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Chapter 10: The Law

Every Swiss knows what a law is, but no man, I fear, has as much trouble in understanding
what the Bible calls "law" as the Swiss. In Switzerland the law is -- something that the citizen
himself has made. For "the people is sovereign," which means, the people is its own lawgiver.
But in the Bible law means not what comes from man but what is given to man. To understand
this, let us think first of all of the so-called laws of nature. That a suspended object will fall to
the floor when the string is cut is a law of nature; even the free Swiss burgher can do nothing
about that. It is so because God has made it so. The earth takes 365 days to complete its course
about the sun, this is a fact which not even a national election can establish or abolish. It is so
because God has made it so. Or, take the laws of thought. That 2 and 2=4 cannot be altered
even by a world school congress or the unanimous agreement of nations. It is so because God
has made it so. Every man must submit to it. Every one knows that too -- even the most
inveterate Swiss Democrat. Here is compulsion, there is no choice about it. 

But are there laws of God only where there is no choice to be made? Many think so today.
Man is free, he can do what he wants. Who will have the temerity to interrupt him? You know
the tale of "The Fisherman and His Wife" as told by Grimm. It is the story of modern man.
Man has discovered that he can do all things, he can convert a waterfall into electric power,
and make the finest pigments out of coal; he has shaken off the Lords of the Middle Ages and
become "sovereign." He pierces mountains, binds seas together, alters the face of the earth; he
can do all things, nothing daunts him. He is his own Lord, whom shall he permit to interfere?
He can even be his own God. 

Can he indeed? He can of course try it, according to the story of Adam and Eve in Paradise,
and the end is ever the same. Evil comes of it. Man always over-reaches himself. He can have
a strong voice, but when he essays to drown out the thunder, his voice cracks, becomes
ludicrous and ugly; and he may even lose it on account of the strain. So it is, too, when man
tries to play God. Great as man is, he is not the Creator, and that will be evident one day when
he is shut up between six boards and lowered into a hole in the earth, not so large as the tiniest
hall closet. There he lies and decays, the would-be Lord God. Yes -- then there is no choice
about that!

No, man cannot do what he wants. For he belongs to Him who created him. As great as man is,
he does not possess this greatness in his own right. It is all borrowed, bestowed greatness, it is
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a "gift," and a condition is attached to the gift. The more man is given, the more is expected of
him. By whom? By the one who has given the gift, as is to be read in the Parable of the Talents
(Matt. 25). Man is no proprietor, but a tenant; therefore a reckoning will be demanded (cf. the
Parable of the Vineyard, Matt. 21). And the accounting will be demanded on the basis of what
he should have done with his gifts according to the will of God. The will of God is the law.
The law is what God desires of us. 

Every man, Jew or Christian, believer or atheist, cultured or uncultured, has some knowledge
of this law. Every man has the consciousness of "responsibility"; every one observes that he
cannot do what pleases him or seems profitable, that there is a "thou shalt," and a "thou shalt
not." And even if he claims to be ignorant of such things, his conscience gives him the lie, his
con- science that accuses him when he does what he ought not, or does not do what he ought.
There has never been a man without a conscience. The law of God is as though it had been
engraved in the human heart. 

But God found it necessary to reveal his law in an especial way. While lightning and thunder
flashed and rolled upon the peak of Mount Sinai, Moses received the Law, and gave it on
tables of stone to the people of Israel. Something of the dread of the holy majesty of God the
Lawgiver trembles in the narrative of this event (Ex. 19:20-32), and rightly so. That is
something to strike terror into our hearts when God the Creator, the Almighty, the Righteous,
and Holy says to us, "Thus and thus shalt thou do, and thus and thus shalt thou not do." Not
because He requires something should we fear. For He desires nothing but what subserves life;
God's law is not arbitrary. In His law God tells us nothing but the natural laws of true human
life, you must do so and so if you want to live a human life; as the physician says, you must
live so and so if you wish to remain healthy. This counsel is nothing fearful, but God says, I
desire that you should so live, human not inhuman, creatively not contrary to nature, and this "I
desire" is what terrifies us. For when God says, "I desire it," we know what is at stake. God is
in earnest, He is not mocked; whatsoever a man sows, that shall he also reap. 

