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  Preface


  Columbia International University president emeritus, Robertson McQuilkin, wrote An Introduction to Biblical Ethics, which was first published by Tyndale in 1989. This book has had a good run over the course of two editions, and it has been translated into a number of languages, including Korean, German and Amharic. Twenty-eight years ago, I (Paul) had read this non-published manuscript by McQuilkin as a textbook in his class at what is now Columbia International University. This book made a remarkable impact on me and helped guide my thinking on many ethical questions.


  Roberston McQuilkin and I stayed in contact over the years, writing to each other and visiting with one another from time to time. In June 2009, “Mr. McQuilkin” (as I still call him), wrote an email to me, requesting my advice. Hoping to extend the life of the book, he asked about a possible coauthor to revise the book with him. In his note, he said that his objective in conceiving and writing this ethics book was not merely that it be true to Scripture; he wanted to actually start with Scripture to deal with ethical issues in the Bible itself as well as with contemporary ethical issues in light of Scripture, structuring his work around the Ten Commandments. However, he was skeptical that he could find an ethicist willing to revise the book with him and whom he could fully endorse.


  So I wrote back to him, informing him that his book had been a marvelous resource to me over the years. I mentioned that I taught ethics, of which he was unaware. In somewhat parallel fashion, I myself had written a philosophy of religion book, Loving Wisdom: Christian Philosophy of Religion (Chalice), which had the identical goal: to begin with and extensively engage the Scriptures to articulate and defend philosophically the coherence of the Christian metanarrative (God, creation, fall, redemption, re-creation). Having the same vision as he, I expressed a willingness to go in with him on this project.


  He immediately replied: “if you do ethics, too, I can think of no one I’d rather bequeath this project to! I think the book has had a unique niche and, from what you say, still could. Maybe my query to you was a ‘God-thing’!”


  This book has required updating and expansion in places. We have added material on topics ranging from utilitarianism and evolutionary ethics to gay marriage to bioethical issues such as plastic surgery, transsexualism and surrogate motherhood. Obviously, this book is an expression of agreement between the authors regarding much material on biblical ethics. A few differences remain, as will be evident, but it has been a joy to engage in discussion. In various portions of the book, you will see “McQuilkin’s Perspective” and “Copan’s Perspective” headings. We consider this feature of the book to be a virtue: it shows a range of acceptable views within evangelicalism and that people who disagree at secondary points can still work together beneficially and amicably.


  We would like to thank Jacqueline Copan, Peter Payne, Michael Austin, Cristian Mihut and Francis Beckwith for their valuable insights. We are also indebted to our friends at InterVarsity Press: Jeff Crosby for his friendship over the years and his enthusiastic support for this and other IVP writing endeavors; Andy LePeau for his friendship, graciousness and wise guidance about this project; and Kristie Berglund for her superb editing skills. We are very grateful for all you have done to bring this book to a third edition. Thanks also to CIU’s Roy King for putting together the Instructor’s Guide to accompany this volume, aiding professors or teachers who use this book as a text in their classroom.


  It is a high privilege to team up with my former professor and mentor in this book endeavor. Both of us pray that God will use this book to guide Christians in living wisely, helping to give clearer shape to loving God and loving others before a watching world. It is also our hope that, through this book, believers in a relativistic, cynical age will not only be better able to winsomely and courageously articulate the joy and blessing of the Scriptures’ life-giving demands and of conformity to the image of Christ. We pray too that they will demonstrate through their lives the wisdom, goodness and beauty of “walking in the ways of the Lord.”


  Paul Copan
Robertson McQuilkin
August 2013


  Introduction


  Biblical Ethics and Living Wisely


  Ethics (from the Greek word ethos) might be called a system of moral values, virtues and duties. It has to do with ideal human character, actions and ends. What ought a person do or refrain from doing? What attitudes, behavior and qualities should be viewed as good? And why should they be considered good? What is the highest good, “the chief end of man,” the purpose of human existence? These are the questions the study of ethics seeks to answer.


  Since the time of the Enlightenment (1650–1800), however, ethics has been separated from theology in an effort to separate the sacred and the secular, and now we find ourselves in the midst of a crisis about the foundation of ethics. We’ve all heard atheists claiming that “we can be good without God,” that “we don’t need the Bible to know right from wrong,” that we should be “good for goodness’ sake.” True, non-believers can both know and do good things, even though alienated from God. But this hardly begins to address the crisis, let alone show how goodness could emerge in a Godless world. The ultimate answer to this moral crisis is the existence of a good, personal God, in whose image humans have been made and who serves as the basis for objective ethics, duties, human rights and personal dignity; and this God has most clearly revealed his very character and will in the person and ministry as well as the death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Attempting to remove God from the picture of reality in an effort to formulate “secular” ethical systems has helped create the crisis in the first place. We will return to this point.


  There are many approaches to discovering answers to these questions of ethics, but the approach of this book is turning to Scripture and, as best we can, examining biblical texts and contexts dealing with each ethical question discussed. We do this, first, because of the conviction that the Bible is a divine revelation and thus a source of genuine knowledge for human beings—not mere “preferences” or “personal values.” It gives us true guidance for living wise and faithful lives—guidance that includes moral facts. Let us not fall into the trap of compartmentalizing public facts from private values, as our society so often does. Second, while some differentiate between the more theoretical and philosophical term ethics and the more specific category of morality as referring to specific customs, habits and taboos, we will use these terms interchangeably. Third, we have confidence that the Bible is trustworthy in what it affirms. Though we may utilize other sources for assistance in understanding and applying biblical truth, we shall treat the Bible as our final authority. And we will seek to apply biblical principles as well as direct mandates, but we will attempt to go only as far as Scripture itself goes and maintain the emphases of the Bible itself. So we call our study biblical ethics.


  James asks, “Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom” (Jas 3:13). Thus, this book is concerned with living wisdom—living wisely, or living out wisdom, which begins with the fear of the Lord (Ps 111:10). By submitting to God as our authority, we begin to walk in the way of wisdom. What’s more, the incarnate Christ is the very embodiment of God’s wisdom (1 Cor 1:30; Col 2:3). As the “second Adam” (Rom 5; 1 Cor 15), he comes to restore a fallen human race by creating a new, redeemed humanity—a community that is being shaped into his image as part of the new creation (2 Cor 3:18; 5:17; Gal 4:19).


  “An Introduction,” as part of the title, implies that the study of any given ethical issue will not be exhaustive. Nevertheless, we will attempt to be comprehensive in two ways. First, we will attempt to highlight the key elements involved so that students of biblical ethics may expand their understanding through additional study based on what is found herein. At the end of each chapter is recommended reading for further study. Second, we will attempt to survey, as best as we can, what we consider to be essential ethical issues, classical and contemporary, personal and social. Though some divide personal ethics from social ethics, we will seek to integrate them in the conviction that few issues are exclusively personal and that social problems will only be solved by individual people taking responsible action.


  Ethics Among the Disciplines


  Before noting our methodology, it might prove helpful to pause and observe how ethics relates to other disciplines—philosophy, psychology, sociology, political science and religion—and what the major approaches to ethics have been.


  Since philosophy—the “love of wisdom”—involves hard thinking about important issues, ethics has traditionally been considered a part of philosophy. Christian ethics, then, would be part of Christian philosophy, or what some include under systematic theology.


  When a new ethical problem arises in society, such as gay marriage or sex-change operations, newspaper reporters or TV anchors frequently consult a local professor of psychology. In many ways, it would make just as much sense—if not more—to consult the local bartender. Psychology is descriptive and can only tell us, with greater or lesser precision, what the average person does and what may result if averages hold. It lacks any authority to speak of what human behavior ought to be. Since it lacks this authority, and since it should hold tentatively any conclusions it reaches, it is properly non-normative in its approach. Many psychologists, however, jump outside their sphere of expertise and assume a non-normative relativism for all people, insisting that it is wrong to say anything is wrong! True enough, psychology may help us understand what produces conflict, but whether we use this information to produce conflict or to allay it will depend on our values embedded within our worldview or philosophy of life. As a matter of historic fact, psychological insights are used by some to create conflict. And this is an ethical problem, not a psychological one. Psychology helps people understand why they do what they do and how they may change; ethics tells them what they ought to do.


  Other behavioral sciences, such as sociology and cultural anthropology, are similar to psychology. If these disciplines would stick to descriptive science and tell us how societies and cultures function and what seems to result from particular behavior and social arrangements, they would be very useful to politicians and ordinary citizens in understanding themselves and how they might prove more successful in changing the way things are done. But these sciences have become increasingly prescriptive, imposing moral (cultural) relativity or, more recently, certain secular, “politically correct” values. Anthropologists holding such views tend to indiscriminately label Christian missionaries as “imperialistic” and “ethnocentric” (considering one’s culture to be superior over another’s); this assumes a universal moral prohibition—that ethnocentricity is morally wrong for all people at all times and that it is not simply the expression of the anthropologist’s particular culture! Of course, anthropologists or behavioral scientists have every right to sort out and advocate their own values. But they lack any authority deriving from their discipline to speak to ethical issues.


  Political science, on the other hand, brings together various disciplines, including the insights of the behavioral sciences and, above all, ethics. The world often suffers because so many politicians choose goals—and the pragmatics of how to accomplish those goals—without ethical controls. Above all, the leader of people should specialize in ethics. The first question should be, what is right? Not, what is in my best interest? Or, what is the current pressure in my constituency? Or, what is possible? The pragmatic is properly the sphere of the politician, and we recognize that negotiation and meeting halfway are often required to avoid gridlock. After all, half a loaf is better than none. For example, a pro-life lawmaker can be grateful for incremental victories to save human lives through legislation that curtails abortion-on-demand (e.g., late-term abortions), even though more work remains to be done. So the behavioral sciences will certainly help him answer questions about how a given goal may best be achieved. But the control in choosing which goal to pursue must be the ethical: we must move beyond the “is” to the “ought.”


  Finally, how does ethics relate to religion? This begs the question of how to define religion. Is religion that which deals with the supernatural—the belief in and service of a god? If so, classical Confucianism can hardly be called a religion as it was purely an ethical system. On the other hand, is ethics an essential part of religion? If so, Japan’s Shintoism would not qualify, since it is an amoral set of rituals. The definition of religion is elusive to both scholars and lawmakers, and the sacred-secular divide is a post-Enlightenment mistake since the “secularist” makes ample non-neutral assumptions about the nature of reality, the scope of ethics and the basis of knowledge and rationality. But perhaps traditional religion could be understood as a deeply embedded heart-commitment that is (a) comprehensive, (b) identity-shaping and (c) of central importance. Perhaps we could speak of a “worldview” or an all-encompassing philosophy of life that captures what is at the heart of religion. (This would be true whether one consciously reflects on those embedded convictions and values or not.)


  Humans are inescapably religious; they will place ultimate value on something and orient their lives around it, serving one master or another (Mt 6:24). In the words of singer Bob Dylan, “You gotta’ serve somebody.”1 Naturally, one’s heart-commitment—one’s religion—will give shape to moral values, attitudes and conduct. Whether we speak of religion in traditional terms—such as Hinduism or Buddhism—or more broadly as a worldview such as naturalism or atheism, a person will inescapably take a moral point of view. Even the relativist will make an assessment about morality, however inconsistently he holds it. An ethical stance is fundamental to all worldviews, and in part five we will give an overview and assessment of leading ethical theories.


  God, Revelation and Ethics


  According to Jesus, the sum of our obligation is to love God and to love others (Mt 22:37-40). This is, as one author puts it, “the Jesus Creed.”2 Wisdom is the skill for living rightly, which means that true wisdom is anchored in a correct view of reality. Skillful living begins with being properly aligned with the intrinsically relational, triune God. We start with fearing the Lord (Ps 111:10; Prov 1:7), by humbling ourselves before his authority and entering into covenant relation with him. This all-encompassing commitment enables us to view life with increasing clarity that we may live wisely. As C. S. Lewis expressed it: “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”3


  God’s self-revelation is both general (through reason, conscience, creation and human experience) and special (Jesus Christ and Scripture). Because humans are made in God’s image, they can recognize moral truths even if they do not believe in God. In his Abolition of Man, C. S. Lewis took to cataloging moral codes across history and civilizations—Greek, Roman, Hebrew, Babylonian, Chinese, Norse. Remarkably, the same kinds of moral laws continue to surface: don’t steal; don’t bear false witness; don’t murder; honor your parents; keep your promises (general revelation). In the Old Testament, God is often judging pagan nations who had no Bible. On what basis does he judge them? Because they violated the moral law within and suppressed their own conscience. They should have known better than to break treaties, rip open pregnant women or deliver a vulnerable people into the hands of their enemies (Amos 1–2).


  So even though human sanctity or worth is rooted in God’s graciously creating us in his likeness, people who do not believe in God can still get much right morally by attending to their conscience and learning lessons by reflecting on their human experience: How would I like to be treated in that way? Or, what if I were born into a different race, born at a different time, born with a different skin color?


  So, yes, the atheist can in some measure “be good without God”—that is, he can know right from wrong without believing in God. But the more fundamental question is, how did he come to be this way? Where do human worth, moral responsibility and duties come from? The common problem in secular ethical systems is that they focus on knowing ethical truths, but they have no basis for explaining how intrinsic human worth or moral values and duties could emerge out of a materialistic, impersonal universe. Some ethical systems simply presume that we are moral beings who can act as morally responsible agents. But this stems from our being made in God’s image—with the capacity to relate to God, to think deeply, to make free choices, to relate intimately with others, to think about the meaning of life, to show creativity and to create culture. Alternate ethical systems typically borrow from the resources of a biblical worldview to sustain themselves. They will assume human dignity and worth, moral responsibility, the capacity to reason—assumptions that are right at home within a biblical outlook.


