The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #11

“The Ten Commandments in One Word”

Romans 13:8-10

This morning we bring to a conclusion our series of messages on The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century. “Wait a minute,” I can hear some saying, “I thought we covered the tenth commandment last week. Why is there an eleventh message on the Ten Commandments?” Fair question. The reason is the last half of the series’ title: The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century. In other words, how do we understand the Ten Commandments today?

Many question whether the Ten Commandments are for today. Warren Wiersbe claims that the Ten Commandments are “not referred to often in the New Testament. In fact, the Sabbath commandment is not quoted at all in any of the epistles. As believers, we do not live under the Law; we live under grace.”
 So, are the Ten Commandments relevant for today? Is any of the Old Testament relevant for today with such thinking?

We are further told that the Ten Commandments formed a rigid code intended only for the primitive people of Israel, and that our task today is to develop ethical and moral standards that are less stringent and that will appeal to modern sophisticates. We are also told that the Ten Commandments are more nor less a series of “don’ts” and that people today are willing to respond only to appeals expressed in a positive way. The modern mood therefore stamps the Ten Commandments as being completely passé and out of date.

The Christian must take issue with such a negative view of the Ten Commandments. For one thing, the New Testament epistles often quote from them, and never in such a way as to lead to the conclusion that we may simply dismiss them out of hand. Their primary reference to Israel should not blind us to their value for us as well, and indeed for all mankind. For another thing, in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus Himself quoted two of the Ten Commandments and reinforced their importance by affirming that one could disobey them not only by outward action but also through inner motivation.

Thus we conclude that the Ten Commandments are indeed for the 21st century. But there is another reason why I am taking an additional week to conclude this series. Both Jesus and Paul provide summary statements that put the Ten Commandments in one word, and one is easier to process and practice than even ten.

We read in Matthew 22:34-40,

Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
Paul writes in Galatians 5:14, “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” He expands on this in Romans 13:8-10,

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 

Allow me to briefly address the first phrase of verse 8 so there is no misunderstanding. Literally the Greek states, “Owe no one anything,” but this does not mean that Paul forbids borrowing. Jesus permitted this in Matthew 5:42, and circumstances may well arise in anyone’s life in which a debt is permissible. But Paul is saying that the believer should not leave debts unpaid; they should be settled promptly.
 We must be disciplined and wise with debt. The verb in verse 8 is present tense, suggesting that we are to avoid habitual, repeated, or ongoing debt. In other words, don’t allow debt to continue indefinitely. Pay it off. Don’t let it remain outstanding. Don’t add debt on top of debt. Don’t allow debt to become a comfortable addition (I’m trying hard not to write “addiction”) to your lifestyle. And by no means default on a loan.
 Few things bring greater reproach upon a Christian’s testimony than the accumulation of debts and refusal to pay them.
 Psalm 37:21 says pointedly, “The wicked borrow and do not repay.” Debt in and of itself is not wrong, but uncontrolled spending and unpaid debts are.

There is one debt, though, that can never be fully paid according to Paul. I like the way The Living Bible renders this passage:

Pay all your debts except the debt of love for others—never finish paying that! For if you love them, you will be obeying all of God’s laws, fulfilling all his requirements. If you love your neighbor as much as you love yourself you will not want to harm or cheat him, or kill him or steal from him. And you won’t sin with his wife or want what is his, or do anything else the Ten Commandments say is wrong. All ten are wrapped up in this one, to love your neighbor as you love yourself. Love does no wrong to anyone. That’s why it fully satisfies all of God’s requirements. It is the only law you need. 

“All you need is love,” The Beatles sang years ago, “Love is all you need.” Or is it?