God requires an accounting. He holds us responsible. And that is what strikes terror in us, for
how can we bribe the judge in this case? Or thinkest thou that God will wink at evil? That is
the (I must add it) cursed frivolity of our generation, that it thinks God does not take things
seriously. He will not cast off any one because of disobedience. Forgiveness has been
misunderstood to mean indulgence. But the opposite stands in the Holy Scriptures. God will
cast off the disobedient, for what men sow they must also reap. God is Holy, which means. He
takes the Law seriously. God's law is as inviolable as the laws of nature. God is not an
indulgent father, who cannot punish -- just as little as He is a moody or passionate father, who
punishes in a fit of anger. God is a just God who repays according to deserts. And is not that
cause for terror, dear friend -- that God holds you strictly accountable according to His law?



Chapter 11: The Ten Commandments and the Double
Commandment

What does God desire of us? Does He want many things or only a few, or is just one thing
needful? Doubtless He wants many things. .Every moment He wants something different from
us: that we should be stern with one man, mild with another; that, at one time we should yield,
at another time be firm. He wants not only that we should not steal, but that we should be
neither greedy nor covetous, not only that we give generously when we are moved to
compassion, but also that we be frugal so that we may have wherewith to give. Also that we
should not slander, judge, gossip, or speak unkindly. But neither does God approve of
cowardly silence or tight-lipped selfishness when we might give counsel. Who can put down
in detail just what God wants of us? Indeed we cannot think of a moment in our life when God
wants nothing of us, nor of a moment in which He does not want something different than He
wanted previously or may desire later, because each particular opportunity is unique and will
never return. For that reason no one can ever retrieve what he has once let slip; each moment
brings a new duty which wholly claims us. Life is like the endless chain in a modem factory; it
passes by us and requires something particular every passing moment. It is not the nature of
life itself but it is God who requires of us that we do this and not that to life as it passes by. 

One can also say, on the other hand, that it is not many things which God requires, -- but only
a few; he gives us only a few commandments in which he says everything. He wants us to be
conscientious in our words (9th Commandment). He wants us to deal justly with the affairs of
other men, and respect the life of all (6th Commandment). He wants a right attitude toward
those who are the only support of social order (5th Commandment) . We are to respect not
only the person but also the property of others (8th Commandment) etc. These fixed principles
are the contents of the Ten Commandments. Everything that we should or should not do
according to the will of God is contained therein. 

It is also correct to say that we are simply to do one thing. He who keeps the first
Commandment keeps all the rest. For the first Commandment means; thou shalt have God for
thy God: which means that we should never forget, whatever we do, that we are not our own
but God's property and must act accordingly. "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy
heart." For only when you love God with all your heart do you really remember that you are
His property, only then is it true for you that He is your God. All evil comes from our desire to
be our own master, from loving ourselves more than God. Or, rather, it is not loving more, but
loving falsely. To love oneself well one must love God, for it is only through love to God that
we can achieve our true destiny. 

God wants only that we should be that for which He created us. He created us "in his own
image." That is a simile. A man looks in the mirror and beholds his image, or some one shouts
and the cliff echoes his cry. We have been created by God that we should reply to Him in the
Word of Love with which He has called us into life. "Let us love him for he first loved us."
That is the Commandment. All others are contained therein. But there is even more than the



Commandment of God here. The Commandment of God is what God wants of us. But if we
understand the words concerning the image of God, we also know what God wants for us.
That God first loved us, before He demanded anything of us, and that He demands nothing
more than that we should accept His love, that is, react to love with love, is simply what we
call faith. Faith is the acceptance of God's grace, God's incomprehensible, undeserved Love;
and whosoever does that fulfils the will of God. 

Evil essentially is only the supposition that we can get along without God. This idea, "for my
life God is superfluous: I am my own master," is the poisoning of the spring of human life;
from this source all life is poisoned. The sin of Adam and Eve "ye shall be as Gods" does not
mean to have the idea that one is God, but to endeavor to be independent of God. Free from
God, away from God is to be God-less, evil. Against this all the Commandments are directed. 

Haven't the Commandments more to do with men than with God? Are there two kinds of
Commandments -- those which tell us our duty to God and those which inform us of our
obligations to man? Loving God and loving man? What does it really mean to love God? It
means, as we have previously said, to know that all we have is from God; to know that God's
good- ness alone holds and supports us, and therefore to perceive that we belong absolutely to
God. To know this banishes not only godlessness but also selfishness; and one is bound
through God to his neighbor. 

God gives us our life by giving us other men at the same time; He has so formed us that we
cannot live alone. If things are right between ourselves and God, they are also right between
ourselves and men. We look upon them as those to whom our life belongs. The man who
knows himself to be God's property belongs thenceforth to his brethren. There is only one
Commandment, it reduces at last to this: Love God and thy neighbor as thyself.