  The believer then has the double advantage of God’s general and special self-revelation. Regarding natural revelation, we often have an immediate moral connection with non-Christians (assuming they haven’t completely seared their conscience) because some things are morally obvious: it’s wrong to torture babies for fun, to rape, or to beat your wife. One doesn’t need the Bible to know this since the image of God in us enables us to think and act morally. Yet we have further clarity through special revelation.


  When we talk about “biblical ethics,” one might ask, Why not focus on “Christian ethics”? As it turns out, Jesus’ entrance into the world did not primarily add new content to what was revealed in the Old Testament. For example, the beatitudes in Matthew 5 reflect qualities listed in Isaiah 61: “poor,” “brokenhearted,” “to comfort all who mourn,” “righteousness,” “gladness,” “shout for joy,” “humiliation,” “possess . . . the land,” “blessed,” “rejoice greatly,” “righteousness and praise.” Or loving one’s enemy (Mt 5:44) was already commanded in the Hebrew Scriptures (Ex 23:4; Prov 25:21; cf. Lev 19:34). And Jesus highlighted the “Golden Rule”—treating others as we want to be treated, which is another way of saying “love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18)—as the sum of the Law and the Prophets.


  In his incarnation, life, death, resurrection and the blessed hope of his return, Jesus gives a new meaning and motivation to the moral core of the Old Testament. The believer’s orientation is Christ, the new Adam (Rom 5; 1 Cor 15) and the image of God (Col 1:15; Heb 1:3); he has come to restore our fallen humanity and to gradually transform us into his image (2 Cor 3:18). This goal will be realized when he finally brings heaven and earth together (the new heavens and new earth).


  In his earthly ministry, Jesus announced that God’s kingdom or reign had broken into human history, and he sought to show what it means for his followers to live under that rule as God’s subjects and Jesus’ disciples. Living under the lordship of Christ will lead to an enriched and deepened moral life—indeed, a moral transformation—that is sustained by God’s grace as we trust and obey our heavenly Father.


  Again, Jesus’ coming imparts life before God with new meaning and motivation through his incarnation, life, death and resurrection. Being a new creation in Christ gives new shape to our ethical lives. So, for instance, in the Old Testament, God’s people were commanded to love God and others. Yet in the New Testament, the “old command” gives way to the “new command”: “Love one another, even as I have loved you” (Jn 13:34; cf. 1 Jn 2:7-8). The Christ event has the capacity to so reshape our identity that we will put off the things that pertain to our old life in Adam (“the old self”) and put on the virtues that find their orientation in Christ—love, kindness, compassion, humility, gentleness, mercy, patience, perseverance (Rom 13:12-14; Eph 4:17-24; Col 3:8-14).


  The “Jesus Creed” of loving God and others is the heart of our moral lives as they are transformed by God’s Spirit.


  The Direction of the Book


  The shape of this book will address the life of love and wisdom to be lived out as Christians—not only as virtuous persons, but as Christians in community and in society and in a world of God’s creation as his stewards. Book one of our volume lays out preliminary considerations to set the context of our discussion:


  
    	Love—the heart of biblical ethics


    	Law—God’s standards for human behavior


    	Sin—the violation of those standards


    	Virtues and vices—character qualities, positive or negative, developed over time through choices humans make


    	Ethical alternatives—leading systems attempting to give a coherent account of ethical knowledge and human duties

  


  In book two, we organize the bulk of our work around the Ten Commandments and ethical themes springing from them—loving God (commandments 1-4) and loving others (commandments 6-10). The New Testament writers as well as Jesus himself assumed the ongoing relevance of these commands (Mt 19:17-19; 1 Tim 1:8-10; Jas 2:8-11). However, these commands are now given true shape by Jesus Christ, who is both the goal or fulfillment of the Mosaic law, as well as its completion or terminus (Rom 10:4). Believers in Christ now live according to the “law of the Spirit” (Rom 8:2) and “the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2). Why? Because Christ has taken Israel’s (and humanity’s) curse of the law on himself (Gal 3:13), bringing an end to exile with God. As a result, God’s people—no longer a national, ethnic entity—are not “under the law” of Moses (1 Cor 9:20), being subject to its curses and judgments. That said, certain moral features found within the Mosaic law are fundamental to our life as God’s people in Christ. The gift of the indwelling Holy Spirit—unlike earlier boundary markers such as circumcision and food laws—is what marks out the renewed humanity in Christ. Those who belong to Christ have the Spirit. They are not defined by a former this-worldly orientation (“in the flesh”), but they participate in a new sphere of life and are given a new identity by the Spirit (Rom 8:9). As they live out their lives in Christ, they bear the Spirit’s fruit, against which there can be no true law (Gal 5:22-23).


  Beyond the framework of the Ten Commandments, we then discuss three matters that require more detailed attention:


  
    	The Christian and society


    	An approach to handling ethical issues on which Christians differ


    	Discerning the will of God in nonethical matters

  


  Furthermore, our approach will assume the normativity of Scripture’s ethical teachings unless Scripture itself modifies the teaching. Primarily, we have in mind how the Old Testament comes to be fulfilled and reinterpreted through Jesus himself, who takes it up and incorporates certain aspects of it into his own teaching—as do the apostles in their writings (see part two on “Law”). At some points, our approach will suggest what may be less demanding in places than other contemporary evangelical views—at others, more demanding. Historical passages may be used to reinforce the teaching of Scripture, but the mere recording of an event without a biblical judgment as to its ethics will not be used to establish standards of behavior. And we take the historical actions of God/Christ in the Scriptures as morally justifiable.4 We disagree with moral relativism that sees morality as a mere reflection of the accidents of history and culture. On the other hand, we affirm objective moral truths and duties—rooted in the good, loving character of the God who commands. And these duties are universally binding, whether people know them or not, whether people accept them or not. (That is the meaning of “objective.”)


  Now, some Christian thinkers claim that universally binding moral laws found in Scripture can come into genuine conflict (sometimes called “conflicting absolutists”), but we believe that God’s moral laws or demands do not genuinely conflict with one another. Rather, they stand in a hierarchy or order of duties. (We explore this in greater detail later in the book.)


  Perhaps another important distinction is important here: “absolute” and “objective.” Some moral demands are absolute—not to rape or torture babies for fun. Here’s another absolute duty: “One ought to promote the kingdom of God.”5 On the other hand, some moral demands—“keep your promises” or “do not deceive”—are objective, but not strictly absolute or exceptionless in the face of other moral principles to consider. Ethicists call these prima facie duties—that is, all things being equal, you keep your promises and don’t deceive. In cases of supreme emergency, as when innocent human lives are at stake, deceiving Nazis would be morally permitted (as we later argue). Not all Christians will agree here, and we will do our best to assess the biblical text as it bears on these topics.


  We also hold to a “transcendental” ethic rather than one anchored in the empirical world (science, nature) or in the human, whether as an individual or as a species—though we should still be good students of human nature and human behavior. Furthermore, this is no mere impersonal Platonic ethic—a duty to some abstract “forms” of “goodness” or “justice.” Rather, it is profoundly personal; ethics is rooted in the tripersonal, perfect being who is both the source of goodness and the true object of creaturely worship and love. We could call this “theological ethics.”


  Though we will not analyze the various theological systems, the position will be indicated when the difference in viewpoint brings conflict in deciding an ethical issue. In our longing for the eschaton, when seeing dimly will give way to knowing as we are known (1 Cor 13:12), we acknowledge that Christians of different persuasions disagree on a variety of ethical issues. This is why we have “three (or four or five) views” books on divorce and remarriage, Christians and politics, the sabbath, war and pacifism, law and gospel, and the like. We recognize the place of mystery—that there are “secret things” that belong to the Lord (Deut 29:29). We also acknowledge that God has revealed himself in progressive fashion, first in the Old Testament but now more fully through Christ and the apostles. Even so, we await God’s final revelation to clarify these points of conflict and disagreement. In this book, we will seek, as best as we can, to let the Bible set its own agenda, and will avoid imposing a logically deduced system of ethics on the biblical data.


  What study could be more important for Christians than fulfilling the purposes of God for their lives—a will that is for our good and our well-being (Deut 6:24; 10:13)? We turn now to the exciting study of guidance on living wisely, faithfully and obediently. While we do touch on the topic of growing in Christlikeness, that is not our primary focus.6 In order to become like Christ by the power of the Spirit, we must consider carefully what kind of people we should be like in our thinking, behavior and character.


  BOOK ONE


  
    Foundational

    Considerations
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  LOVE


  1
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  Defining Love


  The Beatles sang, “All you need is love.” Properly understood, they were absolutely right! Love sums up our duty to God and to neighbor, and what greater gift could we receive than the very love of God? Love is the defining characteristic of God (“God is love,” 1 Jn 4:8), and God is the very foundation for this “love God—love others” biblical ethic. But what is love?


  The English word love presents us with a problem:


  “I love hot dogs and milkshakes.”


  “I love baroque music.”


  “John loves Mary.”


  “For God so loved the world.”


  Despite centuries of the widespread use of Scripture and its emphasis on God’s love, our English word love is still inadequate.


  Whether among the Kpelle of Liberia or the Siriono, hidden away in the jungles of the upper Amazon, translators have wrestled with how to translate the biblical conception of love. Perhaps it is so difficult to express because it has been so little lived and thus never assigned a name. When the translator was seeking to put into the Siriono language, “Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another” (1 Jn 4:11), he uncovered the root of the universal human problem.


  “The Siriono will never do that,” Echobe, his Christian informant, said.


  “No, by yourselves you can’t. But God is the one who causes us to love each other.”


  Echobe answered, “We Siriono say, ‘That’s just the way we are,’ and keep right on fussing, fighting and ignoring God’s Word. Even if God helps us, it’s not probable that we will love each other.” No wonder the word is missing in every tongue!


  Yet God’s entire will for what people should be and do hangs on this command, “You shall love.” What, then, does God expect of us?


  The Biblical Definition of Love


  First, a little history on the word love. Ancient Greeks had four different words for love—philia, eros, storgē and agapē. During the fourth century B.C. the Greeks had come to use agapē as their standard word. One reason for this was that another word for love—philia—was in some cases taking on the additional meaning of “kiss.”


  The Bible doesn’t give us a tidy or rigid distinction between philia and agapē, despite the popularization of this notion in much Christian literature: “friendship” (philia) versus “commitment” (agapē). The Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament (the Septuagint) used the verbs phileō and agapaō interchangeably to translate the verb ’āhab (“love”).1 Jacob’s lopsided love for Joseph is agapaō (Gen 37:3). Although Amnon “loved” (agapaō) Tamar, he would rape her (2 Sam 13:1), but when he raped her, he “hated her with a very great hatred” (2 Sam 13:15). Proverbs 8:17 uses both words interchangeably: “I love [agapaō] those who love [phileō] me.”


  This overlap is evident in the New Testament as well. Although both John 3:35 and John 5:20 read, “The Father loves the Son,” ones uses phileō while the other uses agapaō. The Father also “loves” (phileō) Jesus’ disciples (16:27). In John, both “love” verbs are used for the disciple “whom Jesus loved.”2 And Demas abandoned Paul because he “loved” (agapaō) the world (2 Tim 4:10). So, there is overlap in these two words, and we should be careful not to press the distinction too strongly, even if agapē is used more often than philia to depict God’s love.


  The philosopher Aristotle referred to three categories of “friendship” (philia). Two of these are inferior friendships. Not that they are bad or evil, but they are not ideal. They are based on an advantage persons bring to each other. It can be a friendship based on usefulness (you may find an intelligent student who can help you study for your physics exam), or it can be based on the pleasure a person brings (you may enjoy watching football games with someone who is a fan of the same team). But the ideal or good friendship is based on equally virtuous persons who engage with each other in virtuous activity; “a friend is another self,” Aristotle said.


  Aristotle offers some insights that parallel what Jesus has to say about friendship in John 15:12-15. Jesus said that the greatest display of love (agapē) is laying down one’s life for his friends (philōn)—a picture of virtuous equals. Indeed, Christ called his disciples “friends” (philous) rather than “slaves” (doulous) because he told them what he learned from his Father. Yet there are differences between Jesus and his disciples. In friendship with Christ, there is not a pure reciprocity: “You are My friends if you do what I command you” (Jn 15:14). Of course, we cannot tell Jesus “and you are my friend if you do what I tell you”! In fact, on the same evening in the upper room, Jesus told the disciples he was their “teacher” and “Lord” (Jn 13:13-14). But the implication in this teaching is that we are true friends with God through Christ (cf. Jas 2:23; 4:4)—even though we fall far short of God’s virtuous perfections. And in Christ’s own ministry, he was known as a “friend of . . . sinners” (Mt 11:19). What greater friendship could there be than with the Father or Jesus Christ whom he sent into the world!


  By looking at the friendship God has shown us, we come to see biblical love is a self-giving commitment or devotion—whether to God or fellow humans. Our love must be properly ordered, however. Greater love is due to God than to our fellow human beings, no matter how closely related or virtuous they are.


  Love toward God will exhibit single-mindedness (“purity of heart”), obedience and worship. On the human level, love toward others means sacrificing for their well-being without the motivation of personal gain.


  There are both internal and external elements in the biblical concept of love. Love is a noun that may indicate a particular kind of feeling, but it is also a verb that emphasizes how we should behave and how we should orient our mindset. The internal aspect focuses on emotion, disposition, motive. The external aspect focuses on volition, choices, actions, a way of life.


  Internal aspects of love. In the Old Testament, love speaks of a spontaneous feeling that impels self-giving. This was true both for God and humans. When a human “loved” God, it meant to have pleasure in God, striving impulsively after him, seeking God for his own sake. From God’s side, the warm, strong feeling of affection that characterizes a healthy parent-child relationship is taken as a picture of how God the Father relates to Israel, his son. Love is the foundation of the covenant relationship. If the legal, covenantal aspect of the relationship is strong in the father-son analogy, the passionate loving-kindness of a good marriage is strong in the picture of God the husband and Israel the wife. The climactic revelation of this love relationship is seen in the prophet Hosea and his well-loved harlot-wife. The same analogy of father-son, bridegroom-bride continues in the New Testament, focusing on the warm affection and unfailing bonds between two who love each other deeply.


