
Christ accomplished the work he did in the power of his deity. We do not 
understand the mystery of the co-existence of humanity and deity in the one 
person of Jesus, nor the relationship of these two in his life and ministry. What 
we do have to grasp is that his humanity was true, and he worked as a human 
being, dependent upon His Father and the Holy Spirit for the aid that humanity 
required. The terms ‘Son of Man’ and ‘Son of God’ we do not here explicate, and 
the understanding of them by his followers was certainly not the understanding 
we now have in hindsight and through the theological outworking of them in 
history. ‘Son of God’ may simply have meant—especially in the Synoptic 
Gospels—‘the Messiah’. Even so, true understanding of ‘Messiah’ would have 
meant that Jesus, being man, was yet not limited in his office to that manhood.  
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Galilee and is crucified in Jerusalem and there rises again and 
ascends to the Father. His humanity is never in doubt, though his 
Deity seems sometimes to be under veils. The apostles and the 
early church believed him to be the Son of God, and the term ‘Son 
of God’, whatever meaning it may have had for his followers 
during his time of ministry, certainly came to mean that he was 
God—the Son with the Father. 

Relational Problems Related to Superordination and 
Subordination 

 What could be confusing is whether Jesus, in talking of his 
relationship with his Father, was speaking as incarnate Man, and so was, 
as Man, in a subordinate position to the heavenly Father, or whether as 
the Son prior to his incarnation he was subordinate to the Father. On the 
occasion when he said, ‘My Father . . . is greater than I’, did this refer to 
his perpetual standing with the Father, that is, both prior to his 
incarnation and in his incarnation? This of course raises the whole 
question of the nature of the Trinity and the principle of the 
superordination of the Father and the subordination of the Son. I have 
dealt with this elsewhere,4 and as the matter is greatly debated by Trini-
tarian theologians and is far beyond the scope of our present study, we 
cannot greatly enter into this debate.  

                                                 
 4  See my All Things Are Yours (NCPI, Blackwood, 1991), especially chapter 
10, ‘The Matter of Hierarchy—Functional and Relational’ and the Appendix, 
‘Superordination and Subordination’, the latter being taken from my 
unpublished thesis ‘The Glory of God and Human Relationships’. In these 
writings I have tried to show that the key to understanding Trinitarian rela-
tionships is not a noetic one, as such, but demands an existential knowledge of 
God as love, and requires personal, intimate communion with God Himself. The 
title of John D. Zizioulas’s book Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the 
Church (Darton, Longman and Todd, London, 1985) is a great statement about 
true being, whether human or Divine. Apart from communion there is no 
knowledge of another, and so no true relationship. 
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Even so, we must say that human discussion of the mystery of the 
Trinity is greatly influenced by humanist views of the equality of 
all human beings, and the dislike of forms of authority and 
government other than the democratic one.5 It is difficult even to 
speak of authority, hierarchy, superordination and subordination 
within a hierarchy, without these being regarded from the 
standpoint of human analogies. To read up into the Divine mystery 
of the Trinity our fallen human transcripts of that mystery is 
immediately to prejudice genuine discussion. 
 We will now seek to proceed with perceiving the relationships 
within the Divine Family, the Community of the Three Persons, as 
the Scriptures would appear to reveal them. 

Perceiving the Relationships of the  
Triune Godhead 

In John 17 Jesus reveals much of what we might call his 
preincarnational fellowship with the Father. Recognising that the 
Three Persons coinhere one another and all Three are ‘other-
person regarding’ within the Triune unity, the words of Jesus do 
not come strangely to us in the text of verses 20–26: 

                                                 
 5  The major objection to the superordination–subordination principle is that 
it presupposes superiority and inferiority in planes of living and ability in 
working. This objection could have many psychological causes, or may be seen 
to rise from our sinfulness. The relationship of the Son and the Father has no 
suggestion of the superiority–inferiority problem. As we will see, all Members of 
the Godhead serve one another, and true greatness lies in serving. I have noticed 
that there is a human blindness which will never receive this kind of 
explanation. We want to be superior, and we do not want to be inferior and 
insist that equality is the only way of life that can be acceptable. Equality as seen 
in this light may prove to be illusory.  
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I do not pray for these only, but also for those who believe in me 
through their word, that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, 
art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world 
may believe that thou hast sent me. The glory which thou hast given 
me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I 
in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that 
the world may know that thou hast sent me and hast loved them 
even as thou hast loved me. Father, I desire that they also, whom 
thou hast given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory 
which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of 
the world. O righteous Father, the world has not known thee, but I 
have known thee; and these know that thou hast sent me. I made 
known to them thy name, and I will make it known, that the love 
with which thou hast loved me may be in them, and I in them. 

 
 The Son is in the Father, the Father is in the Son. This is the 
true communion: the true communion Jesus’ people may know 
can only be this, and in this manner. The Father has given glory to 
the Son, and the Son wishes his people to behold that glory when 
they will be with him, that is, where the Father now is. That same 
glory the Son has given to his people for this purpose—that they 
may be one even as we are one. That is, that they may enter into 
communion with the Godhead. If there be such things as law, 
authority, hierarchy, superordination and subordination, then they 
will only, ever, be understood within the mystery of the 
communion with the Godhead, and that communion is the gift of 
God. If we can talk about a key to understanding the relationships 
within the Godhead, then this is it.  

The Law of Life of the Godhead 

The Godhead does not consist of three divine monads who are 
cemented by some metaphysical quality called  
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‘love’ and held together in and by a common purpose. At best, 
such a ‘godhead’ would the tri-theistic. The Godhead is not one 
Person operating in three modes—modalism. Within the plurality 
of the Godhead there is Divine sociality: sociality that is com-
prised of the differentiations of the particularities of each of the 
Persons. It is evident that the Father, as Father, is Son-centred. So 
we have that ‘the Father loves the Son’. The Son, as Son, is 
Father-centred. So we have ‘that the world may know that I love 
the Father’. We also have ‘I and the Father are one’, as we have 
‘that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I 
am in the Father’.6 The Father and the Son are glorified by the 
Spirit, who is the Spirit of the Father and the Spirit of the Son. The 
Father sends the Spirit at Pentecost, according to the prayers of the 
Son, yet the Son also sends him.7 The Spirit is Father-centred and 
Son-centred. 

The Operative Law of the Relational Community 

 In the law of Love—the torah of the Godhead—the Three 
Persons mutually interserve one another, and they do this in the 
following manner: 
(a)  They honour or glorify one another; 
(b)  They serve one another; 
(c)  They give to one another; and 
(d)  They receive from one another. 

Mutual Glorification 

 To give glory to a person or object is not to add to the quality 
of that person or thing. It is simply to set 

                                                 
 6  John 3:35; 14:31; 10:30, 38. 
 7  Matthew 10:20; John 14:16, 26; 16:7, 12–15; Acts 2:33; Galatians 4:6. 
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forth or confess what the person or thing is. It is to give the 
appropriate worth intrinsic to the object. In Romans 1:21 we see 
the essential evil of Man who ‘did not honour him as God’. We 
might say that as fons divinitatis the Father honours the Son. 
Honour that comes ‘from above’ is true honour. This honouring 
can be seen in the following references: 
 

For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to 
have life in himself, and has given him authority to execute 
judgment, because he is the Son of man. 

 
. . . the Father loves the Son, and has given all things into his hands. 

 
All things have been delivered to me by my Father. 

 
Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hand s  . . . 

 
. . . thou hast given him power over all flesh, to give eternal life to all 
whom thou hast given him. 

 
Now is the Son of man glorified .  

 
 The writer of II Peter refers back to the glorification of the 
Son by the Father at the Transfiguration which he had witnessed: 
 

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known 
to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were 
eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor and glory 
from God the Father and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic 
Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,’ we 
heard this voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the 
holy mountain. And we have the prophetic word made more sure. 
You will do well to pay attention to this as to a lamp shining in a 
dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your 
hearts (II Pet. 1:16–19).  

 
 The Son honours the Father, ‘Now is the Son of man glorified 
and in him God is glorified’. In John 12:28, just prior to the event 
of the Cross, Jesus cried,  
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‘Father, glorify thy name’. The answer was, ‘I have glorified it, 
and I will glorify it again’. When would He glorify it? In the event 
of the Cross. Jesus said in his high-priestly prayer, ‘Father, the 
hour has come; glorify thy Son that the Son may glorify thee’. In 
all that he was and did, Jesus glorified the Father, always con-
scious that the Father had given him glory. 
 The work of the Spirit was to glorify both Father and Son. His 
identification with the Son in all that he was and did—Jesus’ birth, 
baptism, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension—was giving 
honour to the Son. Pentecost began what some call ‘the age of the 
Spirit’, for this is the era in which the work of redemption is made 
clear to the world. John 16:13–15 speaks of his double 
glorification of the Father and the Son. 
 The Father and the Son, for their part, honour the Holy Spirit. 
The outpouring of the Spirit was part of John the Baptist’s 
message, and Jesus recognised the anticipation of this event in the 
lives of his followers, ‘Shall not the Father give the Holy Spirit to 
them that ask him?’ (cf. Luke 11:13). Hence, on the night of his 
betrayal he spoke constantly of the Spirit, lauding him as 
Remembrancer, Teacher, Advocate and Glorifier. 
 Some of the strongest words he spoke relate to the 
honour of the Holy Spirit: 

 
Therefore, I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, 
but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. And 
whoever says a word against the Son of man will be forgiven; but 
whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in 
this age or the age to come (Matt. 12:31–32). 
 

This is a solemn assertion of how all humanity must honour the 
Spirit, even in a sense above the Son of Man, and it is couched in 
the Scriptures which speak of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of life 
and resurrection; the Spirit of creation; the burning sevenfold 
Spirit  
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before the throne of God, who is the eyes and horns of the Lamb 
that was slain, and who goes out into all the world; who is the 
Spirit of holiness and the Spirit of judgment and burning. 

Mutual Serving 

 In John 5:17 Jesus said, ‘My Father is working still, and I am 
working’, which could be paraphrased, ‘My Father has always 
gone on working, has ever been at work, and it is the same with 
me. I work ever with Him’. The working is for creation and 
redemption, but we are pointed to ‘times eternal’ when the Father 
in His love gave glory to His Son. In this sense He served His Son. 
He prepared him for his incarnation, making for him a body that 
would serve as the highest oblation offered in all time and eternity. 
He served him in teaching him the full meaning of perfection 
through suffering, that he might be the perfect propitiation for the 
sins of humanity.8 He served him by ever being with him in his 
life and ministry; first in sending him to be born of a woman, born 
under the law; then in His own house of prayer, in his baptism, in 
attention to the Son’s life of prayer and intercession, and in all of 
his ministry, so that the Son could say, ‘And he who sent me is 
with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing 
to him’; ‘ I am not alone, for the Father is with me’. 
 The Son’s serving of the Father is, in fact, his whole life. He 
concurs with the Father’s will for him to come into the world and 
says, ‘.  .  .  “Lo, I have come to do thy will, O God,” as it is 
written of me in the roll of the book’.9 He does nothing but what 
the Father shows  

                                                 
 8  John 17:24; Hebrews 2:10; 5:7–9; 10:5. 

 9  Hebrews 10:5–10; cf. Psalm 40:6–8. This, in fact, is doing the law of the 
Father, for in Psalm 40:6–8 doing the will of God is obeying His law. 
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him, and in doing such is the true and perfect Son. He serves the 
Father by being the revelation to sinful humanity of the love of the 
Father in redemption. The attitude of serving is innate, for he is 
the Suffering Servant as well as the obedient Son. His obedience is 
‘even unto the death of the Cross’, no matter how we may 
interpret his seeming reluctance for death in Gethsemane. Jesus 
had told his disciples, ‘My food is to do the will of him who sent 
me, and to accomplish his work’. There can be no doubt but that 
from the Father’s point of view the Son served Him most highly in 
the dreadful but powerful death of the Cross. Ascended and 
reigning, the Son ever serves in working out the redemption and 
regeneration of creation. All that he does is ‘to the glory of God 
the Father’, for he gives the Kingdom to the Father, ‘that God may 
be all in all’.10 
 No one would ever question the serving ministry of the Spirit. 
He can be said to always attend on the Father and the Son. His 
ministry is one of revelation and glorification, and it is he who 
carries out the work of conviction of sin, righteousness and 
judgment, that the world may come to see the Father and the Son, 
receive redemption and obey God. With the Father and the Son, 
the Spirit conserves in all the works of creation, redemption and 
the final regeneration of all things. 

Mutual Giving 

 In John 17 the verb ‘to give’ is used some eleven times of the 
Father giving to the Son. He has given him glory, the body of elect 
ones, authority over all flesh, the special words of life, and His 
name which 

                                                 
 10  See Philippians 2:9–11; I Corinthians 15:24–28 (AV). 
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 is ‘Father’. The Son receives these great gifts from the Father, and 
in turn gives them to the disciples, and then—on beyond them—to 
the stream of elect humanity which flows as the fruit of the Cross. 
In John 17:7–8 he says: 
 

Now they know that everything that thou hast given me is from thee; 
for I have given them the words which thou gavest me, and they 
have received them and know in truth that I came from thee. 

 
He goes on to say, ‘I have given them thy word’, and, ‘The glory 
which thou hast given me I have given to them, that they may be 
one even as we are one’. 
 Both the Father and the Son are the givers of the gift of the 
Holy Spirit, but the Spirit, in glorifying and revealing the Father 
and the Son, is giving all honour to these Two. There can be no 
question about the matter: the Son continually receives from the 
Spirit, and in his incarnation is dependent upon him for all the 
works he does. These come from the Spirit. 

Mutual Receiving 

 Departing for a moment from exegesis and adverting to the 
historical development of the doctrine of the Trinity, we are faced 
with the great doctrine of the perichoresis or circumincessio, 
which describes the inter-penetration—the coinherence—of the 
Three Persons, and the circulatory movement of their giving of 
their particularities one to another within the life of the Triune 
Unity. The great principle of giving, especially as we see it 
‘coming down’ through the Divine hierarchy of love, cannot 
obtain without the principle of receiving. Out of His wealth the 
Father gives all things into the hands of His Son. In this sense, ‘It 
is more blessed to give than to receive’, but receiving  
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acknowledges the goodness of the One who gives. To refuse to 
receive is to refuse honour to the Giver. 
 We have seen, above, that the Son gladly acknowledges the 
Source of all that he is and does. Primarily he receives from the 
Father, yet he also receives from the Spirit. We saw the statement 
of the writer of II Peter, ‘he received honour and glory from God 
the Father’.  
 Jesus said, ‘When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you 
into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but 
whatever he hears he will speak’, and by so saying, Jesus meant 
that just as he, himself, received from the Father and gave, so too 
would the Spirit. In other terms we are saying that just as the Son 
is eternally generated from the Father who is fons divinitatis—the 
Fountainhead of Deity—so the Spirit is dependent upon the Father 
for his being within the Godhead. 
 Does, then, the Father receive from the other Members of the 
Godhead? The answer must be, ‘Yes’. Just as the history of 
covenant tells us the covenant people were to give worship to God 
out of the gift of worship He gave them, and they were to offer 
Him gifts in sacrifices, so in the ministry of the Spirit and the Son 
there were those things given to the Father which He received 
from them. The circularity of giving cannot be completed without 
the complementary action of receiving. It has been pointed out, 
often, that the Dead Sea receives all but gives nothing, and the 
Lake of Galilee receives but outflows in continuous giving: hence 
it is alive, fruitful with fresh water and fish, whilst the other sea 
remains dead. ‘God loves a cheerful giver’ (II Cor. 9:7; hilaron 
doten) might be translated ‘an hilarious giver’. Certainly God is 
that and ‘hilarious receiving’ might equally have its place, 
especially in the matter of worship. 
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The Law of Love Is Honouring, Serving,  

Giving and Receiving 

Our proposition discussed above may seem a trifle quaint, but 
surely it is a legitimate—indeed a wonderful—way of speaking of 
the law of love, and seeing that it is the true law of the life of the 
Triune Godhead. When this law of God is by nature of the case—
that is, by the pure creative act of God innate in the heart of the 
primal couple and so present in a federal way in the hearts of all 
human beings even though they be sinners—then the spelling out 
of this in ‘the Ten Words’11 is but the objectifying of God’s law so 
that its glory may be seen and its precepts be ‘the written, 
preceptual image of God’. Whilst this law, because of the Fall, 
will be condemnatory to the sinner, and will never be the gospel as 
such, yet it will—having done what Luther calls ‘its alien work’—
then go on to do its ‘proper work’; first by being a pedagogue to 
bring us to Christ, and, further, bring to us the revelation of the 
nature of God—not only as glorious Creator, but as the God of all 
grace, the wonderful Redeemer. To contemplate this amazing love 
of God is the chief pre-occupation of redeemed Man. 
 Propositions generally have the element of argumentation in 
their presentation, and the living substance—the juices of life—are 
hence often missing. Simply taking scriptural references and 
arguing the case for the law of God being the innate law of the 
Godhead may dull the intrinsic glory of unity of the Persons. On 
the human level, a father may find the wonder of being the father 
of his child or children, and in turn the children may find the  

                                                 
 11  We remind ourselves of what we have seen in the giving of the law at 
Sinai, that is, the direct address of the Ten Words to the covenant people by Him 
who says, ‘I am the LORD thy God’. The giving—or spelling out of the law—is 
relational. 
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richness of fatherhood. Far above all human experience lies the 
essential, ontological Fatherhood of God, and the eternal, 
ontological Sonship of the Son. We would need no ‘proofs’ that 
the Father and the Son delight sheerly in one another, and that 
honouring, serving, giving and receiving are not acts which simply 
happen and so add up to ‘the law of God’, but are away and 
beyond our conception as they happen in that Divine Community. 
We, so to speak, are given the merest sight of the Community of 
the Three as One, and generally given it as the works ad extra are 
brought to our sight and interpreted along the lines of the 
humanity of Christ working for our redemption. The Father and 
the Spirit combine in giving us this revelation—this ‘merest 
sight’—but what we see is astonishing and glorious. 
 For this reason we need to look afresh at the law of God as we 
perceive it on the human level and as it works out in our human 
situation. Surely something of the homing instinct must now begin 
to rule us in a rich and happy way. We are going home to the law 
against which we once rebelled, for we are discovering it is not the 
law of some rigid judge, or of a grim legislature, and certainly not 
the law of a hostile Deity, but the law of the Family, the law of the 
Community of God Himself, who is Father, and who is fons 
divinitatas,12 the Fountainhead of the Son and the Spirit.  

                                                 
 12  Zizioulas (Being as Communion, pp. 40–1) writes concerning what 
constitutes the Godhead: 
 

Among the Greek fathers the unity of God, the one God, and the ontological ‘principle’ 
or ‘cause’ of the being and life of God does not consist in the one substance of God but 
in the hypostasis, that is, the person of the Father. The one God is not the one substance 
but the Father, who is the ‘cause’ both of the generation of the Son and of the 
procession of the Spirit. Consequently, the ontological ‘principle’ of God is traced 
back, once again, to the person. Thus when we say God ‘is’, we do not bind the 
personal freedom of God—the being of God is not an ontological ‘necessity’ or a 
simple ‘reality’ for God—but we ascribe the being of God to His personal freedom. In a 
more analytical way this means that God, as Father and not as substance, 
perpetually confirms through ‘being’ His free will to exist. And it is precisely His 
trinitatarian existence that constitutes this confirmation: the Father out of love—that is, 
freely—begets the Son and brings forth the Spirit. If God exists, He exists because the 
Father exists, that is, He who out of love freely begets the Son and brings forth the 
Spirit . . . And the one divine substance is consequently the being of God only because 
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All that is in us has an ontological thrust to live the way the 
Godhead does, and we are so grateful that that law has been 
spelled out for us. Whether we can ‘accomplish’ this, or whether it 
will just flow from us, we may not know, but we certainly 
understand the minds of writers and singers who composed Psalms 
1, 19 and 119! We delight in the law of God after the inward man.   
 

                                                                                                             
it has these three modes of existence, which it owes not to the substance but to one 
person, the Father. 
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18 

The  Written Law of  God  

Primary or Creational Law  Spelled Out 

The law as placed in the heart as part of Man’s creation must be 
universal, and if that law has not been wholly lost1 but is in fact 
opposed in its reality and so attested to in its reality then this must 
be the law by which, ideally speaking, conscience works. We say 
‘ideally’ because conscience does not immediately work by God’s 
law, but by the laws the sinner has as his laws and morals, 
generally according to his culture, his idols and his religion. Back 
of these man-made and self-made laws must be the true law, but 
obfuscated by the will of the sinner. For this law never to have 
been spelled out would be some kind of comfort to fallen human 
persons, but it has been spelled out. It has been spelled out to 
Israel in covenant. Even so its existence was prior to Israel. In 
speaking of His covenant—the  

                                                 
 1  See Romans 1:18, ‘suppress the truth’; 1:32, ‘They know God’s decree that 
they that do such things deserve to die’; 2:15, ‘They show that what the law 
requires is written on their hearts’; I Timothy 1:9, ‘understanding this, that the 
law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient’.  
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gospel to come—being a blessing to the nations, God said to 
Abraham, ‘I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless. 
And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will 
multiply you exceedingly’. Later He said: 
 

I will multiply your descendants as the stars of heaven, and will give 
to your descendants all these lands; and by your descendants all the 
nations of the earth shall bless themselves; because Abraham obeyed 
my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and 
my laws. 

 
God’s law was known to Abraham.2 

Man and Law as the Image of God 

 I would like now to quote extensively from Motyer’s article 
‘The Biblical Concept of Law’ previously referred to:  
 

Law in the Image of God. Turning now to a very different genre of 
Scripture, we find in Lev. 19 that God has provided another image of 
himself on earth. Every aspect of human experience is gathered into 
this rich review of man’s life under God’s law: filial duty (vs. 3), 
religious commitment (vs. 4), ritual exactness (vs. 5), care of the 
needy (vs. 9), honesty in deed and word (vss. 11–12), and many 
more, touching on relationships and even on dress, hygiene, and 
horticulture. Yet all this variety suspends from one central truth: ‘I 
am the Lord.’ Lord is the divine name, the ‘I am what I am’ (Exod. 
3:14), so that the significance of the recurring claim is not ‘You must 
do what I tell you’ (i.e., ‘lord’ as an authority word) but ‘You must do 
this or that because I am what I am’; every precept of the law is a 
reflection of ‘what I am.’ Man is the living, personal image of God; 
the law is the written, preceptual image of God. The intention of Lev. 
19 is declared at the outset: ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your 
God am holy’ (vs. 2). The Lord longs for his people to live in his 
image, and to that end he has given to them his law. 

                                                 
 2  Genesis 17:1–2; 26:4–5. 
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A Truly Human Life. When man in the image of God and law in the 
image of God come together in the fully obedient life, then man is 
indeed ‘being himself.’ His nature is the image of God, and the law is 
given both to activate and to direct that nature into a truly human 
life; any other life is subhuman. Of course, it is true that in a world of 
sinners the law, regrettably, has to give itself to the task of curbing 
and rebuking antisocial and degrading practices, but OT law has, to a 
far greater extent, the function of liberating man to live according to 
his true nature. For it is only when man finds the law of liberty that 
he becomes free. For this reason the OT asserts that the law has been 
given for our good, to bring us to hitherto unrealized fullness of life 
(Deut. 4:1; 5:33; 8:1).3 

 
 If, somehow, we could always hold the idea that it is the law 
of God and never divorce it from God, that is separate it from His 
person, then what we have quoted above should prove 
revolutionary for our way of living. E. F. Kevan speaks in 
confirmation: 
 

God is consistent with Himself. The law of God written in man at his 
constitution, and which requires his moral likeness to God, can have 
been no other than the transcript of God’s own perfections in the 
form of moral demands. Further, because man was made in God’s 
image, the moral law written within him but be part of that image.4  

 
Kevan goes on to say: 
 

When the Decalogue is examined, it is found to embody the highest 
conceivable ideas of worship and life; in other words, it expresses the 
same ‘image of God’ which is reflected in the primary law of man’s 
being. Moreover, this law which was in the heart of Christ [Ps. 42:8] 
obedience to which made him so well-pleasing to the Father. 

 
Kevan further says of the historical giving of the law to Israel at 
Sinai: 
 

                                                 
 3  Motyer, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, p. 624. 
 4  Kevan, Keep His Commandments, p. 13 . 
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. . . though given to the Hebrew people, [it] was fundamentally a 
revelation given to mankind as a whole. God made use of Israel, His 
‘servant’, as the vehicle of revelation for the republication of that 
moral Law which had been originally written on man’s heart. The 
giving of the Law must therefore be regarded as part of God’s over-
all purpose of revelation to the world at large.5 

 
This must mean that where God’s law obtains, then Man lives 
more truly in the image of God that he is, aided by the law which 
enables him to work out, in the human scene, the Divine law 
which obtains within the Community of the Triune Godhead. 

The Uses of the Law as the Image of God 

 In his book Creation and Law, Gustaf Wingren, in speaking of 
the first and second uses of the law, says the first use of the law is 
a force to show Men that the way of God is the way of serving the 
neighbour. The law is always pressing human beings about the 
true way of living, and it is always there in this confrontation, thus 
proving itself dynamic, even though it does not change the will of 
the person. Human beings feel guilt when they are not one with 
their neigh-bours and serving them. This surely arises from the 
fact that Man in the image of God is to be as God is in His Triune 
Being, where all Persons serve the others. The second use of the 
law which comes to bring guilt and knowledge of sin, especially in 
the context of preaching the gospel, brings judgment to each 
hearer. Wingren says: 
 

In its second use the Law does not speak of the world or its need of 
my services, but it speaks directly of myself. When it passes 
judgment upon me, it reveals throughout what I ought to  

                                                 
 5  Kevan, The Grace of Law, p. 13 . 
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have been.6 It bears in itself the image in which I have been created, and 
even as it accuses contains the original purity of Creation. The image 
of the Law points forwards to Christ, who is the image of God, and 
who can therefore make me human again (Col. 1:15; Gen. 1:26). But 
while the Law points thus to Christ, and speaks of the original and 
uncorrupted life of man, it still retains its negative function of 
accusation, i.e. it demands man’s death. It is precisely this way that it 
contains my health in its negative aspect. Death does not detract from 
the purity of the first Creation, but points us back to it. It brings us to 
the resurrection from the dead and to likeness to Christ. These are all 
parts of the same reality. The second use of the Law is therefore ful-
filled when the image of Christ is proclaimed in the Gospel. 
[emphasis mine].7 

 
 Thus the use of the law is conviction that we all fall short of 
the image in which God created us. In this way the law shows us 
what the true image is, that is how we should go about life on the 
human level as the Triune God goes about life on the Divine level.  

Israel, the Law, the Kings, the Priests and the Prophets 

 Israel was God’s covenant people, and as such, was to keep 
His law and magnify it, as Isaiah (42:21) reported, ‘The LORD was 
pleased, for his righteousness’ sake, to magnify his law and make 
it glorious’.  

                                                 
 6  In passing, we can observe the principle of Proverbs 30:1–3, where: 

 
The man says to Ithiel 
 to Ithiel and Ucal:  
‘Surely I am too stupid to be a man.  
 I have not the understanding of a man.  
I have not learned wisdom,  
 nor have I knowledge of the Holy One.’ 

 
The speaker is implying that being a man he is less than a man, that is he is 
falling short of the image of God that a man ought to display. In this sense he is 
not obeying law; he will need Christ through the power of the gospel to restore 
him to his true humanity. 
 7  Gustav Wingren, Creation and Law, 1961, pp. 181–2. 
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Kings, priests and prophets were all required to be about the law, 
and the priest was to be enquired of (Deut. 17:9f.; 19:17). The 
priest was to be a teacher of the law, and the prophet also, but the 
prophet had often to undertake this because the priests either sub-
verted the law or became negligent in their ministry. The king was 
to administer the justice of the law, something he delegated 
generally to the many judges in the land. When Exodus 19:5–6 (cf. 
I Pet. 2:9–10) speaks of Israel being the priest–nation among all 
nations, God has in mind the magnification of His law, and 
demonstration of it in holy obedience. 
 We can gather that, not only was Israel offered the law such as 
the other nations did not know in its rich form: 
 

For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD 
our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation 
is there, that has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this law 
which I set before you this day? (Lev. 4:7–8), 

 
but it was also intended to be the guardian of that law, and a 
guardian not only for the covenant people, but for all those 
nations.  

Christ and the Law: The Sermon on the Mount  

We have dealt previously with ‘the law of Christ’ as the law he 
knew and obeyed, and which he promulgated so powerfully in the 
Sermon on the Mount, not only correcting the nomistic and antino-
mian elements which had grown up around the true law, but 
expanding the vision of its glory. If of Leviticus 19 it could be said 
that ‘God has provided another image of himself on earth’, then 
how much more the whole  
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law which Christ expounded? In this Sermon lies the heart of all 
true law, the way that love works out in the human scene parallel 
to how it works out in the Divine Community, and from the 
Divine Community to the created community of Man. The Sermon 
spells out that law lucidly, yet not as a collection of precepts 
which lend themselves to nomistic and antinomian predilections. 
Here the law as the spoken preceptual image of God—and now 
enscripturated—shines brilliantly. Here one may live and move 
and render glad obedience and sense the renewal of the image of 
God within one, as one conforms to this outward written image. 
 Of course, Christ, through the gospel, has not only given the 
motivation and drive of love and grace and responsive human 
gratitude, for he has shown ‘the way’, formulating it in clear 
precepts and principles so that it can be said, ‘This is the way, 
walk in it’, but he is also with his people as the true paradigm of 
law-obedience. 

Salvation the Way to Law,  
As the Way of the Law of Love 

We have seen that Israel was not given ‘the Ten Words’ as a block 
of rigid, legal legislation, but as the direct, dynamic, personal 
communication of God in grace. God had delivered them from the 
bondage of Egypt and now He was giving His commands, which, 
if Israel obeyed them, would free them from the terrible bondage 
of the laws of the idols and the tyranny of ‘no grace’ gods. It 
would be for them ‘the perfect law of liberty’ (cf. Ps. 119:45).  
 Within that covenant was the gift of the law. Paul speaks of 
the gifts God had given Israel—‘the sonship,  
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the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship and the 
promises’8—and aligns them with the background of the 
patriarchs and the foreground of Messiah. The covenant promised 
blessing, for when Israel broke it time and again, and was subject 
to the principle of judgment, consequent release and motivation to 
new obedience, it found its chronic inability to keep the law, so 
that no good end seemed possible, but only the constant repetition 
of the cycle of disobedience, judgment and restoration. The 
blessing the covenant promised was really threefold: (i) true 
knowledge of God through the gratuitous forgiveness of sins; (ii) 
the reality of that forgiveness; and (iii) God would write His law 
in their hearts, and put it in their inward parts.9 Forgiveness would 
show the Father to be the God of grace, through Jesus Christ His 
Son. Forgiveness would clear from the guilt of law-transgression 
and reconcile the sinner personally and intimately with God. The 
law would now become part of the living membrane of the 
regenerate believer.  
 Put in another way, it would mean that the grace of Christ’s 
salvation would appear not less—but even more—than the grace 
Israel knew in its deliverance from Egypt. In fact, the new person 
and the new community of believers would be united with the 
Triune God, and caught up into its inner life and its law of love. 
Thus the image of God in Man would be renewed, and thus Man 
would be renewed in the image of God, the law not only written 
preceptually, but made innate to the believer and to his community 
of faith. Not only would Christ’s way of salvation take the 
believer through the condemnation of the law, the  

                                                 
 8  Romans 9:4–5. 
 9  See Jeremiah 31:31–34; Ezekiel 36:24–28; cf. Hebrews 8:8–12; 10:16–18; 
Matthew 1:21; John 1:29. 
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exacerbation of sin, the dreadful legal and existential knowledge 
of sin, and then through the death to law, being shut up by law, but 
also the law would lead him to Christ, and the death of the 
believer through crucifixion with Christ as he was atoned for by 
propitiation, which would bring him out into a vast place of free-
dom where his heart would be so enlarged that ‘he would run in 
the way of [His] commandments’. 
 We must not read this paragraph above as though the law, of 
itself, were accomplishing this transformation. Only the gospel 
does that, but God’s law—the torah of the Triune Godhead—
which is preceptual, is also the law of love, and it is that love 
which makes the gospel in the works ad extra of the same Trinity. 
Law and gospel do not here coalesce, but they are two sides to the 
one word of God. 