And now -- on what terms are we with these Commandments? They are given us to do them.
For what other purpose should they be given? Every man who has to do with God, knows that
he should keep the Commandments at the cost of his life, if need be. But what man fulfils
them? Do you really love God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself? Because the
first love is not true, neither is the other -- and you lie, steal, commit adultery. Perhaps you do
not break the Commandments in the gross sense of the word, but in the more refined and
secret sense you do break them and you think that is not so bad? The more refined sins, under
certain circumstances are much worse than the gross varieties. So then, we do not keep God's
command. The spring of life is really poisoned, things are bad with us. This is the testimony of
conscience and even more sharply and clearly, the testimony of Holy Scripture. Behind God's
command stands the fearful word -- Judgment! Lost! It is written more sharply in the New
Testament than in the Old Testament. What then are we to do?

Chapter 12: The Ordinances of God

Man is favored above the rest of creation in having a free will. "God created man in his own
image"; created man as a personal being, that is, as a being that does not simply develop of



itself into that for which God created it, but rather as a being who achieves his destiny only by
saying his "yes" to it. Children have dolls that say "yes," too. But they can say "yes" only when
one presses them on the right spot; they can say neither yes nor no by their own decision or
insight. They are automatons. Man is no automaton, he can and must continually decide how
he is going to live. This capacity of deciding is the personal element in us, the free will. 

Therein also lies, since we can freely decide for ourselves, our ability to do evil. An animal can
do no wrong; it acts as it must, it has no freedom of choice. There are no good and bad rabbits,
no good and bad foxes. They all do more or less the same, and have therefore neither a good
nor a bad conscience. But men do not all act the same; each goes another way than the other,
because each chooses his own way. Therefore no one is as the other. And yet the Apostle is
right when he says "there is no difference, for all have sinned." This is so because every one
chooses his own way, instead of God's way. There are as many individual ways as there are
men, but there is only one way that is right, and that is God's way. And it is precisely this way
which we do not follow -- or are you perhaps the exception the Apostle overlooked, do you
follow God's way? 

But God in His creative goodness, having given man freedom to choose for himself, gave him
something more in that when he sinned he might not wholly corrupt his life and the life of
Others, might not wholly deviate from God's way. This gift is the Ordinances of God. There
are many things, despite our disloyalty, and wilfulness that come out right in our life, because
God Himself has made it right. Thank God, we have no power over the change of seasons
from summer to winter, over the course of the stars, no power over the laws of nature at work
in our bodies. There are limits drawn about our lives by God's creative ordinance which we
cannot trespass and within which, therefore, God's order prevails in spite of our sin. 

There are, however, certain areas of God's creation where we can go out of bounds, but which
limits we know ought not be transgressed. It is this I have in mind by the term, the Ordinances
of God. Because they have been implanted in our nature by the Creator, every normal man has
a kind of instinct for them, and yet they are ordinances lying within the realm of the will. The
most important of these ordinances is the fact that God has so organized human life that no
man can live for himself. He cannot live without the other. Man needs woman, woman needs
man. The producer needs the consumer, the consumer the producer. The people need the
leaders, the leaders need the people. Human life is so ordered by God because God has created
man for Jove. Love is something voluntary, not even God can or will force it. But He does
want to lead us in that direction. And so He has ordered life, that the individual can never take
this direction without the aid of others. We are to be "exercised" so to speak, thereby, for love. 

It is because of the Ordinances of God that there is fellowship among men despite the
dominating self-will which would wholly separate us. However, just because man is intended
to learn something by them, these Ordinances are no inviolable laws of nature, but can be
disregarded by man. The more a man thinks of himself alone, and purposes for himself, so
much the more are these Ordinances threatened with ruin. The more conscious man becomes
of his ability to shape his own life, so much the more are these Ordinances of God endangered.
And never in world history has that been more so than today. Every natural -- instinct for



"what is fair," for those Ordinances that hold mankind together, is almost lost. The fellowship
of man is consequently more and more dispersed. This can be most clearly noted in the
marriage question. In earlier days people knew -- even the heathen knew -- that man and wife
belonged together for life. Today that is no longer custom. Self-will begins to shatter even this
most elemental Life Ordinance. In earlier days every one knew that children belonged to
parents and parents to their children, the homogeneity of the family was taken for granted, but
today it is threatened with collapse by the thought of self-sufficiency. In earlier days every one
knew that there must be rulers and ruled, both needing each other but today every one wants to
rule himself and take no advice. 

