LAW AND THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
John Mark Hicks

Oh, how I love your law! It is my meditation all day long. 
I hate the double-minded, but I love your law. 
I hate and abhor falsehood, but I love your law. 
Great peace have those who love your law;
nothing can make them stumble.
                                           
                                                                                       Pss. 119:97, 113, 163, 165 

I fear that Psalm 119 does not resonate well with contemporary Christians. The word "law" has a negative connotation to modern ears. It smacks of legalism and lacks an appreciation of grace. The positive use of the word, it is thought, will undermine grace. Law, it is feared, will be used as an instrument of conformity to whip everyone into shape and burden the people of God with guilt.

I believe we need to regain Psalm-like appreciation of law in the contemporary climate of tolerance and relativism. Law does distinguish between good and evil. It guides us to the good and warns us about the evil. Law sets boundaries and points us to the heart of God. It ought to be loved because it is God's heart that lies behind the law upon which we meditate.

In this paper I will use the term "law" to refer to its specific theological function. I do not mean "the Mosaic law," or "the new law," "the law principle vs. faith principle," or some specific dispensational understanding of law. Rather, I have in mind the theological function of law in God's redemptive intent. Specifically, I will discuss the function of law in the sanctification of the believer. What I mean by law will become clear in what follows, but initially I simply want to think of the "law of God" as synonymous with the "character of God" without thinking about any particular concrete expression or revelation of that law. By "law," then, I have in mind its ethical function rather than its dispensational or soteriological function.


THE THEOLOGICAL FUNCTION OF LAW IN HISTORIC PROTESTANTISM
"Law" has a checkered history within Christian history. Its meaning, function and role have been hotly contested. I can only sketch the bare outlines here and provide a framework for the theological point I wish to make.

Protestant Context
Lutheran: Incipient Antinomianism. This is a radical distinction between law and gospel so that sanctification and justification are disconnected. The law condemns and the gospel justifies. Justification (no condemnation from law) has primacy and sanctification has no significant relationship to one's justification. The law has primarily and dominantly a negative function. It drives one to the gospel.

Weslyean: Entire Sanctification. "Christian perfection" or "entire sanctification" replaces pride through a moral crisis of faith. By grace Christians can experience love filling their hearts. This does not mean sinlessness, but a rejection of willful, conscious sin. Law functions as an assurance of having gained entire sanctification or, at the opposite end, the testimony that one has not yet been entirely sanctified.

Reformed: Progressive Sanctification. Calvin is the theologian of sanctification, and he argued strongly for a third use of the law (the first use is civil in character, that is, to restrain sin, and the second is to drive a sinner to the gospel for relief from guilt). The law is a positive guide for sanctification. It is the standard for progressive sanctification. The elect will, in Calvin's mind, persevere in faith and progress in their sanctification. The law is the guide for that perseverance, and the law has a condemning function for those who do not reflect its values. In other words, the law functions as a test for genuine perseverance and an assurance of sanctification.


Stone-Campbell Tradition
Campbell. The most dominant context of Campbell's use of the word "law" is in relation to dispensational disputes. Campbell insisted that the Mosaic law was no longer binding upon Christians unless the specific Mosaic legislation was repeated in the New Testament. The New Testament is the standard for the new covenant community.

However, concerning the theological function of law, Campbell is Reformed in perspective. Campbell essentially restated traditional Reformed theology on the relationship between sanctification and law with the exception of Calvinistic predestinarianism. Nevertheless, he would agree that those who persevere in faith are elect.

Campbell did use the Old Testament to illuminate and elucidate ethical principles for life. In this sense he used the Mosaic code as law, especially in his lectures on the Pentateuch which he delivered annually at Bethany. Thus, Campbell retained the theological function of law as ethical guide, even for Old Testament materials. The dispensational elements of his theology were tailored to define the "ancient order" (the positive ordinances, commands and examples intended for the church).

Yet, even in this context where the New Testament offers laws along the analogy of Mosaic prescriptions for ecclesiological ordinances, Campbell still saw that the "supreme law" of God's kingdom was "love--love to the King and love to each other." He defined the ethical function of law as basically the expression of love.

Stone. Stone has a more dynamic vision of law in its theological function though agreeing with Campbell on the ethical function of Scripture. For Stone, the law is internalized in a dynamic way by the presence of the Spirit.

While this is present in Campbell as well, their respective contexts are quite different. Campbell usually spoke in terms of "states" or in a legal framework whereas Stone set the discussion of ethics (law) in a transformative, empowering context. For Stone, "the whole work of regeneration and salvation from sin, is the work of" God through the Spirit who "begins, carries on, perfects the whole work." Indeed, Stone objects to forensic understandings of salvation, atonement and regeneration at every turn. This is one of the major differences between Stone and Campbell, especially as it is reflected in their understandings of atonement.

