360º Romans 13:1-14
What is the law for?

It is to show us what sin is according to Paul. He said earlier that sin is only recognised as such when we place it against a certain standard of perfection or the ideal. We only recognise that sin really is sin when we contrast it to something good. We know white is white by contrasting it with black, truth is truth when contrasted with a lie, good is good when contrasted with bad and so on. 
So Paul points out the value of the law. It has a defining purpose to it. It clearly marks out the boundaries for acceptable behaviour in a society. Clearly defined rules by which we agree to live. If we all were to keep the rules perfectly then we would all benefit from a quiet, peaceful harmonious existence. 
Paul has been at pains to tell us that the law is good because it helps us to see where we need to change our ways to live in harmony with the world around us and the society to which we belong. 
Now in this passage he takes it one step further and he says that God himself has actually established the law and its authorities. 
It is God who gave us the law and put it in place, it is also God who sets rulers and judges and authorities in place to help us uphold the law. So to break the law, Paul says, is to rebel against the authority that God has put in place and therefore to ultimately rebel against God.
No one then is to think that they are above the law, as Christians we are not above the law, we are still expected to abide by the law of the land. We are to see the law authorities as Gods servants on earth with the right to punish wrongdoers. So, in the strictest sense of the word to avoid paying our taxes, to break the speed limit, to vandalise a neighbours property or cause a public disturbance of the peace is to be seen as rebellion against God. WOW!
I wonder if you or I ever think about that every time we break the speed limit. I know I have not thought about it like that too often. I break the speed limit almost unconsciously; it is something to do with my human nature that has a will of its own. 
It is only as that sign suddenly flashes up at the side of the road in large red letters saying SLOW DOWN 30MPH that I become aware of the fact that I am breaking the law and I then begin to adjust my speed. 
So the law is good because it enables us to be aware of how our actions might affect others within the society in which we live. 

Although I don’t often think of my inability to stick rigidly to the speed limits as out right rebellion against God I do find that whenever I see that sign flash up in front of me, I always say ‘sorry Lord’ as I start to slow down. It just seems to come naturally out of my mouth as if something deep down does know that to break the law hurts God. 

And so when I am made conscious of the fact that I am doing something that is not right I instinctively want to say sorry Lord. Not just because I do not want to be convicted of an offence and punished by the law, but because my conscious convicts me that God would have me keep within the speed limits. 
Now the trouble with all of this is; I know that I cannot keep the law 100% and I suspect that you know that you cannot either. And I feel bad about the fact that I cannot keep the law 100% all the time but if this was all there was to the Christian message then I would  also feel condemned and a complete failure as a Christian; because the law has a way of condemning me. 
If the Christian life is based on performance, and my ability to always do the right thing then I am bound to fail. 
Keeping to the rules, abiding by the law, doing the right thing, 100% of the time is impossibility for me. So if that is all that this Christianity is about then I am sunk. Because no matter how hard I try, I cannot do it. 

Have you ever heard other people condemning you because you failed to live up to their expectations of what a Christian should be like? 
Some people see God as a killjoy, someone who is out to make life miserable, he is a God of wrath only, who is out to smite you every time you put a step out of line. He is always breathing over your shoulder telling you how bad you are doing. 
God is something like a heavenly policeman hiding around the corner waiting for you to speed round the bend so that he can chase you with siren blaring pointing out to the world that you have failed again. 
For that kind of person the 10 commandments consist of 10 negative things that you must not do. You shall NOT commit adultery, you shall NOT commit murder, and the emphasise is always on the NOT. 
The pressure is placed upon you to live up to some ideal standard that they cannot keep themselves and because they cannot keep those standards themselves they are quick to condemn you as a hypocrite and are therefore reluctant to become a Christian themselves because they know that they could never live up to that ideal.
(You end up feeling guilty and condemned)
Are you thinking about all the things that you have done wrong recently? Are you feeling guilty or condemned? Are you feeling ashamed and bad thinking that you really must try harder to do better? Well that’s what the law does; it shows us our inability to live up to God’s standards. 