The Way of the New Law Which Is None Other 
Than the Law of God 

The law now made innate to the heart by the work of the gospel, is 
not a new law of God, although it is the law renewed to the 
believing person and to the community of faith. Earlier we saw 
how some theologians wish to speak of ‘command’ rather than 
law, because law seems like some rigid legal code apart from God, 
and they would have the direct, warm command, no matter how 
much it might demand. The use of ‘command’ is not really the 
way out: opposition to law may still be harboured in the heart, and 
in any case God is never separated from His law. We have also 
seen how some would like to speak of ‘the law of the Spirit’ as 
though it were a law adaptable to certain situations, a law never 
codified in any respect, and a law that rises out of an existential 
relationship with God. 
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There is something to be said for this view of law, provided it is 
not a subtle way of evading the commands such as ‘the Ten 
Words’. These ‘Ten Words’ have been transmogrified by a 
legalistic mind until they are a towering tyrannous legal code, but 
then it is the Spirit who transforms them to our sight. He does not 
transform them in actuality, because they are essentially the true 
torah of God, but our view of them is transformed. We see them 
as they really are, these ‘Ten Words’. The transmogrifying of the 
‘Ten Words’ may be the deceit of an antinomian spirit seeking to 
excuse itself from any submission to law, or it may be the nomistic 
endeavour of a person who wishes to groan under law and know 
something of self-justifying, legal deliverance from otherwise 
unresolved guilt. 
 Every effort to change the nature of law and make it light, 
easy, enjoyable and the like, must be doomed to failure. This is not 
to say that the law needs to be heavy. It is the law of love, the 
perfect law of liberty, the law of Christ, the law of the Spirit and 
the law of the Father. In keeping of it there is great delight, and its 
precepts are sweeter than honey and much fine honeycomb. Never 
is this law ad hoc, and never changeable because of circumstances 
and situations. It is the law which obtains in all these events, and it 
demands moral exercise of will and obedience. Even so, it seems 
when we come to the Sermon on the Mount, and paranetic 
passages in the Epistles, that somehow the law of the ‘Ten Words’ 
has been transcended. It seems we are in a world of new and more 
beautiful precepts. Take, for example, the way of love, of care for 
the neighbour, of the ethical outworking of the fruit of the Spirit. It 
is as though a new written preceptual image of God is now shaped 
and shown. Not so: it is we who are new. We have gone through  
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the crucible of the Cross and the regenerating tomb of the 
Resurrection, and we have a new sight of God’s law. 
 No one would be blamed if on reading Philippians 2:1–8 he 
exclaimed, ‘Now I have found a new and a beautiful way. This 
transcends all I have known!’ That may well be the case, 
comparatively speaking, but this new view—the transcendent 
revelation—is only of what has always been. Let us look at it: 
 

So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any incentive of love, any 
participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my 
joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full 
accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfishness or conceit, but 
in humility count others better than yourselves. Let each of you look 
not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. Have 
this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a 
servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 
human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, 
even death on a cross. 

 
 This would seem to be an exhortation to live in law-beyond-
law. In this the community is of one mind and one accord. Each 
counts others better than himself—or herself. None looks 
primarily to his own interests, but primarily to the interests of 
others. Each has the mind emptying itself of all natural preroga-
tives in order to act primarily for others. Each has become a 
servant to all, and none of this has been humiliating, although it 
can find its reality only in Christ-given humility, for it is all within 
the mind of Christ. 
 One might then ask, ‘Is this not a newer, higher law than the 
one we have known?’ The answer is, ‘No: this has ever been the 
law of God for it depicts the  
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inner heart of the Godhead. This is how it is in the Divine 
Community. Each Person is “Other-Persons centred”. This is the 
true law of love.’ 

All True Law Obedience Is in Union  
and Communion with God in Whom 

the Image Is Renewed 

We come now to the crux of the matter. No believer lives to 
himself or herself, and no believer lives apart from union with 
Christ, which means union with the Triune Godhead. It is an easy 
matter to show from the Epistles that being ‘in the Father’, ‘in 
Christ’ and ‘in the Holy Spirit’ is the situation and context of 
every person and of the believing community as a corporate 
whole. Life was having the Father, Son and Holy Spirit indwell 
each person, and the community also obtains. Again, all believers 
coinhere one another in the sense that they are members of the 
Body of Christ, the church. They are ‘members one of another’. 
This organic unity is ontological, not a device to form and 
maintain a community.  
 The Unity of the Godhead is now reflected and worked out in 
the Community of Christ. In this sense the church is the ecclesial 
image of God. J. D. Zizioulas denies that a person can be a person 
as an individual. It is a contradiction in terms of being a human, 
for being must be in communion. Communion is an ontological 
category but ‘nothing exists as an “individual,” conceivable in 
itself’.10 He explains that: 
 

Communion which does not come from a ‘hypostasis,’ that is, a 
concrete and free person, and which does not lead to ‘ 

                                                 
 10  Zizioulas, Being as Communion, p. 18. The argument that follows (above) is 
taken, as indicated, from his book at this point of reading.  
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hypostases,’ that is concrete and free persons, is not an ‘image’ of the 
being of God. The person cannot exist without communion; but 
every form of communion which denies or suppresses the person, is 
inadmissible. 

 
He adds that the existentialist philosophers of today have shown 
that, ‘humanly speaking, the person as an absolute ontological 
freedom remains a quest without fulfilment’. He concludes: 
 

The demand of the person for absolute freedom involves a ‘new 
birth,’ a birth ‘from on high,’ a baptism. And it is precisely the 
ecclesial being which ‘hypostasizes’ the person according to God’s 
way of being. That is what makes the Church the [ecclesial] image of 
the Triune God.  

 
 What I understand him to be saying is that, by creation, a 
person cannot be a true—that is, a free—person outside of 
communion with God, unless inside and part of the community of 
God and humanity. Being in the church is being in that community 
which is in God and which, as a community, reflects and expresses 
the torah of God, the way and life of love. In this sense there is an 
ecclesial image of God. None can be person in singleness; that is, 
none can be an individual and remain truly human. That is what is 
so invidious and evil, in the community of idolatry. Here is an evil 
surrogate ‘ecclesial’ image and a ‘com-munion’ that is ultimately 
disastrous. 
 When Paul told the Philippians, ‘Have this mind among 
yourselves’, he was speaking of Christ’s mind. To be in union 
with Christ through the Holy Spirit is to ‘be renewed in the spirit 
of your minds’ and to ‘put on the new humanity created in the 
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness’.11 Colossians 
3:9–11 makes our point even more clear: 

                                                 
 11  The sense and thrust of Ephesians 4:22–24. 
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Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old nature 
with its practices and have put on the new nature, which is being 
renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. Here there 
cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all. 

 
 Here the term ‘old nature’12 is better rendered ‘old 
humanity’—the corporate humanity in Adam—whilst the term 
‘new nature’ is better rendered ‘new humanity’, that is, the 
corporate humanity in Christ who is the ‘one new man’ (Eph. 
2:15). In verse 10 Paul is speaking of this new community. Each 
person is a true person within the community of the new 
humanity, and within the person, as within the community, there is 
a ‘being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator’. That 
is, the knowledge of God which was marred, blurred or lost, by the 
Fall, is now being renewed and restored. So the persons—and 
community—are being ‘filled with all the fullness of God’, or 
being filled full in Christ, and so knowledge of the image is being 
existentially filled out, which means, in practice and as here 
indicated, that lying gives way to truth, and forms of sinfulness to 
forms of righteousness. Put in the language and thought we have 
been pursuing, we are saying that the law of God is being known 
and practiced. Man as the image of God, the law as the written, 
preceptual image of God, and the community of the church as the 
ecclesial image of God are all of one piece. God’s law of His own 
Being is in living action, in communion. 

                                                 
 12  The NRSV has ‘old self’ and ‘new self’, but the word anthropos is really 
‘humanity’ and the term ‘nature’ is phusis. The old humanity is that of Adam, 
that which is ‘in Adam’, and the ‘new humanity’ is Christ, and is that which is 
‘in Christ’. 
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Trinitarian Ecclesial Transformation13 

The church is trinitarian in that it is in the Father, in the Son and in 
the Holy Spirit. It is the Community of faith formed from the 
Community of the Divine Family which is God. Within the 
community of the Three Persons there is action of the perichoresis 
or circumincessio14 which we have described as the interpenetra-
tion or coinherence of the Three Persons, which at the same time 
constitutes a circulatory movement of the giving and receiving of 
those Persons of the differentiations of their particularities as the 
Persons are ‘other-Persons centred’. 
 It is not merely locative to speak of the church being ‘in the 
Father’, ‘in the Son’, and ‘in the Holy Spirit’. This is the dynamic 
communion given, expressed and epitomised in the Eucharist with 
its past, present, and eschatological connotations, and which is not 
confined to it as to a sacrament. In this communion the church 
lives, and is said to have ‘fellowship [koinonia: communion] with 
the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ’, and is said to be ‘called 
into the fellowship of his Son’. Indeed, the whole life of the 
church is ‘hid with Christ in God’, and so all are ‘partakers of the 
divine nature’.15 This must be linked with Jesus’ prayer that, as the 
Father and the Son are one, each being in the other, so the whole 
church should be one in the Godhead, and the Godhead in the 
whole church. 
 

                                                 
 13  This section contains material from a paper entitled ‘Trinitarian Ecclesial 
Theology’ given to the NCTM Pastors’ Study Group on 11/10/93, which is 
available from New Creation Publications Inc., Blackwood.  
 14  Sometimes spelt circuminsessio. 
 15  See I John 1:3; I Corinthians 1:9; Philippians 2:1; Ephesians 4:1–6; 
Colossians 3:3; II Peter 1:4. 
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 This being the case, the circulatory movement of the Divine 
perichoresis is not confined to the Godhead. In this respect we 
could not do better than quote Jürgen Moltmann from his book 
The Trinity and the Kingdom of God: 
 

The unity of the Trinity is constituted by the Father, concentrated 
around the Son, and illumined through the Holy Spirit. So, summing 
up, we can say the following. In the history and experience of 
salvation this illumination is perceived through the Spirit first of all. 
It is in the power of the Spirit that doxology begins. The perichoretic 
unity of the triune God is perceived in salvation history. Lastly the 
monarchy of the Father is perceived in the Trinity because everything 
in the history of salvation comes from him and strives towards him. 
To throw open the circulatory movement of the divine light and the divine 
relationships, and to take men and women, with the whole creation, into the 
life-stream of the triune God: that is the meaning of creation, reconciliation 
and glorification [emphasis mine].16 

 
 What we are saying is that the perichoretic movement of the 
Triune Godhead flows down into the ecclesial community, or the 
ecclesial community is caught up into it. God inducts the 
community into the mystery of His Triune Being and Society. This 
is the true communion; this is the true partaking or sharing—
having fellowship—with the Divine Community. This being so, 
the law of God is live and operative. The honouring, serving, 
giving and receiving are active elements in this communion of 
Persons Divine and human. The theosis17 or divinisation of  

                                                 
 16  Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God: The Doctrine of God, 
SCM Press, London, 1981, p. 178. 
 17  Theosis is not the receiving of deity by human persons, but being caught 
up into participating in the Deity of the Godhead. This is the point of all being 
‘conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he [the Son] might the first-
born among many [such] brethren’. It also explains what Paul means by ‘the 
liberty of the glory of the sons of God’, for they are one with the Father in the 
fellowship of the Son.  
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the people of God is proceeding, and this must entail humanity 
being in the image of God, the law being the communicated image 
of God, and the community of the church being the ecclesial 
image of God. The law of God is then the law of communion, 
otherwise known as the law of love. 
 The difficulties of ‘keeping the law’, whilst not entirely 
dissolved in this ‘eschatological interim’, are lessened by Christ 
being the Eschatological One, by his being the church’s Head, by 
being the Son–King of the Father–King’s Kingdom, and by the 
people of God living in communion, by faith. Thus we can enter 
freely into the joy the Psalmists knew in the law of the Lord, and 
cry with John the Apostle, ‘His commands are not burdensome!’ 
We delight to do His will and delight in the law of God after the 
inward man.  

Conclusion to ‘The Written Law of God’ 

We may now note that in this chapter we have seen that in one 
sense there are four images of God: (i) Man as ‘the living, 
personal image of God’; (ii) the law as ‘the written, preceptual 
image of God’; (iii) Christ, the true image of God; and (iv) the 
church as ‘the ecclesial image of God’. It is in the context of these 
four images that redeemed Man lives. As he was created he was 
the pure image of God, and the primary law of God was written on 
his heart, telling him how to live in God. The image was marred, 
and in some senses lost, by the Fall and the personal sin of Man. 
Man needs to be renewed in the image, and this happens when he 
is renewed in Christ. The law of God first judges,  
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condemns and gives sin the power to exacerbate itself in Man, but 
finally leads him to Christ. Man, having come to God in Christ, is 
renewed by the Spirit, in the image of God which is Christ. One 
strong element of the way of that renewal is the law of Christ, 
which is the law of God so that, as renewal proceeds, so does 
willing obedience to the law. There is, so to speak, a recovery of 
knowing the law and living in it. God has now implanted the ‘new 
law’ within the heart of the believer through redemption. The 
context of all this is, of course, Christ, but since the church is the 
body of Christ, the context is at the same time the church. The 
church is the company of the faithful who live in communion with 
God and with one another. The life that obtains within this 
community of Christ is the same life as that which obtains in the 
Community of the Triune Godhead, the difference being that way 
of life which we have called ‘the law of God’—intrinsic to the 
Godhead—is a life that is lived by Man only in dependency upon 
God. It is a derived life and, as such, needs the constant exercise 
of faith in the context of the continuing grace of God. 
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‘Not  So  from the  Beginning’  

Introduction: The Principle of  
‘From the Beginning’ 

In Matthew 19:1–12 we have the occasion when the Pharisees 
asked Jesus, ‘Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?’ In 
reply Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24, ‘For this reason a man shall leave 
his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh’. Referring to Deuteronomy 24, they then asked 
why Moses gave a law for divorce, but Jesus rejected any idea that 
Moses had given such a law. He said to them, ‘For your hardness 
of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the 
beginning it was not so’. Divorce was allowed, but no law 
legislating divorce had been made, that is, ‘under such and such 
conditions you shall divorce’.1 The Mosaic law allowing divorce 
was devised to make things fairer for the wife who could thus 
receive a bill of divorcement, for without that provision the man  

                                                 
 1  In a wide, general sense it could be said that Moses’ stipulation for a bill of 
divorce could be said to be a part of the Mosaic law, but specifically, as a 
command for life, not so.  
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could divorce his wife just as he wished. Divorce issued from 
‘hardness of heart’ and not from any provision made in the 
primary law of creation. It may be debated whether this hardness 
of heart was simply that of the husband’s disposition in regard to 
the wife, or whether it was hardness of heart regarding the whole 
law of God which in turn led to hardness of heart towards the 
wife, and perhaps others. If it was hardness of heart regarding 
God’s law, then fallen human assessment would see nothing 
wrong with divorce.  
 At this moment we are not concerned with the argument 
concerning divorce so much as Jesus’ point that divorce was ‘not 
so from the beginning’, or as Mark 10:6 has, ‘from the beginning 
of creation’. Notice that Jesus says, ‘And I say unto you’, that is, 
‘By contrast to the Mosaic concession, and on the basis of cre-
ation, I say unto you . . .’ From the point of view that the apostles 
later saw Jesus as sharing in the creating of all things ‘at the 
beginning’,2 Jesus was speaking out of creatorhood, thus going 
back to the ontological reality which, in one sense, had been partly 
amended by Moses. Nothing could change, surpass or supersede 
‘from the beginning’. 
 From the beginning, then, God as Creator (Matt. 19:4; ho 
ktisis) made them male and female. Marriage is the joining of the 
male and female so that they become one flesh. ‘One flesh’ is that 
union ordained by God within the act of His creation: it is unique, 
and as Paul later says, ‘a profound mystery’. That joining is, then, 
indissoluble. There are no hints that the union may be dissolved. 
Jesus said, ‘What therefore God has joined together, let not man 
put asunder’. It  

                                                 
 2  As in John 1:1–3; I Corinthians 8:6; Colossians 1:15–16; and Hebrews 1:1–3. 
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has been argued that it is what God has joined, that is, male and 
female, and not whom God has joined, that is, a particular man and 
a particular woman, but this pleading seems specious. The 
principle of the man–woman union is what is being stated and it is 
a new thing, but then a principle which obtains for ever. Male is 
for female, and female for male, and that is the only union 
designed by God in creation. In fact, Man is a male–female entity 
which is a unity, according to Genesis 1:26–27, and 5:2, and this a 
principle which must not be avoided, but only, wholly understood. 
On this principle, divorce is unthinkable ‘from the beginning’. 

Is the Law Not Immutable, but Adaptable? 

Other things are ‘from the beginning’, such as the mandate for 
Man’s vocation on earth, and the Sabbath rest. If we say these are 
immutable, we mean the law never changes. If we use the word 
‘adaptable’, do we mean the law adapts and is concessive, as the 
injunction regarding divorce was made in Deuteronomy 24? 
‘From the beginning’ none should murder another. Are there, then, 
concessions for murder? It would clearly appear there are not, but 
in some cases amelioration of the punishment set by the law does 
seem to be adaptive or concessive, and these matters we can 
discuss later. To say that God is merciful is a statement relating to 
punishment, but the demand of the law always remains constant.  
 The point from which we must start is the nature of God from 
whom the law came. What we call ‘the primary law’ or ‘the 
creational law’3 is that law which is 

                                                 
 3  Note that this is not to be confused with ‘natural law’ as some theologians 
have expounded it. 
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intrinsic to the heart of a human being, but before it is placed in 
Man it is intrinsic to the Godhead. God creates out of it, and 
creates it within Man, especially Man as the human community. 
This law can only be understood properly within the unspoiled 
community, although in the fallen community it can still be 
known, yet not after the manner of innocence—and so 
guilelessness—but after the manner of guilt in the conscience. The 
law being of the nature of God must remain immutable. If we add 
to this the insight of our last chapter—that the law of God is that 
of love, of regarding others—then all forms of action which hurt 
my neighbour are forbidden, and all forms which regard the 
neighbour for his good are bidden forms. There is a sense in which 
each spouse is neighbour to the other, just as the murderer and his 
victim are neighbours. The murderer is refusing that category of 
‘neighbour’ when he murders another. 
 

The Sabbath ‘From the Beginning’ 

On the seventh day God finished his work which he had done, and 
he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had done. 
So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it (Gen. 2:2–3).  

 
It is clear from Genesis 2:2–3 and Exodus 20:11 that the Sabbath 
is inherent in creation, although Exodus 16:22–30 may seem to 
suggest it was first learned in the wilderness. It is better to think of 
it as a principle enunciated by ‘the ten words’, and so renewed for 
the people of Israel when the law was written for them as the 
covenant people. For them it was to be ‘a day of solemn rest, a 
holy sabbath to the LORD’. God’s  
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question to Moses seems to indicate it was a known law, ‘How 
long do you refuse to keep my commandments and my laws?’ It is 
part of the ‘from the beginning’ order. Deuteronomy 5:12–15 
enlarges on the creational significance of the day, speaking of it as 
a living memorial to their deliverance from the bondage of heavy 
work in Egypt. This salvific element in Deuteronomy 5 does not 
mean it was a commandment divorced from the primary law, but 
rather that it further commemorates liberation into needed, onto-
logical rest. 
 The Genesis writer speaks of the day being hallowed —‘made 
holy’—and also ‘blessed’ which may well contain the idea of 
being a blessing. If it is holy then it is part of God’s law, just as all 
of that law is the way of God Himself, and so it is ontological, and 
thus functional to those who obey it. For a day to be ‘holy’ and 
‘blessed’ from the beginning tells us it is of the nature of God.   
 The writer of Hebrews takes us deeply into the true meaning 
of God’s Sabbath rest. The creational Sabbath rest, it has often 
been pointed out, is the rest of God that is still obtaining. This we 
can only understand if ‘the rest of God’ is seen as His own 
intrinsic rest, in the same sense that ‘the peace of God’ is His own 
intrinsic peace. Out of this rest He provides rest to Israel in their 
new land, rest from the labours of Egypt and rest within the 
regime of their Saviour God. In the wilderness they refused this 
rest because of disobedience. Within the Promised Land they still 
did not enter into the intrinsic rest of God. In one sense we can say 
such a rest is eschatological, and is of the telos of God. So the 
author of Hebrews warns against failing, in the ultimate, to enter 
into the eternal rest:  

For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not speak later of 
another day. So then, there remains a sabbath rest for the  
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people of God; for whoever enters God’s rest also ceases from his 
labours as God did from his. Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, 
that no one fall by the same sort of disobedience (Heb. 4:8–11).4  

 
 Even the few words we have spent on the matter of the 
Sabbath of God should tell us it is of the nature of God, and is part 
of the law of God ‘from the beginning’. How we may think of the 
Jewish Sabbath, and the Christian ‘Day of the Lord’, is a matter 
for contemplation, but the principle of six days set out for us to do 
all we have to do—no less and no more—and the powerful 
principle of one day’s rest in seven is undeniably ontological, and 
we evade its observance to our peril. The peril is not only the end 
judgment, but also all the ills that attend our neglect of holy law. 

Murder ‘From the Beginning’ 

No explicit law prohibiting homicide is stated ‘from the 
beginning’, but the murder of Abel by Cain was virtually ‘at the 
beginning’ and was looked upon as reprehensible by both God and 
Man (Gen. 4:10, 14). In Genesis 9:5–6 it is clearly forbidden in 
injunctions which repeat something of the mandate of Genesis 1:28. 
It is explicit in ‘the Ten Words’. To kill a person is to strike the 
image of God, so that the action both strikes at God and at Man 
made in His own image. We can assume murder was prohibited 
from the beginning, but then the law was not simply prohibitory:5 
it  

                                                 
 4  ’Rest from his labours’ does not mean ‘rest from self-justifying works’, but 
indicates that ‘the work of striving to enter into that rest’ is allied with doing the 
works that God has given us to do, just as He rested from the works which He 
had given Himself to do. 
 5  The only prohibition was against eating of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, and this injunction was for Man’s good. 
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implicitly contained the injunction to love the neighbour and do 
him/her good. If we can speak rather quaintly of the Members of 
the Godhead being neighbours to one another then the law of love, 
the law of doing the neighbour good, obtains ‘from the beginning’ 
and is the heart of primary law. It also contains the idea of God 
and Man being ‘neighbours’. 
 Jesus certainly referred to the reprehensible nature of murder, 
but, as in all the Sermon on the Mount, took it beyond the 
ethicised patterns of Judaism. In Matthew 5:21–26 he declares the 
principle of love to the neighbour even if that one is hostile:  

You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not kill; and 
whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that every one 
who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever 
insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever says, ‘You 
fool!’ shall be liable to the hell of fire. So if you are offering your gift at 
the altar, and there remember that your brother has something 
against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. Make 
friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to 
court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to 
the guard, and you be put in prison; truly, I say to you, you will 
never get out till you have paid the last penny.  

According to Jesus’ words, murder will result in God’s judgment, 
anger with a brother will bring one into the local court, and calling 
another a fool—meaning he was virtually one out of favour with 
God, a profligate—would send one to the ‘hell of fire’. All 
relationships should be immediately healed: if not, a drastic 
judgment will come which will be irreversible. In other words it is 
the relationship which matters beyond all things. In the case of 
Cain and Abel these various attitudes and elements, some of which 
may even be stages leading to homicide, are discernible. We can 
almost say ‘murder was from the beginning’,  
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not that it was innate in the law’s way of life for humanity, but that 
it was opposed to it. There was no murder envisaged from the 
beginning. 
 Significantly Matthew 5:21–48 really deals with ‘from the 
beginning’ or ‘it was not so from the beginning’ elements. There 
is, firstly, the matter of murder and anger (vv. 21–26); secondly, 
the matter of adultery (vv. 31–32); thirdly, swearing falsely (vv. 
33–37), as against doing what God has commanded;6 fourthly, the 
matter of avengement (vv. 38–42), which is in God’s jurisdiction 
and not Man’s; and fifthly, love for one’s neighbour (vv. 43–48), 
even if the neighbour is hostile and persecutes. We note that, even 
though these things ‘were said to you of old’, Christ’s representing 
these freshly gives them their true meaning. If we ask, ‘Were these 
things always to be meant in the way Christ presented them?’ then 
the answer must be, ‘Yes, they comport with God’s true law’. 
Until the Fall none of them would have presented problems, since 
they are things that ‘sons of God the heavenly Father’ would 
rightly do naturally. 

Love ‘From the Beginning’ 

In I John 2:3–9 the statement, ‘from the beginning’, is set in a rich 
context in which John links true  

                                                 
 6  Exodus 20:7, Leviticus 19:11–12, Numbers 30:2, and Deuteronomy 23:21–23 
all speak of two forms of swearing falsely. The first is against the neighbour and 
the second is against God, and they are sometimes bracketed together. Swearing 
falsely in regard to God is making promises or vows which are not kept. 
Swearing is not wrong if it is sincere. Swearing by what God has created 
demands that God who has created these things be the basis of the swearing, but 
this is blasphemy and so is wrong. Often swearing was equivocation. All 
adjurations should be by God and answers should be ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. Whilst 
swearing can be a form of lying, and lying is wrong, bearing false witness 
against one’s neighbour is harming him, and this is against the law of love, the 
true law of relationships.  
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knowledge of God with obedience to His commandments, and 
says that God’s love is perfected in us when we keep His word:  

And by this we may be sure that we know him, if we keep his 
commandments. He who says ‘I know him’ but disobeys his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him; but whoever keeps 
his word, in him truly love for God7 is perfected. By this we may be 
sure that we are in him: he who says he abides in him ought to walk 
in the same way in which he walked.  
 Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old 
commandment which you had from the beginning; the old com-
mandment is the word which you have heard. Yet I am writing you a 
new commandment, which is true in him and in you, because the 
darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining.  

What, then, is the new commandment which in fact is an old 
commandment? ‘Which you had from the beginning [ap’ arche]’ 
would indicate its oldness. It is used eight times in John’s First 
Letter and twice in his Second. It could be claimed that it is the 
same as the ‘from the beginning’ of I John 1:1, which, in referring 
to Christ, refers as in John 1:1 to the Logos at the event of 
creation. In verses 13 and 14 it refers again to Christ who is ‘from 
the beginning’. As Jews, the apostles would have known the 
commandment to love, of Leviticus 19:18, ‘You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself’, but such love-demand predated the Mosaic 
Covenant. Alfred Plummer, along with other commentators, says 
one meaning could be:  

From the beginning of the human race: brotherly love is an original 
human instinct. Christian Ethics are here as old as humanity. S. 
Athanasius takes it in this sense.8 

                                                 
 7  The RSV has ‘for God’, meaning the preposition is an objective one, but the 
NRSV has ‘of God’, indicating that it is a subjective genitive, that it is God’s own 
love in us that is perfected when we keep His word, that is, when we keep His 
commandments. 
 8  Alfred Plummer, The Epistles of St. John, first printed in 1886, reprinted by 
Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 40. 
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S. S. Smalley says the church had been familiar with this 
commandment: 
 

It had been theirs from the start in two ways: absolutely, in the sense 
that all mankind recognizes the social need for love (cf. Rom. 2:14; 
13:8–10); and relatively, in the sense that the love command formed 
part of the habitual exhortation given to all believers from the outset 
of their Christian lives.9 

 
There could, in fact, be three ‘beginnings’; the first being at 
creation, the second within the Mosaic covenant, and the third 
with the coming of the Gospel. I do not think the creational or 
primary law can be excluded, and I believe we should build on 
this. 

Conclusion to the Principle of  
‘From the Beginning’ 

To this point we have argued that the law of God is that of His 
own intrinsic Being, and that what we have in the primary or 
creational law is an unwritten transcript of that Divine Law. Jesus 
indicated that marriage was indissoluble because of the principle 
that it was there in the beginning, and is therefore unchangeable 
and immutable because of its essential goodness. Only on this 
basis can divorce be seen as wrong and remarriage as a travesty of 
the true marriage. The Australian Prayer Book of the Anglican 
Church, in its primary exhortation for the service of marriage, 
states: 
 

We have come together here in the sight of God, and in the presence 
of this congregation, to join together this man and this woman in 
holy matrimony; which is an honourable state of life, instituted from 
the beginning by God himself, signifying to us  

                                                 
 9  S. S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 51, Word Books, 
Waco, 1981, pp. 54–9. 
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the spiritual union that is between Christ and his Church [emphasis 
mine].10  

 This pattern of thought is derived from Genesis 2:18–24, 
where at first sight it seems to apply to the first couple in 
particular and to all couples in general. Its statements seem plain 
enough, but of the 24th verse Paul writes in Ephesians 5:31–33:  

For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined 
to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. This mystery is a 
profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church; 
however, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife 
see that she respects her husband.  

His meaning surely is, ‘What I have said of the husband and the 
wife is really what is first the nature of Christ and his Bride, the 
Church. I am not referring to the human husband and wife in 
wedlock, but Christ and his Bride.’ By this he must mean that 
Genesis 2:24 refers to Christ and the Church. This is the prophetic 
mystery of true marriage: some would say the archetypal marriage 
of which human marriage is the ectype. Others would say this is 
the ontological marriage. Whatever the expression, it must mean 
that this is what marriage is, essentially. As the Prayer Book 
explains, ‘instituted from the beginning by God himself, signifying 
to us the spiritual union that is between Christ and his Church’. 
 History climaxes with the marriage of the Bride and the Lamb, 
and this is followed by showing that the Bride who is the Holy 
City has as its head, only the Father and the Son, and as its temple, 
the same Father and the Lamb. Into this Holy City pour the 
redeemed  

                                                 
 10  ‘A Service for Marriage—First Form’ in An Australian Prayer Book, The 
Standing Committee of the Church of England in Australia, Sydney, 1978, p. 548. 
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nations. So all of this is both the heart and climax of history and 
the beginning of the action of eternity—the Being of the Eternal 
Triune God, and His elect people about their business as ‘a 
kingdom of priests unto their God’. In the light of this one asks, 
‘Could it be that the Bridegroom might divorce his Bride? Could it 
be that if the Bride fails—as she has so many times in history, that 
the Lamb will reject her?’11 No, the passage of Ephesians 5:21–32 
follows the principle of God’s love for Israel in Ezekiel 16 and the 
Prophecy of Hosea. He, the Lamb, will never forsake, but effect 
the cleansing of the church by water and the word that he might 
‘present [her] in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such 
thing’, and he now nourishes and cherishes her as his own body. 
On this basis, what was so from the beginning will be so at the 
end, the telos. As we have said above, spouses are neighbours one 
to another, as much as are the Members of the Triune Godhead. 
When, in the amazing union of humanity with Christ, that 
humanity is joined to the Godhead, then—and only then—can the 
nature of marriage be understood, and the reprehensible nature of 
divorce be disclosed.12  

                                                 
 11  This question may then be asked of all couples who have become ‘one 
flesh’ by marriage. Whilst outwardly a society may make laws putting asunder 
what God has joined, yet ontologically this is a division that must put the 
spouses into the most terrible of all experiences. Someone has said, ‘It is a death 
which is frightful for it cannot be a death. There can be no end to the innate 
union just by the decree of a civil power.’ If the marriage of the Bride and the 
Lamb is the true, archetypal and ontological marriage, then all principles of 
union, one flesh, and an indissoluble bond follow it.   
 12  Undoubtedly a statement such as this will be regarded by many as 
unbelievably simplistic. They will argue that the pain of a cruel marriage cannot 
but terminate that union. Indeed there are hundreds of reasons for such 
termination, and one does not deny these practical facts. It is not these facts 
which make divorce and even remarriage seem more kind and the most loving 
of events, but the principle of marriage still stands ontologically, and 
extenuating circumstances and situations should not be seen to validate divorce 
and remarriage. 
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 We repeat; the law of God is His own law intrinsic to Himself 
as the Triune God, the Holy Family, the Community of love. The 
law cannot be mutable, changing to fit human cultures, mores, and 
changing fashions in morals and ethics. Somewhere along the line 
the protest at such cavalier treatment of holy law would come—as 
often it does—even from those outside the law, since in their inner 
hearts they know what is true. Unrighteous men may try to 
suppress it, but they have something to suppress, thus they must 
have some knowledge of it.  
 We ought to tremble with awe, delight, and joy because of the 
gift and glory of the law. In obedience to it we have our affinity 
with God most powerfully, and we again become all that it means 
to be truly human. No wonder the Psalmists—and others—
exclaim, ‘Oh, how I love thy law!’ 
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Law and Gospel—I 

Introduction: Variant Views on Law and Gospel 

We have already seen the struggle theologians have had over 
many centuries in regard to the matter of law and gospel. We have 
seen that some see the gospel as virtually cancelling the law as a 
way of life or the way of life. Others see the gospel as grace 
against the condemnation of the law, and releasing believing 
people from the law. Yet others see the gospel as a new law, first 
redeeming and then leading into a new way of life, which is not a 
law to be followed that is necessary to maintain justification, but 
the new way Christ has shown. In amongst these views we have 
seen the tendency towards antinomianism—rejection of law as a 
principle of life—and nomism, which sees law-keeping as 
essential to salvation. Finally there are those who believe the law 
condemned, exacerbated sin, increased the transgression, brought 
wrath, yet finally acted as a schoolmaster to bring them to Christ, 
after which they are now free to obey the law of God and so please 
God, without using the law in any way for self-justification. For 
them the law is not abrogated but constitutes the true way of life. 
Others—those with  
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nomist tendencies—see the law as the way of sanctification. To 
obey the law is to enter in, and live within, sanctification. All these 
views are still to be found, and the variations on the theme of law 
and gospel are many. In our previous discussions we have touched 
upon these variant views, and to some degree dealt with them. 
Now, however, we need to have a clear view of the relationship 
between law and gospel, for what we believe concerning them 
affects our lives very much. In some cases it amounts to the 
difference between life and death.1 
                                                 
 1  The contention concerning law and gospel goes on unabated. The Puritans 
certainly developed a strong theology concerning the relationship of the two. 
For this reason all Puritans make helpful reading, remembering that some of 
them were accused of antinomianism by their brethren, others of nomism, whilst 
others saw justification and sanctification both being of grace, and so the law of 
God became the way of life without prejudice to justification and without 
making law-observance the essence of sanctification. Especially helpful are the 
writings of Ernest Kevan. Some of his works are The Grace of Law: A Study in 
Puritan Theology (Guardian Press, Grand Rapids, 1976), a thorough treatment of 
the Puritans on the matter of law and grace; Moral Law (den Dulk Christian 
Foundation, Escondido, 1991); and Keep His Commandments.  
 Moral Law is really a presentation of the Puritan writer Anthony Burgess. 
Kevan says: 

The present treatment of the subject is based on the insights and the material of this 
clear thinker which are to be found in his remarkable work entitled, Vindiciae Legis; or 
A Vindication of the Morall Law. In this way it is hoped that to some extent the great 
contribution made by Anthony Burgess may be salvaged and given its place in the 
thought of today (p. 3). 

