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  Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for 
whoever loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.  The commandments, “You shall not commit 
adultery,” “You shall not murder,” “You shall not steal,” “You shall 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 a neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
  And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has come for you to wake up 
from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.  The night 
is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the 
armor of light.  Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in 
sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.  Rather, clothe yourselves 
with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful 
nature.   (Romans 13:8-14) 

 
 
My ballot arrived in the mail a few days ago.  This year besides the usual voting for 
candidates there are quite a few other ballot questions dealing with laws and regulations 
directly.  They all have numbers and letters and you have probably seen the commercials and 
signs around town urging the voting of yes or no on the various questions.   
 
As I was trying to figure out how to vote on some of those issues it reminded me of just how 
complicated the law can be.  Everything from compensation of land value loss to the 
definition of industrial hemp, question about taxation and the rights of prisoners and the 
way we elect judges and all kinds of other things.  Law is complicated.  That's why there are 
such things as lawyers who are compensated to try to be experts and keep track of it all.   
 
God also has a law.  We think of the 10 commandments and a lot of other Bible verses that 
expand on those commandments as he explains his will for human beings.   We might think 
that God's law is even more complicated, and it certainly does cover our whole lives.   But 
the readings today remind us that God's law can also be summed up simply.  Jesus did it for 
us in our Gospel reading today.  "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul" and 
"Love your neighbor as yourself."  Paul echoes Jesus' thoughts as he teaches us today and 
reminds us that  
 
LOVE is what God really wants 
 1. Be glad that his command is so simple 
 2. Be repentant because his command is so hard 
 
 
 



 I. Be glad that God's command is so simple 
Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for whoever 
loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.  The commandments, “You shall not commit 
adultery,” “You shall not murder,” “You shall not steal,” “You shall not covet,” and whatever 
other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as 
yourself.”   
 
You can pay your debts, Paul says--and you should do that, in fact--but no one can ever 
remove the "debt" of love.  No one can ever reach the point at which they can say, "I no 
longer need to be kind to you, I've already completed all my obligations toward you."  That's 
because God himself has laid this command on us and it stays in place as long as we live. 
 
Paul points out that what we often call the "second table of the law"--commandments 4 
through 10--are all summed up in the command, "Love your neighbor as yourself."  (The first 
table, commandments 1 through 3, is summed up as Jesus did today, "Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and soul and mind.")  But when we are dealing with other people, 
the simplest way to sum up the law is to say, "How would I want to be treated?" and then 
act accordingly. 
 
(Of course, because we're sinners we can screw this up as well.  We shouldn't cheat on a 
test with the logic, "If I were the teacher, I would let me do it."  We can't use our twisted 
reasoning to overturn commandments that God clearly states elsewhere!) 
 
But I think we should rejoice that God's law is, in a way, such a simple thing.  Love your 
neighbor!  Do good to others!  Think of some of the horrible things that people have thought 
that their gods wanted.  Some cultures practiced human sacrifice or ritual prostitution in an 
attempt to please God.  Other people were led to try to endure things like living as hermits 
in the desert, or starving or beating themselves.  The Catholic church taught Martin Luther 
that he would be holier and closer to God if he took vows of lifelong celibacy and poverty in 
a monastery.   So many people have imagined that you have to say just the right words, go 
through the right specific ritual or ceremony in order to honor God--and in fact in the Old 
Testament God did insist on this sort of thing with the Israelites in the ceremonial law. 
 
We can be thankful that Jesus in his Word has given his Church a simpler commandment.  
Love God and love your neighbor!  "Love does no harm to a neighbor.  Therefore love is the 
fulfillment of the law."  And by the word "love" of course God is not just talking about an 
emotional response.  The other commandments talk about actions that God commands and 
forbids.  Love means "do and say what is in your neighbor's best interests."   
 