  But the internal aspect of love is more than a feeling. It is a characteristic of life, a disposition. Old Testament scholars seem to have a problem in translating another Hebrew word, ḥesed. Some translations speak of loving-kindness (KJV), some of steadfast love (ASV, RSV, ESV), some of constant love (GNT). Indeed, the love of God is steadfast, unfailing, never-changing, faithful to his covenant promises. This is a committed love—not a sometime thing, tentative and sporadic, but from generation to generation, from age to age. This unending love is faithful through all kinds of circumstances, even rejection. Biblical love, then, is not a passing emotion, but a way of life, a disposition, a relationship of permanent commitment to the welfare of another.


  There is yet another element in the internal aspect of biblical love: loving feelings motivate actions. In fact, it is not too much to say that love is the only motive. At the root of every choice, every action a person takes, lies love—whether for self, for others, for God, or in combination. But love—even disordered love—shapes behavior.


  As we note later in the book, selfishness is not the same as self-interest. We feed ourselves because of self-interest (an appropriate expression of self-love); out of selfishness, some amass wealth, refusing to consider how they may help (an inappropriate expression of self-love). So when we speak of the “glory of God,” this is not, strictly speaking, a motive. We are designed to function properly in loving and serving God, who is worthy of our worship. But in committing ourselves to the worship-worthy triune God, we also find joy and fulfillment in this relationship as a by-product (Ps 16:11; 63:7). To obey God is for our good (Deut 10:13). Love for God is not in conflict with an appropriate sense of self-interest or self-love. We will look at this more closely below.


  Our focus on the internal aspects of love is immediately shifted to the external by the term motive. Motivated to what? To act. So we now turn from love as an inner response to love as a description of how a love-­motivated person behaves.


  External aspects of love. We are quite familiar with the image of “falling” in love—and, somehow, falling out of love. Love is understood as feeling. Yet the Bible emphasizes what love does more than how love feels: “God so loved the world that he gave” (Jn 3:16 niv); the Son of God “loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20 niv). Biblical love refers to a free and decisive act determined by the subject himself—not by the drawing power of the object, as with passionate eros, familial love or the warm mutuality of friendship. The primary characteristic of biblical love is commitment to act for the well-being of another.


  In contemporary Western culture, “I don’t feel like doing that” often implies “I’m not obligated to do that.” By contrast, in the New Testament, as in the Old, loving is often linked with obeying—the outward response of an inward condition of love. We are commanded to love. “You shall love the LORD your God. . . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Mt 22:37-39; cf. Lev 19:18; Deut 6:5). “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (Jn 14:15 ESV). “For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments” (1 Jn 5:3 ESV; cf. 2 Jn 6). The first question Scripture asks is not, how do you feel about this person? but rather, what choices must you make concerning this person? Christ commands us to love, pray for and do good to our enemy—despite our negative feelings (Mt 5:44; Lk 6:27).


  Of course, feelings are only one facet of who we are. That is why we train children to apologize when they have hurt another person—to make peace even though they don’t feel like doing so. This is part of training them in setting aside feelings to pursue reconciliation and forgiveness. A human being is a multifaceted whole who cannot be divided up into intellect, will and emotions. However, since a whole person does function both volitionally and emotionally, it is proper for us to say that the will “controlled” one action and the emotions “controlled” another. Yet one can will to act contrary to the impulse of one’s emotions. Jesus did this when his emotions cried out, “Father . . . let this cup pass from Me” (Mt 26:39). Yet he chose the Father’s will, contrary to what he wanted, or how he felt. From the Bible’s viewpoint, the choice to act lovingly, not the intensity of the feeling, is the test and ultimate proof of love. The concept of volitional love overriding affectional love is of paramount importance, for we may not be able to control our emotional response. But by the grace of God we can choose to act lovingly, no matter how we feel.


  So those who claim that this emphasis on will over emotions is dishonest and not being “true” to oneself are mistaken. To assume it is deceptive if one does not act in conformity with one’s feelings is to reduce personhood to emotion. Yes, each of us is a person with feelings, but also with the capacity to choose, to honor commitments, to use one’s reason, to consider one’s primary obligations to God. To be honest to myself means I must be honest to my whole self before God—to act in conformity with his will and my commitment to him. To truly know ourselves as humans, John Calvin rightly affirmed, we must first truly know God’s character and his priorities for us. This is indeed a liberating truth—I can choose to act for the welfare of another no matter how I feel about him or about the action God desires of me.


  Too many misguided parents misunderstand this point. Honesty does not demand that a son tell his father in anger, “I hate you”—or express some other unworthy feeling. Love, the virtue of self-control and wisdom will not permit it. For every disciple, loving obedience to God will have concern for relationships and for the feelings of others; the believer should look to God’s grace to deal with a hateful spirit and to choose to act in consistently loving ways. The loving act does not cancel the pain of previous hurts or the guilt of hostile feelings, but it is a start in the right direction.


  To say that acting lovingly takes precedence over the emotion of love does not mean that biblical love is exhausted by acting lovingly. Without the emotion, love can be authentic, but it is not complete. If we act in love, ordinarily the affection will follow. Thus one can love in a biblical, active sense, without liking. In fact, it is required that we act lovingly no matter how we feel. The vivid Cantonese expression for this is “swallowing a dead cat”!


  Love-in-action has both a negative and a positive aspect. The so-called Silver Rule speaks of refraining from harming—that is, do no harm, or “Do not do to others what you do not want others to do to you.” The great Chinese master Confucius and the great Jewish master Hillel taught this. It is true, of course—that is how love behaves. But this is only a faint shadow of the Golden Rule, that we should do to others as we would have them do to us (Mt 7:12)—a rephrasing of “love your neighbor as yourself.” Biblical love is positive and active—constantly planning and acting for the welfare of others. To refrain from killing one’s enemy is a loving thing, but to sacrifice and show kindness for an enemy is true, Godlike love (Mt 5:44-45).


  In fact, the Silver Rule can easily become the very opposite of biblical love. This is highlighted in a culture where the Silver Rule has been dominant. A Japanese philosopher, Kitamori, tells us that the Silver Rule lies at the base of a strong Japanese characteristic: disentanglement. To refrain from harming another is best achieved by staying clear of him. So the Japanese characteristic is to assume incredible obligations for those to whom one is inevitably related (family, work) but to remain adamantly aloof, disentangled from all other responsibility. But love deliberately entangles itself—the very thing God has done! As N. T. Wright often says, God has stepped into our world, getting his feet dirty and hands bloody. Biblical love becomes inextricably involved—and at great cost.


  An emerging definition of love, then, is an affection, or a desire for the welfare of another that moves to a commitment to act for her well-being. Ordinarily, this is the way love moves, from attitude to action. Jesus was moved with loving compassion when he saw the distressed multitudes, prompting him to call his disciples to pray for laborers to reach them (Mt 9:36-38). But when the internal aspects are missing, one can begin with loving action, the external, and leave the feeling to tag along as it will. For example, we can begin to pray for our enemies and do practical good for them (Mt 5:44; Lk 6:27). And this is not an aberration, an undesirable last resort. No, acting lovingly without the feeling of love can be of the very essence of biblical love—that which causes it to stand out in bold contrast to ordinary human love. We call it sacrificial love. Thus love may flow either direction—joyfully from affection to action or painfully across the bridge of the cross—“nevertheless,” no matter how I long for some other way, “not my will, but yours be done” (Lk 22:42 ESV).


  If the internal aspects (love as affection and as motive) lead to a disposition that is characterized by a consistently loving attitude, the external aspects (love as choice and action) will lead to a loving way of life. But this way of life, by definition, cannot be expressed in isolation. Love demands a second party. We have concentrated thus far on the one loving, rather than on the one loved. How do the two relate? Ideally, of course, love is mutual. Affection is met with affection; loving acts are reciprocated.


  Reciprocal Love and Nonreciprocal Love


  Some disparage reciprocal love, calling it “need-love” or even “swap-love.” They say it is unworthy to expect or even to desire a return on one’s investment of love in another. But it is easy to become more “spiritual” than the Bible. C. S. Lewis speaks to this:


  We must be cautious about calling Need-love “mere selfishness.” Mere is always a dangerous word. No doubt Need-love, like all our impulses, can be selfishly indulged. A tyrannous and gluttonous demand for affection can be a horrible thing. But in ordinary life no one calls a child selfish because it turns for comfort to its mother. Every Christian would agree that a man’s spiritual health is exactly proportional to his love for God. But man’s love for God, from the very nature of the case, must always be very largely, and most often be entirely, a Need-love. This is obvious when we implore forgiveness for our sins or support in our tribulations. . . . It would be a bold and silly creature that came before its Creator with the boast, “I’m no beggar. I love you disinterestedly.”3


  Indeed, God himself expects a “return on his investment.” He longs and desires to be loved, as we see clearly in the book of Hosea (cf. also Mt 22:37; Jn 4:23; Rev 3:20). But the difference is this: He does not make a loving response the condition for giving love (Rom 5:6-8), and God’s love is characterized by “enemy love” (Mt 5:43-48). Of course, this runs against our human grain. C. S. Lewis captured this in his poem “As the Ruin Falls.” Speaking from the vantage point of human fallenness, Lewis affirms that often lofty talk of love is more like a scholar’s parrot that can “talk Greek.” Lewis confesses he’s never had a selfless thought in his life, that he is “mercenary and self-seeking through and through” and “cannot crawl one inch outside my proper skin.”4 This self-centeredness is what Christ came to transform, which Lewis himself had also come to experience.


  Sheer uncommitted eros to the ancient Greek, and to the modern person as well, is passionate love that desires the other purely for self. As fallen humans, our inclination is to continue to give only so long as we receive—or so long as we hope to receive. But God’s kind of love is not preoccupied with the question, what can I get? but, what can I give? It is not, how well am I loved? but rather, how well do I love?


  Thus the focus of biblical love is on the quality of the subject, the loving character of the one loving—not on the quality of the object or its worthiness of love. Jesus spells this out in great detail with many examples (Lk 6:27-35). He teaches that to love those who love us is nothing great. It is when we choose deliberately to love those who do not deserve it that we have reflected divine love—a love that sends rain and sunshine on the unrighteous and evil, not just the good. This is what it means to be “merciful” (Lk 6:36) or “perfect” just as the Father is (Mt 5:48); when we love our enemies, we resemble God in his perfect love.


  Yet the ideal is reciprocal love, each finding in the other abundant reason to appreciate, to feel drawn to, to be overwhelmed by the desire to give. We give because we want to, not because we have to—we delight in the loved one. Then we rejoice in receiving from the one loved. When the object is not lovable, or the emotion is not present, it is then that the character of the giving lover shines in greatest splendor. Biblical love, then, is an affectionate disposition that motivates the lover to consistently act for the welfare of another, whether or not the other deserves it or reciprocates.


  We have tried to sketch out the biblical meaning of love. But the length and breadth and depth and height of it (Eph 3:18-19) stretch far beyond our reach. What shall we do? Often, to understand an abstract idea or a large concept it is necessary to define by description or demonstration. How good that God has given us both.


  Love Defined by Description


  The most well-known description of love was penned by Paul (1 Cor 13). Notice that he gives examples of the internal but also the external: love’s attitude and disposition, but also love’s activity. On the one hand love does not boast, is not proud or self-seeking, keeps no record of wrongs, does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth, always trusts and hopes. On the other hand, love takes action: it is patient and kind, is not rude and quick-tempered, always protects, and always perseveres.


  Scripture is filled with many other descriptions of love. Love is without hypocrisy (Rom 12:9; 2 Cor 6:6; 1 Pet 1:22), works no ill for others (Rom 13:10), will lay down its life for another (Jn 15:13), takes the servant’s role (Gal 5:13), is brotherly (Rom 12:16; 1 Thess 4:9; Heb 13:1).


  Though direct descriptions of love are plentiful enough to challenge for a lifetime, the indirect descriptions seem all but exhaustless. Consider the teachings on what have been called the “reciprocal verbs” of the New Testament. Not only are we told to love one another thirteen times (Jn 13:34-35; 15:12, 17; Rom 13:8; Gal 5:13; 1 Thess 3:12; 4:9; 1 Pet 1:22; 1 Jn 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11-12; 2 Jn 5), we are commanded to have the same care one for another (1 Cor 12:25), to receive one another (Rom 15:7), to be affectionate to one another (Rom 12:10), to greet one another with a holy kiss (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Pet 5:14), to wait for one another (1 Cor 11:33), to be kind one to another (Eph 4:32), to prefer one another (Rom 12:10), to forbear one another in love (Eph 4:2; Col 3:13), to forgive one another (Eph 4:32; Col 3:13). Furthermore, we are not to judge one another (Rom 14:13), speak evil of one another (Jas 4:11), lie to one another (Col 3:9), “bite” one another (Gal 5:15), provoke one another (Gal 5:26) or complain against one another (Jas 5:9).


  But this is only part of it. Love requires that we submit to one another (Eph 5:21; 1 Pet 5:5); everyone is actually a member one of another (Rom 12:5; Eph 4:25); we are to live in harmony one with another (Rom 12:16; 15:5); we are to edify one another (1 Thess 5:11), exhort one another (Heb 3:13; 1 Thess 5:11), admonish one another (Rom 15:14; Col 3:16), sing to one another (Eph 5:19; Col 3:16), encourage one another (1 Thess 4:18; 5:11), confess sins to one another (Jas 5:16), serve one another (Gal 5:13; 1 Pet 4:10), wash one another’s feet (Jn 13:14), show hospitality toward one another (1 Pet 4:9), stimulate one another to love and good works (Heb 10:24), pray for one another (Jas 5:16) and bear one another’s burdens (Gal 6:2). Incredible as this list may be, it is only one of any number of teachings in Scripture that describe the attitudes and behavior of love.


