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Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 
To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. 
To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am in Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. 
To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some. 
I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.


Some years ago I took a three-week course at our seminary in Mequon, Wisconsin called “The Christian and the Law.”  I took it because I liked the professor, who is now in charge of the Bible translation called The Wartburg Project.  But I wondered if the class wasn’t given the wrong name, if instead of “The Christian and the Law” it would have been better titled, “The Christian and the Gospel.”  The Gospel is the good news about Jesus, born for us to be our Savior.  The Christian lives from the Gospel, not from the Law.  The Gospel is the motivation for all we do, not the Law.


As we worked through the material, however, I realized that the class was titled correctly.  You either know the Gospel or you don’t know the Gospel, but there are many ways of dealing with the Law, most of them wrong.  Any misuse of the Law is called legalism.  Since there is much misuse of the Law connected with Christmas, we can profit from looking at this subject today.  The section before us is the classic distinction of three attitudes toward the Law: being under the Law, not having the Law at all, and being in the Law.


The Law is what Moses received from God on Mt. Sinai, or Horeb, as our Old Testament reading calls it.  It really includes both the Ten Com​mandments and many other laws in explanation of those Ten Command​ments, which is why God distinguishes in Malachi between the decrees and the laws.  The commandments were written on two stone tablets, to indicate that they never change because they are written in stone.  They are also writ​ten on our hearts, so that everyone by nature knows the commandments.


God’s commandments are to serve three main purposes, which are pictured as the curb, the mirror, and the guide.  The law acts like the curb on the road when it keeps a car on the road, and not in someone’s front yard; in other words, it keeps people from sinning as much as they would if the law wasn’t there.  The clearest example I have seen of this is the police car parked in the median of the expressway.  Even if the policeman is just sitting there, or even sleeping, he or she slows down traffic in both direc​tions, which is generally a good thing.  Almost every driver, seeing the police car there, will automatically look down at the speedometer to see how much he is speeding.  The Law serving as a curb generally makes life safer, but it doesn’t save anyone.  If someone thinks that since they gener​ally drive the speed limit and don’t get arrested, they must be heading for heaven, they are misusing God’s Law.


The most important use of God’s Law is as a mirror.  You look into the mirror to see what you look like on the outside, but God’s Law shows us what we look like on the inside, and it is not complimentary.  God’s Law shows us our sin, and our desperate need for the Savior.  This use of the Law leads us directly to Jesus.  If we don’t find Jesus, then we can only find despair, for the Law as a mirror leaves us no hope of being good enough ourselves.  If someone tries to use the Law as a mirror, but comes up with the answer that he has already kept the Law good enough for heaven, then he has misused God’s Law.


Once we know that Jesus has come to be our Savior and has paid for all our sins and fulfilled the Law for us, then we want to thank Him, and the Law serves as our guide in doing so.  It tells us what pleases God, which we gladly do because of what Jesus has done for us.  The Law as a guide is only for Christians.  If anyone else uses the Law as a guide, they are misusing the Law.


The apostle Paul here specifies three attitudes toward God’s Law, which he calls being “under the Law,” “not having the Law,” and being “in the Law.”  Being “under the Law” means that a person is obligated to keep God’s Law, which would seem to apply to everyone in the world.  But there are different laws a person can be under.  Everyone is under the Ten Commandments always.  But there are many other Old Testament laws that not everyone is under.  Paul often had to deal with the situation in which people thought they should be under certain laws that they weren’t under, which, in fact, no one was under.


The Old Testament contains many civil and ceremonial laws which applied only to the Jews only from the time God gave them on Mt. Sinai until the time Jesus fulfilled them all.  Outside of that 1500 year period and that specific group of people, those laws were not intended for anyone else ever.  Paul lived at the transition time, the time when those laws had only recently been fulfilled by Jesus, and so were now no longer in effect; but that fact was not immediately known by everyone.


Paul describes his practice in simple words: “To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law.”  To those who still thought the Old Testament ceremonial laws were in effect, Paul acted as if he were still under them, even though he was not.  In other words, Paul acted with full respect for those laws and for the people struggling to live under them.  These ceremonial laws included the dietary laws, and it was very obvious what people were eating.  For example, if people were eating pork in any form, they were not abiding by the Old Testament dietary laws.


In our time these laws have not been in effect on anyone for almost two thousand years, but some people still observe them.  When people think that they are still under laws other than the Ten Commandments, they are misusing God’s Law, and leading themselves away from Jesus.  We might consider all the Christmas customs people have which they can treat as laws.  They don’t feel that they are observing Christmas unless they have baked the cookies, put up all the decorations, bought all the presents, listened to all the music, done all the shopping, etc., etc., etc.  As far as looking into the manger and quietly contemplating the Savior of the world born as one of us, well, they may just not have the time for such things.  They have come to think that having a good Christmas means abiding by all of their own laws, self-made laws, many of which have absolutely nothing to do with Christmas.


Paul talks about a second group who do not have the Law.  He says: “To those not having the law I became like one not having the law.”  Those not having the law might be called the law-less people, although the word “lawless” definitely has negative connotations in our language.  At Paul’s time, these people would generally not be Jews, but Gentiles.  They would be people who were not so very aware of the Ten Commandments written on their hearts.  These would be the people not at all aware of the Old Testament civil and ceremonial laws.


With those who thought they were under the law, Paul would show respect for the Old Testament laws which were no longer in effect, but with those without the law, Paul would not distract them by being concerned about things which were not part of the Ten Commandments.  With the growth of biblical ignorance in our time, there is a great increase in the number of people who are functionally without the Law.  They are unaware of many of God’s laws, and give no attention to them.  They regard religion as all about laws and rules and regulations which they don’t understand.  They don’t know Jesus.  The solu​tion for them is to be brought face-to-face with God’s strict Ten Command​ments, which they have broken, so that they see their need for the Baby born in the manger to die on the cross for them.


Paul briefly describes the right attitude towad the Law as being “in the Law,” and this is a mystery.  It is completely mistranslated in the NIV Bible, and in other Bible translations.  The proper attitude toward the Law is being “in the Law.”  This is the attitude of the Christian only.  The Chris​tian lives out of the Gospel in the Law.  The Christian is certainly aware of the mirror function of the Law, and has been there, done that.  The Christian is fully aware that Jesus has paid for all our sins and has completely fulfilled the Law for us.  The Christian does not look at the Law as something that we have to do.  The Christian looks at the Law only as something given us by our loving heavenly Father, by our dear Savior Jesus Christ, with a desire for the Law worked in us by the Holy Spirit.


The Christian does not look at the Law as arbitrary rules imposed on us by God, but as loving commands given to us for our good.  The com​mand​ments tell us that if we want to be happy in life, we must have the correct attitude toward parents and others in authority over us.  The com​mandments tell us that if we want to be happy in life, then we must have respect for the life God has created and not harm anyone.  The command​ments tell us that if we want happiness in life, we must exalt and protect marriage, and we must respect other people’s property and good name.  A Christian knows that God has given us the commandments for our happi​ness, not for our misery.


The Savior was born for us in Bethlehem because of the Law which condemns us.  The Savior lived perfectly throughout His life in order to fulfill our obligation to keep the Law perfectly.  Our Savior died in our place on the cross to pay what we owed because of breaking the laws.  We celebrate the birth of our Savior, the only One who enables us to live with the right attitude toward the Law, that is, to live out of the Gospel “in the Law.” Amen.
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