 Other useful sources are in works that treat the views of John Calvin and Martin 
Luther, whilst of course the reading of these Reformers is a helpful way of seeing 
law and gospel. An excellent treatment is given in Otto Weber’s second volume of 
his Foundations of Dogmatics, especially on pp. 362–80. Gustaf Wingren in Creation and 
Law insists on law preceding grace, a stated rebuttal of Karl Barth’s taking the second 
article of the Apostles’ Creed prior to the first. See also his Theology in Conflict 
(Oliver and Boyd, Edinburgh, 1958). Hendrikus Berkhof’s Christian Faith: An 
Introduction to the Study of Faith (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 1979) also has an 
extended treatment. The second volume of his Christian Dogmatics (eds C. E. 
Braaten and R. W. Jenson, Fortress Press, 1984) has a fresh Lutheran approach. 
John R. Loeschen’s Wrestling with Luther: An Introduction to the Study of His 
Thoughts traces Luther’s development of the idea of law, from his warnings 
against Moses to his seeing the law as the way of life of the believer. Geoffrey 
Bromiley’s Historical Theology: An Introduction (T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1978) 
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The Nature of Law and Gospel 

What we have previously seen of the law in this book amounts to a 
declaration of its nature, and what we know of ‘the gospel of 
God’, ‘the gospel of his Son’, ‘the gospel of Christ’ and Paul’s 
‘my gospel’ is virtually that which is set out in the kerugma, the 
evangel that the apostles proclaimed. The historical, theological 
problem the church has faced over centuries has been in seeking to 
declare the relationship between law and gospel, which one 
precedes the other, and then the place of law in the living out of 
the gospel. Otto Weber asserts that historically speaking: 
 

No one has ascribed to the law or the work of the law a direct salvific 
effect—this is essentially true even of the Roman Church. The ‘merit’ 
of which the Roman Church speaks does not arise out of the law 
itself but rather in the area of  

                                                                                                             
has the advantage of tracing both the Lutheran and Calvinist Reformed 
approaches. Walter Harrelson’s The Ten Commandments and Human Rights 
(Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1980) has a brilliant summary concerning law and 
gospel in the section of pages 157–72. The Faith of the Christian Church by Gustaf 
Aulen does not raise the dialectic of law and gospel but expounds agape as the 
major theological concept in regard to law. Perhaps one of the best expositions 
of the Reformed view is John Hesselink’s Calvin’s Concept of the Law (Pickwick 
Publications, Allison Park, 1992). Greg Bahnsen’s Theonomy in Christian Ethics 
(Craig Press, Nutley, 1977) plus his articles—and others—in The Journal of 
Christian Reconstruction (vols 2 and 5), put the case for biblical law for 
government, especially in western civilisation. Karl Barth’s famous treatment of 
law and gospel is diffused, in that it is scattered throughout his first two 
volumes of his Church Dogmatics (eds G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, T. & T. 
Clark, Edinburgh, 1977), the Index volume indicating that his first two volumes 
contain his major comments on the subject. In vol. 2, pt 2, pp. 509ff. is his priary 
discussion of law and gospel. Karl Barth acknowledged his debt to Heinrich 
Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics, and this is a useful volume. 
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the sacraments, which is of course normatively established. Again, no 
one wants to reconceive of the Gospel and the free grace of God as 
law. But if then the law does not have a direct salvific effect, the 
question must be what kind of indirect function it does then have. 
And if the Gospel is not law and cannot become law, we must ask 
how the law is then related to it. The most obvious approach would 
be to say that the law has a salvific effect only when it is 
subordinated to the Gospel. It would then be strictly distinguished 
from the Gospel but not separated from it.2  

He adds:  
It is worthy of note that Calvin, who follows Luther in the decisive 
issues, knows nothing of the noncompatibility of the law and Gospel; 
in that, he is chiefly an exegete, and one could wish that in this 
matter he were only an exegete.3 Certainly Reformed Orthodoxy, to 
the extent that it dealt with a polarity between the ‘covenant of 
works’ and the ‘covenant of grace,’ did greater justice to the 
‘redemptive-historical’ aspect of Paul than did Luther, but at the 
same time it clearly asserted Luther’s well-grounded intention . . . It 
must also be noted that the problem of ‘law and Gospel’ was not one of 
the controversial doctrines within Protestantism in the 16th century and 
during the age of Orthodoxy, and that it was not strongly emphasized in 
the age of restorational theology. Only a few voices were raised in the 
19th century, some of them simply establishing that there were 
differences on the question between Lutherans and Reformed, some 
interpreting Luther from this perspective. But it was the ‘Luther 
Renaissance,’ which is primarily a development of the 20th century, 
which again illuminated the historical problem and the material 
importance of the issue and in part imbued it with a brusque 
confessional accent. The role of ‘dialectical theology’ in the new 
consideration of the old problem was also decisive . . . The predominant 
factor in the contemporary discussion, if we are precise, is not the 
difference in accent between Luther and Calvin, but the contrast 
between Karl Barth and significant directions of modern 
Lutheranism.4 

                                                 
 2  Otto Weber Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, pp. 362–3. 
 3  It seems that Weber prefers exegesis to the wider induction of dogma, at 
least in this particular case. 
 4  Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, pp. 364–5. 
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 Weber sees Karl Barth as being in agreement with the 
distinction of law and gospel, ‘The law is not the Gospel, as the 
Gospel is not the law. A refusal to make a distinction here would 
mean opposing the whole of Scripture’.5 At the same time we have 
to note the differences Barth and Luther held in their order of law 
and gospel; Luther placing the law before the gospel, and Barth 
the law after the gospel, and in fact saw the law as ‘the form of the 
Gospel’, but this we do not need to discuss here.  

The Nature of Law in Regard to the Gospel 

Returning to what we have seen in earlier chapters, and 
particularly in chapter 10 we see the condemnatory and lethal 
nature of the law, particularly as set out by Paul in Romans, 
Galatians and I Timothy. We have discussed the significance of 
these references and will not repeat it:  

If a law had been given which could make alive, then righteousness 
would indeed be by the law’ (Gal. 3:21).   
.  .  .  if justification were through the law, then Christ died to no 
purpose (Gal. 2:21).  
.  .  .  the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law 
(Rom. 3:21).  
.  .  .  the law of sin and death (Rom. 8:2).  
Apart from the law sin lies dead . .  .  but when the commandment 
came, sin revived and I died; the very commandment which 
promised life proved to be death to me (Rom. 7:8–10).  
For sin, finding opportunity in the commandment, deceived me and 
by it killed me (Rom. 7:11). 

                                                 
 5  As quoted by Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, p. 362, fn. 203 in 
Barth’s ‘Gospel and Law’ in God, Grace, and Gospel, Oliver and Boyd, 1959; cf. 
Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 2, pt 2, pp. 509ff. 
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Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions (Gal. 3:19).  
For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse (Gal. 3:10).  
For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no 
transgression (Rom. 4:15).  
.  .  .  I through the law died to the law (Gal. 2:19). 

 
These references give a view of law which is fearsome, especially 
if we understand them existentially; that is, we have lived in them 
and felt their impact. In some ways ‘through the law comes 
knowledge of sin’ brings them together, for Paul in Romans 3:20 
is not even saying that we recognise what is sin by seeing what is 
commanded and what is forbidden.  
 But we have an existential knowledge of sin in which we have 
begun—in some measure—to understand the wrath of God, the 
curse of God, the lethal nature of law, the use sin makes of the law 
to slay us, the reality of the law as the principle of sin and death, 
the futility of attempting to do the works of the law, and the 
deadly pain of present death we experience, doubtless through the 
conscience which has become a tyrant because it is an agent of 
deadly law, all the time inducing and gathering guilt. 
 If this lethal action of the law were all that is left to fallen 
Man, then the situation would be indeed horrific. However, Paul 
said: 
 

.  .  .  the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from law, 
although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the 
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe 
(Rom. 3:21–22), 

 
for he claims in Romans 10:4, ‘For Christ is the end of the law, 
that every one who has faith may be justified’. We have seen that 
‘the end’ does not mean ‘the termination’ but ‘the fulfilment’, and 
the outcome of this  
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fulfilling is that faith is the way of justification, and not ‘works of 
the law’. In Galatians 3:21–25 Paul reveals that the lethal action of 
the law, and our inability to keep it, has put us into custody and we 
are shut up to faith until Christ comes, and then the law is a 
schoolmaster to bring us to Christ. That is, its works do not save, 
but the law directs us to salvation. Throughout all this rather grim 
revelation of the law, Paul has maintained that the law is 
essentially ‘good’, ‘holy’, ‘just’ and ‘spiritual’, that it was 
intended for life, but through the flesh—Man’s hostility to God 
and His law —it was ‘weak’. The law was never essentially weak 
for its lethal powers were great, and when obeyed from the heart is 
truly the way of life, but it was ‘weak to effect justification’ and 
this only because Man had become ‘flesh’. 
 All of this, then, leads us to the firm conclusion that the law 
can never be seen as the gospel. Undoubtedly also, justification 
through faith cannot obtain on its own; for with justification also 
comes sanctification, and it is here the confusion of law and 
gospel has resulted in some deficient theological thinking. Even 
so, law and gospel, vis-a-vis justification by faith, must be seen as 
different entities. The word of the law and the word of the gospel 
are both from God. It is the One God who speaks them both but 
we must distinguish the two words and not coalesce them, how-
ever the two may eventually be seen to coinhere one another. 

Luther on the Christian’s Use of the Law 

J. R. Loeschen traces the development of Luther’s thought 
regarding the law. As with Calvin, so with Luther: what we have 
called ‘the lethal aspects of the law’ are firmly and even grimly 
stated, but whereas in  
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his sermon ‘How Christians Should Regard Moses’,6 Luther seems 
to see the law of Moses as having no relationship to the Christian 
believer, yet Loeschen quotes Luther on Romans 2:15, who after 
quoting ‘the love shed abroad by the Holy Spirit’ said that love 
was: 
 

.  .  .  the law of Christ and the fulfillment of the law of Moses, or 
rather, it is a law without law, without measure, without end, 
without limit, but extended above and beyond everything the law 
prescribes or can prescribe.7 

 
At this stage,8 Luther sees the law of love as transcending the law 
of Moses, but in commenting on I Timothy 1:9 he says: 
 

‘The law is not made for a righteous man,’ i.e., in so far as he is 
righteous he has all the virtues which the law demands. He is already 
above the law because he owes nothing to the law: he keeps the law 
and his life is the very law itself, living and fulfilled .  .  .  But in truth this 
change (of the law) has not yet been perfected as the first law was, 
but is being perfected from day to day . . . because the righteous man 
to whom no law need be given does not exist, for in this life he only 
makes a beginning to his righteousness.9 

 
 At the same time Luther saw the law—at least the 
Decalogue—as being innate in Man from the beginning of the 
world. Gerharde Forde quotes: 
 

Therefore, there is one law which runs through all ages, is known to 
all men, is written in the hearts of all people, and  

                                                 
 6  Luther, Word and Sacrament I, E. Theordore Bachmann (ed.), Luther’s 
Works, vol. 35, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1960, pp. 161–74. 
 7  Loeschen, Wrestling with Luther, p. 108. 
 8  It is known that Luther’s thought developed, so that when he is quoted we 
need to contextualise the statement. Also Luther’s way of speaking springs from 
the reality of the word to him, and in the way in which Melancthon was a 
systematic theologian, Luther was not. That is why we often misunderstand 
him, especially when he uses the paradox. To quote Luther against seeing the 
law is to deny the theology of the two present quotes.  
 9  Loeschen, Wrestling with Luther, p. 108. 
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leaves no one from beginning to end with an excuse, although for the 
Jews ceremonies were added and the other nations had their laws, 
which were not binding upon the whole world, but only this one, 
which the Holy Spirit dictates unceasingly in the hearts of all.10 

 
Whilst Luther may see law here as the natural law or lex 
creationis, he nominates law as innate to Man, though in this case 
not specifically discussing it in regard to its various uses. What 
interests us is the third use of the law, whether Luther uses the 
term or not. Loeschen sums up Luther’s views of the third use of 
the law, ‘The law reflects his new being, guides him into works of 
love, and encourages him to realize in his life (imperative sense) 
what he already is (indicative sense)’. He then quotes Luther again 
on Romans 5:5, speaking of the new law as the law of the Spirit: 
 

. . . written with no letters at all, published in no words, thought of in 
no thoughts. On the contrary, it is the living will itself and the life of 
experience . . . This light of understanding in the mind, I say, and this 
flame in the heart is the law of faith, the new law, the law of Christ, 
the law of the Spirit, the law of grace. It justifies, fulfills everything, and 
crucifies the lusts of the flesh.11 

 
 Even so, though in other contexts, Luther sees the law as 
never ceasing to accuse. It does not accuse when his life is the very 
law itself, living and fulfilled, but at that moment when the man of 
faith switches from  

                                                 
 10  Gerharde Forde, Christian Dogmatics, vol. 2, p. 271. Forde quotes from 
Luther’s Lectures on Galatians (1519) in his exegesis of Galatians 5:19. 
 11  Loeschen, Wrestling with Luther, p. 271. Forde (Christian Dogmatics, p. 415) 
also speaks of the three uses of the law, although he says Luther generally 
thought in terms of two:  

(1) the political use (to restrain evil and preserve order), (2) the theological use (to expose and 
convict of sin), and (3) the use in the life of the reborn (to guide Christian living). 
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this kind of living and sees himself as a being committed to 
satisfying his conscience, then the law recommences its work of 
accusation. Forde contends that Luther taught that the conscience 
will always be about the law, and so much so that the person will 
seek virtue by trying to bring his conscience to peace, and this 
seemingly commendable aim of endeavouring to obtain virtue will 
be a departure from the grace of justification. Conscience must 
only be seen in the light of faith.  
 As Luther put it, ‘Christ must reign in the conscience’. Forde 
expands this: 
 

Law does not belong there at all.12 We can be saved only by simply 
believing the promise of God. One must be still and listen. 
‘Conscience’ and ‘the stern voice of duty’ will insist that this is ‘too 
cheap,’ ‘too easy,’ and a thousand other things, and summon us back 
to the battle for virtue. But that is just the problem. To succumb to 
that voice is precisely to lose: to lose Christ and return to the self. The 
law returns to the conscience. Sin finds its opportunity in the very 
goodness of the commandment, as Paul puts it. One can be saved 
from sin for good works, only by faith. Christ and his unconditional 
grace must reign in the conscience. There is no other way. Everything 
must begin and end by simply trusting that word which says, ‘You 
are mine and I will never let you go’.13 

The Matter of Law and the Conscience 

 It is clear from the treatment of conscience in Hebrews 9:14 
and 10:1–22 that the conscience must be cleansed by the blood 
(death) of Christ, and for the writer of Hebrews this involves 
propitiation. Paul also  

                                                 
 12  We must bear in mind that the conscience is never dependable except in 
Christ (II Tim. 1:3) and the Spirit (Rom. 9:1; cf. Acts 24:16), for we can have ‘an 
evil conscience’ or a ‘seared conscience’. In any case the conscience is tutored 
and conditioned by cultural, societal training and they seem to come first to 
mind when making ethical decisions.  
 13  Forde, Christian Dogmatics, p. 417. 
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talks of the conscience—I Timothy 1:5, 19, II Timothy 1:3, and 
Titus 1:15—that not to have a conscience in faith is to have a 
corrupted conscience, and so Luther’s principle of not trusting the 
conscience would obtain. In Romans 9:1 Paul speaks of his 
conscience bearing witness in the Holy Spirit, which is the same 
as saying that Christ lives in the conscience, for it is he who is 
made to be to us ‘our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification 
and redemption’. Following the law through the conscience to 
achieve virtue or to be sanctified will then place the person back in 
the lethal throes of the law. We can see why Luther and other 
Reformers were wary of setting out sanctification as a process of 
obeying the law, though they all acknowledged the law to be the 
way of sanctification, though not its accomplishment since 
sanctification is also by faith. If we keep this in mind, then we see 
Luther did not reject the law for the believer but saw it as the way 
of love.14 It is interesting to note that some of the Reformed 
theologians would prefer to talk of ‘commandments’ because a 
command is given personally—God to a person—rather than what 
seems impersonal, namely the law as a body of precepts. Others 
endeavour to make the new law of the heart different from the 
primary law, the lex creationis, and this cannot be accomplished. 
Both Luther and Calvin, and later Karl Barth, all point to the fact 
that Christ is our justification and sanctification, and that a 
doctrine as such is not followed, but Christ’s life is lived out 
through us, as ours is lived in him. Only then does the distinction 
and the conjunction of law and gospel become clear.  

                                                 
 14  Time and again some Reformers were so wary of law that they seemed to 
reject it; an act which would be reprehensible. As we have seen, this fear of 
nomism was so strong that it often led into antinomianism. 
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 Our brief survey here of Luther’s view of the law15 as the 
believer’s way of life is undoubtedly limited, but the point of the 
Reformers is clear—no justification or sanctification by law, but 
those who are justified love the law of God as it is written in their 
hearts, and obey it through the power of the Spirit. This is 
justification and sanctification together, the latter issuing from the 
former. 

The Existential Nature of Truth, 
of Humanity before God 

Now when we have said all that we have written above, how does 
that affect us, the writer and readers? It is often said that theology 
is authentic when it is doxological. Paul is theological but does not 
write theology, as such, and much the same can be said of Luther 
and the other great giants of the word of God. Their expositions 
are passionate, born out of intense involvement in their sinful 
humanity coram deo. Before God and Man we are naked and 
exposed, and much of our sinful strivings for virtue are to cover 
ourselves, prove ourselves, and to justify ourselves. Our 
consciences are cruel slave-masters and we cringe before the law. 
One of the passages most quoted of Luther reveals the terror of 
Man under the pain of his conscience, and the ruthless driving of 
his spirit by the law: 
 

Nothing more than a dry leaf on the ground, over which little worms 
creep and which is too weak to protect itself from a speck  

                                                 
 15  It is not our intention to discuss Luther’s view at any great length, which 
would itself require a vast coverage, but we mention the so-called differences 
between Luther and Calvin in order to outline Calvin’s view of the third use of 
the law. 
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of dust . . . Yet when the hour is at hand, rider and mount, spear, 
armor, kings, princes, the power and panoply of armies, and such 
defiant, fussing, and fuming tyrants as otherwise cannot be terrified 
with hell, God’s wrath, and judgment, but who only grow more 
arrogant and hardened, shall be startled by a rustling leaf. What 
valiant fellows we are! We do not stand in awe of God’s anger but 
remain unmoved, and yet we fear and flee from the anger of a frail, 
withered leaf. The rustling of such a leaf must make earth too 
confining for us and must become an angry God for us who dared a 
moment before to challenge and defy heaven and earth.16 

 
 When this is the experience of men and women—an 
experience we hide from one another—then it is no wonder the 
law does not attract us. Paul—in the passages we have quoted 
above—was not about an academic theological exercise. He was 
speaking of his own experience. Somehow he was once alive 
without the law, but then the law came and he died. How did it 
come? Did it come in the person of Christ on the road to 
Damascus, was he unmasked from his being ‘as to righteousness 
under the law blameless’ and cast into a maelstrom of terror and 
horror at his double sinfulness, his claiming of virtue by his law-
works, when it was but an evil cloak for his deepest evil? What we 
mean is that the gospel in all its glory and the law of God in all its 
beauty cannot come to us except our spirits be born anew of God’s 
great grace in Christ. Our noetic understanding is an evil of a kind 
because it deludes us into thinking we have grasped grace, when 
as yet grace has not so grasped us that we gasp with the pain and 
the joy of it in an intense liberation from our sin and the dread 
spectre of the law of sin and death. 

                                                 
 16  Martin Luther, Lectures on the Minor Prophets II: Jonah – Habbakkuk, 
Luther’s Works, vol. 19, ed. H. C. Oswald, Concordia Publishers, St Louis, 1974, 
pp. 75ff. 
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 We need this kind of exhortation to live in the word and be 
liberated by it and by no other thing. We cannot existentialise that 
which is noetic; we cannot turn our intellectual brilliance into the 
humility that is born only of the word himself, but perhaps—in 
statements such as these—we can apply brokenly to God to come 
and penetrate to our depths and save us by great and glorious 
grace. Then it is we will be like Paul, ‘eager to preach the gospel 
[at] Rome’ and, for that matter, in all the world. Where there is 
such burning, men and women will catch alight and see the 
splendour of both law and gospel and know their true conjunction. 

Law and Gospel—II 
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Law and Gospel—II 

Calvin’s View of the Law 

Calvin, like Luther, saw the law as universal and not as originating 
only from Sinai, though that may have been the time and occasion 
for its being written as ‘hard copy’: 
 

It is a fact that the law of God which we call the moral law is nothing 
else than a testimony of natural law and of that conscience which 
God has engraved upon the minds of men. Consequently, the entire 
scheme of this equity of which we are now speaking has been 
prescribed in it. Hence, this equity alone must be the goal and rule 
and limit of all laws. Whatever laws shall be framed to that rule, 
directed to that goal, bound by that limit, there is no reason why we 
should disapprove of them, howsoever they may differ from Jewish 
law, or among themselves.1 

 
Much has been written on Calvin’s view of the law and of the 
relationship between law and gospel. We refer the reader to 
footnote 1 in the previous chapter for bibliography.2 
Commentators on Calvin differ in  

                                                 
 1  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Library of Christian Classics 
Series, vol. 21, ed. J. T. McNeill, Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 1977, p. 1504 

2  p. 224. 
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their view of how Calvin saw law and grace. This is often the 
result of debates between some Lutheran and Calvinist scholars, 
and need not concern us here, although we note that the materials 
of protagonists of Luther and Calvin also make helpful reading. 
Much of what I would like to say is contained in the writings of 
Otto Weber, I. John Hesselink and Hendrikus Berkhof, whom we 
have already quoted, and Francois Wendel,3 Robert Doyle4 and G. 
C. Berkouwer, though not confined to all of these. We commence 
with the quote of Otto Weber used in the previous chapter: 
 

It is worthy of note that Calvin, who follows Luther in the decisive 
issues, knows nothing of the noncompatibility of the law and Gospel; 
in that, he is chiefly an exegete, and one could wish that in this 
matter he were only an exegete. Certainly Reformed Orthodoxy, to 
the extent that it dealt with a polarity between the ‘covenant of 
works’ and the ‘covenant of grace,’ did greater justice to the 
‘redemptive-historical’ aspect of Paul than did Luther, but at the 
same time it clearly asserted Luther’s well-grounded intention . . . It 
must also be noted that the problem of ‘law and Gospel’ was not one 
of the controversial doctrines within Protestantism in the 16th 
century and during the age of Orthodoxy, and that it was not 
strongly emphasized in the age of restorational theology. Only a few 
voices were raised in the 19th century, some of them simply 
establishing that there were differences on the question between 
Lutherans and Reformed, some interpreting Luther from this 
perspective. But it was the ‘Luther Renaissance,’ which is primarily a 
development of the 20th century, which again illuminated the 
historical problem and the material importance of the issue and in 
part imbued it with a brusque confessional accent. The role of 
‘dialectical theology’ in the new consideration of the old  

                                                 
 3  Francois Wendel, Calvin: The Origins and Development of His Religious 
Thought, Collins, London, 1963. 
 4  Unpublished thesis by Robert Doyle, Lecturer at Moore College, Sydney, 
The Context of Moral Decision Making in the Writings of John Calvin—The 
Christological Ethics of Eschatological Order. The section I draw from mainly is 
chapter 5, ‘Sinai: At the Boundary: The Unveiling of the Law’. 
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problem was also decisive . . . The predominant factor in the 
contemporary discussion, if we are precise, is not the difference in 
accent between Luther and Calvin, but the contrast between Karl 
Barth and significant directions of modern Lutheranism.  

We are here not really concerned about the differing views of 
these two Reformers—if, in fact, there be such differences—but 
with Calvin’s view of the law and the relationship of law and 
gospel. We have to leave those to debate who call in question 
Calvin’s views of the three uses of the law.5 Without doubt his 
teaching can be shown to employ all three uses, and in practice, 
mostly to the third use of the law.6 He states his general view of 
the law, ‘I understand by the word “law” not only the Ten 
Commandments which set forth a godly and righteous rule of 
living, but the form of religion handed down by God through 
Moses’.7 The four following quotations act as a commentary on 
this:  

A man’s life cannot be ordered unless it is framed according to the 
law of God . . . In as much as in the law the difference between good 
and evil is set forth, it is given for the regulation of the life of men, so 
that it may be justly called the rule of living well and 
righteously . . . The course of human life is unchartered and unsound 
as soon as it departs from his law.  
Only those men obey God who do what is agreeable to the law of 
God.8  

 We need to understand Calvin fully in regard to the law, 
especially in its third use, the way of sanctification for the 
Christian believer. The second use of the law,  

                                                 
 5  Most helpful here is G. C. Berkouwer’s discussion of sin and law in 
chapters 5 and 6 of his book, Sin (Studies in Dogmatics Series, Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1971). Otto Weber’s discussion in his Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 2, 
discusses fully the Lutheran and Reformed views under ‘The Office of the Law’ 
(pp. 380–98). Wendel (Calvin, pp. 196ff.) is also helpful. 
 6  See Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, chapter 5, ‘The End and Use of 
the Law’. 
 7  Calvin, Institutes, vol. 20, p. 348. 
 8  Doyle, ‘Thesis’, pp. 177, 185. 
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in conviction of sin and leading to the gospel, precedes faith in 
Christ when the gospel is heard. Calvin places faith before 
repentance, and, again, this has been the cause of much debate.9 
Calvin sees the fathers—the patriarchs and those of Israel—as 
looking to the grace of God, as those in the new covenant now 
look to that grace: 
 

. . . we today have the hope of the same inheritance as the fathers 
under the old covenant; for they were partakers of the same 
adoption . . . In spite of their external slavery their consciences were 
free . . . They so bore the yoke of the law on their shoulders that they 
worshipped God with a free spirit. More particularly, they had been 
taught about the free pardon of sins, and their consciences were 
delivered from the tyranny of sin and death. Hence we must 
conclude that they held the same doctrine as ourselves, were joined 
with us in the true unity of faith, placed reliance with us on the one 
Mediator, called on God as their Father, and were governed by the 
same Spirit. All this leads to the conclusion that the difference 
between us and the ancient fathers lies not in substance but in 
accidents.10 

 
 Since Calvin sees repentance as following faith, as also 
springing from it, then the relevancy of the law appears, especially 
in its third use. Talking of evangelical repentance, he says, ‘the 
sinner [is] sorely afflicted, but rises above it and lays hold of 
Christ as medicine for his wound, comfort for his dread, the haven 
of his mercy’,11 and this obviously arises from the second use of 
the law in convicting unto repentance, but not unto ‘legal 
repentance’, that is, to ‘remorse’. Calvin saw both mortification 
and vivification as parts of the  

                                                 
 9  See Robert Doyle’s article ‘The Preaching of Repentance in John Calvin’ in 
God Who Is Rich in Mercy (eds P. T. O’Brien & D. G. Peterson, Lancer, Homebush, 
1986, pp. 287–321). 
 10  John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul: The Apostle to the Galatians, Ephesians, 
Philippians and Colossians, Calvin’s Commentaries, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1974, p. 71. 
 11  Robert Doyle, ‘The Preaching of Repentance’, p. 291.  
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process of repentance in which the third use of the law has its part. 
This may refer to John the Baptist’s ‘fruit that befits repentance’ 
and Paul’s ‘perform deeds worthy of their repentance’ (Matt. 3:8; 
Acts 26:20). 
 Again, Calvin did not see the law as antithetical to the gospel, 
as was the case with some of the Reformers,12 but as the gospel 
fulfilling the promises made to Israel, and in fact, promises of 
which they partook in their day in no small measure. It has been 
charged that Calvin always placed law before grace and lacked the 
Christocentrism which made Barth see the law and gospel as one, 
though still separate entities,13 because Barth starts from the 
revelation of Christ and the gospel. In a real sense Calvin believed 
the ancient fathers looked to Christ in the midst of their relationship 
with the law. In his commentary on Titus 3:4 (‘When the kindness 
of God our saviour appeared . . .’), he says: 
 

First it may be asked whether God’s kindness began to be known in 
the world only at the time when Christ was manifested in the flesh, 
for it is certain that from the first the fathers knew  

                                                 
  12  Hesselink (Calvin’s Concept of the Law, pp. 255f.) quotes P. Lobstein, Die 
Ethik Calvins (C. S. Schmidt, Strasburg, 1877, pp. 55f.):  

The Lutheran conception of the law is distinguished above all by the way in which the 
Pauline passages in which the law is thought of as a correlate of sinfulness are utilized 
and emphasized much more strongly than by Calvin . . . . The occasion for this lies 
incontestably in the basic conception of Luther’s that the peculiar attribute of the law is 
its condemning work and that where this attribute of the law is lacking, it is no more 
the law in its proper sense. Where Luther finds a free acquiescence in the law, the law 
for him completely disappears or at least it assumes a form to which the universal 
concept of the law is no longer suitable. Calvin, on the contrary, conceives of the law 
according to two diverse characteristics, namely, both with and apart from its 
condemning work. The law itself is not abolished for the believer, but only the 
maledictio legis . . . . Thus, while for Luther the usus praecipius of the law is intended for 
the sinner, for Calvin the law is related above all to believers for whom, however, the 
maledictio is removed.   

