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…so is love a ledere and the lawe shapeth[1]

For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. John

1:17

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 2

Corinthians 3:17

Summary

The Bible is clear that to love God involves seeking to be obedient to God. Being

God’s people involves seeking to make wise decisions about the way in which God

wants us to live. Jesus commands his followers to love God and our neighbours. In

working out what that means, followers of Jesus need to take into account what

God has revealed in the Torah about what it means to love him and to love another,

as fulfilled, interpreted and modelled by Jesus. The Holy Spirit is given to us to

enable us to grow in love. In order to make wise decisions we need to have

internalised God’s law and to meditate on it with the help of the Spirit. In heaven,

doing what God wants will be second nature. Till then, reflection on God’s law is an

indispensable part of discerning what it means in practice to love God and to love

our neighbour.

 

Introduction

‘If you love me, you will obey what I command’ (John 14:15). Jesus’ words to his disciples

at the Last Supper include the uncomfortable thought that there is an intimate link

between love for Jesus and obedience to his commands. His disciples today are not so

used to thinking of a connection between love and obedience or between love and law.

Perhaps even more uncomfortably, Jesus took the Torah (the Mosaic law) seriously. He

challenged contemporary interpretations of it but he never denounced it.[2] How does

Jesus’ attitude towards the Torah square with what appears to be Paul’s teaching that

Christians are freed from the obligation to follow the Torah?[3]

Those questions are not theoretical; they are immensely practical. In a heavily indebted

economy, is the ban on interest merely a dead letter? Ought Christians to be marking one

day in seven as special, putting aside work for the whole day? Does it matter if a man and

his niece get married? Is there anything wrong with cross-dressing? Should Christians

tithe? Should Christians not eat meat with blood in it?[4]

The argument in this paper is that Christians should still reflect on the Torah, in the light of

Christ’s life and teaching,[5] under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and learn from it how to

make wise decisions about how to love God and to love our neighbours today.[6]

The love of God involves the love of Torah

The Bible is clear from beginning to end that to love God involves seeking to be obedient to

God. God invites humankind to participate in intimate communion with him. In the Garden of
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Eden, God walked with Adam in the cool of the day.[7] God gave Adam commands too.[8]

Obeying God would enable Adam to enjoy all the goodness of the Garden of Eden. Adam

was called to be obedient to God because that was what was expected of humankind in

the relationship of love to God which God wanted Adam to enjoy. This anchors obedience

to God within a relational context, as an essential fact about human life.

Loving God means following God’s law, as it has been revealed to God’s people.[9] In the

contemporary West, where hyperactive governments are constantly changing the rules, we

think of law as specific prescriptions to be considered in isolation. The Torah is far more

than that. The Torah is not just a collection of individual rules, nor is it a comprehensive

legal code. The Torah is the five books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and

Deuteronomy which do not just contain Israel’s laws, but also stories which tell Israel who

they are as a people, what their God is like, and how they are to live.[10] Israel is to be

God’s people (Exodus 19:6). The Ten Commandments and the rest of the Mosaic law show

them how God’s people ought to behave. For Old Testament Israel, the Torah was God’s

law.

The Torah was relational in its intention. Thus, as Jesus taught, the Torah is built around

two Great Commandments: the command in Deuteronomy 6:5 to love God and the

command in Leviticus 19:18 to love one’s neighbour. The Ten Commandments sketch out

for us what those loves look like. They tell us that we love God by giving him our sole

allegiance, by not reducing him to images of things in the created order, by not using his

name in vain, by setting aside regular time in our week to engage in the conscious worship

of him. The Ten Commandments tell us that we love our parents by honouring them, that

we love our spouses by being faithful to them, that we love our neighbours at a most basic

level by not intentionally killing them, by not stealing from them, by not lying about them,

by being content with what we have and not coveting what our neighbours have. This

description of what love looks like continues to be indispensable today.

The Torah as a whole provides us with a paradigm, showing what loving God and loving our

neighbour would look like in a particular, pre-industrial nation in the ancient Middle

East.[11] The written Torah did not aspire to be comprehensive. It provided a narrative

framework within which a series of practical examples showed how and how not to live out

the love of God and the love of neighbour in a specific social context.