  Perhaps the most extensive descriptions of love are embedded within the commands of Scripture. Our next section addresses the topic of law and love, but at this point, let us agree that the commands of Scripture reveal God’s will for those to whom they are addressed and that his ultimate will is that we be like him in moral character (Gal 4:19). Since “God is love” it should come as no surprise that the entire Old Testament revelation of God’s will for humanity hangs on the law of love (Mt 22:37-40). After stating the Golden Rule, Jesus concluded, “For this is [the essence of] the Law and the Prophets” (Mt 7:12). Paul repeats the thought: “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal 5:14 ESV). Again he says that this law of love sums up the Ten Commandments (Rom 13:8-9). In short, the commands of Scripture indicate how love will behave.


  Yet Scripture goes beyond description to actually exemplifying and demonstrating love—what we see in the incarnation, life and atoning death of Jesus of Nazareth.


  Love Demonstrated


  “God is love,” says John (1 Jn 4:8, 16). This is the basic difference between the biblical concept of love and our concept of love. The Bible defines love by the nature of God. We tend to define love by the nature of humanity.


  To say that God is love does not mean that God equals love. Love does not describe God exhaustively. He has other qualities, such as wisdom and justice; but this does not mean that those characteristics in God’s nature violate love. God always acts lovingly, even in judgment.


  Again, “God is love” does not mean that love equals God. Love is not an abstract entity, having existence as an object, let alone having warmth and personality. To say that love and God are equivalent would deify love and make it some absolute concept. Perhaps one might claim that God himself is subject to and judged by this standard outside himself. But just as God’s attribute as Creator only makes sense if he has created, so love cannot exist in the abstract but in relationship. Indeed, the triune God is the foundation and source of love. So it is inaccurate to say that God is “a person.” Rather, God is a personal being—three mutually loving and engaging persons in one being. Father, Son and Spirit are God-in-relation.


  As a physical analogy, we can think of creatures in nature—two-headed snakes and turtles or even inseparable conjoined twins—that have more than one distinct center of awareness or consciousness within one being. Or consider the three-headed dog Cerberus of Greek mythology. We could speak of the Trinity—a spiritual or soulish being—as three personal centers of awareness and will as inseparably united, God in loving community. No wonder love comes from God (1 Jn 4:7, 19)! And since love is rooted in God himself, true human love is Godlikeness (1 Jn 4:16).


  God was not obliged to love by some external “ought.” Loving is the way he is. This is one of the greatest evidences for the Trinity. God the Father loves God the Son and God the Holy Spirit from all eternity. Within the Trinity, love is other-directed. God the Son loves the Father and the Spirit, and the Spirit loves the Son and the Father. Yet Christ’s “cry of dereliction” from the cross—“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46 NIV)—reveals the other-directed love of God in another direction, toward fallen human beings. Jesus, the Israelite who faithfully lived out Israel’s story, bore the curse promised to a disobedient Israel (Deut 27)—indeed for a rebellious humanity. By hanging on a tree, he bore our judgment, our exile, our alienation, our curse (Deut 21:23; Gal 3:13), while experiencing a profound sense of abandonment by the Father.


  Thus, the loving nature of God is the basis for his creative and redeeming activity. He created humanity because he is love and desired a being designed on his own pattern so that he could love that creature and be freely loved in return. When humanity rejected this loving approach of God, breaking that relationship, God continued loving because God is love by nature. And so we have the story of redemption. Love became incarnate. Thus all of life finds meaning in being loved by God and loving him.


  By his life, Jesus demonstrated flawlessly how Godlike love behaves, and in his death he demonstrated the ultimate proof of love. He was our model—we can now see how we are to “walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:1-2 NIV). We now can see what it means to have “the same mindset as Christ,”


  
    Who, being in very nature God,


    did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage;


    rather, he made himself nothing


    by taking the very nature of a servant,


    being made in human likeness.


    And being found in appearance as a man,


    he humbled himself


    by becoming obedient to death—


    even death on a cross! (Phil 2:6-8 NIV)

  


  “By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16 NKJV). Throughout the New Testament Christ’s love is given as our model: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12 ESV).


  All of Christ’s life puts on display God’s loving character (cf. Jn 14:9), but the cross of Christ demonstrates the love of God more clearly than any other act of any other person in all history.


  Christ himself is the perfect, living model of God’s character; but God graciously re-creates that character in other people who in turn demonstrate true love. In fact, “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn 13:35).


  Here is a modern demonstration of Christ-like love:


  Pastor Son was . . . a mild, little man—less than five feet tall—whose two great joys in life were his two sons, Tong-In and Tong-Sin. During the war Tong-In, like his father, had refused to worship at the Shinto shrines and had been thrown out of school by the Japanese. After the war, at twenty-four years of age, he went back to high school. . . . In October 1948, a wild Communist uprising swept through his part of South Korea and Communist youths seized the school in a reign of terror. A nineteen-year-old Communist leveled a pistol at Tong-In and ordered him to renounce his Christian faith. But Tong-In only pleaded with him to turn Christian himself and try the Christian way of love. Tong-Sin, the younger brother, rushed up to save him. “Shoot me,” he shouted, “and let my brother live.” “No,” cried Tong-In, “I am the elder. I am the one who should die. Shoot me.” The Communist shot them both. . . . Two days later the uprising was smashed and the murderer of the two boys was caught and brought to trial. Pastor Son found him with his hands tied behind his back, about to be condemned to death. He went to the military commander. “No amount of punishment will bring back my two sons,” he said, “so what is to be gained by this? Let me, instead, take the boy and make a Christian of him so that he can do the work in the world that Tong-In and Tong-Sin left undone.” Stunned at first by the proposal, the authorities reluctantly consented to release the young man into the custody of the father of the boys he had killed, and Pastor Son took him home.5


  Not only does God reveal the nature of love in the pages of Scripture, but he graciously demonstrates his loving character in his eternal Son partaking in flesh and blood to identify with us and die for us. And the children of God across the ages in every land serve as a further demonstration of Christlike love—an inspiration to the rest of us to do likewise.


  2
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  The Objects and Conflicts of Love


  The Objects of Biblical Love


  The vast array of potential loves can be divided into four groups: love for God, love for others, love for self and love for things. It is quite possible to love many people and even many things at once without any sense of competition or conflict. But often there is conflict among the loves, and nothing can be more painful and destructive. First let us identify the objects of love and then turn to the biblical way for resolving the conflict.


  Love for God. Christ tells us that this is the supreme objective: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart” (Mt 22:37 NIV). This is the first command, first in importance, and the greatest, superseding all others as the controlling authority of life. Thus the Old Testament command (Deut 6:5) identified by the teachers of Israel as the ultimate, comprehensive summary of God’s will for humanity was affirmed by Jesus the Messiah as the most important commandment of all.


  How does a mere human being love the infinite God? By the loving adoration of worship, by unceasing thanksgiving, by a life of steadfast obedience, by sharing his companionship and exulting in the endless profusion of his gifts. To love God is the goal of creation and redemption and the very acknowledgment of ultimate reality.


  Indeed, to love God is the first and great commandment, there is another commandment—one on which “the Law and Prophets” depend (Mt 7:12)—to love others. And one cannot obey the first without obeying the second (Mt 22:34-40; 1 Jn 3:11-18; 4:19–5:1).


  Love for others. Jesus identified two commandments on which all else depends, and the second, he says, is very like the first: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22:39 NIV; cf. Lev 19:18). Love for God is the supreme command, but the demands of other-love are not equal for all people. Consider the various levels of responsibility or commitment.


  When God created the male, he judged that it “is not good that the man should be alone” (Gen 2:18)—even though he had daily companionship with God. And God created a partner to complement him. The primary horizontal relationship on earth is the husband-wife union. As Christ loved the church and gave himself for it, so a husband is to love his wife (Eph 5:25); wives, in turn, are to love their husbands (Tit 2:4).


  Then comes love for one’s own family: parents, children, brothers, sisters. So important is this relationship that one who does not care for his own family is worse than an unbeliever (1 Tim 5:4, 8).


  But there is a family beyond one’s human family. The Old Testament emphasized responsibility toward one’s fellow Israelite—and in the new covenant community, believers have an extended spiritual family in Christ (Mk 10:29-30; Lk 8:19-21). Believers are commanded to love each other as evidence of genuine faith (1 Jn 3–5). Showing love to brothers and sisters in Christ is one of John’s three “tests” to assess or “know” where one stands in one’s faith (1 Jn 3:14)—the others being doctrinal orthodoxy about Christ’s incarnation (1 Jn 4:2) and obedience to God’s commands (1 Jn 3:24; 5:2).1 Paul concurs: “Let us do good to all men”—yes—“and especially to those who are of the household of faith” (Gal 6:10 RSV). This is the New Testament pattern (Jn 15:12, 17; 1 Pet 1:22; 2:17; 3:8). It draws the altogether startling picture of a group of people, the church, that is, a true family bound together by closer blood ties than human blood relations—the blood (i.e., death) of Christ. It is the picture of a people bound by love in interdependent responsibility for one another in every facet of life: spiritual, physical, emotional, material. It is reminiscent of the theme in Charles Dickens’s Nicholas Nickleby: “They came to see that family need not be defined merely as those with whom we share blood, but as those for whom we would give our blood.”2 But biblical love does not end there.


  The Old Testament theme of “neighbor love” was never restricted in Scripture to fellow Israelites. The foreigner was included (Lev 19:33). But Jewish people, being human, wanted to restrict the application of the sweeping demands of love. No wonder one lawyer who wanted to justify his unloving behavior asked Jesus: “And who is my neighbor?” (Lk 10:29). Jesus turned his question upside down (or right side up) with the story of the half-breed, despised Samaritan, who became a neighbor to the one who needed him. Neighbor does not really mean “anyone” or “everyone.” It is so easy to love “humanity” but ignore or even despise the one nearby.


  Love is not mere tolerance, a warm feeling for everyone “out there” or even special indignation for the oppressed in some distant place. It must be for one’s neighbor—the person within reach. But love as action must be for someone who needs what I have and can give (Gal 6:10). Neighbor-love extends to a wider circle than love of a fellowship, just as love of a fellowship extends beyond family love. And it is not restricted to worthy neighbors. It includes even one’s enemy.


  Love for one’s enemy was taught in the Jewish law (Ex 23:5; Job 31:29-30; Prov 24:17; 25:21), but no one took it very seriously. In fact, Jesus says that tradition held it was all right to hate your enemy (Mt 5:43). But he taught love of enemy with a force and consistency that startled the Jewish world. He startled the mindset of the Greco-Roman world as well. This was unique: Love your enemies. If you cannot feel all that warm about them, you can choose to act lovingly: pray for them, do good to them, speak well of them (Mt 5:43-48; Lk 6:27-38). But the world-shattering message was not that he taught this way of life—incredible as that is—but that he loved his own enemies just that way: “But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8 RSV). And we are to love our enemies just that way.


  Loving God and loving others—this sums up the whole duty of humans. But some contend that there is a third command—to love self. But the sentence structure will not bear such an all-too-common interpretation. Love for self is assumed, not commanded, in both Matthew 22:39 and Ephesians 5:28-29. Let us consider love for self more closely.


  Love for self. Paul Vitz, professor emeritus of psychology at New York University, has documented in a convincing manner that contemporary psychology, in seeking to make people whole, is committed to the “cult of self-worship.” Apparently in accommodation to this pervasive therapeutic atmosphere, there is a tidal wave of Christian promotion of self-love as the biblical norm, so that self-discovery, self-affirmation, self-assertion, self-fulfillment, self-actualization, self-worth, self-esteem and self-importance are all advocated as worthy objectives for the Christian. In fact, we are told, we cannot be whole without them. How does this fit with the Bible’s injunctions to self-sacrifice, self-crucifixion—indeed, with the command to hate oneself (Lk 14:26)? Part of the problem is in the definition of “self-love,” and part is a basic ideological difference.


  The term self-love can be used to mean either “self-centeredness” or “self-interest.” If we have in mind self-centeredness, no Christian would advocate it (cf. 2 Tim 3:2: “lovers of self”); if we have in mind self-interest, we can affirm it up to a point. John Stott affirms that self-love is a fact to be acknowledged, not a goal to be pursued.3 We have noted that we have a natural, indeed, God-given self-interest: we care for, feed and clothe our bodies; we protect ourselves from danger. No, we are not commanded to love ourselves—we are designed that way. So how we want to be loved becomes a measure by which we should love others. Do I seek my neighbor’s good as I seek my own? Or does self-interest diminish my seeking first the kingdom of God?


  But doesn’t Christ say that people should hate themselves (Lk 14:26)? When we look at the terms love and hate in the Old Testament, the idea of emotion is often not intended. God did not feel animosity toward Esau and so choose Jacob over him (Is 9:10-13). No, God chose the nation of Israel (Jacob) over Edom (Esau); God would fulfill his promise through Israel, not any other nation. That God was choosing a particular nation for his historical purposes is clear in Malachi: “How have you loved us [i.e., the nation of Israel]?” (Mal 1:2); “[the nation of] Edom says, ‘We have been beaten down’” (Mal 1:4). Even in Genesis, the Lord told Rebekah that two “nations” were in her womb (Gen 25:23). The same could be said about God’s choosing (“loving”) the less respectable Judah, from whose tribe Messiah would come, over the virtuous Joseph. To “hate” in this sense is to reject; to “love” is to accept, affirm. When the time comes that love for parents and love for God come into conflict, we must decide one way or the other. In the same way, we are called on to deny self or to deliberately choose to reject our own selfish interests in favor of God’s interests or even those of another person. Those who “love” their own life (their own self) are the ones who affirm their own rights and self-interest at all costs. By doing so, they reject God’s claims. Also, in the final analysis, they lose their own life—the very thing for which they were grasping.