 13  As quoted in our last chapter, Barth says, ‘The law is not the Gospel, as 
the Gospel is not the law. A refusal to make a distinction here would mean 
opposing the whole of Scripture.’ 
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and experienced God’s kindness, mercy and favour towards them . . . 
The answer is simple, that the fathers under the Law tasted God’s 
goodness only by looking towards Christ on whose advent all their 
faith depended. Thus God’s kindness may be said to have appeared 
when He showed this sure pledge of it and gave actual proof that He 
had not so often promised salvation to men in vain.14   

To this we may add Calvin’s statement in his Institutes when 
referring to Matthew 11:27:  

Therefore, holy men of old knew God only by beholding him in his 
Son as in a mirror (cf. II Cor. 3:18) . . . God has never manifested 
himself to men in any other way than through the Son, that is, his 
sole wisdom, light, and truth. From this fountain Adam, Noah, 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and others drank all that they had of heavenly 
teaching. From the same fountain, all the prophets have also drawn 
every heavenly oracle that they have given forth.15   

 Having said this, Calvin does not place the gospel before the 
law as does Barth, and this is partly because he sees the law as 
given by God to the creature as a gift of grace rather than a legal 
imposition. Moreover, as we have observed, he sees the keeping of 
the law as obedience to a Person, to God and especially God as 
Creator and Father. Because Calvin sees no dichotomy between 
law and gospel, and because he does not reason dialectically but 
recognises the polarity and unity of law and gospel, therefore the 
dynamic of law and gospel both operate within the grace of God. 
Indeed, Calvin speaks of the oneness of the word and the Spirit, 
and since law and gospel are both the word of God then no 
dichotomy can exist. As we have noted, some Lutheran 
theologians see law and gospel  

                                                 
 14  John Calvin, The Second Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians and the 
Epistles to Timothy, Titus and Philemon, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 10, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, p. 380. 
 15  Calvin, Institutes, vol. 20, p. 1153.  
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as antithetical so that in their explication of justification and 
sanctification they find no place for law, that is, the use of the law 
as a result of justification or as related to the process of 
sanctification. Romans 3:21 denies a dichotomy or antithesis, ‘But 
now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, 
and is attested by the law and the prophets’ (NRSV). Notice, too, in 
this context that Paul denies that by his doctrine of justification we 
make void the law: rather, he insists, we uphold it. 
 We have seen previously in Romans 8:1–4, that the act of 
justification has as its outcome that which the law would have 
wished to evoke or accomplish, namely ‘that the just requirement 
of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the 
flesh but according to the Spirit’. This fulfilling of the law by 
walking in the Spirit is begun in the work of repentance and 
continued in the regeneration engendered by the word and the 
Spirit. To be tentative about the new way of life by speaking about 
‘commands’, ‘paraneses’, ‘paracleses’, or some such words 
which evade using the word ‘law’ because of its connotation with 
the first and second uses of the law, or the confusion of a ‘works–
righteousness’ mode of thinking and action, is to deny the place of 
law in the processes of sanctification. 
 In the light of all this, what does Calvin make of the statement 
of Romans 7:4, ‘you have died to the law’, and 7:6, ‘But now we 
are discharged from the law’? In regard to the first, Calvin says: 
 

We must keep in mind that Paul is referring here only to that part of 
the law which is proper to the ministry of Moses. We must never 
imagine that the law is in anyway abrogated in regard to the Ten 
Commandments, in which God has taught us what is right and has 
ordered our life, because the will of God must stand for ever. The 
release here mentioned, we must  
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carefully notice, is not from the righteousness which is taught in the 
law, but from the rigid demands of the law and from the curse which 
follows from its demands. What is abrogated, therefore, is not the 
rule of good living which the law prescribes, but that quality which is 
opposed to the liberty which we have obtained through Christ, viz. 
the demand for absolute perfection. Because we do not display this 
perfection it binds us under the guilt of eternal death. 

 
In regard to the second, he says:  
 

If the restraint of the law had so little effect in restraining the flesh 
that it aroused us rather to sin, then we must be loosed from the law, 
in order that we may cease to sin. If we are freed from the bondage of 
the law in order that we may serve God, those who derive their 
licence to sin from this fact are wrong, and those who teach us that in 
this way free reign is given to lust are also wrong. Note, therefore, 
that we are delivered from the law, when God looses us from its rigid 
demands and its curse, and endues us with His Spirit, in order that 
we may walk in His ways.16 

 
We see clearly that Calvin is constantly speaking of liberation 
from the law’s condemnation and the sinfulness it arouses, but we 
are not free from the law in regard to its third use, the outworking 
of the new life in the process of sanctification. Whilst we are in 
‘the old man’, sin will work by means of the law: as we are in ‘the 
new man’, obedience will work to holiness (cf. Rom. 6:15–23).  

Law, Gospel and the Renewal of the Image of God in Man 

 We now come to what Hesselink calls ‘Calvin’s dynamic 
understanding of the law’.17 He points out  

                                                 
 16  For both notes see John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the 
Romans and the Thessalonians (Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 8, Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, pp. 139, 141). 
 17  Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, p. 277. In the last section I drew on 
some of Hesselink’s observations since they link up with the previous assertions 
of J. A. Motyer which I have used, that Man is ‘the living, personal image of 
God’ and the law is ‘the written, preceptual image of God’. 
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that Calvin’s commentary on Romans 8:29 notes that the Apostle: 
 

. . . did not simply say that they should be conformed to Christ, but 
to the image of Christ, in order to teach us that in Christ there is a 
living and conspicuous example (exemplar) set before all the sons of 
God for their imitation.18 

 
 Calvin sees that God’s image is presented in Christ, that Christ 
lives in us and we in Christ, and that Christ is the only pattern and 
example we have. He quotes I Peter 2:21, where Christ is said to 
have left us an example to follow his steps, and not merely a life to 
copy. We would say Christ’s life in us, and ours in him, is not 
copying, or merely imitating in the sense of mimicking, but is the 
very life of Christ being lived out in action, that action being a 
practical comporting with the law. 

Christ the Exemplar of the Law 

 We have seen previously that Christ kept the law in every 
way. He rendered true obedience to it. This, at least, is the ‘active 
obedience’ (cf. Rom. 5:12–21) to which the Reformers often 
referred. It is the obedience ‘even unto the death of the cross’ 
which Paul described. He did not come to abrogate the law, but to 
fulfil it. Righteousness had to exceed the so-called righteousness 
of the scribes and Pharisees or it was no righteousness. Paul 
thought ‘as touching the law’ that he was ‘blameless’. As 
‘touching the law’ Christ was blameless. Ignoring for the moment 
the fact of Christ’s ‘passive obedience’,19 we recognise that his 
active  

                                                 
 18  Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, p. 279. 
 19  It could be argued that his death as a propitiation might be included in what 
Jesus described as ‘the weightier matters of the law’, such as ‘mercy’, but that is 
a speculative argument, not to be entertained as provable. 
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obedience was total. As a human being this was expected of him 
by God and only a total obedience would be satisfactory. Only by 
comparison with fallen humanity is such full obedience 
remarkable. The fact is that Christ was truly Man, yet his 
obedience was beyond that of fallen Man, though he was ‘made in 
the likeness of sinful flesh’ and was subject to all the temptations 
we know. Of course temptation to one who seeks only to do the 
Father’s will comes in a way which cannot be successful. It is but 
a testing not likely to indicate other than total loyalty to God. 

The Exemplar as the Image of God for Us 

 What is significant about Christ’s life of obedience is that it 
presented ‘the living, personal image of God’, and concurred 
wholly with the law as ‘the written, preceptual image of God’. His 
Sermon on the Mount tells us he understood the nature of law in 
its true essence, and it was this he demonstrated in his life. The 
mind and life of the Triune God is revealed in that disquisition. 
Obeying the Sermon is being ‘perfect, just as your heavenly Father 
is perfect’, and thus is being truly in the image of God. This is a 
revelation to us as to what a human being is as ‘the living, 
personal image of God’. Calvin’s quote is apt here: 
 

Now it will not be difficult to decide the purpose of the whole law: 
the fulfillment of righteousness to form human life to the archetype 
[exemplar] of divine purity. For God has so depicted his character in 
the law that if any man carries out in deeds whatever is enjoined 
there, he will express the image of God, as it were, in his own life.20 

                                                 
 20  Calvin, Institutes, vol. 20, p. 415. 
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 Christ presented that image in the midst of a world of fallen 
human creatures. It was not an image which could only obtain in a 
perfect world. It obtained where the curse was present, and is 
present. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus interpreted the Law of 
God and in his life he revealed it by living by it. When it is said in 
Romans 10:4 that Christ is the end (telos) of the law, then it 
cannot mean the termination of the law, but its fulfillment. We 
have discussed this somewhat, and surely must conclude that: (i) 
the giving of the law always had Christ in mind; and (ii) that he 
represented and presented its fullness, its pleroma. It is also true 
that he put an end to the erroneous idea of being justified by works 
of the law, but that does not mean he put an end to law in the 
matter of living righteously. In commenting on this verse, Calvin 
said: 
 

Indeed, every doctrine of the law, every command, every promise, 
always points to Christ. We are, therefore, to apply all its parts to 
Him. But we cannot do this, unless we are stripped of all 
righteousness, are overwhelmed by the knowledge of our sin, and 
seek unmeritied righteousness from him alone.21 

 
We cannot see Christ as the fulfilment of the law, and as the image 
of God unless first our own imagined righteousness is undone. As 
for us imitating him: that is an impossibility. Here the doctrines of 
justification by faith and union must find their expression. 
 Robert A. Gessert observes: 
 

For Calvin, the law in its richest meaning is synonymous with the 
Word of God, and grace with the Spirit. Their objective unity is 
found in Christ, the Mediator; in faith the subjective unity becomes 
our ‘purity of heart’.22 

                                                 
 21  Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Romans, pp. 221f. 
 22  Robert A. Gessert, ‘The Integrity of Faith—An Inquiry into the Meaning 
of the Law in the Thought of John Calvin’, in The Scottish Journal of Theology, vol. 
13, no. 3 (Sept. 1960), pp. 247–61 (quoted by Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the 
Law, p. 285). 
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We know from Romans 8:3–4 that the law is ‘weak through the 
flesh’, but that does not mean the law is, per se, weak. Romans 
8:3–4 reads: 
 

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: 
sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he 
condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the just requirement of the 
law might be fulfilled in us who walk not according to the flesh but 
according to the Spirit. 

 
The killing of the condemnation of the law by Christ’s propitiatory 
sacrifice took away sin’s power and enabled the believer, by the 
Spirit, to fulfil the just dikaioma of the law, for the delivered 
believer now walks in the Spirit. Gessert’s statement is then most 
intelligible and apt. Fulfilling the righteousness of the law is 
linked with the commands of God—the law given personally—
and the Spirit, so to speak, releasing that dynamic of the law. From 
a Christocentric point of view Christ, by the Word and the Spirit, 
by his indwelling and risen power enables the believer to walk in 
the way of the law. Certainly in Psalm 19 the dynamic of the law 
is portrayed in verses 7–10:  
 

The law of the LORD is perfect,  
 reviving the soul; 
the testimony of the LORD is sure,  
 making wise the simple; 
the precepts of the LORD are right,  
 rejoicing the heart; 
the commandment of the LORD is pure,  
 enlightening the eyes; 
the fear of the LORD is clean,  
 enduring for ever; 
the ordinances of the LORD are true,  
 and righteous altogether. 
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More to be desired are they than gold,  
 even much fine gold; 
sweeter also than honey  
 and drippings of the honeycomb. 

 
We see the actions attributed to the law of God in that, as His 
Word, it effects what it commands. So it ‘revives the soul’, ‘makes 
wise the simple’, ‘rejoices the heart’, and—among many other 
things23—‘enlightens the eyes’.24 Of course, if we divorce the law 
of God from God then we change it from being ‘the Ten Words’ 
spoken by Him, and we make it only formidable ‘hard copy’ and 
depict it simply as a body of legislation. In this way it is divorced 
from the Word and the Spirit, and so from Christ himself, who is 
our life. Christ lives in us and we in him. We live in ‘the living, 
personal image of God’—Christ—and in him we are being 
‘renewed in the spirit of [our] mind’, we are ‘being renewed in 
knowledge after the image of its [the new man’s] creator’, and so 
the renewal in knowledge of God the Creator is renewal in 
knowledge of God and His law.25 Thus Calvin says, ‘The law of 
God contains in itself that newness by which his image can be 
restored in us’, and observes: 
 

The sum of the whole law and all that God requires of us has this end 
in view, that His image should shine forth in us, so that we should 
not be degenerate children. This cannot happen unless we are 
renewed and put off the image of the old Adam.26 

                                                 
 23  See Psalms 1 and 119 for the many things the law effects in obedient 
people.  
 24  Psalm 119 records many more effects of the law in the life of the obedient 
person. Our view of the law as a rigid set of rules and not as a dynamic entity 
motivating and enabling the believer to good action is obviously not the idea the 
Psalmists held.  
 25  See Romans 12:2; Ephesians 4:23–24; Colossians 3:9–10. 
 26  John Calvin, The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews and the First and 
Second Epistles of St Peter, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 244. 
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Conclusion to Calvin’s View of the Law 

In many ways this present chapter is but a meagre treatment of 
Calvin’s view of the law. Hesselink in his chapter ‘Conclusion: 
Calvin’s Dynamic Understanding of the Law’27 repeats his 
continuing thesis that Calvin acknowledged the first two uses of 
the law, but insists that for Calvin: 
 

Properly understood and applied, law and gospel complement each 
other . . . There is a ‘sacred tie’ (sacrum nexum) between law and 
gospel, he [Calvin] insists, although ‘many erroneously try to break 
it. It has no small effect on consolidating our faith in the gospel,’ he 
adds, ‘if we hear that it is no other than the complement 
(complementum) of the law, both in mutual agreement claiming God 
as their common author’. 

 
Hesselink goes on to reiterate what he has carefully worked out in 
previous chapters, that the purpose of the law is ‘to instruct us in 
godly living and guide us in the ways of righteousness’, and that 
the whole of the Scriptures—for Calvin—can serve that purpose.28 
He then makes the foundational point that ultimately it is not to 
precepts and commandments that the doer of the law is loyal but 
to God Himself. He then works out his chapter on the following 
three points: 

                                                 
 27  Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, pp. 277ff. 
 28  We are reminded here of the many devices used by commentators on the 
law to make out that the law as known in the Old Testament is replaced by a 
higher view and understanding of God’s law; in the sense of paraneses and 
paracleses, and spontaneous inspiration of the heart through love, guided by the 
Holy Spirit, but avoiding any formulation as such. In one sense Augustine’s 
statement, ‘Love God and do what you like’, seems to cover what is known as 
‘the new law’, but Augustine should have said, ‘Love God and do what He 
likes’: His liking being definitive in the form of His law, His commands, so that 
paraneses and paracleses are but clarifications of that law and not a substitute for 
it.  
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1.  Christ as the exemplar and image of the law. 
2.  The guidance and leading of the Holy Spirit in 
 understanding and living out the law. 
3.  The goal of the law: the restoration of the image of God. 
 
 These three points certainly distinguish between the 
conclusive views of Calvin and Lutheran Orthodoxy although it is 
doubtful whether the Lutheran Reformers would have disagreed 
with them. Certainly Calvin’s working through of this system is 
reflected in all his writings and it is useful to our understanding 
the Reformer, especially against those who have accused him of 
legalism, and a harsh view both of God and His law. 
 It will be a helpful exercise now to examine the Puritans 
and their view of law. It will be interesting to see whether 
Calvin’s third point, just quoted, is seen and developed by 
the Puritans. 
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Law and Gospel—III  

The Puritan View of Law and Gospel 

In order to understand the Puritan view of law and gospel we need 
to study the whole of Puritan theology, and this would constitute a 
vast task, for the body of writings by the leaders and theologians 
of this movement—if it can rightly be called ‘a movement’—
presents a formidable though practical theology. Considered as a 
movement, Puritanism was a successor to the Reformers, drawing 
very much on Calvin, Luther, Melancthon and other such 
theologians, but it developed a theology inherent in Calvinism of 
the pure kind,1 and avoided the twin perils of Antinomianism and 
Legalism, although the Puritans were—and are—often accused of 
the latter.2 They insisted upon coming  

                                                 
 1  By ‘pure kind’ we exclude the Calvinism that has developed over the 
centuries which is more of a doctrinaire kind. Calvin was a remarkable, warm 
and living person, in spite of the event of the burning of the heretic Servetus and 
other weaknesses accredited to the Reformer. His commentaries—as also his 
Institutes—may be read easily today, and reveal the warmth of the man, as also 
his strict adherence to the text of which he was a superb exegete. The formidable 
person as painted by his enemies is not found in his life and writings.  
 2  As with antagonists of Calvin and Luther there are few of these who have 
closely studied these great masters, but their impressions are received on 
hearsay, which is a pity since these non-readers lock themselves off from great 
riches. Often it is because we have been trained in one tradition that we reject 
the possibility of another expression of the eternal truth of the gospel, and this is 
a pity. 
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to and knowing the reality of the gospel through spiritual 
experience. They avoided the perils also of Pietism, which often 
neglected objective theology in the interests and pursuit of a 
devout life. The Pietists reacted to the worst side of Reformed 
teaching, namely that kind of Antinomianism which denied the 
necessity for good works, or any use of the law in the life of 
sanctification. The reaction of the Pietists—who on the whole 
were some of the finest fruits of the Reformation—was often to 
move into a dull legalism or Nomism. 

The Truth between the Extremes 

 The Puritans avoided the twin perils of Antinomianism and 
what they called Neonomianism. They believed in the reality of 
repentance and faith, the power of justification and sanctifi-
cation—both by faith—and in the inner work of the Holy Spirit 
energising into the life of holiness through the Word of God. The 
Scriptures represented the whole of truth to them, and they 
reasoned primarily within the Scriptures rather than from them.3 
They desired a biblical polity in ecclesiastical and public 
government,4  

                                                 
 3  By this we mean that anything which was not found plainly in Scripture 
they would not follow. They had no time for speculation: the Bible was their sole 
guide. Reasoning from Scripture where Scripture made no clear pronouncement 
was not their principle or practice.  
 4  Kevan in The Grace of Law (p. 21) says: 
 

A fundamental principle of Puritanism was the recognition of the exclusive authority 
of Scripture for all things, a recognition which, in turn, drew attention to the 
significance of the Law of God. The ecclesiastical corruptions of the time led the 
Puritans to affirm that nothing should be tolerated in the Church which was not 
authorized by Holy Scripture . . . This acknowledgment of the authority of the Law of 
God affected the attitude of the Puritans to the civil law. How far was the Christian 
obliged to obey the magistrate? What should the Christian do when the law of the land 
appeared to conflict with the Law of God? The Puritans affirmed that no king or 
magistrate could command their consciences, but they also concurred that it was 
normally lawful to obey human laws out of respect for those which are Divine . . . But, 
as the masters of practical divinity, the major concern of the Puritans was that of the 
moral Law in relation to the saving grace of God and the subsequent life of the 
believer. 
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something they achieved to a great degree in the New England of 
North America. Some would see their theology and practical piety 
as an advance on Reformed Orthodoxy in that they sought to make 
practical the tenets of their theology. Of course debate has raged 
through the centuries over the correctness or otherwise of their 
biblical interpretation and its practical applications. Even so, it can 
be claimed that they were, on the whole, careful exegetes, and in 
this they followed one of their great masters, John Calvin. Today 
his exegesis is acknowledged as masterly on the whole, and simple 
enough to be read by all with great benefit. 
 There can be no doubt that the Puritan preachers possessed a 
great dynamic in proclamation of the gospel and in the 
applications of it in practical, holy living. Their literary output was 
immense and their books can be read today as containing rich 
exhortation and valuable biblical teaching. Some readers find them 
prolix and tedious, whilst others have sought to condense their 
teaching into more assimilable forms for modern reading, but even 
these abridgments miss some of the marrow of the old writers. 
There has been a resurgence of interest in the Puritans and an 
endeavour on the part of some to reinstate theirs as the true way of 
life for us today. Often this has led to doctrinaire assessments of 
their teaching, and lacks the initial drive and fervour of the well-
trained and highly educated leaders of the former movement.  
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There are those, however, who are children of the Puritans, for this 
strain of truth has always been present in the church. Sometimes a 
person has been called ‘the last of the Puritans’, but this has never 
been the case, since that so-called ‘last of the Puritans’ has himself 
raised up followers of his teaching and practice. Most needed is 
this teaching of Puritan tenets in modern modes and language.  
 This, then, is not to say that the teaching of the Puritans was 
suitable only for another age. Having grown up in reading the 
Puritan masters, I cannot conceive of spiritual life and truth apart 
from them. I, along with many others, are grateful for the revival 
of publishing their works which is taking place, and consider the 
reading of them of immense benefit. I think those who come 
directly to the Puritans would benefit more by first going back to 
the Reformers, and so to the roots of the Puritan movement. Of 
course, for our part, we are primarily concerned in this book with 
their views of law and grace, the central theme of our study. 
 The enormous range of Puritan publications, mostly of the 
16th and 17th centuries, is such as to preclude reasonable coverage 
of it. Many of the tomes are only available in specialised libraries 
and whilst I have been reliant on some of the writers whose works 
I possess, I have been mainly dependent upon Kevan’s researches 
into the Puritan’s view of the law. His original PhD thesis on The 
Grace of Law, his brochures The Evangelical Doctrine of Law and 
Keep His Commandments, and his volume Moral Law have been 
invaluable, and almost all my quotes from the Puritans are taken 
from his use of them.5 Kevan’s reading  

                                                 
 5  Kevan, Moral Law. This title is really Kevan’s clear presentation of a 
treatment of the law, on the basis of the book Vindicae Legis, or The Vindication of 
the Morall Law by one of the most outstanding Puritans, Anthony Burgess. At the 
same time Kevan’s remarkable knowledge of all the Puritans shines through.  
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and quoting of the Puritans is prodigious and, I would think, 
unequalled by any other writer. 
 One of the most remarkable things about The Grace of Law is 
the bibliographical material in the footnotes, as also the 
‘Bibliography of Primary and Secondary Sources’, along with the 
‘Indices of Names’ published at the end of the volume. Kevan 
proves one thing to us, that the Puritans were men of the Bible in 
an unusual way, and whilst they were almost free of what we call 
‘modern critical thinking’, yet they penetrated to the heart of the 
Scriptures and came to understand the mysteries of the faith in a 
personal and powerful way. 

The Puritans and the Matter of the Law 

There can be no question that the Puritans preached the gospel of 
justification by faith, insisting firmly that no one could be justified 
by works of the law. In the true Reformed tradition they saw the 
law as given by God, and God’s demand for Man as His way and 
direction for obedience. The law was never intended to be the way 
of salvation, even though it was given for life and not for death. 
When, however—as we have said, time and again—Man 
transgressed the law, then it turned against him, and became ‘the 
law of sin and death’. The only way out of that death was for 
Christ to bear its penal brunt and judgment, and so save those who 
repented and had faith in Christ and his finished work of 
propitiation. Christ was thus the fulfilment of the law in that: (i) he 
obeyed it unto the  
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end; and (ii) he became the curse of the law in order to redeem 
human beings from its judgment by taking their judgment. As in 
Paul, the Puritans saw the law as first showing Man his inability to 
keep its commands, and then as itself being the schoolmaster who 
was there to lead sinners to Christ and the gospel. These views of 
Luther, Calvin and other Reformers were held alike by the 
Puritans. 

Understanding and Misunderstanding the  
Nature of the Law with the Gospel 

What, then, were the differences they held to which did not 
comport with the mainline of Reformed Orthodox truth? We have 
seen that the problem arose with some Reformers over the matter 
of sanctification. Afraid that Christians might fall back into legal-
ism by coming under the direction of the law, some Orthodox 
believers preferred not to refer to ‘law’ but to ‘commands’ and 
what have been called injunctions, now known as ‘paraneses’ and 
‘paracleses’; that is, various exhortations in the outworking of a 
holy life. The idea of a body of direction called ‘the law’ was 
abhorrent in that the law seemed to be a block of moral legislation 
which could bring the believer under bondage, so that there 
seemed to be no difference between Moses and Jesus. Jesus was 
thus as Moses, though Moses was not as Jesus. One was justified 
by faith only to be brought into a life of legalism which would be 
known as ‘sanctification’. It is understandable that those who went 
through what we might called the terrible judgment of the law 
should see it as oppressive, but even they really reformed the law 
in terms of direct commands, paraneses and paracleses, and had 
they realised that this was really old l 
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aw written afresh, then they may have come to a transformed love 
of the law which had prepared them for justification and the life of 
holiness.  
 It would seem that the easy way in all this would be to say that 
all the law of Moses—the Ten Words—had been summed up by 
Jesus in the two great commands of loving God and one’s 
neighbour, and that the New Testament injunctions set forth by 
Christ and the Apostles should be seen to add up to this double 
command of Christ. Paul and James in one way had reduced it to 
one command—love of the neighbour.6 In this adding up the 
law—as law—would seem to dissolve as a legal tyranny. There 
were those Reformers who saw the inner working of the Spirit as 
bringing forth an understanding of God’s will, but not necessarily 
in the form of the law given to Man at creation or as ‘hard copy’ in 
the Mosaic covenant. The Puritans would not have agreed with 
these ways of seeing the law as outmoded by the gospel or trans-
formed into a Spirit-inspired ‘law of love’, the elements of which 
would formulate themselves at any given point of moral or 
spiritual situations. They would not have trusted anything less than 
the objective law of God.7 

                                                 
 6  Romans 13:8–10; Galatians 5:13–14; James 2:8. We have seen from I John 
4:19 that we do not love our neighbour unless God first loves us, and we are 
thus motivated to love our neighbour from that love that God pours into our 
heart (Rom. 5:5). 
 7  George Downame in his Justification (p. 78) wrote, ‘the righteousnesse by 
which wee are sanctified, is prescribed in the Law’, and John Downame in his 
Guide to Godlynessse (p. 5, cf. p. 205) wrote, ‘In that legall perfection which God 
requireth: this godly life is an absolute conformitie of all our actions . . . unto the 
will of God . . . as it is revealed . . . in the Decalogue’. Quoted by Kevan in The 
Grace of Law (p. 216), these statements represented the mind of the Puritans. 
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The Puritans and the Problem of Antinomianism 

Another great problem the Puritans continually faced among their 
own ranks was that of Antinomian reasoning and practice. So 
anxious were some to refuse legalism that they refused the place 
of the moral law.8 To them the law spelled legalism, and legalism 
spelled ‘the law’, a concept vigorously denied by the Puritans. 
Many Antinomians paid respect to the law, and even saw it as a 
revelation of how believers might move in their lives,9 but if being 
bound to move this way was the way of sanctification then law 
meant bondage. Often, in seeking to protect salvation’s freedom10 
from the deadly elements of law, some Puritans appeared to be 
Antinomian when in fact they were not. Likewise some Puritans 
appeared to be nomistic when in fact they were not. Both were 
jealous for the freedom that  

                                                 
 8  When we say ‘moral law’, it is generally understood as ‘the Ten Words’, 
the morality of the Mosaic Covenant. Whilst this may be understood as the core 
of moral living, the Puritans saw the whole of the Old Testament as ‘the law’ 
and would have seen the Decalogue as the essence of that which is called ‘the 
law and the prophets’. The writers of Psalms 1, 19 and 119 would not have seen 
the Ten Words as a limited form of the whole law of God, but rather that ‘the 
law and the prophets’ must be understood in the light of this so-called ‘hard 
copy’. In that sense the Decalogue is the subject of ‘the law and the prophets’ 
and must not be dismissed as an inadequate statement of true godly living or 
even a summary of it.  
 9  One Antinomian Puritan, Tobias Crisp, said, ‘Let that Mouth be forever 
stoped, that . . . shall be a means to discourage People from walking in the 
Commandments of God blameless . . . [the] way that God hath chalked out unto 
us’, but he sees this not as following a law but as ‘the matter of Obedience’.  
 Another Antinomian, Robert Towne, said, ‘Let the Law then be still in full 
force and authoritie, and its very usefull to a Christian; I know none that teach 
otherwise’. But Towne elsewhere is so strongly Antinomian that this presents a 
specious way of speaking (Kevan, The Grace of Law, p. 201). 
 10  By this we mean the freedom justification brings from the condemnation 
of the law (Acts 13:38–39; Rom. 8:1–3; cf. Gal. 2:11–21). 
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justification spelled out, but it was not freedom from law that was 
at stake for true Puritans, but freedom from the condemnation of 
the law. All this we have seen in our chapters on Luther’s and 
Calvin’s understanding of the law. There is nothing new in these 
attitudes to the law. 

The Puritans, the Covenant and Contractualism 

Kevan, in his booklet The Evangelical Doctrine of Law, speaks 
against seeing a covenant with Adam and later with Israel as 
covenants and works, or perhaps the same covenant of works with 
Adam as renewed to Israel. He says: 
 

The works performed in the time of man’s innocence could be 
described in much the same way as James describes them in the 
believer: they were evidence of ‘faith’ [James 2:18]. It is an error, 
therefore, to speak of man being delivered from the Law as a 
‘covenant of works’, for the Law never was such a covenant. The 
inscription of God’s Law in the heart of the first man was at no time a 
means of securing life: it was the expression of a life that was already 
possessed. God gave man spiritual life and then gave man His Law. 
Similarly, in the subsequent promulgation of the Law at Sinai, the 
Law was given not that the people might thereby earn salvation, but 
because after the manner of the Old Testament dispensation they 
were already a saved people. In so far, however, as the Law given at 
Sinai was not something entirely new, but was the underlining of a 
Law that was already written within man’s heart, it had the effect of 
putting strength into the condemnations registered by conscience. 
The Law of Sinai drew attention to the Law written within man’s 
own being, and it confronted man afresh with the kind of moral 
conduct that his Maker expected.11 

 

                                                 
 11  Ernest F. Kevan, The Evangelical Doctrine of Law, Tyndale Press, London, 
1956, pp. 14–15. 
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In all this Kevan is expressing the Puritan view as against some 
Reformers of the covenant school mentioned who had conceived 
of God’s having made a contract of works with Adam, and Kevan 
refers to Charles Hodge who was a covenant theologian as 
admitting that the concept does not rest upon any express 
declaration of the Scripture.12 Nothing of contractual thinking 
seems to exist in the Puritans, but the idea of God making a 
contract with Man in covenants seems to persist in later Reformed 
teaching, and in this sense the idea of grace is diminished, and 
Nomism is unconsciously encouraged.   

The Puritans and the Problem of Neonomianism 

The Antinomians were on the alert against nomistic views of law 
for the Christian. They were jealous for their freedom. The true 
Puritans were scandalised by both Antinomianism and 
Neonomianism. One of the outstanding Neonomians was Richard 
Baxter of The Reformed Pastor and The Everlasting Rest fame. 
His written works were prodigious, but his Neonomian views were 
what we might call ‘graduated ones’. He had the concept that 
justification was there to put a person in the way of doing those 
works required by God. He claimed that:  
 

God brought all Mankind in Adam under a Law and Covenant of 
Grace . . . And this Law made to Mankind in Adam and Noahr was 
never repealed to the World, but perfected by a perfecte, Edition to 
those that have the Gospel.13 

 

                                                 
 12  Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1977, p. 117, quoted in Kevan, The Evangelical Doctrine of Law, p. 14, footnote 9. 
 13  Kevan, The Grace of Law, p. 205, from Baxter’s End of Doctrinal 
Controversies, pp. 193f. 
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 Baxter’s view was that Christ’s meritorious work and the 
believer’s obedience to this new Law brought ultimate 
justification. His teaching acknowledged a righteousness in 
freedom from the penalty of the law, but there was a righteousness 
to be achieved by the believer through fulfilling the law in works 
of evangelical obedience. Without these works one lived in 
‘monstrous Antinomianism’. Baxter was attacked heavily for his 
views. Baxter, at least, had a theological rationalisation for his 
insistence on law-obedience, whereas other Neonomians simply 
placed themselves under obedience to the law in order to sustain, 
maintain and retain their justification. This was a reversion to 
justification by works, albeit Christ had been acknowledged as the 
foundation of their justification. 

The Puritans and the Value of Good Works 

Kevan in The Grace of Law says the Puritans saw justification 
evidenced by sanctification. This was not attaining justification by 
sanctification—an impossible task!—but the works of 
sanctification, those of holiness of life, must surely issue from the 
new freedom given by justification to obey the law which had 
once seemed heavy, hateful and condemnatory, but which was 
now so beautiful and pleasant to enlightened eyes. Quoting 
Ephesians 2:10, Walter Marshal in his book, Gospel Mystery of 
Sanctification (p. 148) said:14  
 

Tho’ we are not saved by good Works as procuring Causes, yet we 
are saved to good Works as Fruits and Effects of Saving  

                                                 
 14  Walter Marshal, Gospel Mystery of Sanctification, London, 1692, quoted in 
Kevan, The Grace of Law, p. 208. 
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Grace, which God hath prepared that we should walk in them.  
Whilst not insisting that the believer look to his works of 
sanctification as proof of his justification, yet what the Puritans 
said went very close to that thought. The Puritans thought 
always—as did Calvin—that the way to holiness of life was in the 
mystical union one had with Christ, the co-inherence of Christ and 
the believer. They also thought of the law as written in the heart 
and so worked out in the life of holiness. Doing the works of the 
law was not the way to holiness, but the way of holiness. Robert 
Traill said succinctly, ‘When the law is written in the heart, it is 
copied out in the life’.15 
 None of this is to say that the Puritans believed their works to 
be necessarily perfect. Whilst they could not believe for a moment 
in the Neonomian idea of Baxter that there was some relaxation of 
the high demand of law which made obedience possible,16 perfect 
and essential, yet they believed that works the believer rendered 
might be imperfect, but provided the sincerity of the person was 
not in question, then God would accept such action as obedience. 
The thought at the back of this was Christ’s continuing 
intercession for all saints, at the right hand of God. 
 The following summary of the Puritan understanding of law 
should prove helpful.  

                                                 
 15  Kevan, The Grace of Law, p. 208; from The Works of Robert Traill,  
vol. 1, Edinburgh, 1810, p. 278. 
 16  A doctrine arose in the 19th century called ‘Evangelical Obedience’ which 
maintained that God expected nothing more of obedience than the believer was 
capable of rendering. This was put forth by a theologian named Hammond, an 
Anglican clergyman, but I am unable to verify a reference.  
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Helpful Teaching on Puritan 
Understanding of the Law 

In his book Moral Law, Kevan summarises some of the principles 
the Puritans expressed regarding law:17 
 
(a)  The first was the understanding of the term ‘law’. It could 

be comprehensive use of law to cover both the Old and New 
Covenants, so that torah has a wider and deeper meaning even 
than the Greek nomos and the Latin lex, even extending to ‘the 
law of faith’. The law can be in a psalm, can be linked with all 
the Old Testament teaching as in ‘the law and the prophets’, 
but is contrasted in the statement, ‘the law was given through 
Moses: grace and truth came through Jesus Christ’. The law 
and the gospel are in this sense distinct, though not in 
opposition one to the other. 