Nevertheless, both still operate within a Reformed framework in terms of the theological function of law in the Christian life. This is not surprising given their Presbyterian backgrounds.


THEOLOGICAL CENTER
Functional Dimension of the Imago Dei
While the phrase "image of God" is rather rare in Scripture, its theological import dominants biblical theology. I believe it is an assumed premise in biblical theology, especially in its functional dimension.

To image God is to represent God in the world. While this functional element does not exhaust the imago Dei, it is a significant and often undervalued element. This theological idea reorients the language so that "image" is a verb. We image God, that is, we function as God's imagers (representatives) in the world.


The Character of God as Theological Center
The character of God is the theological center of the ethical task. The character of God defines the ethical task. Ethics is the emulation of God.

The character of God, of course, is an involved discussion. I like the characterization of God's essence as a communal holy love. God, as a triune community, is love-in-relation. God is faithful in community. God is just in community. God is intimate (loving) in community.

This is seen in God's relationship with Israel. In Hosea 2:19-20 God binds himself "forever" in covenant with Israel, and this covenantal binding is (1) "in righteousness and justice," (2) "in love and compassion," and (3) "in faithfulness." This is the communal holy love of God in relation to Israel.

This is important in Pauline ethics as well where the fallen person is recreated in the image of God. Sanctification is the transformation of the existential person whereby the inner person is changed to reflect the glorious image of God (2 Corinthians 3:18). Sanctification is conformity to the image of God.

	Colossians 3:9-10
	Ephesians 4:22-24

	Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.
	You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, corrupt and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.


We must remember, however, that the imperative is rooted in a previous indicative. The call to emulate God is rooted in who God is and what God has done. The imperative does not stand alone, but is grounded in the previous indicative. This is a striking characteristic of Pauline ethics.

The Indicative Precedes the Imperative
	Epistle
	Descriptive
	Prescriptive

	Ephesians
	1 Imperative (chs. 1-3)
	40 Imperatives (chs. 4-6)

	Romans
	13 Imperatives (chs. 1-11)
	49 Imperatives (chs.12-16)

	Colossians
	4 Imperatives (chs. 1-3)
	26 Imperatives (chs. 4-6)

	1 Thessalonians
	0 Imperatives (chs. 1-3)
	22 Imperatives (chs. 4-5)

	Galatians
	3 Imperatives (chs. 1-3)
	18 Imperatives (4-6)



The Ethical Imperative: Be Like God
The ethical task is to represent God in the world and to live out the call to image him. This is the theological function of law--it is the imperative to imitate God.

The character of God is "communal holy love." The ethical task, then, is living out "communal holy love" by emulating God. Law, as standard, then is "communal holy love." Law functions to express and reveal this "communal holy love."

Paul models this standard in his epistles. Ephesians 5:1-2a: "Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us."

THE LAW AS GUIDE
The Presupposition: Human Frailty
Humanity, as self-guiding, has at least three problems: finitude, ignorance and depravity. Given both our creatureliness and our fallenness, we unable to discern and emulate the character of God autonomously.


The Guide: Divine Revelation
Scripture, as the product of redemptive history, testifies to the character of God. It offers the "law" of God's own character and calls his people to emulate it.

Thus, Israel as a community was called to demonstrate this holy love toward each other in justice, compassion and faithfulness. Jesus, as the incarnate one, embodied this communal holy love. The church as a redeemed community is called to holiness and love.

Through Israel, Jesus and the communal character of the church, Scripture offers us the law of God.

Torah. The torah embodied the character of God for his people, and it was rooted in his redemptive work. The refrain of Leviticus grounds the call for holiness in God's redemptive love of his people: "I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God" (Leviticus 11:45).

The torah is offered as a redemptive guide for the people of God. It is rooted in God's redemptive love and offered as guidance for being like God in their situation. The refrain of Leviticus fits into this context, "Be holy, for I am holy" (Leviticus 11:45).

The torah reflects the character of God. The torah points us to how Israel can embody the character of God as it lives in Caanan. Even the case law of Deuteronomy is present to guide Israel in answering the question: "What would God do?" or "How do I represent God in this situation?" The case law is not exhaustive but formative of a character that reflects who God is.

God's torah should be followed because it reflects the character of God. Israel is called to keep the statutes and the commandments "for their own good" (Deuteronomy 10:13) because (Deuteronomy 10:17-18): 

the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing 

Christology. Jesus himself embodies the torah and fulfills the torah because he himself is the revelation of the character of God. Jesus did not come to destroy the law, but to fulfill it. In the context of Matthean theology, Jesus displays the "higher righteousness" of the law. His character embodies the Sermon on the Mount just as the ethics of the sermon embody the perfection of God (Matthew 5:48).