The Importance of Love

Let’s first consider the importance of love. When asked to identify the greatest command of the Law, Jesus replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 
Jesus claimed that all of the Law and the Prophets—a common way of referring to the entire Old Testament at that time—was fulfilled by these two commands, yet it is easy to see how these two encapsulate the Ten Commandments in particular. As pointed out earlier, the Ten Commandments are often grouped as our obligations to God (in the first four) and obligations to others (in the last six). To “love the Lord your God” sums up the first four while “love your neighbor” sums up the last six.

In no way do these words minimize the value of the Law; if anything, they magnify it. He said in Matthew 5:17, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” Both in His life and teaching, Jesus fulfilled the law; that is, He filled it to the full, passing in deed and word, beyond the mere letter, into the region of spiritual intention.
 To love God and others is to bring to completion the deepest intent of the Old Testament moral legislation. Love fulfills the law.
 And if love is the fulfilment of the law, this means that no law is fulfilled apart from love.

While it is true that loving God and others fulfills the Law, Paul specifically deals with the latter responsibility. Some have wondered if he means loving our fellow believers or loving other people in general. The command to “love one another” goes beyond merely loving fellow believers. The Greek term translated “neighbor” is heteros, “one of a different kind.” Different in beliefs and theology. Different in personality. Different in politics. Different in mannerisms. Different in tastes and race and values and history. In other words, with love, difference should make no difference. This is a perpetual debt that can never be zeroed out.
 Remember when Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan in order to answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?” In those days there could hardly be two people more different than a Samaritan and a Jew. We cannot limit this command to love others only to those who are like us.

So we see that “love one another” is the basic principle of the Christian life. When we practice love, there is no need for any other laws, because love covers it all!
 Right?

The Instructions on Love

Not so fast.

When Jesus answered the question, “What is the greatest commandment of the Law?” He did not make up new regulations. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” is a quotation of Deuteronomy 6:5, while “Love your neighbor as yourself” is Leviticus 19:18. (And you didn’t think anything good came from Leviticus!) If love is all we need, and God commanded His people in the Old Testament to live Him and to love others, why did He give other laws, such as the Ten Commandments? The answer is that the Law is an expression of God’s will for our lives.
 Specifically, the Ten Commandments are an explanation of what it means to love God and our neighbor.

Those who advocate “situation ethics” (claiming that right and wrong depend solely on the situation at hand) insist that now “nothing is prescribed except love.” In fact, they claim that “love is the end of law” because law is no longer needed. Love, they say, has its own “built-in moral compass” which discerns intuitively what a true respect for persons will demand in each situation. But this expresses a naïve confidence in love’s infallibility. The truth is that love cannot manage on its own without an objective moral standard. That is why Paul wrote not that “love is the end of law” but that “love is the fulfilment of the law.” For love and law need each other. Love needs law for its direction, while law needs love for its inspiration.
 Love fulfills the law because in the final analysis law is the expression of love in the complexities of a fallen world. The purpose of the law has been to sketch out how love conducts itself in the details of life.
 J. I. Packer observes,

Love and law are not opponents but allies, forming together the axis of true morality. Law needs love as its drive, else we get the Pharisaism that puts principles before people and says one can be perfectly good without actually loving one’s neighbor. And love needs law as its eyes…. To want to love someone Christianly does not of itself tell you how to do it. Only as we observe the limits set by God’s law can we really do people good.

Subsequent commands in the Law—including the Ten Commandments—were not additional principles to the requirements of love. All, in the end, are illustrative instances of it. This does not make them unnecessary. They are needed in order to spell out what the love of neighbor involves. But they are not exhaustive of it. Loving one’s neighbor as oneself always exceeds what any other laws can specify.

When we read in 1 John 5:3, “This is the love of God, that we keep his commandments,” we see that commandment-keeping is the only true way to love the Father and the Son. And it is the only true way to love one’s neighbor, too. When Paul says that “the one who loves another has fulfilled the law,” he explains himself by showing that love to neighbor embraces the specific prohibitions of adultery, murder, stealing, and envy.