 
(b)  It is necessary to recognise that there is nothing 

contradictory in the doing of a thing out of love, and also in 
obedience to the law: ‘. . . to do a thing out of obedience to a 
command, simply because it is a command, does not 
necessarily imply the absence of love’. Here Kevan is stating 
Anthony Burgess’s objection to those who insisted on 
spontaneous love as the power and inspiration to obey God’s 
commands.  

 
(c)  ‘. . . Christ’s full obedience to the Law for the justification 

of sinners does not exempt the believer from obedience to it 
for ends other than justification.’ 

                                                 
 17  For much of the six points outlined, see his chapter 2, ‘The Perfection of 
the Law’, particularly pp. 4–8. 
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 (d)  It is foolish to say that a man under grace has  nothing 
more to do with the law: ‘. . . so far as he commits sins, those 
are as much condemned in him as they are in another’.  

 
(e)  The law is not to be rejected because a human being has 

no power to keep it. By the same token it must be remembered 
that Man has no power to obey the gospel. ‘Absence of ability 
does not infer absence of obligation.’  

 
(f)  The nature of the law is good because it issues from 

Divine authority and what He wills, and in His willing of what 
is right. These two elements stem from Him and are not 
thought of being apart from Him. The law is good because it is 
the Holy Spirit who uses it to stir up sinners and bring them to 
Christ. Whilst law and gospel are different, yet the law 
contains God’s promises and is spiritual. We must not say that 
all promises belong to the gospel, and all commands to the 
law. Both are found in the law and the gospel. The law is good 
because of its functions. ‘These functions include the 
declaration of what is the will of God; the command of 
obedience to do this will; the invitation by promise; the com-
pulsion by warning; and the condemnation of those who 
transgress.’ It is good because it is intended to lead to Christ, 
and finds its fulfilment in him. 

Conclusion: The Puritan Understanding of the  

Law of God 

There can be no doubt that the Puritans looked upon the life of 
holiness as stemming from justification,  
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and insisted that sanctification in no way justified the believer, yet 
the believer was not living in the fullness and fruits of justification 
if he was not living in holiness. The law of God written in the 
heart by the Holy Spirit, the law which was at once primary and 
which had as its essence ‘the Ten Words’ and was the law of 
Christ, was the way of the new life to be followed. That is why 
Puritanism has been closely identified with the teaching of Calvin. 
Certainly the dread of the law, as the sinner had known it, could 
not frighten the justified Puritan away from its being as the torah 
of God, meant to be worked out as the torah for Man, the way of 
blessing and true being in God. 
 Far from seeing the law as threatening, it became as much to 
him a thing of beauty as it was to the authors of the Psalms 1, 19 
and 119, and other biblical writers and songsters. It would appear 
that no ‘movement’—if we can call it that—has surpassed the 
Puritans in their understanding of law and gospel. As we said at 
the beginning of this chapter, the Puritans imbibed deeply of the 
Reformers, but together they shaped a body of doctrine and 
practice, and developed a written exposition of it which stands as 
unique in the teaching of both law and gospel. They marvellously 
avoided the two perils of Antinomian and Nomistic theology and 
practice. It is a pity their writings are not more fully explored.  
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23 

The  Law and the  Kingdom of  
God—I 

The Eternal Kingdom 

The Kingdom of God is simply His rule and reign over all things 
He has created. He has sovereignty over all time and eternity. 
Whilst celestial and terrestrial creatures have rebelled against this 
authority, they cannot defeat it. God’s law—the torah of Him-
self—is the law of the Kingdom, and men and angels obey it to 
their profit and disobey it to their judgment. The law which is 
meant for life and delight turns to a terrifying action upon the 
rebellious. Even so, the law of the Kingdom is love and, whilst 
that love is redemptive for the repentant, it is implacable in its 
judgment of evil. We remind ourselves that there is no law of God 
or His Kingdom which is apart from Him, for the law is personal, 
the very law of God. When we do this we are reminding ourselves 
that the law of the Kingdom is not primarily for us in its judicial 
aspects so much as the wonderful way of life of the Kingdom, and 
that it shows us how God is in His Kingdom, and how we may be 
and should be when  



T H E  L A W  O F  E T E R N A L  D E L I G H T  

268 

living in that law. Because the Kingdom is eternal out of God’s 
eternity, it is at once prior to our history, for our history, and then 
ultimately for the New Creation when the Kingdom will be said to 
have come into its immutable own. 
 We can see that any infringement of this law along the line 
and way of history must be fearfully apprehensible.  

The Primal Temptation to Depart 

from Primal Law 

Temptation must be seen as testing out whether Man-in-innocence 
would of his own volition love the law made innate to him, or 
deny it in the interests of a promised state of ‘law-beyond-God’s-
law’, or a ‘kingdom-beyond-the-(true)-Kingdom’. The temptation 
to Eve in the garden was to forsake God’s law for an imagined 
autonomous law which would enable the primal couple to know 
good and evil as God knows it. This ambition unseated them as 
those who had rendered innocent obedience, and set up the pro-
cesses of guilt and alienation from God, not that He deserted them 
even though they had sinned ‘the original’ sin. John the Seer, in 
his Book of the Revelation, refers to the red dragon as being ‘that 
ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of 
the whole world’, for the fall of Man was his aim, and this fall 
came as rebellion against the primal law God had placed by 
creation in the hearts of the human race.  

The Law, the Will of God 

When in Romans 2:17–18 Paul wrote, ‘But if you call yourself a 
Jew and rely upon the law and boast of your  
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relation to God and know his will and approve what is 
excellent . . .’ he was identifying the law of God with the will of 
God, but of course including the relationship to God his reader 
claimed in the keeping of the law. Many times the law is shown as 
the will of God. If, on the largest canvas, we see the law as the 
whole of the Old Testament Scriptures, then we can see that the 
will of God not simply demands conformity to a given set of rules, 
but a participation with Him in His plan for His creation. Keeping 
the law is not only living up to a moral standard—which may, 
sadly enough, be interpreted along legal lines only—but is the 
very way of life of the Kingdom of God, and so is involved in 
what God is about in history. The pattern of prayer given by Jesus 
to his followers bears this out, ‘Thy kingdom come, Thy will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven’. This surely includes the law of 
God as well as His outworking purposes. We mean that God’s will 
is not only for the true way of life, but also that life has a fruitful 
and teleological outcome within the Kingdom of God. 

Evil Powers Oppose the Will of God,  
Especially through the Law 

The serpent’s intention as set out in Genesis 3:1–6 was to get 
primal Man to doubt the law and will of God and to set up an 
alternative way of life. Paul later speaks of this deceit of the ser-
pent, ‘I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, 
your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion 
to Christ’. We notice that he fears not only for male and female 
human beings, but also for the body of Christ as it is faced with 
temptations to deter it from the way and law of the Kingdom. 
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 In Romans 1:18–32, Paul speaks of the results of Man’s 
alienation from God, pointing to his substitution of the idols and 
images for the glory of the incorruptible God. Doubtless this was 
the beginning of the many cultures we find in history, and their 
laws which themselves became tyrannous to the human race and 
deflected them from the way of the Kingdom. These laws, 
originating in rejection of God and in a refusal to have Him in 
their knowledge, were, in effect, a suppressing of the truth 
originally placed in the hearts of mankind. In Galatians 4:8–11, 
Paul reminds his converts of the subjection to other laws they had 
known under ‘the weak and beggarly’ elements which had 
dominated them: 
 

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were in bondage to 
beings that by nature are no gods; but now that you have come to 
know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back 
again to the weak and beggarly elemental spirits, whose slaves you 
want to be once more? You observe days, and months, and seasons, 
and years! I am afraid I have laboured over you in vain. 

 
Again, in Colossians 2:14–15, Paul speaks of principalities and 
powers over whom Christ has triumphed by his death on the Cross 
where he nailed the legal demands of God’s law, and in verses 20–
23 asks regarding them:  

If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, why do 
you live as if you still belonged to the world? Why do you submit to 
regulations, ‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’ (referring to 
things which all perish as they are used), according to human precepts 
and doctrines? These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in 
promoting rigor of devotion and self-abasement and severity to the 
body, but they are of no value in checking the indulgence of the flesh.1 

                                                 
 1  I am aware that the passages from Galatians and Colossians are capable of 
another meaning, but believe that Paul was in both cases referring to cultural 
laws which dominated the Gentiles and even, in principle, the Jews, and which 
were at a great distance from the true law of God. 
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The Evil Powers, Deficient Cultures and the  
Conscience of Man 

 Much of this argument cannot be understood unless we 
recognise that wherever there is law of any kind, the conscience is 
a powerful factor and faculty which deeply affects the person con-
cerned. When law is separated from God, or even from the lord or 
idol in whose service it has been trained and is operating, then a 
person becomes something like a victim to it. Luther’s statement 
at Worms: 

 
My conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not 
recant anything, for me to go against conscience is neither right nor 
safe. God help me. Amen, 
 

would cause any person to speak similarly, whatever his conscience 
happened to be captive to. Conscience, sometimes called by the 
Puritans ‘inwit’, is a co-awareness of God: one might almost say an 
awareness conjoined by God and Man. It is primarily awareness of 
God, and so of His being, and thus of His personal law. In that 
awareness Man obeys his conscience. This is the exercise of faith 
without which, Paul avers, some ‘have made shipwreck of their 
faith’. Conscience—by nature of the case—does not operate without 
law, but if that law is the law of Man, the injunctions of his culture 
which do not comport with the primal law of God, then the person is 
in great danger. In regard to God’s law he may have ‘a seared 
conscience’ or ‘an evil conscience’—a consciousness of evil—with 
which he cannot cope, and hence suffers from disobedience to the 
true law.2 

                                                 
 2  See my booklet The Conscience—Conquering or Conquered? (NCPI, 
Blackwood, 1993), noting that in the Old Testament the word ‘conscience’ is not 
used. The closest we come to it is in a statement concerning David: his ‘heart 
smote him’; and the one in Proverbs 20:27, ‘The spirit of man is the lamp of the 
LORD, searching all his innermost parts’, and is perhaps related to Psalm 18:23, 
‘Yea, thou dost light my lamp; the LORD my God lightens my darkness’ for this 
is surely the state Paul speaks of in I Timothy 1:5 where he says, ‘the aim of our 
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Evil Forces Would Change the Law of God 

 This subtitle might seem too simplistic to be considered, for 
how could Satan change the immutable and living law of God? It 
is greatly significant. Satan desires the worth—worship—given to 
God, for in such worship lies service to God, for the two words 
‘worship’ and ‘service’ are virtually synonymous. Satan’s jealousy 
of God’s authority is shown in the temptation he proffered to 
Christ to worship and serve him in return for rulership of the 
kingdoms of the world, which he claimed were under his author-
ity. That would have meant submitting to Satan’s will and law, an 
act Christ refused to do since he must needs go home by the way 
of the Cross: since the way of love is the true fulfilment of the law 
of the Kingdom. 
 Christ expounded the law or laws of the Kingdom in his 
incomparable exposition of the law which we call ‘the Sermon on 
the Mount’. The true meaning of God’s law was expounded, 
stretching back to primal law as had been innate to innocent Man, 
and yet having all the notes of an eschatological anticipation of 
fulfilment. This, of course, comports with the will of God, His 
way of holiness, and His Divine intention to bring His creation 
fully under that law in what we call ‘the end times’, but which are 
in fact the times of His fulfilment of all things in Christ. Indeed, 
they are the  

                                                                                                             
charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere 
faith’.  
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things of Christ, and the things which are truly Christ himself. 
 It is not difficult to recognise that in the Sermon on the Mount, 
love of God and neighbour are the law, and as Christ was later to 
summarise, the Decalogue, and with it the law as given to Israel. 
First, however, must be noted the states of mind and spirit by 
which his discourse was to be heard, and, indeed could only be 
heard, namely those of the Beatitudes. Not only is one blessed 
when in these states, but also they are indispensable to truly 
understanding and following all the precepts given by Christ. 
Intimate knowledge of the Father, trust in Him for all things 
concerning life and the Kingdom, and then obedience to Christ as 
the Announcer and Revelator of the law of God, are shown to be 
the ways of the King and the Kingdom. 
 When we contrast all of this with the domination of laws of 
bondage foisted upon sinners by their own rebellion3 and the 
manipulation of evil powers, we can see and understand much of 
the movements of history. There has always been a clash of the 
Kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan, and there has been the 
continuous deceit of evil to blind human understanding to the 
beauty, wonder and proper life of the law of God. This ‘battle of 
the kingdoms’ is the history of mankind, when truly understood. It 
is, likewise, the battle of two sets of laws. God’s intention—as we 
shall see—is to bring His creation fully under His law and to 
restore that primal law within the hearts of His redeemed, whilst 
Satan seeks to corrupt human consciences so much that they will 
see light as darkness,  

                                                 
 3  Romans 1:18–32 demonstrates the truth that Man is suffering from his 
own, deliberate refusal to come under God. However much he may be forced to 
follow ‘the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air’, it 
has been by his own choice. He is not the victim of an invasion but the subject of 
his own disobedience. 
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darkness as light, bitterness as sweetness and sweetness as 
bitterness.4 

Law and History Are One: A Reason for Evil  
to Seek to Change Both 

In Daniel 7:1–28 a beastly conflict is envisaged, with the battle 
raging between two kingdoms, that of God and that of the four 
beasts, and in particular, at the last, the Kingdom of the saints of 
the Most High seems to be subjugated to that of the fourth beast 
out of whom a certain king shall arise. In verses 25–27 the battle 
and the outcome is described: 

 
He shall speak words against the Most High,  
 and shall wear out the saints of the Most High,  
 and shall think to change the times and the law;  
and they shall be given into his hand  
 for a time, two times, and half a time.  
But the court shall sit in judgment,  
 and his dominion shall be taken away,  
 to be consumed and destroyed to the end.  
And the kingdom and the dominion  
 and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven  
 shall be given to the people of the saints of the Most High;  
their kingdom shall be an everlasting kingdom,  
 and all dominions shall serve and obey them. 

 
Various interpretations are given of this passage, and generally 
Antiochus IV is understood as the king who will invade the throne 
of Jerusalem. His seeking to ‘change the times and the law’ is 
understood as seeking to suppress the religious festivals of Israel 
and the endeavour to introduce a new law. Whatever the  

                                                 
 4  See Isaiah 5:20–23, and compare Psalm 18:25–27. 
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interpretation, the invader’s intention is to defy what Daniel had 
claimed in regard to God in 2:20–22: 

 
Blessed be the name of God for ever and ever,  
 to whom belong wisdom and might.  
He changes times and seasons;  
 he removes kings and sets up kings;  
  he gives wisdom to the wise  
 and knowledge to those who have understanding;  
he reveals deep and mysterious things;  
 he knows what is in the darkness,  
 and the light dwells with him. 

 
John E. Goldingay comments: 

 
. . . it denotes the taking of decisions how human history unfolds and 
in particular how one regime follows another. These are fixed by 
decree—God’s, not a human being’s . . . In forcing his way to the 
throne and bulldozing his way through history, Antiochus has defied 
the shaping of history otherwise laid out.5 
 

 Whilst God permits a temporary change of the times and the 
law, nothing of permanency is effected. It is interesting to note 
that ‘the times and the law’ are linked. To change one is to change 
both. To change the law is to change the Living, Immutable God. 
In this Daniel passage the dominion of this arrogant king is taken 
away and the kingdom is given to the saints of the Most High, and 
shall prove to be an everlasting Kingdom. Its law shall not change. 
The fourth beast who is behind the king will be crushed. 

A Note on ‘the Times’ 

 It is interesting to note in passing that the constant mention of 
‘the times’ in Daniel and the Book of the Revelation have 
connotation with the sovereignty of God.  

                                                 
 5  John Goldingay, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 30, Word, Dallas, 
1989, p.  181. 
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‘The Alpha and the Omega’, ‘the First and the Last’, ‘who is and 
who was and who is to come’, all deal with God’s rule of history. 
In Daniel 7:25 when the ‘other horn’ or king sought to change the 
times and the law, ‘they [the saints] shall be given into his hand 
for a time, two times, and half a time’. The latter description is 
given in forms of years, or months, or days, in the Revelation. As 
often in Scripture, set times are given the meaning of a time for a 
certain action, and when those times are fulfilled then that action 
shall be terminated. In terms of power allowed, the beast of 
Revelation is allowed action for a time (13:7–10; cf. Dan. 7:25). In 
Revelation 17 the angel describes ‘the beast that you saw was, and 
is not, and is to ascend from the bottomless pit and go to 
perdition’, ‘it was and is not and is to come’, ‘that was and is 
not . . . and it goes to perdition’. These terms signify the periods of 
action allowed, but at the same time point to the mortality of the 
creature. All this is in contrast to ‘the Alpha and Omega’, and 
similar sayings, which speak of God’s eternity and sovereignty. In 
Isaiah 43:10 we have, ‘Before me no god was formed, nor shall 
there be any after me’, that is, no ontological god, none that has 
sovereignty, reminding us of Paul’s: 

 
. . . for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and 
for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 
things and through whom we exist (I Cor. 8:6).    

The Law Is Eschatological As, and in,  

the Will of God 

Rightly understood, there is nothing in the history of creation 
which is not eschatological. We might say that,  
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prophetically, salvation history begins in Man’s sight with the 
giving of the Proto-Evangel of Genesis 3:15, but later the 
Scriptures tell us of God’s intention for Man’s salvation made 
prior to creation. In that the Kingdom of God has always been 
extant, so has salvific action, and in that sense the process of 
history is eschatological. In the fuller sense, all history is aimed at 
the telos of God. In Christ the substance of the prophets become 
incarnate and palpable: in him God will bring fallen humanity and 
the earth with its curse, to full emancipation. This will be in the 
telos of the New Creation. It is impossible that, at the telos and in 
that new aeon which the telos initiates, the law of God should not 
obtain as the law of the Kingdom. 

Law in the Interim between the Fall and the Triumphant Telos 

 We have seen that the law steadfastly obtains in history. 
Nothing alters it, for to alter it would be to alter God. Though a 
thousand cultures arise and imitate the law, or seek to overthrow it 
by their own devised injunctions and demands, the law remains 
innately inviolable. We have seen that its first use penetrates even 
the accultured consciences of tribes and nations, forcing them to 
hold to certain basic morals. The ‘mystery of lawlessness’ cannot 
overcome ‘the mystery of holy law’, although the conflict is 
maintained as a long and bitter one. Where, so to speak, a system 
relents and capitulates to God’s law, even if for only a little while, 
then it knows some relief, since it is giving up some resistance to 
what is ontological, but for the most part, all creatures who refuse 
the true knowledge of God live outside the law, being another law 
unto themselves. 
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 This living outside the law does not mean the law is merely 
persisting in its own being. It is dynamic in its lethal ‘first use’ on 
the nations, and upon the persons whom God has created. They 
face, so to speak, the barrage of the law. Any delight they may 
have known outside its regime they cannot now extract from life: 
the law is ruthless. It builds up the measure of guilt in all 
consciences. This intolerable load, which men and women seek to 
lighten from themselves by devious means, refuses to lessen or to 
be lightened. The groaning and convulsing of all creation began 
with the Fall and does not end until a person catches sight of 
Calvary, and even then the convulsion, though lessening, does not 
end until the relief of the telos.   

The Covenant People and the Interim of History 

It is when we come to Abraham and his knowledge of the law and 
his walking in it, that we see law coming into its own through 
covenant. This bringing of the law into view was certainly 
intended for Israel and its history proves that, but it was not 
intended that the view be exclusively for Israel, but for the whole 
world. Sinai may have been the majestic stage at which Israel 
received the law, but the voice of God was intended to reverberate 
through the world. In one sense this law was not new, and it was 
not to be confined to one nation. Even so, Israel was the nation 
whom God was training, and it was to be the matrix of that law 
emerging to the nations. There was yet to be an eschatological 
manifestation of the law to all the nations, and the nations would 
have no true identity until they recognised and accepted this law. 
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Israel’s Part in the Witness to the Law 

 The history of Israel in regard to law is one both of beauty and 
tragedy, of holiness and defilement, of worship and base 
reversions to idolatry. This is the thesis, consciously or uncon-
sciously, of all writers of the Old Testament. They are occupied 
with the greatness of their Covenant God and Father on the one 
hand, and scandalised by the lawlessness of the nation on the 
other. The sad debacle of Israel’s rises and falls, of its blessings 
and its judgments, fill the ancient pages. The kings follow God or 
their own ambitions: the priests teach the law or depart from it: the 
prophets are true and exhort their people to turn to the law and 
live. The simplicity of their exhortation is:  

 
He has showed you, O man, what is good; 
 And what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
 and to walk humbly with your God (Micah 6:8). 

 
 Then, as we have seen, the prophets also tell of the redemptive 
intention of God for His people, and the other peoples of the world 
who are without the law, the Gentiles. Mixed together, as it were, 
the exhortations to give covenant obedience to God and to expect 
the redemption from Him which is to come with Messiah, is the 
burden of the prophets. What we must not miss in all this is God’s 
intention to ‘magnify the law and make it glorious’, keeping in 
mind, of course, that ‘the law’ is not only the Ten Words, but also 
what the New Testament refers to as ‘the law and the prophets’ or 
‘the whole counsel of God’. Even so, the Ten Words are to shine 
forth with a new witness.6 To  
                                                 
 6  In Isaiah 43, God calls Jacob to Himself as His servant, and then all the 
nations—the Gentiles. Let the Gentiles bear witness to their knowledge of truth: 
they cannot. Let God’s servant-community, Israel, come forth and bear witness 
to the God they have known. The future will soon bring forth God’s vindication 
in His work of salvation. This promise of salvation and of Israel as a witness to 
God continues in 44:1–8. In chapter 55 comes the great evangel of invitation, and 
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understand this we must go back to Deuteronomy 4:5–8: 
 
Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my 
God commanded me, that you should do them in the land which you 
are entering to take possession of it. Keep them and do them; for that 
will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the 
peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this 
great nation is a wise and understanding people’. For what great 
nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to 
us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is there, that 
has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this law which I set 
before you this day? 
 

 Moses’ commentary is that Israel has God’s wonderful law 
and its substance is the wisdom of God. Seeing Israel in the action 
of this law, the nations will recognise the reality of that law and 
praise it as unique in the history and practice of nations. The 
magnification of this law before the nations depends on Israel’s 
loyalty to God. The simple demand of God such as we saw in 
Micah 6:8 was first given by Moses in Deuteronomy 10:12–13: 

 
And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you, but to 
fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve 
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to 
keep the commandments and statutes of the LORD, which I command 
you this day for your good? 

                                                                                                             
Israel is reminded of God’s ‘steadfast, sure love for David’. This mysterious One 
is to be ‘a witness to the peoples, a leader and commander for the peoples’. Now 
Israel is to see a response from the nations, ‘Behold, you shall call nations that 
you know not, and nations that knew you not shall run to you, because of the 
LORD your God, and of the Holy One of Israel, for he has glorified you’. 
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 Moses envisages a nation which has expounded the law of 
Yahweh by its life, and the nations ‘without the law’ recognise the 
nature of the true law and magnify it in their spirits and begin to 
desire it in their hearts. This has always been God’s intention, and 
that intention had its thrust in the eschatology of the Living God. 
Israel is God’s chosen servant to magnify His law to the world, 
and emancipate it from the binding laws of the idols, the lords, the 
cultures and the ignorance of God that goes with them. Hence 
some of the brilliant prophetic lights that break forth in passages 
such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel and the Minor Prophets 
of the pacific days, prophecies that gave birth to dreams of a 
glorious and tranquil millennium—the age of the universal law of 
love.    
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24 

The  Law and the  Kingdom of  
God—II 

God Will Magnify His Law through  
His Servant Israel 

Such witness as we have spoken of in our last chapter seems 
highly improbable, given the character of Israel as a nation, and 
given its mixed history of loyalty and idolatry. In Isaiah 1:2–3, for 
example, God bemoans the failure of Israel to understand the law 
He has given to it in covenant. They of Israel are sons He has 
brought up, but they have rebelled against Him. The ox knows its 
owner, the ass its master’s crib, but Israel does not know, His 
people do not understand. In verses 10 to 17, God discloses that 
they have not understood Him according to the law given them, so 
wrongly do they use it. Time and again this theme appears in the 
Isaianic prophecies, and especially in chapter 42 where God 
speaks of Israel His appointed servant as being blind.1 Yet, in the 
midst of these He says through the  

                                                 
 1  It is perhaps this passage to which Paul refers in Romans 2:19–20. 
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Prophet, ‘The LORD was pleased, for his righteousness’ sake, to 
magnify his law and make it glorious’. This magnification of His 
law—His torah—is thus spoken of in the midst of prophetic 
castigation. In Isaiah 2:2–4 the prophecy of the nations 
recognising the law of the Lord in Israel, and coming to it, had 
been made: 

 
It shall come to pass in the latter days  
 that the mountain of the house of the LORD  
shall be established as the highest of the mountains,  
 and shall be raised above the hills;  
and all the nations shall flow to it,  
 and many peoples shall come, and say:  
‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,  
 to the house of the God of Jacob;  
that he may teach us his ways  
 and that we may walk in his paths.’  
For out of Zion shall go forth the law,  
 and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.  
He shall judge between the nations,  
 and shall decide for many peoples;  
 and they shall beat their swords into plowshares,  
 and their spears into pruning hooks;  
nation shall not lift up sword against nation,  
 neither shall they learn war any more. 
 

 This eschatological view of the nations, the universal desire 
for the law of God and the consequent peace it would bring to 
creation, constitutes God’s true magnification of the law. In spite 
of its obtuseness God will use Israel as His servant to do this as ‘a 
light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to [His] people 
Israel’. We here remind ourselves of the Deuteronomy passage in 
which God had shown Israel to be the envy of other nations, for 
they were astonished at the law and the Lord of that people: 

 
Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my God 
commanded me, that you should do them in the land which you are 
entering to take possession of it. Keep them and  
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do them; for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the 
sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, 
‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people’. For 
what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our 
God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is 
there, that has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this law 
which I set before you this day? (Deut. 4:5–8). 
 

Given the obstinacy of the nations with their different idols and 
lords, yet what we might call ‘the ontological urge’ that is in all 
human creatures to be in true law, the nations yet awaited the 
gospel which would liberate them from their deficient laws and 
the oppression of their consciences. Christ alone could come to 
live out that law uniquely, to expound it by his words, his life, his 
death and his resurrection, and lead them to the law as it was to 
obtain in the New Covenant, that is, be written in their hearts and 
their inward parts as they came under the saving Lordship of 
Christ the Son of God. 

The Eschatological Battle for the Law in and 
through the Gospel 

On the night of his betrayal Christ said, ‘this is my blood of [or, 
in] the new testament, which is shed for many for the remission of 
sins’. In saying these words Jesus was directing the attention of his 
disciples to the passage of Jeremiah 31:31–34: 

 
Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the 
covenant which I made with their fathers when I took them by the hand 
to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, 
though I was their husband, says the LORD. But this is the covenant 
which I will make with  
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the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law 
within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their 
God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each man 
teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for 
they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the 
LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin 
no more. 
 

In directing them to the passage he was pointing to a new 
covenantal forgiveness which would come from his death. He was 
also saying that God would put His law within the New Covenant 
people, writing it on their hearts. Forgiveness, true knowledge of 
God and the inwritten law are all linked in the Jeremiah passage. 
Whilst there is talk of a new covenant and a new way of 
forgiveness, there is not talk of a new law, yet it is to be supposed 
that this law disposes of the former covenantal sacrificial cultus. 
Many times during his ministry the scribes, lawyers and Pharisees 
were puzzled—and often angered—at Jesus’ claim to be author-
ised to forgive sins.  
 It is significant that Jesus’ Johannine ‘commission’ to the 
Apostles was that of the forgiveness of sins and the retention of 
sins. Since the appearance in the upper room in both John 20 and 
Luke 24 appear to be the one event, it is reasonable to use the two 
descriptions of them to comment one on the other. In Luke, Jesus 
opens the Scriptures to them and says: 

 
Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day 
rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins 
should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem (Luke 24:46–47).  
 

If we hold in mind the ‘for many’ statement of the Last Supper, 
and see that repentance and remission of sins is to be preached not 
only to Israel but to all nations, then we ask whether this is 
indeed—as Jesus claimed it was—the thrust of the Old Testament 
Scriptures.  
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 The passage of Isaiah 2:2–4 (cf. Micah 4:1–5) certainly links 
with Jesus’ saying. As we shall see, there are other passages in the 
Old Testament which speak of the nations going to Jerusalem and 
seeking the truth of God. The Isaiah passage is certainly 
eschatological, and it speaks of a time of peace —‘nation shall not 
lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any 
more’. How, then, does this happen? The nations desire God to 
‘teach us his ways’ so that ‘we may walk in his paths’ and these 
are terms for His law. Here Luke 24:47, ‘beginning from 
Jerusalem’, is certainly indicated—‘For out of Zion shall go forth 
the law, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem’. We need to 
note ‘shall go forth the law’ and ‘the word of the LORD’ are 
coupled. In the sense of Jeremiah 31:31–34 we could say, ‘If the 
gospel, then also the law’.  
 A somewhat equivalent passages is Zechariah 8:20–23 (AV) 
where, ‘Yea, many people and strong nations shall come to seek 
the LORD of hosts in Jerusalem, and to pray before the LORD’,2 
whilst Zechariah 14:16–21 speaks of many families of the earth 
flowing towards Jerusalem, which further links with Isaiah 55:5: 

 
Behold, you shall call nations that you know not, 
 and nations that knew you not shall run to you, 
because of the LORD your God, and the Holy One of Israel,  
 for he has glorified you.  

 
In Isaiah 25:6–9 there is a passage which corresponds to the 
covenant feast God had with Israel’s elders on  

                                                 
 2  There is also the unusual statement of Malachi 1:11: 
 

For from the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great among the nations, and in 
every place incense is offered to my name, and a pure offering; for my name is great 
among the nations, says the LORD of hosts.  

 
There are numerous interpretations of this verse, one of them being that it is an 
eschatological foresight given by contrast to the indifferent worship Israel was 
giving at the time of the Prophet. 
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Mount Sinai, but in which not all the people, and certainly not all 
the nations, participated. Such a universal banquet will come to 
pass: 
 

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast 
of fat things, a feast of wine on the lees, of fat things full of marrow, 
of wine on the lees well refined. And he will destroy on this 
mountain the covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that is 
spread over all nations. He will swallow up death for ever, and the 
Lord GOD will wipe away tears from all faces, and the reproach of his 
people he will take away from all the earth; for the LORD has spoken. 
It will be said on that day, ‘Lo, this is our God; we have waited for 
him, that he might save us. This is the LORD; we have waited for him; 
let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.’  

 
 Again, in Isaiah 56:1–8 we have the remarkable passage 
which seems to echo Paul’s statements in Romans 2 about being 
‘spiritual Jews’, for here strangers and eunuchs, previously 
forbidden to enter the temple, are now invited into the new 
temple—the true people of God—for He says: 
 

these will I bring to my holy mountain,  
 and make them joyful in my house of prayer;  
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices  
 will be accepted on my altar;  
for my house shall be called a house of prayer  
 for all peoples.3  

 
Whilst the meaning of this is debated it is nevertheless the triumph 
of true worship.  

                                                 
 3  At this point we might develop the whole concept of the New Temple, the 
Church, and the receiving into it those who come by Christ. The prophecies of 
the New Temple are no less objective than some literalists’ interpretations who 
see an actual temple being built in Jerusalem, for the New Temple is actual 
enough. The references to it in the Epistles and the last chapters of Revelation 
make us cautious of according a geographical location at Jerusalem of this New 
Temple. The point for our discussion is the bringing of the law of God along 
with the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
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 We ask ourselves how all of these things are going to come to 
pass, and the answer must lie—as we have said above—in the 
preaching of the gospel, and in bringing the nations to the feet of 
Christ.  