And all the rest of God's law helps us understand what God defines as truly loving because 
our sinful natures, again, like to screw up God's definitions.  So God helps us by saying: 
honor marriage and keep it holy.  Do not steal and covet, but be generous.  Honor parents 
and other authorities, like government, that I put in place to do you good.  Don't gossip and 
slander.  As Paul says in our verse today, "Let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on 



the armor of light.  Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and 
drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy."  But 
even with these other commands God doesn't answer every question about every situation 
or give us a complicated system of ethics.  He guides us with the simple command, "Love 
your neighbor as yourself." 
 
II. Be repentant because God's simple command is so difficult for sinners 
But even as we are thankful that God's law is so simple we also have to recognize our failure 
to keep it.  "Simple" is not the same as "easy."  God's law may not be complicated, but for 
sinners like us it is still a task that we can never claim to have accomplished. 
 

 Jesus says, "Love your neighbor."  But I want to be selective about whom I love and 
whom I don't want to love.  I don't want to show love equally but only to the people I 
like. 

 

 Jesus says, "Love your neighbor."   But I would rather love myself and let other 
people deal with their own problems.  After all, I rationalize, it's mostly their own 
fault anyway. 

 

 Jesus says, "Love your neighbor."  But I say, "If nobody's getting hurt in the 
immediate future...I don't see how bad it can be or what the big deal is." 

 

 Jesus says, "Love your neighbor."  But I say, "Not until they start loving me a little 
better first!" 

 

 Jesus says, "Love your neighbor."  But I say, "Can't you see that I'm under a lot of 
stress here?" or "I have a medical condition" or "It's too dangerous" or "I just needed 
to vent" or "I'm tired" or a thousand other excuses that we can come up with, things 
we try to throw at God's commandment in order to knock it down so it doesn't apply 
to us, so it will stop accusing us of our failures.   

 
But the commandment doesn't fall down just because or when we want it to.  It still stands 
there as the unchanging will of God.  And it still shows us for what we are:  sinners.  The very 
simplicity of this commandment, without any exemptions or technicalities, speaks to its 
holiness and shows us that we fail to meet its perfect standards.   
 
The Bible's message is clear:  God's law can't save sinners, it can only condemn them.  Jesus 
Christ alone showed perfect love.  He joined our human race in order to make us 
"neighbors" for him to love.  And what a love he showed!  Not just avoiding doing harm to 
us, but earning our salvation.  Instead of bringing suffering to us, he kept it from us by taking 
it on himself, the punishment and penalty for our guilt, suffering the very wrath of God upon 
the cross in the place of sinners.   
 



So "clothe yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ!" Paul urges us.  First of all that means 
repenting of our sins from the heart and then claiming, by faith, the righteousness of Jesus 
as our own.  It means always coming before God only on the basis of the forgiveness of sins 
we have in Jesus rather than any performance or works of our own.   
 
And then after that--it means living as Jesus did, letting his perfect life and death of love 
guide and inspire you to be kind even when you are tired, or frustrated, or afraid--letting the 
power of Jesus' love push you to overpower your sinful nature and keep on showing 
kindness and compassion to all, as he keeps guiding you with his Word. 
 
Conclusion 
I read a story this week about a Michigan family that wanted to start a Christmas tree farm 
on their land.  So they cleared all the other trees on their land in order to get the space.  
Unfortunately they failed to get the permit that their township required for clearing trees.  
Now they could be fined up to $450,000 for cutting down trees on their own land!1  Now the 
argument is over whether they knew about this law or not--although as the old saying goes 
"ignorance of the law is no excuse." 
 
God didn't want us to be ignorant of his law.  So he gave it to us in his Word and summed it 
up simply so that we would know how to serve him.   That way we would know our 
sinfulness and our need for a Savior.  That way also, as forgiven and joyful sinners, we would 
have a solid guide for a life that is no longer sold to sin but is dedicated to honoring him. 
 
Love and obey God above all!  Love your neighbor!  Forgive us and strengthen us, dear 
Jesus, to carry out your will with lives of love.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1
 https://www.mlive.com/news/detroit/index.ssf/2018/10/brothers_could_pay_nearly_half.html  Retrieved 

10/23/18. 