  But doesn’t Scripture refer to God—and even the psalmist—“hating” sinners (Ps 5:5; 11:5; 139:21-22)? Yet God loves “the world” (Jn 3:16), doesn’t he? Isn’t Christ’s sacrificial death for the sins of the “whole world”—the same “whole world” that lies in the hands of the evil one (1 Jn 2:2; 5:19)? Simultaneous with this love is a sense in which God hates—that is, his wrath is directed against those who oppose him (Jn 3:36); in the same chapter, God’s shows love to those who oppose him through the gift of Jesus’ atoning death for the world that opposes him (Jn 3:16). While Jesus’ own brothers were part of the wicked “world” that is hostile to God, they were opposed to Jesus’ own kingdom purposes—and under God’s wrath (“hate”). Jesus told them: “The world cannot hate you, but it hates Me because I testify of it, that its deeds are evil” (Jn 7:7). During Jesus’ earthly ministry, his own brothers didn’t believe in him (Jn 7:3), though they would become disciples after his resurrection (Acts 1:14; 1 Cor 15:7) and no longer part of the world.


  In terms of self-love today, the contemporary notion is that wholeness begins with self-affirmation and ends with self-fulfillment, whereas Scripture teaches that wholeness begins with self-denial out of love for God and ends with God’s (and our) fulfillment. If we begin with self-­affirmation and make self-fulfillment the primary goal of life, it will elude us. We will not find ultimate fulfillment in life—nor will God’s good purposes be fulfilled in us. But if we make the fulfillment of God’s purposes in this world our goal (“hunger and thirst for righteousness,” Mt 5:6), God will be satisfied and glorified, and we will find, as a byproduct, the fulfillment of the purpose for which God created and redeemed us (we will be “satisfied”). That is true self-fulfillment.


  If people actually hate themselves emotionally, dislike themselves, they are abnormal. And nonacceptance of self is indeed a great problem. Many psychologists seek to solve this problem by convincing people that they are truly worthy or that they are not guilty. Their failure is the fault of their environment or their inherited characteristics, for which they have no responsibility. Self-worth psychology has come to dominate much evangelical counseling theory and practice, as psychologist Jay Adams has documented.4 The self-worth approach identifies a nonbiblical source of the human problem, external to the person’s own moral choices. According to this view, others have imposed a low view of self on such people and thus diminished their potential, and possibly crippled them. Since the root problem is inaccurately identified, a false solution also is provided. Building a high view of oneself is not endorsed by Scripture; indeed, such a “solution” only compounds the problem. Sooner or later hurting people will discover that they really are not all that important in the eyes of others and that they truly are guilty.


  The biblical solution to this problem is very different. It is the assurance that God forgives and accepts us in Christ. We are responsible for what we do and what we have become; we really are guilty and unworthy. But the guilt has been done away with. And if God accepts us, we can certainly accept God’s judgment of us as the true and reliable one. We human creatures seek security and significance, but all too often from various God substitutes. But in God we find ultimate security through a relationship with God and ultimate significance through a God-given purpose. We don’t need to love ourselves more. Scripture teaches that we are created in the image of God and that we were created and saved on purpose. Though we may not be important or significant to anyone else, we matter to God. If only our self-image could be shaped by the fact that we are created in God’s likeness, redeemed at infinite cost, and endowed with a unique purpose in life by God himself!


  This great self-discovery of who I am in Christ then frees me and makes me strong to hate and exterminate the evil in myself and to sacrifice (self-denial) my own rights and even my own welfare for others. Now I can gratefully accept what I am—and what I am becoming—as God’s loving gifts.


  From this comes a biblical concept of self-image. A “strong” self-image is that perception of self which is true, which is most nearly aligned with the facts, including all the weakness and corruption that is mine through the fall and all the glory that is mine by grace.


  Self-love, then, properly defined, is recognized by Scripture as the way God made us. To treat self in this way is to be in alignment with reality and thus to promote wholeness. As believers in a fallen world, we live as in-betweeners, having already experienced some of the blessings of the age to come—redemption, forgiveness, adoption, the gift of the Spirit. But we are keenly aware that we have not yet received resurrection bodies—a transformed physicality to dwell in a renewed creation in which there is no sickness, pain or death. In this already/not-yet world, we deal with inner brokenness as well. God’s desire is not that we live pain-free, tension-free lives, but that we become increasingly conformed to the image of Christ (2 Cor 3:18). Pain often serves as a wake-up call or reminder of our human brokenness and alienation from God so that we might seek “outside assistance” and turn to God in repentance and faith (Lk 13:1-5). Indeed, to be shielded from these reminders of our sin and brokenness would make God into a deceiver, propping us up with the false impression that we do not really need God. In the words of theologian Vernon Grounds,


  An individual, quite completely free from tension, anxiety, and conflict may be only a well-adjusted sinner who is dangerously maladjusted to God; and it is infinitely better to be a neurotic saint than a healthy-minded sinner. . . . Healthy-mindedness may be a spiritual hazard that keeps an individual from turning to God precisely because he has no acute sense of God. . . . Tension, conflict, and anxiety, even to the point of mental illness, may be a cross voluntarily carried in God’s service.5


  John Stott gives sound biblical guidance about self-denial and self-­affirmation. First, we should deny our fallen self—our laziness, self-­sufficiency, lack of self-control. Yet we should affirm our created self—including our human dignity, relationality, creativity, natural gifts from a gracious God; while we are unworthy of God’s grace, he did not create us worthless. Beyond this, as redeemed people of God, we are to affirm the re-created self—that we are forgiven, adopted into God’s family, part of a new community in Christ, endowed with spiritual gifts. Finally, as believers, we are called to deny certain good things as God commands us—some good things like money, a job, a sport, or a hobby, which may stand in the way of our service to God and his kingdom. By appropriate self-denial (losing our lives for Christ’s sake), we will truly find our own true self in Christ (Lk 9:24; Jn 12:25).6


  Are there other loves? Yes, the Bible appears to make room—just a little—for one other reality: love for things.


  Love for things. It is possible to have an appreciation for some object so intense as to be called “love.” This can be either demonic, as in covetousness, or it can be legitimate, as in the admiration of something beautiful. Such love can be seen most clearly in the love for a great idea or a cause. The Bible does not speak directly to the question of love for inanimate objects or ideals, other than to condemn such affection when it becomes idolatrous. But Scripture does speak of kindness for animals (Ex 23:12; Deut 5:14; 22:4; 25:4; Prov 12:10), and certainly human experience is replete with examples of love for some animal friend.


  God, others, self, things: One may love all so long as they do not conflict. But what if love for someone else conflicts with the love due God? What if my best interests and those of my neighbor’s cannot coexist? How do we handle the conflict of loves?


  Conflict of Loves


  Paul commented that people generally seek their own interests rather than Christ’s—and he highlighted Timothy as a notable exception (Phil 2:19-21). Even in the most altruistic of humanistic ethics, concern for God is ignored with humans getting top priority. Biblical love focuses on the centrality of God, the pivotal relationship. But how can I tell if I love God supremely?


  It is futile to try to decide whether we have as warm an affection for God as we do for a parent or child, a wife or husband, but there is a way to tell which love is paramount. The controlling love becomes quite evident when a confrontation comes. When the best interest of another or ourselves and the best interest of God come into conflict, love must make a choice.


  Ordinary human love gives for another to a point. But when the cost of acting lovingly gets too high, loving behavior ends. God’s kind of love is different. How can I tell whether I truly love my neighbor as Christ would have me love? Ask the key question: Does my love for self limit the expression of my love for the other person, or does my love for the other limit the expression of my love for myself? Love is measured, not by the intensity of its feeling, but by the sacrifice it stands ready to make. Or in our relationship with God, when we are faced with the choice to cater to bodily desires or to discipline ourselves for the purpose of godliness, which gets the priority?


  Jesus indicated this when he said, “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13 RSV). Often love is present without sacrifice, but so long as there is a return benefit, there is no evidence that the love is truly other-love rather than self-love. No matter what our emotional response, if we choose to sacrifice what we perceive to be our own interests for the welfare of another, we have loved as God loved. Sacrifice is God’s way of loving, though the world finds it beyond comprehension.


  Fallen humans do not ordinarily want to get involved for someone else’s benefit. Above all, they do not want to suffer loss for someone else. But this is not always the case. Sergeant Dennis Weichel was a twenty-nine-year-old Rhode Island soldier serving in Laghman Province of eastern Afghanistan. In March 2012, a military convoy was approaching a group of Afghani children who were picking up shell casings on the road. They were moved out of the way so that the convoy could pass unobstructed. However, a little Afghan girl ran back out into the road to pick up more casings. Weichel saw the danger and sprang into action. He pushed the girl to safety, but he himself was crushed by a sixteen-ton armored truck. This is a picture of Godlike love: it chooses to get involved, even when it costs.


  And yet the sacrifices we shrink from are not usually life-threatening: the sacrifice of a parent to allow the child to be childish when she is young and to let her grow free when she is older, the sacrifice of a child to allow his parent to “smother ’im with motherin’,” the sacrifice by a spouse of his right to be right—all the small irritations of the daily routine. For the conflict of interests to be resolved, who will make the sacrifice? Will I take up my cross or nail others to theirs? It depends on whom I love more.


  Love takes risks and makes great sacrifices, but it does not “enable.” That is, love does not ignore destructive activity and its consequences, but, when possible, holds people accountable for their actions. A young adult who still lives at home with his parents but treats them disrespectfully, is a negative influence on younger siblings, disrupts family harmony and refuses to engage in basic chores must be shown the door. That is the loving thing to do for all concerned. Too often a woman may mistakenly tolerate all manner of abuse in the name of being a “submissive wife”; rather she should remove herself from emotional and physical harm. As Jesus reminded his disciples, there comes a time to shake the dust from our feet rather than subject ourselves to unnecessary hostile treatment and rejection (Mk 6:11).


  In love, then, there is a biblical hierarchy in which the lower must always yield to the higher when they come in conflict. We rightly love God, the others in our lives and ourselves. But if the response of love would be unloving to the higher relationship, the lower must yield to the higher. Love for God trumps love for the other and especially love for self. That’s how the conflict of loves must be resolved.


  Love and Forgiveness


  “That a man should always be ready to forgive has been called Jesus’ most striking innovation in morality.”7 Perhaps one of the most painful sacrifices that love makes is forgiveness. To forgive is costly, for someone must pay the price of wrong. If I choose to treat the person as if the wrong had never been done (forgive), then I may have to pay for it. It is not just the sacrifice of ego—that seems to be painful enough. But in some way I absorb the cost if I truly forgive. And I do not make the guilty party pay for it in installments through petty insinuations.


  When President Ford forgave Richard Nixon, he paid for it, they tell us, in the next election. In Jesus’ parable in Matthew 18, a king forgives his servant his debt of ten thousand talents (the equivalent of 160,000 years of daily wages!).8 This magnanimous act is a costly sacrifice. Even when the relationship is such that discipline is necessary, as with a parent and child, forgiveness means full restoration without the haunting specter of subtle reminders. Even where trust needs to be rebuilt, forgiveness can still be shown—as opposed to constantly reminding the child of his disobedience or rebellion.


  On the other hand, some people have the knack for making an accusation under the guise of apologetic words: “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were so sensitive.” The net result of such an “apology” is a double wound, one for your badness and a second for my own implied innocence. An honest response might have been, “I wonder if you know how you sound?” Or, better, “Here we are miscommunicating. What should we do next?” The best response, of course, may well be silence and a cheerful moving ahead with the next topic or the business at hand. We don’t have to be vindicated in every disagreement, even if we are convinced we are in the right. Many times we should just let go rather than insisting on winning. Yes, wisdom is required in judging whether to hold our ground as a matter of principle or to let the matter go and preserve the relationship (Lk 12:13-14; cf. Prov 10:12). The painful way of the cross calls us to true forgiveness—accepting the expense incurred by another’s sin.


  Must I forgive if the other person does not repent and ask forgiveness? Jesus said, “If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him” (Lk 17:3). So we must forgive the one who indicates regret for sin against us. That is when God forgives. But Christ on the cross and Stephen when being stoned both prayed that God would not hold accountable those who sinned against them, even though the murderers had not asked forgiveness (Lk 23:34; Acts 7:60). That said, as we note below, God’s willingness to forgive, though universal (1 Tim 2:3-4; 2 Pet 3:9), is not unconditional. Repentance is required. Christ will say to some, “Depart from me” (Mt 7:23; 25:41; Lk 13:27). God does not “simply forgive”; justice demands repentance. In any event, an attempt at reconciliation is always my responsibility, no matter who the chief wrongdoer was. Besides, unforgiveness is a cancer that eats away at the spirit of the one who fails to forgive; so there is great healing value in forgiveness as a way of life, no matter how the offenders in one’s life behave. And once we make the choice to forgive, we may have to renew that commitment to forgive when feelings of resentment or bitterness well up within us. Forgiveness does not mean forgetting, but it does mean not holding a person’s sin against him.


  In the process of forgiveness, Lewis Smedes writes, we first experience hurt. And when the hurt is extreme or acute, the tendency is to nurse this hurt and not let it go. It turns to hate. Unless we let go of our hatred and forgive, then we ourselves become imprisoned by this seething anger. Just as failure to confess our sins to God does damage to us (Ps 32:2-4). It is only when we release the wrong a person has done against us that we can find healing—and release from the prison we have built for ourselves and, if possible, reconciliation with others. The Christian increasingly realizes that the grace to forgive is anchored in the God who loves enemies and forgives.9


  Not a few believers have wondered about the nature of God’s forgiveness: When God promises that “their sin I will remember no more” (Jer 31:34), does this mean he can actually forget? No, this statement should not be taken any more literally than when God says that Judah’s idolatrous practices never entered his mind (Jer 19:5). Forgetting is not actual but judicial. God cannot actually forget since this would compromise his omniscience. No, when God forgives, he no longer holds our sin against us but reckons us not guilty.