The Gospel and Law to All the Nations 

When, then, we come to Christ’s commission to the Apostles, we 
must keep these things in our minds. Our desire to share the gospel 
of grace may diminute the story of the law written in the heart by 
the advent of the gospel to each person who repents, believes and 
receives the forgiveness of sins. Jesus told the disciples to teach 
their converts ‘all that I have commanded you’. Indeed, he gave 
them commandment of this by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:2; 10:42–
43). When we realise that the gospel was not simply the personal 
means of salvation to men and women—although it was no less 
than that—but was designed to ‘bring about the obedience of faith 
for the sake of his name among all nations, including yourselves 
who are called to belong to Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 1:5–6), ‘to win 
obedience from the Gentiles, by word and deed’ (Rom. 15:18), 
and ‘the revelation of the mystery . . . now disclosed and through 
the prophetic writings is made known to all nations, according to 
the command of the eternal God to bring about the obedience of 
faith’ (Rom. 16:25–26), then we understand that to defy the gospel 
(II Thess. 1:8) is not to obey it and so to invite eternal punishment. 
 When we ask further, ‘Why is this so?’, we are brought face-
to-face with the Person of Christ as Lord of all aeons and above all 
principalities and powers, for—in accordance with Genesis 49:10, 
Psalm 2:6–7, 110:4, Isaiah 42:1–2, and many other prophecies—it 
is  
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to Christ, the Lion of Judah, to whom shall be the obedience of the 
nations, all quite won by the gospel and hence unto the holy law of 
God, for in that is expressed their true obedience. 
 We have to keep in mind that it is as Prophet, Priest and King 
that Christ now rules the nations and brings true worship. In his 
being as Messiah these three offices combine to effect his 
eschatological task of bringing the nations to the Kingdom over 
which he shall reign with the Father. In all of this both gospel and 
law obtain, and through them the outcome of the defeat of evil, the 
marriage of the Bride and the Lamb and the descent of the Holy 
City in all its purity are thus effected. These issue in the eternal 
‘Kingdom of priests’ and are the great law and life of the 
Kingdom, as set forth in type by Israel and explicated by Jesus in 
the Sermon on the Mount—the law of love, the life of being 
‘other-person centred’—the Kingdom in which all are neighbours 
to one another. 

The Present Holy Community 

In previous chapters we have seen that the church is the 
community of the saints, the holy people of God. Justification is 
never apart from sanctification: Christ is made unto his people 
wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and redemption. The law of 
Christ is none other than God’s law, the law of love, the law of the 
Kingdom.4 Whilst Christ’s community is still in this  

                                                 
 4  We have already noted that some theologians prefer the direct action of God’s 
commands, rather than speak of ‘the law of God’, and we appreciate this relational 
approach to the principle of law. Even so, the simple gathering together of all 
injunctions, precepts, commands and exhortations in the New Testament writings 
and seeing in them a new law, and one which is adaptable to varying situations, is 
not quite the same as the law. The sum of the whole of paracleses and paraneses 
does not constitute the law: it is God who gives the law for it is His personal 
torah. Evaluations which proceed even from saints have an element of danger. 
As we see in the Revelation, ‘the commands of God’ would have been clear to 
His people. They were clear enough to the enemies of God! 
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world it must battle to keep its holy integrity, and the enemies of 
the law are without and within the church and its members. The 
very battle is a witness to the fact that the powers of darkness hate 
holiness, and seek to divert the simple spirit from the life of purity. 
 The Acts and the Epistles portray the constant conflict with 
the kingdom of Satan. The church is aware of Satan’s devices or 
stratagems, and works with them in mind as it is under Christ’s 
powerful Lordship. In the Book of the Revelation the conflict of 
the beasts of darkness and the saints of the Most High is seen as it 
was described in the Book of Daniel. We have a repetition of the 
principles found in Daniel chapter 7. In Revelation 12:17 the red 
dragon is seen to be ousted from heaven: 

 
Then the dragon was angry with the woman, and went off to make 
war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of 
God and bear testimony to Jesus [emphasis mine].  
 

That warring by the dragon is partly successful through his 
cloning of the beast, and, as in Daniel, this beast partly overcomes 
the saints of the Most High, and the saints are exhorted to endure 
for that short time: ‘Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, 
those who keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus’ 
(Rev. 14:12). 
 The battle, of course, is wider than the attack on the 
‘commandments of God’. It is the battle to dethrone God Himself. 
The lust for authority is contained  
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within the lust for control over all things. Even so, the powers of 
evil cannot overcome the saints of God. Christ the Lion of Judah 
conquers as the Lamb of God5 until all rebellion is vanquished. All 
enemies are made to be his footstool as he puts down principalities 
and powers, as he destroys the beast and the false prophet, 
Babylon and the Devil himself. When the judgments of the lawless 
are completed and all law is wholly vindicated, then the 
eschatological climax of history will have come to its telos, its 
goal, and all the pacific elements of which the prophets have 
spoken will also have come to pass in the making of the new 
heavens and new earth, wherein dwells only righteousness. 

The Law and the Judgment 

There is perhaps nothing more solemn in all history than the 
ultimate reckoning which we call ‘the last judgment’ or ‘the great 
assize’, particularly as it is portrayed in the last chapters of the 
Revelation, although it is certainly not confined to them, for ‘the 
day of the LORD’ had always been a potent concept and principle 
in Israel. 
 The reality of the great white throne and His Presence from 
whom ‘earth and sky fled away’ tells us of the ultimate judgmental 
holiness of God. The solemn assembling of the dead, and the 
judgment of all ‘by  

                                                 
 5  The principle of the Lion of Judah being the Lamb of God is shown clearly 
in the fifth chapter of Revelation. The arrogance of the dragon is defeated by the 
powerful humility of the Lamb. The Cross is regnant in history: the Crucified 
One cannot be defeated. This is why the people of God have to submit to defeat 
and yet retain their integrity in holiness and righteousness. In the end the 
Judgment unseats all evil because it has lived only by lawlessness. 
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what they had done’ destroys all frivolity of mind and spirit. All 
rebellious creatures tremble before this Holy One. All ‘contempt 
of Your law and commandment’6 is vanquished in the light of 
rehabilitated and condemning conscience. Who can look into those 
eyes which are as a flame of fire? Who can justify himself or 
herself in the light of the holy law? The lake burning with fire and 
brimstone—whatever its meaning—is supportive of the solemn 
judgment. Here all holy law is vindicated. In the light of all this 
the Book of Life is the only—but great—hope of the justified. 
Humanity has been permitted to look into the heart of the holiness 
of God and can never forget that revelation. Suddenly, in a 
moment, all history makes sense and all equivocations concerning 
law appear as foolish. That the law is ‘just’, ‘good’ and ‘spiritual’ 
is self-evident. That the law is more, even much more, than these 
descriptions now becomes clear. The psalms and the songs of the 
saints and celestial creatures have now come into their own.7 

                                                 
 6  From the Anglican Litany petitions. 
 7  We mean, of course, not only the worship of the members of the human 
race in history, but also the celestial and human worship so powerfully 
described in the Book of the Revelation. 
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25 

The Ult imate  Triumph of  the  Holy  
Law 

The Law of God and the Law of Man 

Our title is really saying, ‘The Ultimate Triumph of the Holy 
God’. We have seen that the law cannot be separated from God 
Himself, being first the law of the Being of the Triune 
Community, and then the law which was innate to created, 
innocent Man, but present as that ‘soft copy’.1 Whilst fallen Man 
never  

                                                 
 1  We remind ourselves of our thesis regarding the nature of God’s law. J.  A. 
Motyer has said it well: 
 

His law is a kind of exposition of His nature. It is an outward declaration of what God is 
inwardly. The precepts which God imposes upon men exist as eternal principles within 
God. We may, with complete accuracy, put it this way: the law shows how God would live, 
should He become man—a statement proved true by the event of the Incarnation . . . This 
leads to the second ground of assurance that the Law of God matches the nature and 
personality of man as God created him. Just as the law which God gives spells out the divine 
nature for man to imitate, so the man to whom the law is given must realise that he was 
created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27). The law of God, therefore, is the true law of 
man’s own true nature. To be truly human, our lives must manifest the image of God. Far 
from being restrictive or destructive of true human well-being, therefore, the law of God 
actually guarantees the nature of man (‘New Men in Christ’, in Guidelines: Anglican 
Evangelicals Face the Future, ed. J. I. Packer, Falcon Books, London, 1967, pp. 126–127.) 

In this present chapter all we have to see is that the law will work out on the 
same principles, even though the new aeon will not have the same situation as 
that in which fallen Man presently lives.  
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loses the innate presence of law, yet he hates its nature and seeks 
to subvert it or turn it to his own self-justifying means. The giving 
of the law at Sinai was God’s ‘hard copy’ for Man to know the 
law. As has been said, ‘the law is the written, preceptual image of 
God’, the way He is and the way He acts, and Man, the image of 
God, must needs live in that law in order to be truly human, truly 
himself. 

Jesus and the Sermon on the Mount 

We need to go back to this law that Jesus gave with divine 
authority. We have seen that it is viewed by some as a 
counteractant to the Pharisees’ legalism, but we also saw that the 
so-called legalism was really a form of Antinomianism: the 
Pharisees opting for less than the true content of holy law. Some 
commentators have said it was Jesus’ interpretation of the law 
which elevated it above what Jews had considered it to be. Psalms 
1, 19 and 119 warn us against thinking all in Israel had a low view 
of law: far from this, many had a beautiful view of it. Jesus was 
the true, living and wholly human demonstration and actuation of 
that law.  
 We have seen that Jesus was disclosing what we might call 
‘the mystery of law’, as against ‘the mystery of iniquity’. He was 
showing the law that obtains within God Himself, and helping us 
to see in definitive terms how it works out on the human plane—
on the human plane where sinners live and not in some  
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far off cuckoo-cloud realm. The sinners, of course, are a mixed 
bunch. A multitude of ideas about law obtains amongst them and 
this adds to human confusion. We need not deal with that aspect. 
What we need to ask is, ‘When and where does the law as the 
Sermon on the Mount presents it, obtain?’ 

When and Where Is the Law in Operation as Set Out in the 
Sermon on the Mount? 

 The answer is simple enough. The law obtains everywhere 
and at all times. Jesus said he had not come to abrogate the law but 
to fulfil it, whatever ‘fulfil’ may mean. No one was to relax ‘one 
of the least of these commandments’: indeed the greatest in the 
Kingdom would be the one who ‘does them and teaches them’. 
One dispensational view was that these laws would obtain in the 
millennial Kingdom, but that they are not relevant now. The 
natural way to think of them is that they represent the ultimate law 
by which all shall live in the eternal future, the one beyond the 
Resurrection. The problem with these two views is that both the 
millennium and the eternal future will not have folk persecuting 
those who keep the law. Unjust demands shall not be made on any 
person. There will be no occasion to turn a cheek to a slapper. It is, 
of course, true that law will obtain in the eternal future, but in the 
Scriptures it is always the law of the present.  
 Surely the answer is that God’s law shall always obtain, be 
there a millennium or not, be there also the eternal future of bliss. 
The law God gave to primal Man was the same as redeemed Man 
shall live by in the eternal future even though the situation will 
have greatly changed: it will be the law of the neighbour, the law 
of love, the law of relationships, the law of human  
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participation in the Divine Nature. This does not alter the fact that 
it is the law by which all should live now, but only those who now 
know ‘the obedience of faith’ will live by it in this present time 
and in that future aeon. We repeat what has been said many times, 
the law is a deadly enemy to the rebellious sinner and will not let 
up on him. It will be the means of sin inciting him to further sin; it 
will be the means of God’s wrath reaching him in his guilt and 
shame; it will out-line his transgression and bring existential 
knowledge of sin. Its intention to shut the sinner up to faith and be 
a schoolmaster to lead him to Christ will always persist.  

The Law and Redemption 

The ‘hard copy’ of the law was only given after God revealed 
Himself as Redeemer to Israel. The introduction to the Ten Words 
was spoken by God Himself. ‘I am the LORD your God’ was 
sufficient for the giving of the law, but God said, ‘who brought 
you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage’. These 
actions of the living God assured Israel He was with them, 
redeeming. Behind this action was the covenantal promise given 
first to Abraham, then to Isaac and lastly to Jacob. As we have 
noted, that beautiful law only appeared as ominous, harsh and 
judgmental to Man because of his sinful rebellion.  
 When, however, the law has done that work it will appear in a 
different light to the new believer. Once in Christ, the law now 
blossoms out—so to speak—and is seen as the law of love, of the 
Godhead which is love, the law which is ad intra to the Godhead 
and ad extra to the creation. Whilst it now goes by the names of 
‘the law of love’, ‘the law of Christ’, ‘the law of the  
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neighbour’, we should not think of it as a ‘relaxed’ law or an 
ameliorated law.2 Nor should we think of it as the law which 
follows our subjective impulses of what we call love.3 We should 
not think it will vary in its perceptual outworking by some inner, 
quasi-esoteric leading and prompting of the Holy Spirit, some 
‘inner light’. Without doubt the Spirit will have the equivalent 
‘soft copy’ within us which will correspond to the ‘hard copy’ of 
the given law, and he will inspire, motivate, and give the true 
sense of that law to our minds, for action. 
 What we have to keep ever before us is that the one who gave 
the Sermon on the Mount was also the Redeemer. In the telos that 
one who appears as the slain Lamb will be present. Redemption 
will be warmly, personally present in the midst of the new 
community. Indeed the ‘kingdom of priests’ will be in him and he 
in them. This is the moving power behind obedience to the law. 
Just how the ultimate priestly community will operate in worship 
and works we do not as yet know, but we are reminded that the 
Presence of God the Redeemer was always in Israel. The ‘soft 
copy’ once ‘programmed’ into the innocent primal Man comes as 
the Sinaitic ‘hard copy’ in the midst of redemption. 

Grace and the Law 

What we must be on the alert against is the idea that grace softens 
law until it is virtually amenable to the  

                                                 
 2  Examine well Matthew 5:17–20. No one should ‘relax’ any command-
m e n t . 
 3  The human use of the word ‘love’ covers almost everything but obeying 
what is objectively so because it is God’s own law. ‘Love’ is a word we often use 
so loosely that it is in fact a cover for sin. 
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human spirit. The idea persists with many of us that somehow 
grace gentles law down to an easy-to-fulfil set of principles. 
Worse than this is the concept that it allows plenty of room for all 
kinds of decisions regarding the actions we should take. This is a 
clever—or maybe a not so clever—way of preserving our auton-
omy under the guise of seeming obedience. Because we think we 
are loving we believe we know what is the best way to do things, 
even if they seem to vary from the straight nature of law—its 
clearly objective commands. We tell ourselves that is the way God 
would have it, and that the Holy Spirit gives us an inner witness to 
the decision we have made and the action we have taken. 

The Law Is Eschatological  

Matthew 5:17–20 needs to be studied closely in order to see the 
eschatological nature of law: 
 

Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I 
have come not to abolish them but to fulfil them. For truly, I say to 
you, till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass 
from the law until all is accomplished. Whoever then relaxes one of 
the least of these commandments and teaches men so, shall be called 
least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who does them and teaches 
them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you, 
unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, 
you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 
The statement ‘until all is accomplished’ and the use of ‘the 
kingdom of heaven’ all point to something climactic in history. 
Entrance into the kingdom is the eschatological event for all 
believers. The eschaton is now and its telos is ahead. Yet it all 
stretches back in 
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 time as much as it stretches forward, thus the law given to primal 
innocent Man is the law which will obtain for ever. Paul’s 
statement that ‘he [God] chose us in him [Christ] before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him’, tells the story. Christ ‘gave himself for us to redeem 
us from all iniquity and to purify for himself a people of his own 
who are zealous for good deeds’. Such are the truly holy people. 
Paul in Romans 6 speaks of being baptised into Christ’s death, 
having been crucified with him, and then of being freed from the 
power of sin, and insists that at some point our liberated wills must 
make the decision to yield our members ‘to righteousness for 
sanctification’. He goes on, ‘But now that you have been set free 
from sin and have become slaves of God, the return you get is 
sanctification and its end, eternal life’. The outcome of 
sanctification is eternal life: no sanctification, no eternal life. 
Where sanctification obtains eternal life is its result. This is surely 
eschatological. The twentieth chapter of Ezekiel which is both a 
condensed salvation history and a rationale of the law has this as 
its heart (vv. 11–12): 
 

I gave them my statutes and showed them my ordinances, by whose 
observance man shall live. Moreover I gave them my sabbaths, as a 
sign between me and them, that they might know that I the LORD 
sanctify them.  

 
 So, then, what form does eternal life take? Surely as 
sanctification is living in the will of God, and so is obedience to 
the law, it will also be that way in the new age, the time of the new 
heavens and the new earth in which dwells righteousness, and into 
which no evil can come. In the absence of sin, certain injunctions 
may seem outdated and not applicable, but the law is the way God 
is, and will have its  
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outworking in the relational life of the eschatological community. 

The Elements of the Law That Are 

 Eschatological 

There are some elements which we have seen were so ‘at the 
beginning’.4 For example, we have the principle of vocation (Gen. 
1:28), the principle of the Sabbath, and the principle of marriage. 
In turn these involve other matters, such as relationship to the 
creation, relationships within the community of Man, and rela-
tionship with God, all of which are treated in the Ten Words. All 
of these expound the law of love: God’s love to Man and Man’s 
responsive love to Him and to his neighbours. All of these matters 
obtain in the penultimate age, and relate to the ultimate age. How 
they obtain in the ultimate age we do not rightly know, but we 
have some indications in this regard which are helpful. To quote 
Paul somewhat out of context we might say that now we see 
through a glass darkly, but then face to face. We can trace some of 
the eschatological elements of things which were from the 
beginning, but in the telos these seem to move into modes at 
present beyond our comprehension. An example of this would be 
marriage, which belongs to the penultimate age, but then in the 
ultimate age, when there is no marrying and giving in marriage, 
the marriage of the Bride and Lamb involves all the community, 
which in one way of speaking is the Bride married to the Lamb. In 
this sense marriage is not  

                                                 
 4  For some of these things see chapter 19, ‘Not So from the Beginning’. 
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finished in the new aeon but manifests itself in another way. 

The Eschatological–Teleological Law Is Love 

Although we have already dealt with this in some measure, we 
need to see that ‘the righteous demands of the law’ are really the 
demands of the law of love. Jesus, we saw, said he was giving a 
new commandment, that men and women love one another. Some 
interpret this as ‘the law of Christ’, and this may well be so, but 
the Ten Words were the law of love, love to God issuing from 
God’s (covenantal–redemptive) love to His people, and their love 
flowing to all neighbours and brethren. Whilst we may hesitate to 
describe modes of its operation in the telos, yet our confidence is 
in John’s statements, ‘love is of God’, and ‘God is love’, ‘this is 
the love of God, that we keep his commandments’, and, ‘his 
commandments are not burdensome’. The order of these 
statements tells the principle of the law of love which is the law of 
God. 
 In the new age—the age of the new heaven and the new 
earth—the primal law will coruscate. It will be beautiful in our 
eyes because the Lawgiver, the Triune God, will be seated upon 
the throne. All creatures will be in His Presence. The Presence will 
be the guarantee of our joyful obedience. How things which were 
once primal work out in the new age cannot be wholly explicated 
whilst we are in this penultimate age, but faith can now sense the 
glory and the substance of what sight will ultimately know. 
 We are now in a position to examine some of these primal 
things and take up their eschatological indications.  
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The Principle of the Sabbath  

The Law of the Sabbath 

 We have seen, in some measure, that the law of the Sabbath 
was innate to creation, that is, to its completion. We have also seen 
in Deuteronomy 5 and Exodus 20 that Israel was taught its 
creational and redemptive significance. God did all that He needed 
to do in six days. We should—as the image of God—do all we 
need to do in six days, no more and no less. God rested from His 
works on the seventh day. In some way the Sabbath sanctifies 
(Ezek. 20:11–12). Calvin comments: 

 
God therefore sanctifies the seventh day, when he renders it 
illustrious that by a special law (singulari iure) it may be dis-
tinguished from the rest . . . That benediction is nothing else than a 
solemn consecration, by which God claims for himself the 
meditations and employment of men on the seventh day . . . First, 
therefore God rested; then he blessed this rest, that in all ages it 
might be held sacred among men; or he dedicated every seventh day 
to rest, that his own example might be a perpetual rule. 
 

Calvin speaks of it being a special command to Israel, and adds: 
 
Insofar as the Sabbath was a figure of this rest, it was limited to a 
specific period. However, in that it was commanded to men from the 
beginning (ab initio) that they might exercise themselves in the 
worship of God, it is important that it should continue to the end of 
the world.5 
 

Barth says much the same thing: 
 
It speaks of a limiting of man’s activity to the extent that this is, 
generally speaking, his own work, his own undertaking and  

                                                 
 5  Quoted by Hesselink (Calvin’s Concept of the Law, pp. 53–54) from Calvin’s 
Commentary on Genesis 2:3. 

T H E  U L T I M A T E  T R I U M P H  O F  T H E  H O L Y  L A W  

303 

achievement, the job he does for his livelihood and in the service of 
the community. It says that, in deference to God and to the heart and 
meaning of His work, there must be from time to time an 
interruption, a rest, a deliberate non-continuation, a temporal pause, 
to reflect on God and His work and to participate consciously in the 
salvation provided by Him and to be awaited from Him. It says that 
man’s own work is to be performed as a work bounded by this 
continually recurring interruption. This interruption is the holy day.6 
 

 This we know, and the Christian emphasis is on the Lord’s 
day as opening the new era, the time of the eschaton, with its 
connotation with the Resurrection and the Kingdom, but the 
principle of the Sabbath as ‘the Rest of God’ is really what 
occupies us, especially its eschatological thrust. In order to 
understand this we need to understand some of the elements con-
tained in the fourth chapter of Hebrews. There two clear things 
emerge, the first being the rest of God, that is, that God has an 
innate rest (‘my rest’) in which we can partake by grace. Secondly, 
that rest began on the seventh day, following the completion of 
works on the sixth, and no evening or termination is indicated in 
the Genesis 2 text, so that that rest has been continuing. Doubtless 
sabbaths kept authentically are a participation in that rest, but the 
eschatological climax is still awaited. All eternity will be that rest. 
The author of Hebrews indicates that by redemption Israel went 
towards its rest, but did not enter into it. Eschatologically we are 
moving to that rest because of the redemption we experience in 
Christ, and that rest will be the order of eternity. In the sense that 
human marriage is a prophetic prototype of the eschatological 
Marriage of the Bride and the Lamb and is in some sense a present 
participation in it, so sabbath-keeping is a prophetic prototype of 
the Rest of God which is, in  

                                                 
 6  Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3, pt 4, p. 50. 
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fact, eternal life. Thus the Ezekiel text of 20:11–12 shows the 
sanctifying power of the Sabbath, and the necessity for us to 
participate now in the Divine Rest.      

The Law of Vocation 

The creational mandate of Genesis 1:28 to be fruitful, to multiply, 
to replenish the earth and subdue it and have dominion over it, 
covers the vocation of all humanity and includes the various 
vocations which go to make the whole. The background of the 
mandate is undoubtedly marriage, which we shall treat below. The 
sabbath command presupposes Man working, and working six 
days; not more, not less. Paul’s statement, ‘If any one will not 
work, let him not eat’, doubtless links with the doctrine of work, 
as also his instruction, ‘Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let 
him labor, doing honest work with his hands, so that he may be 
able give to those in need’. This is the principle of fulfilling 
vocation and of loving the neighbour, both being the one. The 
creational mandate surely presupposes the good order of things 
and having the welfare of the neighbour in mind. 
 The New Testament is certainly emphatic about doing good 
works as the consequence and fruits of redemption. When we 
cease from such labours we will enter into the ultimate rest of God 
(Heb. 4:10).7 Revelation 14:12–13 (cf. 13:9–10) shows that when 
we ‘rest from [our] labors’ our works do follow us, that is, those 
works have eternal significance, and this is a  

                                                 
 7  It is faulty exegesis which makes this verse say we rest from our self-
justifying labours and so enter the rest of salvation. It does not mean this in the 
context, although it is true enough when such works are self-justifying. True 
works issue out of justification and are part of sanctification, and lead to the 
ultimate rest. No works: no rest. 
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doctrine we must note. The ‘six days’ of our labours are linked 
with the seventh day of rest. The new community of Christ is a 
prophetic, priestly and royal community and its works are 
commensurate with this identity, and determine the destiny not 
only of the community as a whole, but also of its members in par-
ticular. 
 For this reason we must understand and follow the law of 
vocation.     

The Law of Marriage 

Marriage is part of the primal law. Its ontological reality and joy 
are known fully only in innocency. The closest fallen Man comes 
to this state is the state of justification. Even in justification we 
await the eschatological climax and revelation of the nature of true 
marriage. The Ten Words place marriage and the family high in 
the order of the law, for marriage is not contemplated apart from 
family and vocation. The primal couple, in departing from the 
innate law of God, departed from the ‘other-person-regarding’ 
principle of love of the neighbour. In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus unbidden spelled out the law of marriage: 

 
You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But 
I say to you that every one who looks at a woman lustfully has 
already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye 
causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you 
lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into 
hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it 
away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your 
whole body go into hell. 
 It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a 
certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that every one who divorces 
his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, makes her  
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an adulteress; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery (Matt. 5:27–32). 

 
 It is not our place here to enter into the whole matter of human 
sexuality, marriage, divorce and remarriage, but the law of God 
contains no law that bids divorce and provides for remarriage. We 
have seen that Paul’s reference to Genesis 2:24 and context consti-
tutes ‘a profound mystery’, that is, that it is eschatological in its 
thrust, pointing to the ultimate Marriage of the Bride and the 
Lamb. Therefore all marriages are in some sense ectypal of the 
archetypal (ontological) eschatological Marriage. As with all 
things eschatological we work back to the present reality. If we 
have the Marriage of the Bride and Lamb before us, then there can 
be no question of divorce and remarriage. 
 This is not to say that we do not recognise the fact of marital 
failures and faithlessness in human marriages. These derive from 
our sinfulness. Even so, whilst we understand the mercy of God 
and His forgiveness, we do not see that as a provision for divorce 
and remarriage. To see grace as a guarantee that all our sins will 
be covered, and to sin in the light of that, must con-stitute one of 
the most horrible perversions of grace that we could envisage. 
Sadly enough this is the way the Divine sanctions of the law are 
treated, and the glory of grace is demeaned by making it an easy 
rinse for our impurity and a convenient cover for our sins and the 
sins of others. The holy nature of God’s law is denigrated to the 
lowest depths. 
 The Marriage of the Bride and the Lamb requires much 
contemplation. The bridal garment is made of ‘the righteous deeds 
[works] of the saints’. The Bride is subject to the Husband, Christ. 
The union of the Two is with a view to fruitfulness. The Marriage 
is—as the primal one—blessed of God with a view to  
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fruitfulness and the vocation of the new community. God and Man 
are brought to union in this Marriage. The eschatology of marriage 
is a high one and gives us indication in the present time of all 
marital principles. 

The Law of the Family  

The ‘hard copy’ of the Sinaitic law is the ‘soft copy’ in the heart 
of primal Man. Family is implied and inherent in true marriage. 
The blessing is not only for social relationship between two, but 
also for fecundity, and so the formation of the family, which is the 
reflection, image, icon of the Holy Family, the Triune Godhead. 
The Ten Words have to do with family, the inner relationships of 
that community and the outward relationships with all the children 
of the primal couple, the original ‘one-flesh’ entity known as Man. 
The Father, as we have seen, gives His Name to ‘all the families’ 
or ‘the whole family in heaven and on earth’. The fashioning of 
each elect member of the covenant and of the body of Christ is to 
‘the image of his Son’. All will be like brethren, but not just ‘look-
alikes’, for the identity of each differs even though the destiny of 
all is as one.  
 The family is ‘from the beginning’ as it is included in the 
creational mandate. The family of Israel under Moses, and the 
newer Family under the ‘greater than Moses’, the new Prophet, 
Priest and King—Christ himself—is moving towards the Ultimate 
Family in which all members are first to ‘the praise of his glorious 
grace’ and also ‘to the praise of his glory’, since each is 
conformed to the image of His Son. This makes for the dynamic 
brotherhood, which is not spoken to differentiate gender, since all 
are ultimately sons. 
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 Again, the eschatological Family makes its impression on the 
present Family, not only because of the hope of that telos, but also 
because it is the faithful (obedient) community, and because it is 
the love community. True sons are overcomers or conquerors 
(Rev. 21:7; cf. Rom. 8:32–39). They are such because they are of 
the community: prophetic, priestly and royal because of Christ the 
Prophet, Priest and King. In this sense the family is dynamic and 
the present family, with its constituent families, derives its 
dynamism from the creative–redemptive action of the Father, the 
Lordship of the Son who is Elder Brother, and the eschatological 
Spirit from whom comes faith, hope and love. 

Conclusion: Law in Its Ultimate Form 

As we said above, the very Presence of the Lawgiver will be the 
guarantee of obedience to Him. Of course by that time the 
perfection of our sonship through being in the Son will have 
brought us to be the full image of God, and filial love will be the 
restored ontological order for us. There will be no ‘hard copy’ law 
hung on the portals or walls of eternity. With God in the midst, as 
also He is on the throne, every eye shall see, every ear hear, and 
every mind recognise things which were beyond comprehension 
prior to entering eternity. Assuredly every knee shall bow at or in 
the Name of Jesus, and every tongue confess that he is Lord, to the 
glory of the Father. 
 We have seen that from Pentecost onwards, ‘out of Zion shall 
go forth the law, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem’. All 
nations who will have blessed themselves by Abraham will have 
flowed to the true Mount Zion, the new and holy temple, the 
church of  
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the living God. The word and the law will have gone forth in the 
form of the proclamation, the kerugma and euaggelion and the 
logos of the Cross. This will have revealed the love of God; and 
the law which was previously hated because of the abnegation of it 
through the Fall and the resultant guilt, and because of its legal 
demands and its condemnatory affusion of wrath upon guilt, will 
have yet resulted in being the schoolmaster who has brought us to 
Christ. Had there been no Christ, no redemptive Son of the 
predestining Father and the revelating Spirit, then there would 
have been no new law—the renewed primal law in the hearts of 
the nations. This revelation of love will have captured the human 
will for obedience—the obedience of faith of the nations—so that 
law that will have been written afresh on the hearts of the 
redeemed will now be loved, and obedience to it from the new 
love will have become the practical action of sanctification and its 
outcome, eternal life. All of this is the way, through the pacific 
prophetic passages, of saying that the law will have become 
universal through the eschaton. Thus the purposes of God in 
creation will have been fully accomplished. 
 At our own point in time as we ponder the law and the gospel, 
the Holy City is being built and the nations are beginning to make 
their way towards it. The entire traffic of the nations will pass into 
it. They will understand with the law-loving psalmists, the law-
loving kings, priests, prophets and people, the glorious telos of 
God, the eternity when ‘the glorious liberty of the children of 
God’ will take place. Put in theological terms, it will be the time of 
universal theopoiesis,8 the  

                                                 
 8  Theopoiesis is ‘Divine activity’, and this work brings redeemed Man to theosis or 
divinisation (cf. John 10:35). Athanasius said, ‘He became man that we might become 
divine’, but he meant this took place without any change in ousia, that is, in the 
substance of Man. Thomas Torrance in his The Trinitarian Faith (T. & T. Clark, 
Edinburgh, 1998, p.  231) explains: 
 

That is what it means to be at once ‘in Christ’ and ‘in the Spirit’ for it is 
through Christ and in the Spirit that we are granted personalising 
communion with the ever-living God in the perfection of his triune personal 
being. 
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moment when the perfected sons will be inducted into the mystery 
and fellowship of the Divine Community, when the whole family 
will be partakers in the divine nature, in that they will flow into 
the divine perichoresis which will mean their participation in the 
law of the Godhead, the law of the Divine torah.  
 It is then we will see with brilliance the beauty of the innate 
law of God, for this will be the law of the Holy City, the law of the 
Bride and the Bridegroom who is the Lamb—for it will all be the 
law of love, love that is holy and captures forever the will of Man. 
Most powerful will be the awe in which the Father—fons 
divinitatis—will be held. If memory will be part of the 
‘immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ 
Jesus’, then we will wonder that a human being could ever oppose 
so great and holy a law, and we will thus see the measure of 
redeeming grace and the great and holy love which ordained it. 
 We will be tempted to say in wondering tones, ‘Oh! The law 
was ever the law’. Preceding creation it was ever the way and 
torah of the Divine Community and God planned that no fall 
should ever obscure it from Man. He designed history that the law 
should work  

                                                                                                             
This participation in the Divine nature does not mean we become Divine in the 
sense that we achieve or are given deity, but that we have fellowship within the 
realm and relationship of the Triune God. A famous quotation of Jürgen 
Moltmann (The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, p. 178) is: 
 

To throw open the circulatory movement of the divine light and the divine 
relationships, and to take men and women, with the whole of creation, into 
the life-stream of the triune God: that is the meaning of creation, 
reconciliation and glorification. 
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with a view to the gospel, and then that gospel with a view to the 
law, that proud and stubborn hearts should break at the sight of 
His love in redemption, and then come to see that redemption has 
brought them eternally to the law, since that law is indeed in and 
of God Himself, and is the glory of the New Community, that 
kingdom of priests who will reign in the law, and worship and 
serve their God for ever.              
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APPENDIX: 

The Sermon on the  Mount 

Introduction: The Sermon of a Thousand  
Interpretations 

Of course the sub-title is hyperbole, but the Sermon on the Mount 
certainly has a variety of interpretations. The first set of 
interpretations has to do with the situation and context of the 
Sermon. The second set is in regard to the substance of the 
Sermon, that is, the meaning of the text of Jesus’ teaching. The 
reader can be referred to numerous books but I suggest the two in 
the footnote.1 These, with their bibliographies, can lead the reader 
to useful opinions regarding the famous Sermon. 