The Torah was a guide for the Israelites, an ethical manual to be meditated upon by the

whole community,[12] designed to be capable of application by the people themselves.[13]

God’s people were to take God’s commandments to heart (Deuteronomy 6:6). By

internalising the Torah, Israel was to learn the ways of the Lord, to discover wisdom and to

avoid folly (Proverbs chapters 1–9). Once the Torah is understood as guidance,

incorporating binding principles and specific application, then it becomes easier to

understand how the Psalmist could write Psalm 119 as a rhapsody about the importance of

meditating on the Torah. The ideal is that a community which lives its law will not need

judges to resolve disputes because people will live wisely by the Torah, in shalom with one

another.

Much of the remainder of the Old Testament is, however, a sad commentary on how Israel

failed to do this. Israel proved to be incapable of loving God and obeying God’s law. What

was needed was definitive forgiveness, a new heart (Jeremiah 24:7; Ezekiel 11:19) and a

new empowerment to live wise love-filled lives (Jeremiah 32:39).

The Trinity as the solution to the problem of Israel’s disobedience

Understanding the Trinity is crucial to explaining how God has responded to Israel’s failure

to follow the Torah.[14] Christians approach the Old Testament in the light of Jesus who

claimed to be its author, its definitive interpreter, and the fulfilment of its promises. The

crucifixion and resurrection are, taken together, God’s decisive action to deal with the

consequence of humankind’s rejection of a relationship with God and the failure of sinful

human beings to keep God’s laws. Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross is the sacrifice which was

so complete that it ended the need for any other sacrifices of atonement. His was the
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complete sin offering (Romans 8:3). His resurrection demonstrated that the curse which fell

on those who disobeyed the Torah had been exhausted for those in relationship with

Christ.

The giving of the Spirit at Pentecost is the fulfilment of the prophecies of Jeremiah 31:33

and Ezekiel 36:26. God promised that, under the new covenant, he would put his Spirit in

his people and move them to follow his decrees and to be careful to keep his laws.[15]

Now God would write his law in the hearts of his people.

Following Jesus means knowing forgiveness of sins and developing a relationship with the

triune God. Because of what Jesus has done, those who are in Christ are being transformed

by the Spirit into the likeness of the Son (Romans 8:29), and are placed within the Son’s

relationship to the Father. The Holy Spirit is God’s empowering presence, the One through

whom Christians are enabled to live in right relationship with God, loving God and obeying

God.[16]

Our transformation into Christ-likeness involves the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives so

that they are more closely patterned after the loving obedience to the Father which was

the hallmark of Jesus’ walk on earth.

Obeying the commands of Jesus and learning what it means to love

At the Last Supper, Jesus explained his decision to go to the cross by saying ‘the world

must learn that I love the Father and that I do exactly what my Father has commanded

me’ (John 14:30). He went on to make an explicit link between his obedience to the Father

and our obedience to him: ‘If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I

have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love’ (John 15:10).

But what exactly did Jesus command? On the night of the Last Supper, Jesus told his

disciples three times, ‘Love each other as I have loved you.’[17] If Jesus has commanded

us to love one another, do we need any more guidance than that? Is there any need to

take account of how love was to be expressed in the community of Israel in the Old

Testament?

We need to look at the Old Testament to help us to discern what the loving action would

be. Is it loving to give money to a homeless drunk? Is it okay if a man sets up home with

his stepmother, provided her relationship with his father is already over? Is it loving to offer

people work which is well-paid but involves extremely long hours? How do we answer these

questions and others like them?

We also have problems because thinking about love alone does not give us much concrete

guidance about what is right and wrong. The idea that love is all you need for decision-

making gives rise to the sort of thinking that says ‘provided it feels right, and so long as

nobody is obviously and immediately getting hurt, anything goes.’ This is a serious mistake,

illustrated by statistics which show that just 8 per cent of married couples split up within

five years of the birth of a child, compared with 25 per cent of those who marry after birth

and 52 per cent of cohabitees.[18] The children get hurt, but so do the couples

themselves, parents, relatives, friends, and future partners. The public commitment and

community support involved in a marriage make a significant difference.