2Cor 3:6 says God has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant – not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the spirit gives life. 
The letter kills, to try and stick rigidly to the letter of the law kills us and all around us because we know we are condemned to death. 

But the Spirit gives life. Hallelujah! Praise God for he has rescued us and saved us and instead of condemnation and death we now receive life. 

What we cannot do, God does for us through the Spirit at work in us who gives us life. Jesus said I have come that you might have life, life in all its fullness. That which we know is impossible for us to do, keeping the law, is now totally possible in Jesus because he does it in us for us through the work of the Spirit in our lives.

The Spirit transforms us so that we now experience not condemnation but life.

The 10 commandments are transformed by the power of the Spirit in us. Instead of the emphasis being placed negatively on the NOT it is placed positively on the SHALL. 
So it is no longer you shall NOT do this or that, but you SHALL not do this or that, do you see the difference? Instead of the emphasis being on what we should try to achieve, the emphasis is placed on what God has achieved. 
It is the work of the Spirit within us that makes it possible for us to keep the law, it becomes you SHALL not do that because I have the power to keep you from doing that. It becomes a victory shout rather than a burden of impossibility. Jesus says you shall not have to do that anymore because I have overcome and thrown down the power of the enemy. 
Paul says ‘let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuous debt to love one another for he who loves has fulfilled the law’.   WOW! That is such good news.
Paul says love is the fulfilling of the law. You see God knew that we couldn’t keep the law and justice demands a penalty be paid. Jesus looked at us in love and said, “I will pay the penalty so that they can go free.” And He did. He died in our place, no greater love than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends. 
Jesus paid the price with his own blood so that we might be made perfect through his sacrifice. Now that is love. 

And Paul tells us that all we have to do is love one another. Instead of my focus being on trying to achieve, on trying to do well, or on my personal performance as a Christian my focus is taken off of the need to perform and onto the need to love.

I then do not have a responsibility to point out all your failures, but my responsibility as a Christian is simply to love you. 

For too long the church has stood with a finger of accusation pointing at the world to condemn its behaviour. 
Church it is not for us to look at others and see the things that they do wrong and tell them to stop. Our responsibility is to love them. 
We don’t have to look very far to see all that is wrong with our world. We hear almost daily now of some young life that has been taken by another youth in yet another stabbing. These people do not need our condemnation, they need our love. How do these crimes escalate to such a degree that we see them today? Could it be possible that the answer is simply this, that they have not known love? 
People who have not known love, do not know how to love others, instead they live in fear of rejection and react out of a need for acceptance, love and affirmation. 
How the Father longs to put his arms around them and heal their pain and hold them until they are whole. People have to receive love in order to be able to give love. It is only as we allow God the Father to love us, as we receive his love, and allow that love to fill us and break us that we can become vessels of that love to a broken world.
1 John 4:18 says ‘There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. If I am still living as one under the law then I am living in fear of punishment. Jesus, who is perfect love, has driven fear away so that we can live in His love. 
We have nothing to fear in coming to God because he is perfect love. 
Instead of keeping God at a distance through fear, we can draw near to him knowing his full acceptance of us. We must receive his love first in order to give it away. 
Paul says the church has been sleeping while the world has been decaying and it is time to wake up. We have the power to transform this world one life at a time. 
The law is good, but it cannot transform life. It can only show us how far we have fallen short. We know that we are not all that we should be, and the world outside these doors lives in fear of punishment when it is possible to live in hope of restoration.

God has called us to restore all things, he has called us to the ministry of reconciliation and instead of seeing the wrong in one another, God has called us to LOVE one another.

We must stop trying to live up to some ideal standard of behaviour which is only about performance. Instead, we need to forgive ourselves and others and learn how to love. 
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