Problems in Understanding the Sermon 

There is the usual problem of understanding anything written in 
the past, until we can contextualise it; that is, build up the 
historico-cultural situation in which it  

                                                 
 1  Greg L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, and Carl F. H. Henry, 
Christian Personal Ethics, Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1979. 
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was given. Some think there was not one basic sermon but that it 
was composed of elements of Jesus’ teaching brought together 
under one literary head. This could have been so, but since it 
seems to hold together as a block of teaching we can usefully 
regard it as such. 
 It is not easy to contextualise it, especially when we try to 
understand the audience. From the text it seems Jesus set out to 
address his disciples, though whether the immediate twelve or 
more beyond them, we cannot rightly tell. For example, I think it 
is reasonable to assume the tax gatherer Matthew—also known as 
Levi—was present before he became a disciple of Jesus.2 His 
account has the marks of an intelligent man who was personally 
moved by the teaching and who had absorbed it in detail. Probably 
a multitude gathered as Jesus was speaking to his intimate disci-
ples. Many of them would have been committed to him and his 
teaching. 
 Another element that has to be considered is that the audience 
almost certainly contained opponents of his doctrine. Jewish 
religious leaders, lawyers, scribes, Pharisees, Levites and even 
priests may have heard him speak. If so, his words could have 
been cutting and unacceptable to them. 
 The primary problem, however, is not contextualisation of the 
event and the substance of the sermon, so much as the universal 
way in which humans approach law. Jews present, such as 
lawyers, scribes and Pharisees, would have lived in the idea that 
they loved the law of God. Possibly many believed they  

                                                 
 2  The wider, critical question of the text of Matthew is not here raised or 
considered. Generally commentators think of this Gospel as having been pro-
duced by the church, reflecting its ecclesiology and practice of faith. 
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revered this law. We can gather from the Gospels that some of 
these religionists had composed some 600 laws out of the 
covenant law of Israel. This concoction of laws has often been 
dubbed ‘legalistic’. Legalism is really an obsession with law, but 
generally with the thought behind it that obedience to the law is 
mandatory, and without such there is no salvation. The genuine 
spirit of law is lost in this way of thinking and acting. The 
breaking of the law into 600 injunctions, far from being primarily 
legalistic, was really a very cunning way of reducing the law to 
what one could accomplish. In a strange way it was not 
Nomianism but Antinomianism. 
 If we accept this element as being present in the audience, 
then we ought also to accept the wider, more universal fact that all 
humans beings—all in Adam—hate law. Law represents authority, 
and generally it is disliked. As the law/s of that authority, its 
commands are disliked. The principle of human autonomy 
established through the Fall is no light thing to be discarded. I am 
sure that when anyone takes up the Sermon on the Mount, for 
whatever reason he or she does so, there is that inner element of 
human rebellion and concupiscence which opposes law. Paul’s 
observation that they that are ‘in the flesh’ cannot and will not 
obey the law of God (Rom. 8:5–8) stands as a reality of human 
living. Who, then, is detached and objective enough to be able to 
give the Sermon a true hearing? It should be observed that, unless 
one is justified by grace and faith, no subject can be properly 
considered, for human hearts and minds have their own hidden—
and often unconcealed—agendas. Who, then, can interpret the Ser-
mon on the Mount? It seems that it is not to be interpreted, but 
only heard and then obeyed. 
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Conditions for Hearing the Sermon 

Time and again Jesus stated the principle, ‘He who has ears to 
hear, let him hear’. No one without this attitude would hear, let 
alone could hear. Hearing, understanding and obeying law is a 
matter of will. Jesus’ disciples were those who, generally 
speaking, wanted to hear. We grant that, as in most of what Jesus 
did and taught, they were puzzled and mystified. Only the coming 
of the Holy Spirit would bring clarity in understanding and then in 
expounding the truth. Even so, they were undoubtedly absorbing 
what Jesus was saying, for they were not ignorant of the reality of 
law and would have known much of its nature. Teaching the law 
was a primary profession and occupation in Israel.  
 Some students of the Gospels are more interested in what 
Jesus did than in what he said. When he commanded a man with a 
withered arm to stretch forth that limb, the man did so, although 
he was unable, of himself, to do that. It was the power of the word, 
the power of the man who uttered the word which brought the 
result. Such actions of ‘the living God’—the God who acts—
delight certain readers. Often the same persons have an innate 
dislike for what they term ‘doctrine’. They disparage this as an 
entity. At the time of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was not 
doing ‘acts’, other than the act of teaching. He was teaching 
doctrine.  
 His audience already had a knowledge of law which was 
probably considerable. The law professionals of the day may have 
given confusing views, but somewhere in them—no matter what 
their interpretations—what we have called in the text of this book 
‘the primal law of God’, that is, the ‘soft copy’ of that law, was in 
their hearts. As Paul pointed out in  
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Romans 2:14–15, this ‘soft copy’ was in the hearts of the people 
of nations other than Israel. Israel had the ‘hard copy’ given to it at 
Mount Sinai, so that its directives could objectively be received, 
studied, pondered and, so, obeyed. The text of this ‘hard copy’ 
provided the basis for the law studies and law formulations of the 
religious devotees of that law.3  
 Here we must pause and observe that Jesus’ followers would 
have been grateful for Jesus taking up the matter of law in Israel. 
Wittingly or otherwise, they were gathering wisdom for the days 
ahead when Jesus would not be with them in the flesh. What they 
heard in the Sermon and other didactic utterances of Jesus would 
be the basis for their doctrine and would determine their practice 
of Christian living. However little they may have grasped, they 
would still be the only ones who could have really heard what 
Jesus was teaching. 

Hearing the Sermon Today 

 The same principle must obtain for today: only those who are 
receiving the teaching of Jesus into their hearts will be able to 
properly understand it. Only to them will it make sense. Only true 
disciples will hear it. We have also to take into consideration the 
treatment that the law of God has taken at the hands of historical 
theology.4 Given the fact that  

                                                 
 3  This comment could be taken as an over-simplification of the study of the 
law. Israel had been without prophets for hundreds of years prior to the coming 
of Jesus, and the prophets acted as a counter to the lawless on the one hand, and 
the legalists on the other. Hence the law schools and their preoccupation with 
the text of the law and their interpretations thereof.  
 4  Here we are thinking of the correct presentation of the law of the 
Reformers; of the law as we find it also in Paul; as the enemy of the sinner in its 
penal demands and its presentation of the wrath and curse of God. Some 
Reformers were so moved by this legal action of the law that they seemed to put 
out of mind the law as a delight and way of practical sanctification for the 
believer. They were also wary of a possible relapse into ‘works-righteousness’ 
by a certain mode of observation of the law. 
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‘the old man’ was crucified in Christ’s death and thus was made 
impotent in the believer where there was faith and repentance, 
Paul nevertheless speaks of ‘indwelling sin’ as a present power. 
We must recognise the powerful vestiges of concupiscence in 
ourselves and realise these become awakened and evilly dynamic 
under certain conditions, especially as Paul sets forth those 
conditions in Romans chapter 7. In that chapter a believing person 
seeks to obey the law, but obviously is working from his own 
power, only to find that the power of indwelling sin is greater, of 
itself, than the believer’s power is, of himself. The answer to the 
power of indwelling sin is Christ and the Holy Spirit, in whom the 
believer lives and whose powers overcome that of indwelling sin. 
One can do all things in Christ, including overcoming the power 
of indwelling sin. 

The Criteria of Hearing: Preparation for Hearing  

What many miss is that Jesus, in expounding the Beatitudes, is 
telling us that there is no entrance into this Sermon, that is, into the 
true law-way of life, unless we live in the spirit of the Beatitudes. 
We naturally think beatitudes are beautiful ways of life, and of 
course they are. The term ‘blessed are’ is found throughout the 
Scriptures. Psalm 32:1–2 is one example and the Book of the 
Revelation has rich and demanding beatitudes. There are the 
blessings of the covenant as God gave them to the Patriarchs, the 
blessings which abound in the Psalms,5 and the seven  

                                                 
 5  There are 20 mentions of beatitudes in the Psalms, commencing with Psalm 
1:1. There are 42 mentions of God’s people blessing God, thanking God for His 
blessing, and invoking His blessings on others or one’s self. Whilst modern 
translations use the rather placid word ‘happy’, yet true blessedness was really 
peace and joy mingled as though one.  



The Law of Eternal Delight 

318 

blessings of the Book of the Revelation—to mention but a few. 
That God is the God of blessing is no empty cliche. Even so, the 
Beatitudes involve the experience of suffering. Those who are 
blessed are those who see the sinfulness of the world, including 
that of their own hearts, and who weep. Such are prepared to take 
the brunt of opposing evil. 
 What should strike us is that, if the attitudes demanded by the 
Beatitudes are absent, then proceeding to hear and understand the 
Sermon is of little point. Indeed it might even be dangerous. In 
what state should we be in order to understand it? Notice that we 
must be poor in spirit, be those who mourn, those who are meek, 
those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, those who are 
pure in heart, who are merciful, who are peacemakers, who are 
persecuted and who receive that persecution with joy even when 
people utter falsely all kinds of evil against us for Christ’s name’s 
sake. This would mean that we must be those who see the sin of 
the world, the tragedy of lawlessness, the misery caused by guilt 
and active evil, but who, at the same time, recognise the poverty of 
our own spirits and desire to obtain righteousness and holiness of 
life. We yearn to bring reconciliation so that humanity may live in 
peace. For us the Kingdom of God is the great reality and its law is 
the law of the King and the true way of life in this world and the 
next.  
 How, then, would we come into these states which are set out 
in the Beatitudes? Only by the mercy and grace of God and the 
revelation of His love. Today we would say, ‘By understanding 
the gospel’, meaning by  
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understanding the redemptive love of God through the Cross. 
Israel understood this love and grace, even before the gospel 
began to be preached, first by John the Baptist and Jesus and, later, 
by the apostles and the early church. Some might be dismayed by 
what we have just said, that only those who mourn, weep, are poor 
in spirit—and so on—will truly hear the Sermon.6 Those who are 
in the conditions of life set out in the Beatitudes will not 
consciously recognise that they are fulfilling such criteria for 
listening. This is because they can scarcely recognise they are in 
such states. The humble, the impoverished in spirit, the ones 
mourning and the ones seeking to bring reconciliation between 
warring elements may be consciously striving to do these things, 
but find no place for pride. So much the better for them! In fact no 
one wholly fulfils these criteria, but the yearning to do so is in the 
heart and the striving to do so is in the will. That, alone, is what 
matters. What Jesus says in the Sermon is certainly understood by 
them. 

The Substance of the Sermon 

If we keep in mind that the Sermon is really an exposition of the 
law of God as found in the life of the Triune Godhead and as 
prescribed for God’s people, then it will be most intelligible. To 
delight to do God’s will is essential to understanding what the 
‘soft’ and ‘hard’ copies really mean. In Matthew 5:11–16 those 
who are  

                                                 
 6  There can be no doubt about the advantage every reader could receive 
from contemplating the Sermon on the Mount. It could outline the fact that 
many of us are not in the place of blessing, of obedience, of love of the law—and 
so on—so that reading could revolutionise a life. Once the change of mind 
towards God’s law came, then there would be a second flow of blessing as fur-
ther reading of the text eventuated.  
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blessed in God bring a moral tang, light, saltiness and healthiness 
to society. They act as a witness within the darkness of human 
evil. Verse 16 has importance, firstly because it introduces the 
reality of God as the heavenly Father, and secondly because it 
shows the works His people do, stem from Him and not from 
them.  

The Law Never to Be Abrogated 

Verses 17–20 make it clear that Christ did not come to abrogate 
the law but to confirm it. If those who looked at his life thought he 
was lax about the law, a Sabbath-breaker and an opponent of the 
temple and its worship, they were wrong. If some interpret ‘I have 
come to fulfil the law and the prophets’ as meaning Jesus first 
fulfils, and so cancels, the law and the prophets, then they can be 
shown to be wrong. ‘To fulfil’ is best translated ‘to confirm’ or ‘to 
establish’, and certainly not to annul by a personal, active fulfill-
ing of the law.7 The person who teaches the law and teaches relax-
ation from its demands, even from its least demands, will be least 
in the Kingdom, but the one teaching obedience, even to the least, 
will be greatest in the Kingdom.  
 This passage also shows the eschatological nature of the law. 
The whole of the Sermon points not only to the present but also to 
the future, the culmination of  

                                                 
 7  See Bahnsen (Theonomy in Christian Ethics, pp. 39–86) for an exhaustive 
argument on this point. Some commentators think it means ‘to bring to 
perfection’, but the law is already perfect. If they mean, ‘the law, through Jesus, 
is shown to perfection and, indeed, expounded to perfection’, then they may 
indeed have a point. None had ever fulfilled it to perfection. Even so, such 
fulfilling is the duty of all under the law, and even Jesus does not earn merit 
because he obeyed perfectly. 
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obedience in the Kingdom. For example, the passage on 
relationships (vv. 21–32) that is of hatred, is homicidal, even if 
just in inner disposition, points to future judgment, and not only to 
present ‘civil’ judgment. The wrong attitude—the absence of 
beatitude—will bring terrible retribution. Giving in to concupis-
cence is not only regrettable, but also dangerous—it will result in 
hell. Divorce is going against the divine institution of primal law. 
Not to swear at all is better than to swear. In the passage of verses 
33–37 a plain ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ is all that is needed. In verses 38–48 
the lex talionis, which was a merciful provision in its day against 
unequal and dangerous feuding, is passed over in favour of not 
insisting on the law of self-protection. This is the heart of being 
neighbour to the aggressive enemy. One goes beyond self-justice 
to consider the one who does not act as neighbour but as enemy. 
This one is to be loved, prayed for and acted towards as though no 
enemy. As God shows no partiality to those who are good as 
against those who are evil, but loves all, so our human relation-
ships should reflect those of God. ‘You, therefore, must be 
perfect’ does not primarily refer to righteous acts so much as to 
the exercise of proper relationships. 

The Sermon and the Father 

In chapter 5 there are three direct references to ‘your heavenly 
Father’, and in chapter 6 there are twelve. This gives us a 
significant key to the whole Sermon. It is primarily the law of the 
Father. The true hearers know God as Father. Leaving aside for 
the moment the matter of the Son’s revelation of the Father which 
could not be received in fullness until the outpouring of the Spirit 
at Pentecost, we see that almsgiving,  
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authentic prayer, forgiving others their trespasses, fasting and the 
way of life of the Kingdom which obtains where the person 
depends on the Father for his or her needs, are the substance of 
chapters 6 and 7, but also must refer back to the blessings in 
chapter 5 and to those other matters we have commented upon. 
Those who are peacemakers are the sons of God. Those who love 
their enemies and who pray for them and do them good are the 
true children of the heavenly Father. 
 The intimacy of the genuine disciples of the Kingdom is with 
God as their heavenly Father. This relationship is of such depth 
and moral power that it carries the subjects through all the 
injunctions laid out in the Sermon. It takes out of these precepts any 
coldly legal element and makes them matters of joy. Already the 
person has fellowship with the Father, and this is because he is a 
disciple of the Son. Because of this relationship his obedience to the 
injunctions is a matter of joy. Chapter 7 then becomes ‘the law of 
God’ or ‘the will of God’ and needs no special interpretation. The 
matters of critical judgments of others, the discernment in sharing 
heavenly truth, and the principles of Fatherly giving and fraternal 
sharing are easily understood.  

The Law and the Prophets 

The Sermon is linked with ‘the law of the prophets’. Jesus, in the 
Sermon, is speaking as the true Prophet and as the true Priest.8 In 
Israel the priest was to be  

                                                 
 8  The Epistle to the Hebrews speaks of Christ being our High Priest, 
appointed by God for this task. It is clear that Jesus was being trained all his life 
for this ministry, and indications are that from his baptism onwards he exercised 
a priestly ministry. In this sense he fulfilled priestly ministry along  with his 
prophetic and kingly ministry.  
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enquired of for the teaching of the law, and the prophet was to 
draw people from idolatry and lawlessness back to the substance 
of the law. The conflict often experienced because of those who 
were false teachers of the law or who were false prophets uttering 
words that were not of God, meant that a true prophet and a true 
priest were required, and Jesus in his teaching of the Sermon was 
fulfilling these roles. From two angles he was expounding the Law 
of God. In 7:21–23, Jesus unmasked those who were either 
deliberate hypocrites or who were self-deluded into thinking their 
works were good. This remains as a powerful warning. 
 If hearers were merely interested in Jesus’ view of the Law of 
God, or were appreciative but not inclined to take his teaching to 
heart as the Word of God, Jesus uttered his illustration of two 
persons building a house, one on the sand, the other on rock. His 
statement is, ‘Every one then who hears these words of mine and 
does them will be like a wise man . . .’ whose house does not fall 
because it is built on the rock. Those who hear but do not do will 
surely see their house crash to destruction. These are solemn 
words, for Jesus here is fulfilling the role of the true Law-giver. 
As we have said, he is not giving a new law, but the law which 
will come afresh to the members of the New Covenant: it will be 
placed in their hearts and their inward parts, and they will ‘delight 
in the law of God, in [their] inmost self’. 
 That this Law-giver—Son of the Father—spoke with power 
which brought conviction is without doubt:  

 
And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished 
at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not 
as their scribes (Matt. 7:28–29).  

 



The Law of Eternal Delight 

324 

We are forcibly reminded of Deuteronomy 18:17–20: 
 

And the LORD said to me, ‘They have rightly said all that they have 
spoken. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their 
brethren; and I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to 
them all that I command him. And whoever will not give heed to my 
words which he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of 
him. But the prophet who presumes to speak a word in my name 
which I have not commanded him to speak, or who speaks in the 
name of other gods, that same prophet shall die’, 

 
for in this passage it was said there will be a new prophet and a 
new teacher, and people shall listen to him and obey his words 
under pain of death if they do not. Matthew 7:15–27 is almost a 
parallel of the Deuteronomy passage and certainly the same 
principle obtains in both passages. Jesus was greater than Moses, 
by whom the ‘hard copy’ of the law came to Israel. Jesus was a 
greater teacher and a greater prophet than Moses and, whilst the 
law he put before them was not other than the primal law and the 
law of Moses, it was certainly given by one greater than Moses. 
This was so by the office and authority God has given him. 
 It would be a solemn thing not to obey this law. Other 
interpretations of the Sermon on the Mount fail and fall against 
this fact that the One who is to redeem mankind has said he will 
confirm or establish the law and never abrogate it. It is the holy 
law of God Himself, and thus can never be abrogated. For it to be 
cancelled is for God to be abrogated. 

Love of Neighbour Is the Principle of the  

Sermon on the Mount 

John Hesselink has this to say of Calvin’s treatment of the law of 
God: 
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His exposition of the commandments is nothing other than the 
application of the method employed by Christ himself as recorded in 
the Gospels. Thus complaints to the effect that the reformers ignored 
the Sermon on the Mount fall to the ground. Calvin’s exposition of 
the ten commandments is at the same time an exposition of the 
Sermon on the Mount. The result, as we have seen, is a penetrating, 
concentred emphasis on the inner spiritual meaning of the law.  
 However, by specifically emphasising the fact that the law is 
divided into two tables—which is not accidental but divinely 
ordained—Calvin wishes to indicate the crucial connection between 
faith and love, between religion and ethics. In general, God’s purpose 
in all the commandments was simply ‘to instruct us in love’ (nos ad 
caritatem institueret). But this love has two foci: the love of God and 
the love of neighbour. These two are not to be confused although 
they are interdependent and inseparable. This is what we learn from 
the division of the law into two tables.9 

 
What is clear in Moses, Christ and Paul is that the two 
commandments to love God and the neighbour ‘are interdependent 
and inseparable’. In Paul it would seem that love for the neighbour 
sums it all up, as in Romans 13:8–10 and Galatians 5:13–15: 
 

Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for he who loves 
his neighbour has fulfilled the law. The commandments, ‘You shall 
not commit adultery, You shall not kill, You shall not steal, You shall 
not covet,’ and any other commandment, are summed up in this 
sentence, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ Love does no 
wrong to a neighbour; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. 
 For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants 
of one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, ‘You shall 
love your neighbour as yourself.’ But if you bite and devour one 
another take heed that you are not consumed by one another. 

 
 The order of loving in the New Testament is seen in I John 
4:19 and context, ‘We love, because he first  

                                                 
 9  Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, p. 126. 
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loved us’. This order is: (i) God loves us, as is seen by the sending 
of His Son to be the propitiation for sin, thus casting fear of 
judgment out of our hearts; (ii) we love when we see His love and 
respond so that love is shed abroad in our hearts (Rom. 5:5); and 
(iii) we thus love our neighbours. The Sermon on the Mount, with-
out directly explicating this order of love, certainly emphasises 
love to God and to the neighbour. The warm fact that God—who 
is the Father of the Son, Jesus Christ—is our Father means that all 
obedience to Him lies in our filial relationship with Him and so in 
our brotherly or neighbourly love to one another. As well as 
directing us to serve only God who is Father (Matt. 6:24), the 
terms ‘neighbour’ and ‘brother’ are both used in the Sermon, thus 
underlining ontological relationships with God and our fellow-
creatures. 
 What we have been saying through the present book is that 
within the Godhead the Father who is fons divinitatas is the 
Source of love and that the Son is ‘the Son of His love’, whilst the 
Holy Spirit is ‘the Spirit of love’, so that the perichoresis is one of 
love stemming from the Father. Whilst the thought of the Three 
Persons being ‘neighbours’ is too quaint to be admitted and stands 
in danger of tritheism, yet the principle of the relationship of the 
Three Persons is the ontological drive of all human (neighbourly 
and brotherly) relationships which derive from that Source. Thus 
the Sermon on the Mount becomes understandable as the law of 
love and so as the law of God. 

Conclusion: The Sermon with Its Rewards  

and Losses 

One of the characteristics of Psalms 1, 19 and 119 is the rewards 
which come from law-love and law-obedience.  
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Psalm 1 commences with a beatitude for the man whose delight is 
in the law of the Lord. There are eighteen other nominated 
beatitudes scattered throughout the Psalter and many more 
statements regarding the rewards which come from law-keeping as 
also the losses which result in disobeying the law. Two of the 
nominated beatitudes are in Psalm 119 and refer to the keeping of 
the law. In Psalm 19:11 the Psalmist says that in keeping of the 
precepts, testimonies, ordinances and commands of the Lord 
‘there is great reward’. 
 In the Sermon on the Mount there are nine nominated 
blessings, and these are to do with the eschatological joys and 
rewards which will come, such as, ‘they shall be comforted’, ‘they 
shall inherit the earth’, ‘they shall be satisfied’, ‘they shall obtain 
mercy’, ‘they shall see God’, and ‘they shall be called sons of 
God’. Twice it is said, ‘theirs is the kingdom of heaven’, and 
doubtless these statements also have eschatological connotation. 
In the face of persecution, ‘Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 
great in heaven’. One of the present rewards is that the blessed are 
‘the salt of the earth’ and ‘the light of the world’. The injunctions 
keep promising rich results when obeyed.  
 By contrast there are the losses which accrue to the 
disobedient, such as never entering the kingdom of heaven, of 
entering into ‘the hell of fire’, of being hauled before judges, of 
perpetuating enmity by hatred of the enemy, and—perhaps most 
terribly of all—the ultimate destruction of one’s house, that is, of 
one’s life. All of these losses and judgments are too awful to 
contemplate. 
 For the blessed the great reward of having built on the rock is 
the joy of life eternal. Doubtless references to ‘the rock’ as being 
Christ, or ‘the foundation of [teaching of] the apostles and 
prophets’ are not out of  
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place. Of course, if we are simply being utilitarian in our approach 
to blessings and rewards, then this deficient motivation will itself 
cancel out what can only be true when we are in the states and 
attitudes of those who are promised such blessings and rewards. 
 When Jesus said, ‘Think not that I have come to abolish the 
law . . . I have come to fulfil [establish] it’, then there would be 
great joy in the hearts of law-loving, law-obeying hearers. For the 
law to dissolve, disappear and for it to be non est, would not only 
bewilder the great Psalmists and those who delighted in the Law 
of God after the inward man, but it would present an horrific, 
anarchical view of the termination of human history. To be 
denuded of law, to have to wander without direction and—most of 
all—not to be allowed to participate in the Godhead for all 
eternity, would be the loneliness of a chaos more terrible than hell. 
 What a glorious gift, then, is the Law of God, and what a 
magnificent exposition of it is Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount!  
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FRAGMENT I: 

C o n c e r n i n g  R u m i n a t i o n s  o n  t h e  
S t r a n g e  W o r l d  o f  L aw  

Rumination 

He pondered the thought, the thought of law. He asked himself, 
‘At what point of time do I not have some law at my side, even in 
my eyes and my ears? I am hearing law from dawn to night, from 
eating and drinking to the time of sleeping. Even in my sleep 
shadows of law seem to extend over me. What do I think about 
which has nothing to do with law? What do I do that is neither 
against a law or in accordance with it?’ 
 The idea grew on him, even to the point where he felt alarmed. 
‘I thought I was a free man, but it is precious little freedom I have. 
When I think about it there is the law of my home. There are 
things I may not do for they are against the law of home. Then 
there are things I may do for they are permitted as though there is 
a law of permission. A watch is kept over me by the home 
persons—the wife, the children, and even myself. I am involved in 
the insistence of laws for others and by others. “Do this. Do that. 
Don’t do this.  
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Don’t do that.” There are laws unwritten but they are nonetheless 
powerful for all that. 
 ‘Outside my home, but then even ruling my home and much 
of my life, there are other laws. There are community laws, most 
of them unwritten but nonetheless powerful for that. There are also 
written laws —laws about noise pollution, laws about not tres-
passing and laws about not intruding on others. Also, about trees 
hanging over fences, about dogs, cats and other pets. There are 
also happy laws about being affable and friendly and kindly. They 
are about nodding, greeting others and passing the time of day. 
 ‘Of course, one can ignore such laws, but they are there, and 
one comes to know it if one does ignore them. These link with the 
laws of the local councils, and they are concerned with just about 
everything: the footings of your house, the walls you erect, the 
thickness of the concrete of your bathroom and laundry floors, 
about proper plumbing, electrical cable-laying—and so on. The 
council has a law of rates linked with your property, your road 
front, and the care of weeds. Another organisation has rules 
regarding your water supply and your sewerage. There are also 
rules regarding electrical supply. 
 ‘Then there is the State Government with all its law enforcing 
utilities. It sits constantly for the purposes of law-making. Its 
legislation is intended to help the public, and probably does, but 
the fact of law is always before us. Likewise our Federal 
Parliament sits for the same principle—legislation. In States and 
Commonwealth there are laws for taxes, and organisation of law 
enforcement. There are laws of the road, laws within shops and 
stores, laws for industrial and rural production, laws to stimulate 
growth and to control employers, employees, imports, exports, 
movements of transportation over land, air and sea. There is also  
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the system known as the United Nations Organisation, and it is 
concerned with the kind of legislation that will make the world 
better for all, especially in the establishment of human rights. 
 ‘As I think about it I wonder how human beings can sustain so 
many bodies of legislation and law enforcement. If I attempt to 
come into my home with my muddy boots, there is a legal cry and 
I slink back to wipe them on the doormat. If I bring a stray, lonely 
dog or cat into the house there is a fearful protest. If I do good in 
every one of these things that the numerous law-enforcement 
agents—domestic and otherwise—decree, yet at night as I lie 
back, awaiting sleep, innumerable incidents crowd into my mind, 
most of them pointing the finger at me for the law-breaking I have 
done that day. It is only sheer weariness of mind and body which 
allows me to slip away into sleep, and even there the Super Ego 
and the Censor weave their censures through complicated, 
tortuous dreams. Alack! Alack! 
 ‘Nor does my thinking cease here. Probably this is because 
cultures fascinate me. I constantly read of them, think about them and 
come to certain conclusions regarding them. Cultures are colourful, 
varied and intriguing. Unfortunately they are perhaps the most 
tyrannous of all law systems. Doubtless, in the beginning, they were 
intended to keep a tribe or a nation together, the laws being functional 
and helpful. Such laws may have been determined by many factors, 
but, as time has passed, the legalism of human thinking has almost 
enslaved the members of the particular culture. Almost every moment 
of the lives lived in any given culture is determined by the cultural 
laws. The tribal expectation is such-and-such, and all must conform 
with that demand. The idea of personal human freedom—the gift of 
personal thinking,  
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vocation and achievement—is almost non est. The clan is agreed 
that we must first fulfil the cultural expectation: after that it will be 
time enough for such personal freedom. Of course there is not. 
 ‘When I ponder cultures I observe that whilst they are meant 
to be happily functional yet they are tyrannous. There are minute 
and detailed injunctions and precepts concerning traditional values 
and ways. There are ways of living and ways of dying. There are 
exhortations regarding birth, childhood, admission into adulthood, 
marriage, death, having children, middle-age, old age and death, 
especially death. Some cultures demand high standards of action 
and costs for living and dying in all their forms.’  
 As his mind pondered the whole human legal system in its 
astonishing intricacy and control, he began to wonder whether 
there were not unseen lords and deities which derived some kind 
of satisfaction from seeing humans under continual bondage. He 
knew of cultures where every movement—from birth to death —
of its members was never out of the realm of law. For that matter, 
the case was not much different for him as a citizen of his land. He 
could visualise that if one could move from one culture to another 
the end result might not differ greatly: it might be that the laws 
would differ, and even, at core, these be the same.  
 His thoughts moved on, pondering the origins of law and 
laws. How did they come to be? His theory of deities and lords 
which ruled as tyrants might be wrong. He was grateful that at 
least he had freedom to think what he was thinking, for in some 
societies one may not even think about these things. So for him 
there still remained the mystery of law. He wondered again about 
its origins, about what motivated humanity to make, have and 
follow laws. He also thought  
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about the protest against law, which seems to be ingrained in the 
same humanity. 
 A thought which was often to puzzle and intrigue him was the 
ability of the human person to somehow live in these innumerable 
laws and somehow live with them all. Not only can human beings 
live with the variety of laws, but even accept living within them. 
He wondered if there were not a divine law—a law from God—
which somehow impregnated all laws and even used them to keep 
the conscience active. He wished, somehow, to do research on that 
factor, but was not sure where to begin.  
 What shocked him beyond measure was the occasion when he 
thought of a human being stripped of all injunctions, legislation, 
commands and precepts; that is, naked and devoid of law. One 
part of him thought of the glorious possibilities that might lie in 
such a state, but another part of him shuddered. Empty of law, 
how would a person live? He did not know, and was not sure that 
he wanted to know.   