To draw the conclusion from Paul’s statement that love is the fulfilling of the law that we can therefore afford to forget the Ten Commandments and all the rest of the law and just make do with the general commandment to love (or, as those who are inclined to draw this conclusion, would probably prefer to call it, the principle of love) would be altogether mistaken. For, while we most certainly need the summary to save us from missing the forest for the trees and from understanding the particular commandments in a rigid, literalistic, unimaginative, pedantic, or loveless way, we are equally in need of the particular commandments, into which the law breaks down the general obligation of love, to save us from resting content with vague, and often hypocritical, sentiments, which—in ourselves and quite often even in others—we all are prone to mistake for Christian love.

The Implications of Love

With this in mind, let’s consider the implications of love. Returning to Romans 13:9-10,

The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.

Obviously we cannot claim to love others if we are committing adultery with, murdering, stealing from, or even coveting them. All of these, as we have seen over the past several weeks, do indeed harm others. Rest assured, there is no such thing as a victimless sin.

As we have seen, though, it is not enough to “not do the don’ts” of God’s Law. Most of the Ten Commandments are written in a negative form because it is simpler to state restrictions than to identify all of the possible ways to positively fulfill the obligation to love. Just as in the Garden of Eden, it is easier to point out the one tree to avoid rather than list every tree allowed. 

Think of the negatively stated commands—the “thou shalt nots”—as a fence surrounding the perimeter of a large yard or field. We have all the free space to exercise our liberty, with the fence marking off the limits to our freedom. But what do we focus on? The fence! Chuck Swindoll tells this story that illustrates our human nature:

I have a friend who is in the pastorate with seven children—it’s more like a litter! As he was studying one day, he looked out in the back yard to the alley, and he saw all of his little kiddos playing in the alley. Knowing of the danger of the cars that pass by, he said, “Children, do not go into the alley. If you do, Dad will have to spank you.” And they said, “Where does the alley start?” And he said, “Here,” and he got some chalk and he started over by the house and he put a big thick chalk line right along their property line and behind that alley. He looked out his window about five, ten, fifteen minutes later and all seven children had their toes right up against that chalk line.

Was that chalk line important? Yes, for by observing it the children would remain safe from oncoming traffic. Is the “fence” of God’s prohibitions important to us? Yes, for by observing them we are kept from the awful consequences of sinful choices. But should that be our only focus? No. It should be the beginning of our understanding between right and wrong, but it should not end there.

Ethics—the determination of right and wrong—are to be grounded in the love that comes from God. When asked which was the greatest commandment in the law, Jesus replied that on two commandments—to love God wholly and to love the neighbor as oneself—all the law and the prophets hang. He also told his disciples to love their enemies and to do unto others as they would wish others to do to them. Paul claimed that “love is the fulfilling of the law.” Such loving is only possible where the love of God is present in the heart.

Are the Ten Commandments for the 21st century? Yes, I believe they provide guidelines as to what loving God and loving others means. But they are only that—guidelines. There is much more to love than not doing harm to our neighbors; we can accomplish that by ignoring them. Love is more than not doing wrong; it is doing right. And the possibilities of doing right are endless—there is no way a comprehensive list of right actions could ever be published. If one were, there would be no way we could carry it, let alone read it!

Yet the negative commands of Scripture help us to avoid hurting God, harming others, and ultimately harming ourselves. They are not directed at everybody else, but we ourselves. Leslie Flynn writes about a longtime deacon, rather difficult to get along with at times, told the pastor he was going to visit the Bible lands. “And when I get there, I’m going to climb Mt. Sinai and shout the Ten Commandments at the top of my lungs!”

“I’ve a better suggestion,” the discerning pastor replied. “Stay at home and keep them.”

Perhaps the best way to conclude this message—and this series—is with Paul’s words in Ephesians 5:1-2, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” If we focus on doing the do’s, we won’t have time to do the don’ts! In that sense, The Beatles got it right. All you need is love…love is all you need.
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