Finally, sinful human beings have an enormous capacity for self-delusion and to find

rationalisations when they fall prey to temptation. If Christians today do not learn from

Israel and from the New Testament churches how to develop biblical ethical standards,

they will inevitably end up with worldly standards. Unless Christians reflect seriously on

what the Bible shows us about God’s standards the Church is unlikely to be able to

maintain a distinctively Christian morality for very long.

The relevance of the Torah as a practical guide to loving one another

For Christians, following Jesus is what matters. The priority of Jesus over the Torah and

the Prophets was shown to his disciples in the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:5). In working

out how to love in practice, the first place to look is to look to Jesus. As Tom Wright puts
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it: ‘the creator God has unveiled his genuine model for humanity in Jesus the Messiah, and

there are certain ways of behaving which just won’t fit.’[19] But in looking to Jesus, we

need to reflect especially carefully on what he taught us about the Torah.

Jesus himself points us towards the Torah as part of the revelation of God through which

we may discover what it means to love one another. Jesus’ best-known moral teaching and

guide for life in the Kingdom of God, the Sermon on the Mount, is also an extended

reflection on the Torah: exploring the commandments against murder (Matthew 5:21–26),

adultery (5:27–32), bearing false witness (5:33–37) and coveting (6:19–24). Here Jesus is

affirming the importance of the Torah by laying bare the moral principles which lay at its

heart.

Far from abolishing the moral demands of the Torah, in fact Jesus radicalised them. Jesus

taught that at the heart of the commands ‘Do not murder’ and ‘Do not commit adultery’

was an obligation not to cherish anger and lust in our hearts. Truly ‘Christian morality’ must

be heartfelt obedience to God’s good moral laws under the Holy Spirit’s moral guidance. In

order to make wise moral decisions we need to have internalised God’s law and to meditate

upon it with the help of the Holy Spirit.

That Jesus’ teaching is the fulfilment of the Torah ought not to surprise us: both were

given by the same God. Jesus was the one towards whom the Torah was pointing.[20] Paul

says in Romans 7:14 ‘The law is spiritual’, by which he means that the Torah belongs to

the Holy Spirit.[21] The Torah is a particular part of the revelation of God’s law, which is to

be understood by Christians through the power of the Spirit in the light of the work of

Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Both the Torah and Jesus’ teaching are built around the love of God and the love of one’s

neighbour. These are the most important elements of the moral order, and this underlying

moral order is the same in the Old Testament as in the New Testament. The personal

character of our God has not changed and, despite different cultures and social conditions,

the fundamental nature of human beings has not changed either. However, Christians live

after the establishment of the new covenant, by which we have a relationship with God

based on Christ’s obedience and sacrifice in our place. We are God’s people not because

we obey the rituals given by Moses but because we have a relationship with Christ.

The two Great Commandments do not make all other moral principles redundant. Instead,

they sum up the rest of the Torah (Romans 13:9). Attention to what God has revealed

about what pleases him is a key part of learning what it means to love God and to love our

neighbour. Jesus’ example and the priority of love rule out blind copying of the Torah as an

option for Christians. What we are called to is the more difficult, creative task of

understanding the moral principles to be found throughout the whole Bible, reflecting on

those principles in the light of Christ and with the help of the Spirit and the community of

the Church, in order to make wise decisions as to how to apply those principles in our lives

today.[22] This is God’s law for us, or we might say, the law of Christ.

Paul grounds his instructions for Christian living on his teaching about Christian identity.

Christians need to learn to live in ways which accord with their new identity as Sons of

God and as temples of the Holy Spirit.