A Cultural Rumination of a Sort 

This can scarcely be called ‘a rumination’ for the idea of 
rumination comes from ‘chewing the cud’. A placid animal chews 
its cud, digests what it has gathered, sends its substance into the 
bloodstream, and so continues to live as a reasonably contented 
creature. Suppose a person remanded in custody were of another 
culture, perhaps an Aborigine or some such. There would have 
been no contentment for any person who had met the strong arm 
of the law, who had been imprisoned for drunkenness and riotous 
behaviour. He would have been firmly handled by the police, 
bundled into a paddy-wagon, hustled into the police  
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station and then imprisoned in a cell. Even though in the torpor of 
drunkenness, he would hear the clang of the iron doors, the 
sheeting home of the bolt, and steps receding from him.  
 When he woke he would be in terror. Whilst there was light in 
the prison corridor it would be dark in his cell. He would see 
nothing. He would scarcely dare to move for the pain of his head, 
but if he sat on the iron bed with its sparse mattress, and held his 
aching head in his hands, he would find no relief. Tumbling off 
the bed, perhaps, and then picking himself up and going in search 
of what he knew not, he would find no satisfaction. Hands would 
meet with solid walls. High up would be a barred window. He 
would go, time and again, to the steel-framed doorway and look 
into the faint light of the flourescent tube. Then he would return 
and sit on his bed. 
 We now are not imagining such an event. We are taking it that 
it has happened—to a person of dark skin and an ancient culture 
with its meticulous laws which have been structured for every 
function of his living. These laws have been set aside. He was now 
under guard for a misdemeanour he had not accounted as a crime 
under his law. As a result he had been incarcerated in an alien 
place, separated from the family and the wise people of his tribe. 
Law was coming to him in a new and strange form.   
 Something like panic was coming to him. White people were a 
terror to him. Their eyes always seemed hard and unflinching. The 
pallor of them troubled him. He knew little of history, but just 
enough to know that they had come to his land and dispossessed 
his people, who seemed to be silent under the regime, but then 
spoke at odd times about it. He knew the laws of his people, but 
could not understand the laws of this different culture. He knew 
white people expected  
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him to understand, but somehow they baffled him. He did not 
know that his culture also baffled them. That sort of thinking was 
not his way of reasoning. All he knew had to be concrete, to live 
in present reality. The past and the future were unknowns to him. 
His dream-time was really present with its full-bodied laws, its 
sanctions and taboos. 
 He felt at home in those laws. They determined his every 
move and action. He flowed with them, never questioning them. 
Even if his emotions sometimes rose and he might think of 
breaking a law, he knew he would never get away with it. Nor did 
he think he should be free from its ‘payback’. It was settled with 
him, that the law was supreme, though he never thought of it as 
law—as some legal abstraction. 
 The fear and the panic began to accelerate. He could not sit. 
His hands groped for something familiar but nothing—not 
anything—was familiar. Everything was foreign. His being in this 
cell was foreign. He had not devised some evil. People eat and 
drink as they will, every day. He had just drunk for the reasons 
many of them did so; every day was just part of the existence he 
had to live, but he had not even thought about that.  
 What he was thinking about now was the shame. Shame was 
the only thing that was familiar in this other environment. He was 
in shame because he had come to the point where the police had 
taken him. He was a person under another law, and it did not 
figure with him. It could only puzzle him. All his instincts were 
for fleeing, for rejoining his tribe, for sinking down into their way 
of life, the only way of life he knew. If he had thought in such 
terms then he would have wanted only that way of life. 
 The darkness of the cell was nothing compared to that in his 
mind and spirit. His hands groped  
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restlessly, nervously, for what he knew not. They came into 
contact with the sheet and he tugged at it. His mind formed the 
picture. He had always been capable with his hands. He reached 
up to the barred window and felt for the bars. He tied the sheet 
firmly to one of them. He then pushed the bed against the wall. He 
stood on the bed, standing at his full height, wrapping the end of 
the sheet around his neck. He tied it firmly. He levered himself up 
and gripped the edge of the bed with his strong toes. In a moment 
the bed had been pushed away. He hung for a time, enduring the 
terrible pain. Perhaps his last thought was of the comfort and 
home of his tribe. 
 Then he knew nothing.   

More Rumination in a Prison 

This man had been in prison camp. Like many others in prison 
camps through human history, he wondered about law. During the 
battle he had seen the demands of law break down. In his 
particular culture there had been a requirement of helping one 
another in difficulties and strange straits. Somewhere there was 
the idea, even, of laying down your life for another. This was more 
a religious than a cultural demand. Whatever the value of these 
laws, he had seen the breakdown of human friendship and mutual 
security in the face of inflexible odds.  
 He had heard the cry, ‘Every man for himself!’ and he had 
despised it even as he heard it. There was also another cry, ‘Blow 
you, Jack! I’m all right!’ This was the cry of self-preservation. He 
had seen men leave others in the lurch and go their own way, 
saving their own lives. Whilst he was glad he had not done that,  
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there was no sense of pride. There were things one ought to do and 
things one ought not to do. One did not question their validity: law 
has a strange but strong way of justifying itself. 
 In the early days of imprisonment this had been the thinking. 
As time passed he had watched the principle of self-preservation 
harden into a way of living for many. On the other hand, he had 
watched the seeming selflessness of some of the men. They had 
gone out of their way to help those more fragile than themselves. 
In all of this he could detect some kind of law. One law was 
lawlessness, or what was supposed to be ‘the law of the jungle’. 
He knew that the jungle had its own laws and they were not all 
‘red in tooth and claw’. There were the laws of territory and of 
creature-hierarchy. Human laws of self-preservation more ‘red in 
tooth and claw’ than those of the jungle. At the same time there 
was the law or principle of considering others. That was the law he 
liked. 
 It was amazing how keenly people could think. Semi-
starvation seemed to bring clarity to the brain and an ability to 
think beyond boundaries and limitations many had previously 
known. Concepts formed themselves easily in the mind. He 
marvelled at the way he could reason things through. Of course, he 
had plenty of time to ruminate. In some cases rumination is a 
luxury, but he realised that in his present situation it was a 
necessity. 
 Long ago he had seen the shame of those who had betrayed 
themselves during the act of war. He noticed their cover-up, either 
in unseemly boasting or in inverting themselves. The latter had 
simply withdrawn, whilst life’s outward motions still went on. He 
knew the damage of self-betrayal could last lifelong. This was the 
strange and terrible power of moral law, linked as it was to what 
men call ‘conscience’. He  
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wondered about that conscience, its origins, its nature and grip on 
the human spirit. It seemed that nothing—at least not in the 
ultimate—could escape it. 
 

           
 

After time passed and patterns hardened he wondered at what men 
could endure. He also wondered greatly at the drive which most 
have to preserve their lives. He saw nothing wrong with this, even 
though he questioned the methods and techniques some used to 
maintain preservation. They did it in the face of enormous odds. 
He also wondered at the hopelessness some came into, and the 
way they abandoned themselves to death almost fatalistically. It 
was not that they welcomed death—their eyes were lacklustre and 
their minds seemed numb—but that they saw it as the goal and 
fruit of their despair. 
 

           
 

Some twelve months had passed and this soldier had ruminated 
often, and for long periods. He had read widely before his 
incarceration and had grasped the mind of many ancients, a 
number of prophets, and of the truly wise men, the sages of human 
history. Their ideas had helped to sustain him for the first year. 
Now his mind was asking questions which were new to him. What 

was the validity of the laws he had known? What was the point and 
purpose of law, anyway? Whence came law? Could there possibly 
be a law-giver? Was law a hoax? Was it authentic? Had he known 
the word he would have asked, ‘Is it ontological?’ 
 There were books available to him, even in that prison camp, 
and he read those which spoke of ethics  
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and morality. It was gradually dawning on him that the law as 
humans knew it was either a principle indispensable to human 
living or it was a deceit invented by society to keep it stable. The 
Judaic law of the Ten Commandments made a lot of sense to him. 
If a society lived by that then they could not go far wrong. Even 
so, it could be a human invention. It might be the best of legal 
inventions, but if it was devised by Man then it could be called 
into question, no matter how finely it was tuned to the human 
situation and how beneficial it could prove to be in reasonably 
controlling society. 
 He had been thinking over the months that so much of human 
life was egotistical and selfish. It was, in fact, a life of self-
preservation. His battle experience had taught him that it was best 
for the human race to have a way of mutual security, of sharing 
resources for peace and safety and reasonableness of life. Pursuing 
singly one’s own ends made for individualistic competition and 
rivalry. This, he had seen, was dangerous. Yet mutual security was 
really a principle of communal self-preservation.  
 In all his thinking he had kept from preserving himself at the 
expense of others. There were ways he could have done that, but 
he had despised them and had rejected them. At the same time he 
wondered why he should espouse a high ethic. He had a sense that 
he must take this way, living out that ethic, and wondered whether 
it was because he had been trained to do so. He also wondered 
whether all human beings had a sense of this high way, but 
suppressed it when it would not pay them or preserve them if they 
were to live according to it. 
 His year-long ruminations were finally halted. He was now 
confronted with himself and his own desire not to die, but to 
live—a desire as strong as in any  
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other person. He sensed this powerful thrust within, urging and 
almost compelling him to drop his ethic and go out to preserve his 
life by whatever means possible. Memories of loved ones back at 
home strengthened this drive in him, as also did his lifelong sense 
of destiny and vocation. He had to live! He had to make his 
special contribution to society. Well, then, should he not explore 
every avenue to preserve himself, even if it contributed to the 
death of others? 
 It seemed to boil down to a number of points. Either the law 
was man-made or it had been given by God—assuming there was 
a God. If made by Man then it was not of God, and since Man was 
such a variable and untrustworthy creature such a law could not be 
called authentic. Somehow it would be selfishness dressed up as 
true morality. On the other hand, if it were of God, then it would 
be the most powerful and wonderful principle that humanity could 
know. Only obedience to it would be the true way of life. 
 

           
 

A strange idea struck him. If God were not just the Deity of the 
Deists—those who believe that God has wound up His creation 
like a clock and lets it tick over without His personal 
intervention—then his proposed experiment could not succeed. If, 
however, He were the God who reveals Himself to humanity and 
moves amongst them, then there was hope. If this God cared for 
the true law—assuming there were one —then He might 
personally aid His created humanity to keep it. This prisoner-of-
war decided to experiment. 
 His experiment does not here concern us, for personal 
experiments are not authentic proof of anything. However, what 
came to the soldier out of that experiment was: (i) God exists; (ii) 
He is the true Law-giver; 
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 (iii) His law ought to be obeyed since it is the true way of life for 
the human race; and (iv) this law of God amounts, in essence, to 
love—the law of love.1  
 This man’s ruminations brought him peace about not seeking 
self-preservation for himself. It would be better to die than to deny 
this law. To live in it must be ‘the whole of man’: he had heard 
that statement somewhere. It urged him on to help in the preserva-
tion of others, for this only is the law of love. Henceforth he could 
only wonder at such a law, and could only see it with worshipful 
eyes.  
 

                                                 
 1  It is described in some of my books, especially Angel Wings and Laughing 
Gunner (NCPI, Blackwood, 1981 and 1992 respectively). 
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FRAGMENT II: 

R e g a r d i n g  t h e  H u m a n  M e d i t a t o r  

Note: Some of the material in this essay will be found in the main 
body of the book, but its repetition is necessary to fill out the idea 
of meditation. 
 
Ruminants are creatures who have more than one section to their 
stomachs. In fact they have four. They eat hastily, passing down 
the grass or foliage sodden with saliva into the first and second 
sections of the stomach. Later, whilst resting, they regurgitate the 
food into the mouth where it is thoroughly masticated, passing 
down to the third stomach and finally to the fourth where acids 
break it down to its finally digested form. In some ways the human 
mind is like this. Materials we have gathered come back to us for 
further meditation. This may happen innumerable times as far as 
any material for intellection is concerned.  
Not all rumination in human thinking is meditation. Meditation in 
the Hebrew Scriptures is a practice where the person deliberately 
sets his/her mind upon a certain object.1 These objects relate to 
God, His law and  

                                                 
 1  See my little book, The Christian Meditator (NCPI, Blackwood, 1986), concerning 
the practice of scriptural meditation, where the three primary objects of meditation 
are God, His law, and His works. The meditator prays that his meditations may be 
acceptable in God’s sight (Ps. 19:14; 104:34). In the New Testament there is an 
injunction to think (meditate) on certain things (I Tim. 4:15, AV; cf. Phil. 4:8–9 
where it is ‘think about’). 
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His acts. The modes of meditation in Israel were described by 
terms like ‘thinking in the mind’, ‘whispering in the heart’, 
‘muttering’ and ‘speaking with the lips’. Undoubtedly 
meditation—as with rumination—helps the mind to catch up with 
itself, and it certainly brings serenity as contemplation fills out 
one’s thoughts to proper understanding. Of course, there can be 
bitter rumination, angry contemplation and even homicidal 
reasoning, so that meditation is not always peaceful, but then few 
would use the word ‘meditation’ for such exercises.  

Meditation, then, is a powerful factor in human living if it is 
admitted to daily practice of life. It takes the meditator away from 
introspection and sets the gaze and understanding on the richest 
things of life. It has been used for many years in the East, but 
often the meditation is introspection, or drawing upon psychic 
forces said to reside in one, or in the occult which is supposed to 
attend Man in those needs of his which go beyond the three 
dimensions of this creation and the five senses under which he 
operates.2 Judaic and Christian meditation is always involved in 
the nature of God, His law, the works of His creation, and of the 
movements of history. Abstract, philosophical and purely 
theological reasoning are virtually absent from biblical meditation. 

Meditation in the Scriptures is not limited to the Psalms, but 
they are a great treasury of meditation and the consequent fruits of 
that meditation. One of the best known meditation psalms is Psalm 
1:  

                                                 
 2  Ecclesiastes is a book which speaks of Man seeking to know all things. In 
3:11 the writer says, ‘he [God] has put eternity into man’s mind’. This means 
Man cannot remain contented with things which are not eternal. He is driven to 
thinking, but the writer says, ‘yet so that he cannot find out what God has done 
from the beginning to the end’. 
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Blessed is the man  
 who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,  
nor stands in the way of sinners,  
 nor sits in the seat of scoffers;  
but his delight is in the law of the LORD,  
 and on his law he meditates day and night.  
He is like a tree  
 planted by streams of water,  
that yields its fruit in its season,  
 and its leaf does not wither.  
In all that he does, he prospers.  
The wicked are not so,  
 but are like chaff which the wind drives away.  
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,  
 nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; 
for the LORD knows the way of the righteous 
 but the way of the wicked will perish.  

In looking at the Psalm we have first to remember that all in 
Israel were under the covenant of God, made first with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob and later renewed with Moses in the form that 
Israel came to know it. Thus, properly speaking, all Israelites were 
covenant people, and people of God’s law—the law given as a gift 
to them (cf. Rom. 9:4; Deut. 4:5–10; 33:1–5). Just as Abraham 
believed God and by his belief was a justified person, so every 
Israelite was a justified person. There was no thought of 
justification by works of the law, but there was the case of obeying 
the law because one was in covenant relationship with God. With 
this understanding in mind, we may now proceed to look at the 
godly man of the above Psalm. 

We see that this man’s delight is in the law of the Lord and he 
meditates on it night and day. As a result he is a fruitful person. 
The wicked man is the antithesis of the good man. His life is 
fruitless, sterile and ephemeral. It finishes in a destructive 
judgment by God. God is always alert to the good man and to the 
wicked man, according to the views of the Psalmists in general.  
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If we are honest enough to admit that we almost reflexively 
react to the general idea of law, and find meditating in law to be 
generally unattractive and even boring—unless of course we are in 
the legal profession or are ‘nomists’3 by preoccupation—then we 
will also admit that we do not envy the Psalmist his pattern of life. 
If, however, we were to see the law in the light that he saw it, then 
we would be eager to share his experience. 

The Objects of Law-Meditation 

Whilst we need to discover what was the nature and attraction of 
the law as the Psalmist knew it, it is simple enough to recognise 
what things gripped him in his meditation. Of course the Psalmist 
never thought of the law as a thing distinct from God, or separated 
from Him. His primary object of meditation was God Himself, 
including His works in creation and redemption. It was the law—
the torah—which occupied him, and in Psalms 19 and 119 we find 
it was the main occupation of their writers. 

There are three main words which cover the idea of the law in 
the Old Testament, namely, torah, mitsvah and choq.  

                                                 
 3  A nomist is a person who is addicted to law, and whose life is conducted 
on the basis of law. An antinomian is one who thinks of the law as abrogated or 
as not the way of life determined for a believer. There are, however, various 
kinds of antinomians; for example, the one who believes the law is good, but 
that it is spontaneously obeyed by the believer because it is written in the heart 
by the Spirit of God; but nomists may believe it is written in the heart and yet 
approach law legalistically. Both antinomians and nomists really have a dislike 
of law. To the first, law appears as oppressive, and to the second it is all this too, 
except that there is a perverse satisfaction obtained in attempting to fulfil it, but 
in the ultimate the conscience will never let the nomist know genuine freedom. 
It takes the work of propitiation to bring justification and, thus, peace to the 
conscience. 
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The man of Psalm 1 meditates in this law day and night. In 
Psalm 19 there are five words which are virtually synonymous, 
namely, ‘law’, ‘testimony’, ‘precepts’, ‘commandment’ and 
‘ordinances’. In Psalm 119 these five are found, but in addition we 
have other terms, namely, ‘word’, ‘statutes’, ‘judgments’ and 
‘ways’, which are also synonyms. Whilst they are almost syn-
onymous, they yet have particular distinctions and, considered 
together, they all add up—so to speak—to that great economy of 
the law of the covenant, that is, the torah, that covenantal order 
which covered all Israel’s way of life and worship, as well as its 
understanding of the nature of God and His intentions both for His 
people and for history, ranging from the past to the eschatological 
future. 

Only when we come to this understanding can we begin to 
comprehend the drive of the Psalmists and others to meditate on 
the Torah, to depth it, to come to know it, to live in it and to love 
and delight in it. Only then will we want to join the poets who 
wrote Psalms 1, 19 and 119, to say nothing of other psalms which 
likewise extol the law. 

The Background of the Psalmic Meditators 

We have yet to look into the law of God as set out in the words we 
have looked at, above. We have said that they catch up the whole 
economy and culture of Israel in Canaan and to this we must add 
‘to the culture of Israel under judgment, and in exile’. It is difficult 
to trace all the occasions in which psalms were written, and could 
we do so we would more fully understand the mind and mood of 
the singers. A good example of loving meditation on God and the 
covenant life is Psalm 63:1–8:  
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A Psalm of David, when he was in the Wilderness of Judah  
 

O God, thou art my God, I seek thee,  
 my soul thirsts for thee;  
my flesh faints for thee,  
 as in a dry and weary land where no water is.  
So I have looked upon thee in the sanctuary,  
 beholding thy power and glory.  
Because thy steadfast love is better than life,  
 my lips will praise thee.  
So I will bless thee as long as I live;  
 I will lift up my hands and call on thy name.  
My soul is feasted as with marrow and fat,  
 and my mouth praises thee with joyful lips,  
when I think of thee upon my bed,  
 and meditate on thee in the watches of the night;  
for thou hast been my help,  
 and in the shadow of thy wings I sing for joy.  
My soul clings to thee;  

 thy right hand upholds me. 
 

The subject of meditation is God, and especially as the Psalmist is 
in difficult straits. No one and nothing but God can help him. His 
meditation on God is intimate. In Psalm 119 we might be deceived 
into thinking the writer saw the law as something given by God, a 
great truth, so to speak, but the Psalmist never separates the law 
from the Person of God. In verse 37 he prays, ‘give me life in thy 
ways’. God’s law and His ways are the one. In verse 59, God’s 
ways are His testimonies, the things He has done, and by which 
He has revealed Himself. God has personally afflicted the Psalmist 
(vv. 67–72), yet the law is not one of mechanistic retribution, but 
the acts of the living and loving God. In verse 114, God is the 
Psalmist’s hiding place: he dwells within God. In verse 149 he 
asks the Lord, ‘Hear my voice in thy steadfast love’, for the union 
of God with His covenant person is intimate. 

One of the various synonyms we have seen for God’s law (torah) 
is the word dabar. God has not given a law  
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by other than direct utterance to Israel, to the faithful persons in 
Israel. Primarily it is to do with ‘the Ten Words’ (e.g. Deut. 4:23). 
In Psalm 119 this word is used some twenty-three times. The 
writer cannot separate God’s word from God. God confronted 
Israel not primarily with a law but Himself, the law of Himself, 
even though the law was—and is—a given entity (cf. Rom. 9:4). 
Thus to meditate on God’s word or words, is to meditate upon 
God Himself. If the word, the law, the commandments, the 
precepts, the ordinances and the testimonies were not in some way 
recorded, then it would not be safe to meditate on them, since they 
might have something of human thinking and pronouncement in 
them. When the Psalmist says, ‘I have laid up thy word in my 
heart, that I might not sin against thee’, he is not speaking of 
words given to him privately, so much as the public word and 
words of God to Israel. Only these are trustworthy, for they have 
not been sieved through the human mind. 

The World of Meditation 

By this time we would have realised that meditation is not the 
luxury of contemplation, the idle exercise of the mental faculty, 
but it is a searching out of wisdom and truth with a view to the 
practice of life.4 The vast resources of the entire Scriptures are at 
the disposal of the true meditator. Just as ‘the law’ is sometimes 
spoken of in the New Testament to include all the canonical 
writings of the Old Testament, so it may be said that the writings 
of both Testaments constitute ‘the law of God’, His dabar and 
logos to humanity, for the  

                                                 
 4  It is interesting to note that some commentators include Psalms 1, 19 and 
119 in the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament. 
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Scriptures are a unity—a remarkable entity. Just as the torah to 
Israel was its basis and source of true living, so the ‘law of God’, 
‘the law of Christ’ and ‘the law of the Spirit’ constitute a unity, an 
entity, and to that degree by which we can speak of ‘the new law’, 
since it is at the same time the primeval law and the law of the 
telos—of the conclusion and climax of history. 

We are tempted to say—as before—that this is all at the 
disposal of the true meditator, but in truth it is the meditator who 
is the object of this marvellous subject. He is gripped by the 
wonder of law which he sees to be the very outworking of the 
nature of God Himself, and in this revelation of God he finds the 
outworking of the true nature of Man.      
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FRAGMENT III: 

C o n c e r n i n g  a  M a n  o f  L a w 

This man of whom we speak was a man of the law. By that we do 
not mean a lawyer or any one connected with the judiciary. Nor do 
we mean one who was legal in his thinking, and legalistic in his 
practice of law, whether that law was the law of God or the law of 
humanity. This man of whom we speak was from his very birth 
one who loved the law. He loved the law of God as he understood 
it, and also the law of humanity wherever it seemed right, and 
especially where it appeared to comport with the law of God. 

This is not to say that this person was peerless, perfect or 
infallible. Indeed he also infringed the law, and at times to a 
degree which dismayed and often shocked him. This transgression 
of the law did not deter him from remaining as a lover of the law. 
He found himself to be a mixture within himself: at core he loved 
the law; in practice he sometimes disobeyed it. This conflict 
always remained with him, but the point is that the more powerful 
drive within him was towards obedience and not towards 
infraction of the system he loved. 

It is a strange thing that within one family there can be a child who 
loves the law and obeys it, and another who does not love it and who 
disobeys it. This man—rather the man as a child—had such a love 
for the law  
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that you would think he had been given an insight into its 
character and nature that made him set his sights on pure 
obedience. Such obedience would not just have been an 
inclination, but a passion which somehow arose from a 
revelation—albeit received unconsciously—of the essential being 
of the law. There can be no question but that this person proceeded 
along life’s path with a warmth and energy which is not often 
found in many human beings. Certainly he was not a person who 
dallied with truth, who was always excusing, defending or 
justifying himself. In this sense he was a somewhat guileless 
person. The guilty cannot be guileless. At the same time he was a 
person with many faults and was by no means perfect in his 
obedience to the law he continually sensed and which he loved. 

The observation above, ‘The guilty cannot be guileless’, must 
also be taken with caution. Who, of us all, is guiltless? Even so, 
there is an attitude to law which causes some of us to become 
devious about the matter of obedience. Lacking pure obedience, 
we pretend we are righteous people. Significantly enough this man 
did not see himself as guiltless, because his prime understanding 
of law was not that he had the capacity for pure obedience, but 
that he certainly had a drive for it. He would fail, and often 
miserably, but somewhere in his understanding of law was the 
idea that the Law-giver was not ruthless, pitiless and merciless but 
somehow had made provision in or with itself as law not to 
destroy the law-breaker. Whilst this may sound curious to us it did 
not sound so to him. Even so, his idea certainly raises a number of 
problems, and these we will attempt to resolve. 
To return to the beginnings of this person: almost as a babe he 
understood that it was good to keep law. You might say he had 
peeped into its nature, satisfied  
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himself about its good quality—as the law of God—and had fallen 
in love with it. He delighted in it, not always knowing why, yet 
sensing the sheer goodness of obedience and perceiving the 
principle that he who would obey the law will always find aid in 
doing so, and that law—so to speak—has its own inbuilt reward 
for true obedience, this acting as an impetus to further obedience. 
So, in these beginnings the intuition that the law was right, and 
that obedience was a joyful, even if sometimes a demanding thing, 
urged him to delight in the reality of Divine law. 

 
           

 
You must understand that this essay is not unique: I am not the 
first to write the praises of God’s law nor to rationalise it as a 
wonderful principle of life. Wise people down through the ages 
have commended law. Kings have commended it to their people; 
judges to law-breakers; parents to children—and so on. Volumes 
have been written about the intrinsic beauty, symmetry and 
fruitfulness of law, even if basic ideas and views of law have 
differed greatly. Even so, the people have not always heeded the 
king, the worshippers the priests, the community its wise leaders, 
and children their parents. It is clear that humanity seems to have 
an inbuilt resistance to true law, although, for its part, it makes and 
compounds many laws which are not for the best, and often are 
even tyrannous. 

I could go on in this vein and perhaps never end the essay on 
this man of the law, but I wish to explain what it was that made 
him so glad about law, so satisfied with its quality and so eager to 
obey it. What I have personally discovered over many years—and 
then that only gradually—is that this person never saw the law as a 
thing in itself. Being humans  
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we can create nothing: it is only God who creates out of nothing. 
Humans devise: God creates. If laws are humanly devised, they 
will be inadequate and contain elements of human error. That 
which comes to mankind from below cannot match that which 
comes down to him from above. Our law-friend realised that the 
nature of true law can only be known from the One who gives it; 
the Law-giver. Having a Law-giver alters the whole understanding 
of law. 

If a law is devised in order to meet a human situation so that it 
is functional within that situation then that is surely commendable, 
but if law has no giver other than the human one, that is, if it is 
devised by humans for humans, then its value will necessarily be 
limited. It has no ontology. Not only does it not meet all situations 
but also it has no innate authority: no authority other than the 
human one. It is a legislated system and, as such, is dependent 
upon a legislature (government) to promulgate and enforce it. 
Even though a group of human beings have devised it and insist 
upon it, there is something impersonal about this law in the sense 
that it is not a law wholly and fully suited to creation but one 
devised by created beings for the particular human situation. 
Certainly its origin determines the wisdom or otherwise of it. This, 
of course, does not mean it has no value: indeed humanly devised 
laws are often very useful and contextually essential to meet 
certain needs appropriately. 

My law-friend saw that God being the Author of all true law, 
means that His law must be personal, for God is Person. More 
than that, he saw that the Triune God is Persons-in-Unity, with the 
Father being the ‘origin’ of the Son and the Holy Spirit, albeit they 
had no commencement in time, that is, at a point of time as 
humans know time. He realised that since God may be looked 
upon as a Community, any law He would give  
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would spring from Divine Community and be for the life of 
human community. This would constitute its ontology. Being 
given by God, it would be of Supreme authority, and of course be 
created from wisdom. Being the law which came to Man at 
Creation, it would be primary for Man—primary for the primal 
humanity. It would be—as a human law devised might be—
functional, but not functional as seen by human beings within their 
corporate humanity, but as seen by God who as Creator is above 
creaturehood. Deity can legislate for humanity, but humanity 
cannot legislate for Deity. In one sense it cannot legislate for itself 
and be sure its legislation will be perfect.  

Backtracking to the fact that God is personal, this man of law 
saw that the law is personal, and can be no other way. Whilst 
demanding punishment for its infraction, punishment is 
nevertheless not impersonal. The law appears on these occasions 
to be ruthless and merciless, but it is the result of Man pitting 
himself against the law of God, as a whole. He may not realise it, 
but in doing so he is pitting himself against God. If he could 
realise this and be sorry for his action and desist, the personal 
nature of God would come to him as revealed and he would realise 
God is love, and that His law only has love intent. The dreadful 
nature of impersonal legislation would fade from his thinking, and 
he would see the law as a guide and the way to proper living, and 
especially for true relationships. 

Our law-man came to see the place of conscience. He knew the 
human conscience in its deepest, purest form relates to the law of 
God. It resonates to the true law. It senses and judges departures 
from it. This, he came to believe, was because when Man is aware 
of God, that is, he has a co-awareness of Him in His personal 
nature and understands that the law of God is the law that is not so 
much from God—although it is  
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certainly that—but is the law of God Himself, the innate law or 
torah of His very being, then law need no longer be intolerable. If 
this primary law of God is always in the depths of human beings 
by creation, then the conscience can speak clearly, but where the 
human heart is faulty because of rebellion against God, then that 
heart will not accept the primary law once placed within it, 
because it has rejected the personal God who placed it within him. 
This causes enormous conflicts within this human person and so, 
corporately, within his community. This, then, must help to initiate 
the formation of a culture which can, by reason of its own nature 
and laws, evade direct knowledge of the True Law-giver and the 
moral demands He makes upon His creatures.  

 In history many cultures have been formed and cultures cannot 
exist without laws; indeed they are dependent upon laws for their 
existence. There is a sense, also, that when cultures deviate from 
the law of the Creator, they are nevertheless valid for their situa-
tions. Whilst, unfortunately, they do not show the true nature of 
God as all laws should do, they testify to the fact that humanity 
cannot exist without law, albeit certain laws are deficient. 

It seems to be a fact that cultural laws, however functional they 
may be, are often intended to hide or disguise the true personal 
nature of the Creator. If there are personal elements then they are 
generally animistic, that is, are spirits who rule the culture and its 
land, and whose favour must be gained, or whose anger must be 
propitiated by certain offerings and bribes. This gives a terrible 
aspect to law. Modern thinking may tempt us to scorn the reality 
of such spirits but then we will be hard put to understand the 
frightful laws which are created in totalitarian situations, when 
cultures are exalted as the highest of all 
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and other cultures are demeaned. The dreadful laws raised up by 
harsh dictators scarcely warrant the name ‘laws’, so frightful are 
they in their intent and execution. It is difficult to see even human 
dictators as going to the extent they do without the supernatural 
drive of demonic forces. We might understand little of this if the 
Judaic-Christian Scriptures did not speak of territorial powers 
which rule over nations and keep the conflict going between them 
so that humanity is rarely if ever at peace within its cultures and 
between its nations.  

 
            

This law-man of whom we have been speaking saw that where the 
law is personal and is given by the Creator then it is never to be 
feared except in the sense of a holy awe with which it is to be 
regarded, the ‘fear [that] is the beginning of wisdom’. He came to 
realise that true law must have a true and perfect Law-giver, and 
so it must stem from Authority, that Authority being God Himself. 
Once this Authority has stated the law, then it must be obeyed. 
Ideally it should be obeyed spontaneously and as the action of 
love, but if the love seems absent, the person under law should 
nevertheless obey. Imagined, ideal conditions for obedience 
should not be the criteria for submission to the law. Where the 
human race deviates from God’s law and creates its own laws, it 
places itself in a certain peril, and certainly becomes open to the 
supernatural powers which are hostile to the Giver of true law. 

The problem that the law-man faced is the problem that is 
universal to Man and what we may call ‘cultural powers’. To seek 
to obey law in one’s own human powers reveals both an inability 
and a disinclination that has its roots in the original fall of Man 
who desired autonomy of being, that is, ‘self-rule’ as  

C O N C E R N I N G  A  M A N  O F  L A W  

357 

against God’s rule. Sure that he—or she—has come to know the 
difference between good and evil, every human being is sure that 
the law or laws he/she has devised are authentic. Because Man 
lacks the wisdom of God this cannot be the case, but our law-man 
came to realise, time and again, that he had erred from the way of 
true law by trusting his conscience when it had been taught by his 
autonomous proclivity to judging good and evil, and opting for the 
good. As time passed and experience grew, he realised that unless 
the conscience is entirely under the hand of God and His Spirit it 
is not dependable for true judgments and full understanding of the 
law. 

He came, fortunately, to understand that the law was certainly 
not a rigid set of commands and injunctions which demanded 
obedience for its own sake, but contained within it promises that 
encouraged fallen human creatures to take courage. That is, the 
law, though terrible when disobeyed, had within it the intention of 
assisting Man to be freed from the terror of his conscience. 
Abraham the idolater was given a vision of the glory of God and 
desired to obey Him and walk before Him in righteousness. In so 
believing he was justified from the condemnation of his former 
idolatry and sin, and thus he walked properly before God. In this 
the gospel was preached to him, and he saw God as Law-giver in 
the very best sense, but also as Redeemer from the just 
condemnation of law. So our law-man began to understand that 
God’s law was given first in the gift of creation and then repeated 
unmistakably along with the personal gift of salvation by the 
Creator who was also Redeemer. 

It may have been that that sense of the goodness of the law had 
always been with him from birth, and that the secret of the law as 
love and God as love was there within him to encourage him and 
to deter him  
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from deliberate rebellion against his Maker. The understanding 
of the gospel of love also enabled him to see, beyond his former 
understanding, the excellent and beautiful nature of law. He had 
no difficulty in comprehending the delight of the Psalmist who 
had sung gloriously of law, for he also delighted in the law of God 
in his inward being, that is, where God by His marvellous grace, 
had once placed his law at Creation and had now renewed it 
through His redemption. Whilst he could have been dismayed by 
his own inability to live out this law, yet he also saw that God’s 
grace always intervened to assist him when and where he desired 
to be obedient.  

 
            

This, then, is the somewhat fragmentary history of our law-man or 
law-woman, for such are found in many places and they are the 
salt of the earth and they shed light in great darkness. They are 
hated by the rebellious and feared by evil powers, but the delight 
in law within them is really their delight in God Himself, and in 
this they often cry, ‘Oh, how I love Your law!’ knowing in the 
same moment that He has circumcised their hearts to love Him 
and so to love His law. Thus, in their keeping of His precepts they 
please Him and they, themselves, reap great rewards. 
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