Evil is present in every age, but it is not as predominant in one age as in another. Our day is in
many respects better than earlier generations. But its difficulty and its evil consists in our no
longer knowing the Ordinances of God, because every one wants to be "independent." 

There has been selfishness in every age, but selfishness is today the recognized spirit because
man no longer knows that God and how God created human beings for each other. Even the
intellectual leaders of our time know it no more, for they think the highest achievement is to be
a personality. But God has so formed life that one can become a personality only when he
knows that he belongs to others and serves them. The man who recognizes nothing higher than
reason becomes "independent" -- he no longer needs others, he is his own master -- even his
own God. And then human fellowship is dissipated like a string of pearls when the cord is cut.
What binds us together is the Ordinances of God, behind which Stands God's love. He alone,
who is bound to God and through God to his neighbor, can really become a man.

Chapter 13: The Promise

Every one has a bad conscience whenever he thinks about God, for we know quite well what
God wants of us, and our own failure to do what He demands. We know that we are
disobedient. But because we know that we do all the more what we ought not -- we flee from
God, we hide from Him like Adam and Eve after the Fall. The Law of God drives us away
from God, or, more correctly, our bad conscience drives us away. We do not fear God, but we
are afraid before God. Therefore the bad conscience, despite the fact that it tells us the truth, is,
so to speak, an enemy of God. It is precisely this which stands between us and God. It does not
let us come to God. A bad conscience and the law of God belong together. We have a bad
conscience because we know the law of God. But the God who is known to us solely from the
law is not at all the true God. The true God does not say first, "thou shalt," but "I am." How do
the Ten Commandments begin? Not with "thou shalt have no other Gods before me," but with
"I am the Lord thy God, which brought thee out of the land of Egypt, from the house of
bondage." 

God is not primarily the lawgiver, but the lifegiver. The essential is not what He demands but
what He gives. As Creator He gives us life, the world with all its goods, his Ordinances are His
gift. It is His gift that man and woman are created so wonderfully for each other, that the one
can be happy only in the devotion to the other. Marriage is holy because it is God's gift. God



does not give commands to show that He can give orders. His Commandments are nothing but
explanations of his Ordinances which are gifts. 

The meaning of all the Commandments is not to destroy that which God has so wondrously
bestowed upon you -- this life which is holy because it is God's gift; God's commandments are
given to protect life from gross infringement, like a wall thrown about a glorious garden. The
Commandments of God are gifts of God. 

God wants to bestow more than this life upon us. Even the heathen know faintly that this life
on earth is a gift of God the Creator. But they do not know that God wants to bestow
something upon us much greater than life. This is the message of the Bible only. God did not
say all at once what He proposed to give. His speaking begins with Abraham, "in thee shall all
families of the earth be blessed." What this world-wide blessing of Abraham really is,
Abraham does not know, but it is promised, and Abraham believed the word of promise. Later
the Promise is of that wonderful King of righteousness and the kingdom of peace of which
Isaiah prophesies: when righteousness will rule instead of unrighteousness, life instead of
destruction, peace among the nations instead of war, peace even among the animals. The dawn
becomes ever more bright. There comes Jeremiah with his God-given word of promise
concerning a new covenant in which there will be not only righteousness and peace in the
external sense of the word, but forgiveness of sin and peace with God, wherein the law of God
will not have to be commanded, but goodness will be inscribed in the heart of man. And above
all, God Himself will be graciously present with His people, and they shall really know
themselves to be His people. Then finally, the clearness of morning before the sunrise, the
New Testament in the midst of the Old, the promise of the coming servant of God, who takes
upon himself the guilt of His people, bears their grief and through his suffering atones for the
sin of man (Isaiah 53). 

That is the biblical message, not what God wants of us, but what He desires for us; not what
we should do, but what God does and gives. The Law of God is everywhere, the Promise of
God is only in the Bible -- the promise, namely, that God comes to His sick, rebellious people,
to heal them, the message of the "Saviour," the healing, saving, forgiving, and redeeming God.
This promise is really the Word of God. 

Only so can one understand the Commandment of God aright. God desires nothing of us save
that we allow Him to bestow life upon us, not merely this life that ends with death, but His
life, that knows no death. To allow Him to give us life is nothing different than -- believing in
Him, the saving, healing God. The beginning of the Ten Commandments can be rightly
understood only from the fulfilment of the Promise: "I am the Lord thy God which brought
thee out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage" -- for what this house of bondage is
and how God has led us forth from it, is revealed in the message of Jesus the Saviour-King,
"Christ," the Saviour.
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