Paul knew that Christians were not under the Torah (Romans 6:15) but instead under

Christ’s law (1 Corinthians 9:21). That did not mean the Torah was irrelevant when

deciding how to live. Paul cites Deuteronomy 32:35 in Romans 12:19 when talking about

vengeance. He quotes Deuteronomy 25:4 ‘Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the

grain’ when writing about pay and conditions for Christian workers,[23] taking a principle

from the Torah and applying it creatively to a new context. When Paul is writing to the

Corinthians about the effects of sleeping with prostitutes, he brings together reasons

related to their relationship with God through Christ and in the Spirit[24] along with Genesis

2:24, quoting from the Torah.[25]

The example of the Sabbath
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How might I follow God’s law, reflecting on both NT and OT ethics when deciding what to

do? As Calvin recognised, the Sabbath is not just about the worship of God. It is also

about rest and about community.[26] In the Old Testament, foreigners, servants and

animals are all to be given one day of rest from work each week. In Deuteronomy 5:14

it is explicitly stated that the Sabbath must be observed by all ‘so that your servants

may rest, as you do’. It is not just about each person having one day of rest in seven; it

is about having a communal break from work and trade[27] so that people can enjoy

and strengthen their relationships with one another. By reflecting on the OT material, we

can deepen our understanding of what Jesus meant when he said ‘The Sabbath was

made for man, not man for the Sabbath.’[28] Recognising love as the motivating reason

behind the Sabbath command enables us to understand its rationale, and why it might

be of continuing relevance to our lives. Of course, Paul in Romans 14:5 recognises the

possibility of Christians holding diverse views on this topic, but in making up our minds

how we should live we ought to take into account the impact of our choices on those

around us. If, as a busy lawyer, I don’t mark out some regular time in my week to see

my wife and children, our relationships quickly suffer. If as a consumer, I do my

shopping on Sundays, someone else has to work that day to sell me the goods. Their

ability to sustain relationships with their family and friends is affected by having to work

that day to serve me.

The example of tithing

Everything belongs to God (Job 41:11). The question therefore for the Christian is not

how much of what God has given me does he want me to give away, but rather how

much does he want me to keep? Each Christian household, under the guidance of the

Holy Spirit, ultimately has to answer that question for themselves. However, when

considering that question we have relevant biblical material from both the Old and the

New Testament to help us. Jesus told his followers: ‘Give and it will be given to you’

(Luke 6:38). Paul instructed the Galatian and Corinthian churches that Christians should

set aside a sum of money in keeping with their income (1 Corinthians 16:1–2). The

principle of the tithe, one-tenth, is to be found in the Old Testament.
[29]

 In addition,

there were special gifts, freewill offerings and other sorts of gifts (Deuteronomy 12:6).

Christians are not bound to apply the tithe slavishly, but we ought to have regard to it in

determining how much of our wealth it is right for us to retain for our own use. Having

reflected on the biblical principles, each of us should, under the guidance of the Spirit,

‘give what he has decided in his heart to give’ (2 Corinthians 9:7). In such a way, we

determine what is God’s law for ourselves.

Thinking about eating meat

The story of the Flood not only tells us about God using Noah to preserve animal

species, but also in Genesis 9:3 that God gave humankind permission to eat animals as

food. Nonetheless, in Genesis 9:4 God tells Noah ‘you must not eat meat that has its

lifeblood still in it.’ That general principle is repeated in Leviticus 17:10–14, where it is

applied to both Israelites and to resident aliens, and in Deuteronomy 12:16, 23–25. The

rest of the Jewish food laws in the Torah marked out Israel as a distinct people and

probably also had a rationale in terms of public, and possibly also animal, health. Those

laws no longer bind Christians, but does the prohibition on eating meat with blood in it

still apply? After all, when the early Church held a meeting in Jerusalem to decide which

parts of the Torah to ask Gentile believers to abide by, they wrote saying ‘It seemed

good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the following

requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the

meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these

things.’ (Acts 15:28–29).

Moreover, in the Old Testament God is recorded as giving reasons why meat with blood

in it should not be eaten. The blood represents the life of the animal. It is also blood

which is used to make atonement for sins (Leviticus 17:11). In not eating the blood,

God’s people both recognised the value of the life of the animal and also their need for
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God’s forgiveness.