The incarnation is the personal revelation of God in human form and deed. The Word in the flesh exegetes the Father (John 1:18). Therefore, he is our example.

Thus, Jesus upholds the torah, lives out the torah and offers a concrete embodiment of the torah. In Matthean theology, Jesus roots his ethic in the torah, whether it is the Golden Rule (Matthew 7:12) or the Greatest Commandments (Matthew 22:37-40).

Indeed, in Pauline ethics, conformity to the character (image) of the Son is God's eschatological goal (Romans 8:29-30) who is the image of God himself.

Community of the Spirit. The Spirit of God abides in the community of God to transform its fallen life into the image and likeness of God. The Spirit recreates the image of God in God's people. The Holy Spirit, then, writes the law of God in our hearts so that we bear the fruit of God's character in our lives. This is the dynamic function of law which cannot be reduced to words on a page. In Pauline ethics this is the idea that "being precedes act," that is, God's Spirit has shaped you and empowered you so that you might act out of God's character. The indicative, then, not only grounds but empowers the imperative.

	Text
	Indicative
	Imperative

	Galatians 5:25
	Since we live by
the Spirit,
	let us keep in step with the Spirit

	Romans 12:1-2
	By the mercies of God,
	I exhort you to offer your bodies as living sacrifices

	Philippians 2:11-12
	As God works in you to will and to act
	continue to work out your own salvation

	Romans 6:1-14
	Your old self was
crucified with him
	so mortify your bodies in sanctification.



The Spirit does this in the context of community. The work of the Spirit is certainly personal and effects fruit in each individual, but it is also communitarian in character. The community must act for the sake of its own sanctification and the community has expectations for its members (as the Corinthian correspondence demonstrates).

The community has an ethical standard which is rooted in the redemptive character of God as embodied in the torah and Jesus Christ. This ethical standard is articulated through the epistles (imperatives) and narratives (paradigms) of the Christian community as it seeks to apply the "symbolic world" of God's redemptive work to the task of representing God in the world.


The Function of Law in Redemption
The law is not savior, but it is standard. It is not a enabling power, but a guide. It guards against understanding grace as license, and it functions as a boundary marker to undermine our own self-deception.

Love is the heart of the Christian ethic, but this love is revealed, embodied and given concrete form through law. Love is the fulfillment of the law. We know we are God's when we love as he has loved, but we know we have loved as he has loved only through the guidance of law (torah, Christology, and community).

This positive role is not only to guide believers toward progressive sanctification as the Spirit transforms them into the glory of God, but also it has the negative role of delimiting our own self-delusions. When we begin to rationalize and justify our own ethics, then the law of God (as given in Scripture) functions as a test of our allegiance. The law of God will either wake us up from our own self-justification or it will confirm our rebellion. In either event, it will reveal whether the love of God is at the heart of our ethic or the love of self. The law serves to test what is in our heart (Deuteronomy 8:2; 13:3).

Consequently, law serves as a guide for our sanctification, a kind of measuring stick by which to reflect on whether our intents and actions reflect the heart of God. This must not be reduced to a legalism where total conformity to the law is the only acceptable sanctification. Rather, the law must serve faith rather than faith the law. Faith is expressed by its desire and intent to conform to the law, that is, to imitate God. Wherever this desire exists, there is faith, and the law serves faith as a guide for faith's own expression.


CONCLUSION
Law, therefore, plays a positive role in the process of sanctification. Law is God's own character as he has revealed it in diverse ways throughout redemptive history.

There is no condemnation in Jesus Christ for those who seek the heart of God and yearn to emulate the character of God in their lives. The Spirit will bear fruit in the lives of God's people through faith. The law of God is simply the standard and guide for taking up the character of God in our daily walk.

With Reformed theology, I would argue that justification and sanctification are God's gifts by virtue of our union with Christ through faith. Sanctification flows out of justification, but justification is not conditioned upon the level of sanctification one obtains. Rather, both justification and sanctification are by faith. We are justified, and also progressively sanctified through faith though we do not expect "entire sanctification" (full conformity to the image of God) until the eschaton.

The law functions as a guide for this progressive sanctification. Thus, it has a positive role in our sanctification. It directs us to the character of God and calls us to emulate it. It tests the genuineness of our faith. But it also has a negative role in that it offers communal boundary markers for sanctification. It unmasks our self-deception and our self-interestedness when we cross those boundaries.

Law as inscripturated testimony to God's character through various literary genres, therefore, is necessary for the Christian life because without it we would have no guide, no standard, no test and no public communal boundaries.
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