  Another point: When Jesus tells his disciples to love and forgive their enemies, he is not absolutizing this command. He denounces his opponents in very harsh—even damning—terms in Matthew 23. Jesus himself did not absolutize turning the other cheek (see Jn 18:23) any more than he abolished the judicial principle of proportionality (“an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”) or all oath taking. Jesus exemplifies a spirit of remarkable forgiveness on the cross (Lk 23:34), and he calls on us to have a generous spirit of forgiveness as well. Yet even so, it is not absolute. First, for forgiveness to be complete, it presupposes the offender’s repentance (“if he repents, forgive him” [Lk 17:3-4]). Second, even when Christ instructs his disciples to forgive extravagantly—“seventy times seven” (Mt 18:22)—he continues saying that those refusing to forgive will incur the wrath of their master and be “handed . . . over to the torturers” (Mt 18:34). To make the point clear, Jesus says, “My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart” (Mt 18:35). He uses strong words of unforgiveness when he says of Judas that it would have been better for him not to have been born (Mk 14:21), and when he says that the “blasphemy against the Spirit” (Mt 12:31) will not be forgiven. Third, it can be a misguided sentimentality—and a gross injustice—for Christians to call for the forgiveness of the likes of Osama bin Laden and other terrorists. We must ask: Is that our rightful place? Unlike the Son of God (Mk 2:5), how can we simply forgive the offenses of others? What about the victims of their assaults? Should we forgive terrorists while they are planning another attack? And does forgiveness require that we no longer use force to stop them? Or, rather than intervening, do we wait till terrorists and rapists have carried out their evil acts before we extend forgiveness to them? Finally, we note below, the state—though ordained by the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ—has a different role in God’s economy. Its business is not to forgive rapists or murderers but rather to punish evildoers—though tempered with mercy when appropriate.10


  Reconciliation is always the ideal to pursue, as it exemplifies the gracious activity of God (Rom 5:10-11) and the goal of the disciple (Mt 5:9, 24). However, given the damage brought about by humanity’s fall, reconciliation may not be possible even if forgiveness is genuinely given. A wife whose husband has repeatedly committed adultery may truly forgive him. But this does not entail being reconciled to him. The marriage covenant may have been so profoundly violated that restoring even a minimal level of trust becomes impossible. A child may have been sexually abused by her father; she may truly let go of her soul-damaging resentment and forgive him, but that does not mean she can ever get close to him.


  Reconciliation is the ideal, and it may not always be attainable, and it certainly cannot come about without the repentance of the perpetrator. Whatever its shortcomings, South Africa’s post-apartheid Truth and Reconciliation Commission has served as a powerful reminder that healing for racially motivated evils by whites against primarily blacks and “colored” persons cannot be achieved without naming and owning one’s evil acts. Indeed, this is the point of C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce—that enjoying God’s presence in the afterlife cannot take place without repentance. It is our unconfessed sins that separate us from God, not his unwillingness to forgive (Is 59:1-2).


  Love, the Character of God and the Divine Image


  Theologian Anders Nygren has called love “the centre of Christianity, the Christian fundamental motif par excellence.”11 Is this statement claiming too much for love? We have seen that the kind of love that characterizes God is enemy-love. God lovingly initiates reconciliation with his own enemies (Rom 5:6-10)—visibly demonstrated in Jesus’ sacrificial death for us.


  Great and sharp has been the contention over whether justice/righteousness or love is paramount in God’s character. And how do his justice and his holy wrath against sin fit with his love? Some hold that righteousness is the comprehensive description and that love is an element of what is just or true. Others hold that love is the comprehensive category and that righteousness is one facet of love.


  Perhaps we gain insight from the Croatia-born Yale theologian Miroslav Volf. He once thought that wrath, anger and judgment were beneath God—until he lived through the nightmare years of ethnic strife in the former Yugoslavia. He came to realize that his view of God had been too low:


  I used to think that wrath was unworthy of God. Isn’t God love? Shouldn’t divine love be beyond wrath? God is love, and God loves every person and every creature. That’s exactly why God is wrathful against some of them. My last resistance to the idea of God’s wrath was a casualty of the war in the former Yugoslavia, the region from which I come. According to some estimates, 200,000 people were killed and over 3,000,000 were displaced. My villages and cities were destroyed, my people shelled day in and day out, some of them brutalized beyond imagination, and I could not imagine God not being angry. Or think of Rwanda in the last decade of the past century, where 800,000 people were hacked to death in one hundred days! How did God react to the carnage? By doting on the perpetrators in a grandfatherly fashion? By refusing to condemn the bloodbath but instead affirming the perpetrators’ basic goodness? Wasn’t God fiercely angry with them? Though I used to complain about the indecency of the idea of God’s wrath, I came to think that I would have to rebel against a God who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil. God isn’t wrathful in spite of being love. God is wrathful because God is love.12


  As the apostle Paul wrote: “Behold then the kindness and severity of God” (Rom 11:22). Perhaps we can do no better than rejoice with the psalmist that “steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other” (Ps 85:10 RSV). This they did at the cross: when the Son of God died as our substitute, God met the demands of his just character as well as displayed his sacrificial love for humankind. As John Stott said, the essence of sin is humans taking the place of God whereas the essence of salvation is God taking the place of humans.13 Certainly it is true that God’s kind of righteousness cannot exist without love, and God’s kind of love cannot exist without righteousness.


  Yet it still could be argued that love is supremely important because it is not only essential to the triune, relational God but is arguably God’s most notable characteristic. And God has made us in his image and designed us to love. And without love, no one can claim membership in the family of God (1 Jn 4:7-8). Indeed, it is love—not justice (or being just)—that is the identifying virtue of the disciple of Christ (Jn 13:35; cf. Col 3:14). Out of the love of the Trinity, God freely and graciously created a being that is not the “highest of the animals” but a “little less than God” (Ps 8:5); humans are capable of companionship and loving unity with God himself. God lovingly created these image bearers to commune or “walk with” him (Gen 3:8) and to rule creation with him (Gen 1:28)—to be priests and kings to God (cf. Rev 1:6; 5:10). Not only is this loving unity the central fact about God and the purpose of creation; it is also the purpose of redemption in restoring the image humanity marred. He did not restore humanity merely to prove his powers and defeat Satan. He was out to fulfill the original purpose—nothing less than loving union with himself. “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them” (Rev 21:3 NASB).


  True love is so deep, so broad, so high that it is beyond understanding (Eph 3:18-19) and so requires divine revelation for us to know it. Somehow it is related to “all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:19)—that is, full maturity in Christ. But if Christ indeed lives in us through faith, we can be so established in the experience of love that we have the power to comprehend this greatest of all qualities (Eph 3:17-18).


  The Incomparable Results of Love


  The results of loving attitudes and behavior underscore the supreme importance of our theme. God’s love for us provided life and salvation and now provides all that we need. “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? . . . Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:35, 38-39 NIV). How great the results of God’s love for us! But what of our love for God?


  When we love God with the centrality of our being, in our choices and affections, with the concentration of all our mental powers, and with our own bodily strength (Mt 22:37), we not only prove to be his children and bring pleasure to him, but we validate all the other loves—friendship, family, erotic/romantic. Love for God opens the door for robust love all around! If we fail to hold love for God as the ultimate love, we can easily damage and diminish these other loves. For example, when parents put a child on the highest throne of affection and sacrifice responsibilities to God and obedience to his will for that child, the relationship to the child himself becomes warped and grotesque.


  I (Robertson) enjoyed visiting the Nakamuras. God had rescued them from a miserable life at the brink of divorce and brought them into the family of God’s people. Their six-year-old son, Hideyaki, was a great playmate for our youngest. One day I asked if they had any pictures of him. Did they! The first album, to my amazement, brought me only through the first six months of Hideyaki’s life—pages and pages at his birth, pages for the first month “birthday,” and then more pages for the first hundred days. The whole closet was full of albums almost exclusively of Hideyaki. What affection for an only son! Gradually the affection crowded out God’s place and, inevitably, began to erode the affection of the couple for one another.


  But perhaps Hideyaki at least would benefit? The last I heard, he had broken the hearts of those adoring parents, falling deeper and deeper into a life of drugs and crime. The idolatrous affection not only destroyed the relationship with God and other relationships, it participated in the destruction of the very object of supreme devotion itself.


  But love for God, when enthroned above all other loves, has the power to anchor the other loves, to give them direction and power, to fill them with meaning, discipline them, and lift them to their highest and best.


  Above all other results, the person who lives in love actually lives in the realm or the sphere God inhabits (1 Jn 4:16)—God who is the source and ultimate goal of all our existence. This love we have for God, then, is not a vague sentimental abstraction. It means intentional discipleship involving down-to-earth acts of reconciliation, forgiveness and prayer for our enemies. It means attending to spiritual disciplines such as prayer, fasting, meditation and celebration—the cultivation of character-shaping habits through daily choices. It means obeying Christ’s commands: “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (Jn 14:15). This is why love and obedience to Jesus’ commandments and to “the law of Christ” cannot be separated—the theme we emphasize in this book and to which we now specifically turn.
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  LAW


  Why is law to some a hobgoblin of incarnate evil to be exorcised from life, while to others it is the only hope of salvation? What is law’s purpose, and how can it be known?


  A law is any rule or injunction that must be obeyed. In traditional religion, these rules normally make requirements of a ceremonial or ritual kind and of an ethical or moral kind. In fact, these laws are so prominent in most religions as to be considered the substance of those religions. This was true of the Jewish religious leaders in Christ’s day, and it is true in much of Christendom today. Is this the biblical point of view? Certainly there are many laws in the Bible—613 Mosaic commandments and more than 600 direct commandments in the New Testament. Are they rules that must be obeyed? Can they be obeyed? If not, for what purpose were they given? Before these and other vital questions can be answered, it is important to permit the Bible itself to define the term.


  3
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  The Law


  Its Definition and Purpose


  Law and the Character of God


  God created humankind in his own image, and this includes the moral dimension. There are other aspects of the divine image as well: rationality, relationality, creativity, spirituality, volition. The moral dimension is, of course, profound and significant. It has to do not only with our duties, but more fundamentally has to do with the formation of Christlike character. Christ is the very image of God and the true archetypal human. He came to live the human life as it should be lived and, through his redemptive work as the second Adam, helped restore fallen humanity and created a new humanity.


  The fact that we have been shaped to be imitators of God (Eph 5:1) is the basis of shared love and fellowship with God; it is indispensable to demonstrating in human life the glorious character of God and thus displaying his glory (2 Cor 3:18). Alas, from the beginning of history, humans have been striving to become like God in knowledge and power: “you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:5). At Babel, one line of self-sufficient humans said, “Let us make for ourselves a name [šēm]” (Gen 11:4)—in contrast to what God promised Abram: “I will make your name [šēm] great” (Gen 12:2 NIV). This ancient ambition to usurp the status of God is an attempt of the creature to displace the Creator. But far different is the goal to mirror the moral character of God. As we are imaging beings, we come to resemble what we worship. God commands us to “be holy, for I am holy” (Lev 19:2; 1 Pet 1:16 NIV). It is not optional. Since it is a divine imperative, we properly call this will of God law.


  To deviate from God’s character and commands is sin. The call to be holy will mean separating ourselves from sin. As “saints” or “set apart ones,” we are to live up to our calling as God’s holy people, pursuing a life that is in right alignment with the divine character. Without it no one will see God (Heb 12:14).


  As Calvin said, “The law not only teaches, but also imperiously demands.”1 God’s holiness demands conformity to his character and will, and the “law” of God expresses his purposes not only for our behavior but for our character as well (Gal 5:22-23). God’s law is a reflection of God’s character—although God’s law may sometimes permit the less-than-ideal because of the hardness of human hearts (Mt 19:8). We can get an indication of who God is by studying his revelation in his law. So let’s look at the biblical use of law more specifically.


  Definitions of Law


  How does the Bible use the term law? The dominant use of law in the Old and New Testaments is that of the law of Moses given at Mt. Sinai, but we see secondary uses of the term as well.


  The Law as canonical Scripture. Moses, the great lawgiver, recorded the law in his writings, the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible); this was commonly called “the Law.” The Hebrew Bible was divided into three sections, commonly called the Law, the Prophets and the Writings (or the first of that section, the Psalms). Thus Christ said that “everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44 ESV). Here the “Law of Moses” clearly refers to the first division of the Hebrew Old Testament—the Pentateuch. But sometimes the Old Testament was simply referred to by two divisions, the Law and the Prophets (Mt 11:13; Lk 16:16; Rom 3:21). “The Law” could refer to the Old Testament as a whole, as when quotations made from “the Prophets” or from “the Psalms” are attributed to “the Law” (see Rom 3:19; 1 Cor 14:21; see also Mt 5:18; Lk 16:17; Jn 8:17; 10:34; 15:25). Thus “the Law” often refers to the Old Testament as a whole or to some part of it.