However, when Paul was dealing with similar subjects in his letters to the Corinthians (1

Corinthians chapters 8–10) and the Romans (Romans chapter 14), he does not mention

the decision in Acts 15. Does that mean that we can eat black pudding with impunity?

That particular question may be difficult to answer, but reflecting on the broader

principle might give us some food for thought with regards to our attitude towards meat

in general. Don’t we eat too much meat today? Do we think hard enough about just how

many animals have been killed to provide us with the quantities of meat we eat in the

West, or about how much of the planet’s agricultural land was used to rear those

animals when it could have been producing other food in greater quantities? Don’t we

have too little concern about the conditions in which the animals which we eat were

reared and slaughtered? Do we really value their lives in a way that is honouring to God?

The role of the Holy Spirit in Christian obedience

Christians have been given the Holy Spirit to help them internalise God’s law and to guide

them as they reflect upon it. The Spirit transforms our understanding of God’s law. The

Christian understanding is that God is the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, united in

love for one another, and reaching out in love to the world which God has made. Although

Judaism and Islam can take God’s law seriously, and might even be able to think in terms of

obedience to God’s law as an expression of love for God, neither of these non-Trinitarian

religions can offer either the assurance of God’s forgiveness or the promise of God’s

personal, empowering presence, equipping us to live more godly lives. Because they do not

know God to be Trinity, these religions are bound to have difficulty in understanding law

other than in authoritarian terms, whereas Christians, knowing God to be love, can

understand God’s law as an expression of that love, offering us God’s wise guidance for our

lives together.

At the Last Supper, Jesus explained the relationship between loving him, obeying his laws,

and experiencing the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. He said: ‘If you love me, you

will obey what I command. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another

Counsellor to be with you forever – the Spirit of truth. … [H]e lives with you and will be in

you’ (John 14:15–17).

Jesus is plain that obedience to his commands is the expected evidence of our love for him.

Whilst their obedience in this life will never be perfect,[30] it is to be expected that with

the Holy Spirit’s assistance, Christians will grow to become more Christ-like. As Jürgen

Moltmann put it in a sermon he preached on Jeremiah 31:33, because of the indwelling of

the Holy Spirit, Christians no longer live ‘under’ the law but instead ‘in’ the law.[31]

But how can this living ‘in’ the law be understood as Christian freedom? This can perhaps

best be explained by giving an analogy. Imagine you are a fan of the music of Bach. You

want to introduce your friend to that music so you ask them to listen to it. At first they

listen to it because you have asked them to. Your hope would be that as they listen to it

more and more, so they would discover for themselves the beauty in the music. The

Christian life is a bit like that: at first we live by God’s laws simply because they are God’s

laws, but as we go on so we discover that they are good, that they show us healthy

patterns of living, which enable every member of the community to flourish in their unique

identity before God.[32]

Christian freedom is not the aimless licence of having the right to do absolutely anything; it

is the joyous discovery of our true humanity which results from our relationship of love with

a God who is triune. Through the guidance of the Spirit, we learn wisdom, we discover that

God’s laws are good, and we discern what it means to love God and to love others. If we

were to co-operate fully with the Holy Spirit, Christians would be beyond the law, in the

sense that we would freely and fully obey all that God’s laws require, because we would

have perfectly internalised God’s law and integrated it into our lives.

However, only when the Spirit’s work of sanctification comes to completion in our

glorification will we experience the full reality of God’s solution to the experience of law as
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an extrinsic burden. Through Jesus we are brought into a relationship of sonship with God

the Father.[33] Christians are predestined by the Father to be conformed to the likeness of

his Son (Romans 8:29). Our resurrection into Christ-likeness is assured by the indwelling

presence of the Holy Spirit.[34]

One day, because we will be indwelt by the fullness of the Holy Spirit we will become

totally holy, that is to say our wills will be wholly aligned with the will of the Father. Our

love for God, empowered and mediated by the Spirit, will be perfectly expressed, so that

the possibility of sinning will simply be unthinkable. Doing what God wants will be second

nature. Till then, however, reflecting on God’s law, including the Torah, is an indispensable

part of the Spirit-guided wisdom of discerning what it means in practice to love God in this

world.
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