  The law of Moses. In the Old Testament, “law” or torah (“instruction”) typically harks back to the Mosaic law given at Mt. Sinai. The book of Deuteronomy uses a cluster of terms referring back to the Mosaic law—commandments, laws, testimonies, statutes, precepts, charge (Deut 4:45; 6:17; 11:1; etc.). In Psalm 119, the psalmist uses these same terms to refer to the law of Moses—and takes utter delight in them for their wisdom and guidance. The prophets are continually reminding the people of Israel of the Mosaic law and their covenant obligations to live under it as God’s people. For example, “I wrote for them the many things of my law, but they regarded them as something foreign” (Hos 8:12 NIV); “they have rejected the law of the LORD and have not kept his decrees” (Amos 2:4 NIV); and “remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb [i.e., Sinai] for all Israel” (Mal 4:4 NIV). Israel was to respond to God’s grace by gratefully obeying the Mosaic law: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt. . . . You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex 20:1-3 NIV). If Israel did so, God promised material/physical blessings of life, health, prosperity, abundance and safety (Lev 26:1-13; Deut 4:32-40; 28:1-14; cf. Deut 28–32). For disobedience, God threatened curses, what one scholar has called the ten “D’s”: death, disease, drought, dearth, danger, destruction, defeat, deportation, destitution, disgrace.2


  In the New Testament, Paul is the predominant writer on the “law” (nomos). The general consensus of New Testament scholars is that when Paul uses the term law, it virtually always refers to the Mosaic law (Ex 20–Deut) given at Mt. Sinai, when God made a covenant with Israel.3 Those “under the law” are Jews: “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law [the Jew] I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law). . . . To those not having the law [Gentiles] I became like one not having the law” (1 Cor 9:20-21 NIV). And when Paul uses the phrase “works of the law,” he always refers to “the Jewish Law, the Torah” given at Sinai.4


  When Paul affirms that no one can be justified “by the works of the law” (Rom 3:20 NIV), he is saying the law of Moses with circumcision, food laws and special days is no longer a mark of the people of God. What’s more, no one can gain right standing or be declared righteous (“justified”) by keeping the Mosaic law (cf. Gal 2:6; see also Rom 4:14; 6:4, 15; Gal 3:2, 5, 10, 18; Phil 3:9). The implication is that if the Jews, having the best law around, could not find salvation through it, then no works of any inferior Gentile legal system can render us right or not guilty before God—or help us overcome sin’s power.5


  Furthermore, Paul speaks of certain Gentiles, who, though not having the law, have the law written on the heart (Rom 2:14-15). According to some scholars, Paul is speaking of God’s moral law available to those without special revelation. Now, it is true that human beings, made in God’s image, are capable of recognizing basic moral truths. Indeed, when God judges—or threatens to judge—nations surrounding Old Testament Israel, the presumption is that these nations should have known better than to carry out conscience-stifling acts (e.g., Amos 1–2). Yet other interpreters look to Romans 2:28-29 as an amplification of 2:14-15. They state that this passage refers to Gentile believers who, under the new covenant in Christ, have the law of Moses placed within their hearts by the Spirit. They are true Jews—true children of Abraham—whose hearts have been circumcised (cf. Rom 4; Gal 4; Phil 3:3)—so that they keep the purport or the moral heart of the law of Moses.


  Other uses of “law.” The law as obedience. Sometimes the term law is used figuratively to refer to a person’s obedient response to the law. When Paul says, “if justification were through the law” (Gal 2:21 RSV), he obviously is not speaking of the commandments themselves, but rather of the idea that a person can achieve acceptance as righteous through obeying the law. The same thought is found in his reference to the “works of the law” (Rom 3:20) and the recurring teaching that “no one is justified by the Law before God” (Gal 3:11). Paul meant no one is justified by obedience to the law. “By the works of the Law no flesh shall be justified” (Gal 2:16; see also Rom 4:14; 6:4, 15; Gal 3:2, 5, 10, 18; Phil 3:9).


  The law of God/Christ. Significantly, Paul distinguishes between the “law” of Moses and the “law of God” (1 Cor 9:20-21; cf. Rom 7:25). The reason Paul does not see the Christian under the Mosaic law—the old covenant—is that a new order has come in Christ. We are bound by “the law of God” (1 Cor 9:20-21) and “the commandments of God” (1 Cor 7:19; cf. 1 Jn 2:3-4)—not the Mosaic law given to national Israel.


  What, then, is this “law of God” or “law of Christ” (Gal 6:2)? This “new law” under which we live is the authoritative teaching of Christ and by implication the New Testament’s apostolic witness. Like Moses ascending Mt. Sinai to bring the law to ancient Israel, Jesus as the “new Moses” ascends a mountain and teaches the multitudes “as one having authority” (Mt 5:1-2; 7:29). It is this teaching which fulfills, embodies and brings to completion the Old Testament Scriptures for the new covenant community. For the New Testament writers, Christ in his life, death, resurrection and ascension becomes the authoritative interpretive filter—the hermeneutical key—through which we fully understand and apply the Old Testament. Jesus is God’s agent to bring the much anticipated end-times kingdom (or reign) of God into human history; the first coming of Jesus ushered in the “latter” or “last days” (Acts 2:14-21; 1 Tim 4:1; Heb 1:1-2; 2 Tim 3:1-7; 1 Jn 2:18), and Christ’s teaching and mission clarify what God’s law for us is in these last days.6


  This new covenant has implications that burst out of Israel’s nationalistic boundaries and ethnocentrism that kept them from being a light to the nations. In light of the Christ event and the gospel opening the door to the Gentiles, circumcision and uncircumcision do not matter (7:19).7


  The law of faith and the law of works. In Romans 3:27-28, Paul writes: “Where then is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by a law of faith. For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.” Here “law” for Paul seems to mean something like “operating principle.” In the context, Paul emphasizes that by the “law of faith,” Jew and Gentile alike are “one” family and people in Christ (Rom 3:29-30)—not two. Living by the “law of works,” which involves Torah-based dividing lines between Jews and Gentiles (circumcision, kosher diet, special days), runs contrary to the promise God made to Abraham to bless the nations (Rom 4; cf. Gen 12:1-3). Paul states that those ethnic status symbols in Judaism actually hinder the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise of incorporating Gentiles into God’s family.


  Paul then goes on to elaborate in Romans 4 that Abraham himself was justified by faith (Gen 15:6) before he was circumcised (Gen 17)—and, perhaps more importantly, hundreds of years before the law of Moses was given at Mt. Sinai (Rom 4:10-13). This “operating principle” of “the law of faith” is the one by which God justifies the ungodly (Rom 4:5) and by which Abraham was declared righteous. This principle of faith excludes boasting.


  This use of law as “operating principle” applies to a “law of righteousness” (Rom 9:31), which the Jews did not follow by faith (9:32). Unlike what many Jews thought, God’s law of righteousness, which brings one into right standing before the covenant-making God (being “justified”) is not identical to the law of Moses, which could not justify.


  Keeping God’s Commandments


  Contrary to the situation ethicist (see chapter ten), love for God and others is connected to commands, laws and duties—and, of course, godly character. These are an expression of the will of God for us. Some theologians have argued that living under grace rather than law (Rom 6:14) means that grace is utterly disconnected from law. As we have seen, however, there is a “law of God,” a “law of Christ” and a “law of righteousness” under which we live. Indeed, in Romans 5–8, Paul uses the Old Testament’s exodus language—of deliverance from slavery in Egypt—to remind us of the freedom and redemption we have in Christ. In the “new exodus” through a new Moses figure, we have been set free from sin and death by the “law of the Spirit of life” (Rom 8:2).


  To pit “law” against “grace” is unfortunate. John 1:17 says that even the law of Moses was a gift of grace for national Israel—even though this covenant was temporary. With the coming of the incarnate Word, we have received grace in addition to grace. Even in Eden, God’s command not to eat of the tree presupposes a provision to keep God’s command. As theologian Scott Hafemann observes, every command of God is a promise in disguise, and every promise of God is a command in disguise.8 For example, God’s command not to murder implies that we should trust in God to deal justly with evildoers; God’s command not to steal or covet implies that we should trust God to provide for our needs. Disobedience reflects a lack of trust in God’s promises and provision. As 1 Corinthians 10:13 reminds us, God’s empowering presence is always available to enable us to obey.


  Likewise, we are not saved or rescued from sin by works (of the law); it is by gracious gift through faith—that is, commitment to God and entrusting ourselves to God and his redemptive work in Christ. Yet we are saved for good works that God has prepared beforehand (Eph 2:8-10). This is what Paul refers to as the “obedience of faith” (Rom 1:5) or the “work of faith” (1 Thess 1:3)—that is, work that is bound up with a life of faith. Paul said he “labored more” than all the apostles, but this was according to God’s working within him (1 Cor 15:10; Col 1:29).


  Our works are the result of God’s gracious salvation, not the cause of it. God’s grace instructs us to deny ungodliness and worldliness and to be zealous to do good deeds (Tit 2:12-14). As someone has put it, the Christian faith is a religion of gratitude: our good works flow from the salvation God has already wrought or worked within us (Phil 2:12). Thus we will be judged by our deeds precisely because these are an expression of trust in God’s provision and promises (Rom 2:12; 14:10; 2 Cor 5:10). As we have begun the Christian life by faith in Jesus Christ, so we continue by faith as well (Col 2:6-7). So living the Christian life is not following a code of ethics. It is life oriented around Christ (“in Christ”) and lived by the Spirit’s power; that is, the Christian life is living in relationship with Christ, living in a new sphere or realm shaped by Christ, who gives to us a new identity as part of the new creation (2 Cor 5:17).


  We should add that since God himself is our standard, the standard is universal, applying to persons across the ages. God’s moral standard, since it is anchored in the triune God and to be lived out in dependence on him, is also personal—not some dead code.


  In Plato’s Euthyphro dialogue, Socrates raises the question about whether something is holy because the gods arbitrarily approve it or whether the gods approve of some independent moral standard outside themselves because it is holy. Goodness is not arbitrary, nor is there some good standard independent of God—some free-floating platonic ideal or “natural law,” for example. Rather, God’s good character is that standard, which serves as the origin and the basis for the moral commands he issues. Because of God’s good character, he does not have to jump through a set of cosmic moral hoops. Rather, God acts and by nature does what is good. His commands (what we could call “the right”) flow from his intrinsic worthiness and value (“the good”). God issues commands so that we who have been made in his image might reflect his character. His purpose in redemption is to restore that marred image.


  And why should be become like him?


  Purpose of the Law


  The law as a guide. The law of God is often likened to light for guidance (e.g., Ps 119:105). And God’s law is directed at the disobedient to restrain evil (1 Tim 1:9-10). Where virtue abounds, the law (Mosaic or otherwise) is not necessary (Gal 5:23). Law is given not for the sake of upright people, but because of the rebellious and disobedient (1 Tim 1:9-10). As Pliny the Younger wrote about the Roman Republic, “The more corrupt the Republic, the more laws.” In other words, the multiplication of laws is a telltale sign of declining of moral character. If the moral character of individuals and families in society is intact, then adding more laws is not necessary. Law does not create moral people, but it frequently reminds us of moral failure. Likewise, God’s law does not control evil people, but it is a retarding influence on the forces of evil in the world. Some call this the political use of the law. By moral standards a society is held together. When moral standards loosen, a community or nation begins to come apart.


  This serves as a reminder of the dangers of mere rule-keeping. Keeping rules is not problematic in itself. The problem arises when rules are ends in themselves and are detached from a broader framework of a developing (or developed) virtuous character as well as a loving relationship with God and others.


  The law as provoking sin. Like the light in the washroom, God’s law reveals humanity’s moral defilement (Rom 3:20; 7:7). By the law comes the knowledge of sin. If I do not believe I am dirty, I will not seek cleansing. If I do not think I am lost, I will not welcome a rescuer. But if I know that I am polluted and incapable of doing that which I wish to do, I will seek a savior and welcome him. This is the “custodian” work of the law that brings us to Christ (Gal 3:24). The law in Paul’s sense here is like a teacher (“tutor” or “schoolmaster”)—one who would attend to a child until he came of legal age.


  For the sinner, the law makes sin very plain, “sinful beyond measure” (Rom 7:13 ESV). Thus the terrifying law condemns us and is designed to make people seek a way of escape. The law can often make us aware of our failure and prompt us to cast ourselves on God’s mercy; we could call this the evangelistic use of the law. Of course, more often than not, God’s kindness leads to repentance (Rom 2:4), and Jesus himself mentions the benefits of salvation—finding rest (Mt 11:28-30) and abundant life (Jn 10:10), having thirst quenched and hunger satisfied (Jn 4:14; 6:35)—without mentioning repentance. The assumption is that people already recognize their deepest need. But if a person does not flee to the cross, the law becomes the basis for her judgment in the last day rather than a means of grace (Rom 3:19).


  For the Christian, the law has an entirely different function. Like a car’s headlights, the law for the Christian shows the way he must go if he is to reach the destination of being like Jesus. “God is light and in him is no darkness at all. . . . If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 Jn 1:5-7 ESV). For the believer, God’s law has a spiritual or instructional (didactic) purpose: “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?” (Deut 10:12-13 ESV).


  And even for unbelievers, the more closely they follow God’s ways, the more their life will align with the way they as human beings have been designed.


  Conscience: An Inner “Law”


  Although the Old Testament does not use the term conscience, the idea is there (1 Sam 24:5; 2 Sam 24:10; Jer 31:33; Amos 1–2), and it is explicitly taught in the New Testament (Acts 24:16; Rom 2:14-15; 2 Cor 1:12; 1 Tim 1:5; 2 Tim 1:3; Heb 10:2, 22).


  The conscience is the human capacity to make moral judgments (2 Cor 4:2; 1 Tim 4:2), and it also serves as a witness to either affirm or condemn one’s moral behavior (Rom 2:14-15; 2 Cor 1:12). Of course, our conscience is partly influenced by parents and society and thus is not infallible. However, Scripture teaches that we have a deep or innate moral awareness: everyone knows that there is right and wrong, and we have a general idea of how we ought to be treated if our conscience is functioning reasonably and hasn’t been suppressed and cauterized (Rom 1:18; 1 Tim 4:2).


  Moreover, the conscience does not always have enough information to make the right judgment, and one’s moral judgment becomes all the more obscured by separation from God, the source of moral light. The fallen human mind is inclined to suppress the knowledge of the right, to distort the moral light it does have. Consequently, “Let your conscience be your guide” can be a dangerous maxim.


  Though a person’s moral judgment is often untrustworthy, it can become more finely tuned and increasingly reliable. This is all the more so for the believer, whose regenerated mind has been renewed by the Spirit and molded by study of the Word of God and submission to it. We are transformed by a renewed mind (Rom 12:2; cf. Mt 22:37) and made more like Christ (2 Cor 3:18). As our minds are renewed, our conscience will become more reliable. As we will note in part four (“Virtues and Vices”), although unbelievers can develop morally, special revelation is still needed. For example, despite Aristotle’s remarkable moral sensitivity in many ways, he still despised the idea of humility and the idea of being in anyone’s debt. Of course, this is a huge problem for sinners in need of gracious outside assistance from God. The Christ event is significant for informing and shaping the conscience. And we turn to Christ and the law in the next chapter.


  Excursus: Paul, James and Justification by Faith/Works


  A common question on faith and works relates to Paul’s relationship to James. Paul writes, “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law” (Rom 3:28). Yet James writes, “You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone” (Jas 2:24). Who is correct? Both! In terms of audience and context, Paul and James have different concerns in mind and thus use terms differently; this is particularly evident in the latter part of James 2.9 So let us briefly examine how they understand works, faith and justify.


  How do Paul and James understand works? Paul speaks against works as a confidence in Jewish status anchored in keeping Mosaic laws concerning circumcision, diet and special days; without saving faith, such “boundary markers” are to no avail. Faith, love and new birth count—not circumcision or uncircumcision (Gal 5:6; 6:15). By contrast, James emphasizes good deeds that flow from grace and the development of Christlike character (as Paul emphasizes in Eph 2:10): the audience to whom James is writing “knows nothing of the tension with the Mosaic law that animated Paul.”10 In some sense, though, James’s message can be grasped once Paul’s message has been understood. Paul speaks about a faith that works (Gal 5:6; Eph 2:10; Tit 2:11-12). The difference between Paul and James consists in the sequence of works and conversion: Paul denies that works have any merit for acceptance in God’s eyes before conversion; James is pleading for the absolute necessity of post-conversion works.


  How do Paul and James understand faith? Following Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, both Paul and James repudiate a “faith” that is mere verbal profession—like the faith of the demons (Jas 2:19). Fallen angels “believe” there is one God; in contrast to James’s audience, at least they tremble! In context, “faith” is mere intellectual doctrinal agreement. But Paul would not call this saving faith any more than James does. Saying and hearing Christ’s words but not doing them are condemned by both (2 Tim 3:5; Tit 1:16; Jas 1:22-27; cf. Mt 7:21-26).


  How do Paul and James use the term justify? They specifically acknowledge that Abraham was declared righteous when he trusted God’s promise, both citing Genesis 15:6 (Rom 4:2-3; Jas 2:21). For Paul, justify means “declared righteous/not guilty” by God. James, on the other hand, uses it to mean “to confirm” the faith Abraham had when he offered up Isaac. So if Abraham was already declared righteous in Genesis 15:6, he could not be declared righteous by offering up Isaac (Gen 22)—only proved righteous.


  So we see Paul and James are unified, not at odds, in their understanding of salvation and the importance of good works as evidence of that faith.


  The law of love. When James speaks of the royal law (Jas 2:8) or the “law of liberty” (Jas 2:12), the reference is to the specific law of love (“love your neighbor as yourself”)—a summary of our obligation toward fellow humans. This recalls the new covenant promises that God’s law would be placed in believers’ hearts (Jer 31:33). So not to love our neighbor at one point, whether committing adultery or murdering or showing partiality (Jas 2:9-11), amounts to failure to keep the whole law—in this case, commands related to neighbor-love. In James 1:25, this “law of liberty” centers on love of our neighbors in our conversation and in caring for those who are in need (Jas 1:19, 27).


  Furthermore, God’s commands are not burdensome (1 Jn 5:3) because we live by a “law of liberty”; that is, we are freed to serve and love others because we have been loved and accepted by God in Christ. Under the new covenant, God by his Spirit gives believers knowledge of his will, a desire to obey and empowerment to live as they should as they continue to be shaped into Christ’s character.


  Further Reading
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  The Law, Christ, Salvation History and Obedience


  Civil, Ceremonial and Moral?


  At the very beginning of human existence, some of God’s will for humanity was revealed: humans were to be fruitful, to participate with God in ruling creation, and to commune with God in their earthly Edenic sanctuary (Gen 1:26-28; 3:8). But humans received a moral prohibition as well—not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:17). Some will raise the question, how could our first ancestors be held accountable if they didn’t even know the difference between good and evil? True, they did not know what evil was, but they did recognize their moral obligation to trust their generous and good Creator; clearly, they had a duty to take God at his word rather than trust the voice of a stranger in the Garden.


  Even without Mosaic regulations about animal sacrifices in Genesis, humans were still readily aware of sin, guilt, shame and the need for atonement or “covering” for that sin. Humans knew about sin, to be sure. How else could it “crouch at the door” like some wild animal ready to pounce (Gen 4:7)? God held humans morally responsible for their actions. As God told Cain, “you must master it.”


  Later in the law of Moses, God commanded circumcision, food laws (no pork or shellfish), sacrifices, regulations for planting (no two crops in one field) and clothing (not wearing clothing with two different fibers). Their laws regarding diet, clothing, farming, sex, bodily discharges and worship served as constant practical reminders that they were to live as God’s “set apart” people in every area of life. They were not to be “mixed in” with the immoral practices and false worship of other nations.


  Some scholars have attempted to offer guidance by “tidily” distinguishing between moral, civil and ceremonial laws in Torah, but this will not do. All of these 613 Mosaic laws were moral laws for Israel. To violate them was to disobey God. Yet not all of these commands were enduring universal laws for all people at all times. On top of this, neither Jesus nor the writers of the New Testament made this threefold distinction. How then do we sort out what is temporary and what is not?


  Some say that only requirements that are rooted in the nature of God should be considered binding. But who is to decide which teachings qualify? Does not that person become the real authority rather than Scripture? And where in the Bible is such a principle given? Others say that only what is repeated in the New Testament or only what is repeated in the Epistles is binding for the Christian. But Jesus and the apostles seemed ignorant of such a principle. They both consistently quoted the Hebrew Scriptures as the ultimate authority—the only “Bible” they had. Furthermore, in the apostolic writings, the teachings of Christ were considered ultimately authoritative. It would surely surprise them to have his words set aside in favor of theirs.


  Let’s dig a bit more deeply.


  Jesus as Fulfiller of the Old Testament


  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them” (Mt 5:17 NIV). In what way does Jesus fulfill the Law and Prophets? Consider the following ways.


  First, Jesus brings to fruition the significance of the entire Old Testament.1 “Fulfill” translates a rich word (plēroō) that goes beyond merely fulfilling predictions. It includes completing, embodying, bringing to maturity or perfection. Jesus is the true Son that national Israel was not. He lives out Israel’s story, passing through the waters of baptism (a reenactment of the Red Sea crossing; cf. 1 Cor 10:2), endures temptation forty days and nights, calls twelve disciples, declares a new law from another mountain, and sets apart a new kingdom community (Mt 21:43). So when Hosea 11:1 says, “Out of Egypt I called my son” (NIV) it was originally referring to ethnic Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. When this passage is cited as “fulfilled” in Matthew 2:15, it does not indicate that Hosea had predicted Jesus’ coming out of Egypt. Rather, Jesus—God’s true, faithful Son—is the climax of Israel’s story, bringing it to full significance. In this case, he is the faithful Israelite who comes out of Egypt; he is the true Son, with whom God was well-pleased (Mt 3:17). He is the new deliverer in the new exodus and establishes the new covenant community of God’s people. He and those “in the Messiah” are the true Israel (Rom 2:28-29; 9:6; Phil 3:3). This is not to deny that there are predictions of a coming Messiah and kingdom (e.g., Is 9:6; Mic 5:2; cf. Mt 2:5-6). But many more prophecies are much broader than this.2


  Jesus is both the goal of the Mosaic law and the end or termination of it (Rom 10:4). He would bring this to completion by becoming the sacrificial lamb to satisfy the demands of the law—and the curse and exile for disobeying it—once for all. In doing so, he destroyed the law’s power to condemn. By enacting the reality foreshadowed in the symbolism of the ceremonial laws, he brought them to an end (Heb 7:26-28; 9:1, 9-10, 23-27). He “declared all foods clean” (Mk 7:19) even before the cross; thus he set aside all the dietary regulations, which were a boundary marker to set the Israelites apart from the nations.


  Second, Jesus fulfills the Old Testament as the one who inaugurates God’s in-breaking kingdom in human history: “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 4:17). As the “new Moses,” Jesus delivered his upside-down kingdom demands to his disciples. In the Sermon on the Mount, he emphasized how disciples are different (Mt 5:14-16; 6:1-2, 5, 8, 16, 32-33; 7:13-14). Jesus taught how countercultural the disciple is to be in his character and behavior. And he spoke all of this with noticeable authority (Mt 7:29), emphasizing repeatedly in Matthew 5, “But I say to you”—in addition to being the ultimate judge of human beings (Mt 7:21-23). Contrary to what liberal theology has stressed, Jesus’ authority is not found in his reaffirming universally agreed-on moral truths. Rather, his authority is anchored in his unique status as God’s incarnate Son and as the Messiah who brings God’s rule or reign onto the human scene.


  Third, Jesus fulfills the Old Testament in that virtues and moral behavior found therein are to characterize the new covenant community. Jesus is the head of a renewed community who participate in a new exodus and a renewed creation. Jesus is not so much teaching some new ethic in Matthew 5-7 and elsewhere, but he anchors his teaching in the moral heart of the Old Testament in anticipation of new covenant blessings. Consider, for example, how Jesus utilizes Isaiah 61 in the Beatitudes (see table 4.1).


  Table 4.1. Use of Isaiah 61 in the Beatitudes


  
    
      	Isaiah 61

      	The Beatitudes (Matthew 5)
    


    
      	vv. 1-2: good news to the oppressed . . . the year of the LORD’s favor.

      	v. 3: Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
    


    
      	vv. 1-3: to bind up the brokenhearted . . . to comfort all who mourn.

      	v. 4: Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
    


    
      	v. 7: They will inherit a double portion in their land.

      	v. 5: Blessed are the humble, for they shall inherit the earth.
    


    
      	v. 3: They will be called oaks of righteousness.

      	v. 6: Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.
    


    
      	vv. 10-11: I will rejoice greatly in the Lord. . . . So the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.

      	v. 10: Blessed are those who have been persecuted for . . . righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. . . . Rejoice and be glad.
    

  


  In his resurrection, Jesus ushered in a new creation (2 Cor 5:17), and the community of believers are part of this fertile new creation as they exhibit the Spirit’s fruit (Gal 5:22-23), anticipated in Isaiah 32 and Isaiah 57:15-19, which mention “fruit of the Spirit” and “joy,” “peace,” “patience”—along with righteousness, justice and confidence.3


  Further, Jesus brings out the perfect, ultimate moral significance of the Old Testament: murder is wrong, to be sure, but so is hatred (Mt 5:21-22); adultery is sinful, but so is lust (Mt 5:27). We see Jesus fulfilling the Old Testament in explaining its moral significance for the new covenant community.


  Fourth, Jesus fulfilled the law by obeying it. Though he considered all foods clean and raised challenges about the sabbath, Jesus did not attempt to subvert the law but typically kept its requirements (Lk 23:41; 2 Cor 5:21). Thus he became the model and exemplar of what it means to live under the law as a faithful Israelite (Gal 4:4-5).


  In a remarkable statement affirming Jesus’ deity and supreme moral character, he said, “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:9). How blessed we are in the age of grace—we can see God in Jesus Christ. This does not mean that we can be right with God by imitating his Son. No, salvation is the free gift of redemption from slavery, of being adopted into God’s family, of being declared not guilty (“justified”) by virtue of Christ’s death on our behalf. This status we receive by faith in Christ. But we were “created in Christ Jesus for good works” (Eph 2:10), and he has clearly demonstrated that life since he came to do the will of the Father (Jn 4:34; 14:31; 15:10). True, we do not follow him in his living “under the Law” (Gal 4:4-5), whose demands he himself would fulfill on our behalf (Rom 8:3), nor do we imitate him in his unique ministry as the Son of God and Savior. But in his faithful reproduction of the character of the Father, he is our sure and certain example.


  Furthermore, Jesus’ death was more than the fulfillment of the law in the sense of paying the penalty demanded by the law. It is also our example of supreme godlikeness. In fact, he put on display the highest form of love—complete sacrifice of self, even for one’s enemy (Rom 5:8). Never had the world even imagined such love. And it became the foundation for Christian behavior as well as the source of Christian life. The preaching of Christ and him crucified gives new shape and content to biblical ethics. “For God,” Paul insists, “did not call us for uncleanness, but in holiness” (1 Thess 4:7 RSV). “And he died for all,” he repeats, “that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised” (2 Cor 5:15 ESV).


  In this fact Paul finds the motive for holy living. That is why Paul never tires of relating the obligations of morality to the fact that Christ died for us. Is it a matter concerning domestic relationship? “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph 5:25 ESV). Is it a matter concerning the weaker brother? “Do not let what you eat cause the ruin of one for whom Christ died” (Rom 14:15 RSV). Is it a matter of ambitious rivalry? Have the mind of Christ, who emptied himself, took the form of a slave and became obedient to death on a cross (Phil 2:5-8). Is it a matter of daily living? “Walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:2 RSV). Is it a matter of sexual morality? “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit? . . . You were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:19-20 RSV). The writers of the New Testament consistently appeal to Christ’s work on Calvary—to an accomplished redemption through loving sacrifice—as a ground and a motive of holy living.4


  Christ fulfilled the law by fulfilling another prophecy: He sent the Holy Spirit as foretold by the prophet Joel (Acts 2:17-21). The day of Pentecost marked the birth of a new people of God, the church—the bringing together of believing Jews and Gentiles (Rom 9–11; Eph 3) in fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise (Gen 12:1-3). In establishing the church (Mt 16:18), Jesus established a new way of administering God’s people here on earth—no longer a theocratic entity with political and military power. Christ spoke of a kingdom not “of this world” (Jn 18:36). In establishing the church, the workings of God’s kingdom purposes through national Israel were no longer operative.
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