                 April 13th Maundy Thursday Sermon:    “Love Fulfills the Law!”
   ( Exodus 34:4-7; Romans 13:8-10; 1st John 2:7-8 & 4:7-19; John 13:1-11, 22, 26-27a, 30-35 )

*****************************************************************
     “God is Love!”  We often hear those 3 words from the mouths of Christians and non-Christians alike.  But what does “God is Love” mean?  Those words “God is love” are taken from 1st John chapter 4, although many people do not know this.  Instead, many simply speak the words “God is love” and then give those words their own meaning.

     So, what does “God is love” mean?  Before we can answer that, we need to know what “love” means.  The 1960’s rock band known as “The Beatles” had a hit song “All You Need Is Love.”  But did The Beatles know what love is?  In the early 1970’s there was a T.V. show called “Love, American Style.”  But does America know what love is?  In 1970 there was a popular movie entitled “Love story” which was famous for the following line:  “Love means never having to say you’re sorry.”  Really?  Is that true?
     You may recall a more recent movie called “Forest Gump.”  Early in the movie a young man named “Forest” tells a young woman named “Jenny” that he loves her.  Jenny answers:  “Forest, you don’t even know what love is.”  Jenny then leaves Forest and proceeds to look for love in all the wrong places.  All the men she meets tell her they love her while they ignore her, abuse her and cheat on her.

    However, later on in this movie Jenny comes back to Forest.  Shortly after, Forest asks Jenny to marry him.  She hesitates.  Then Forest says:  “Jenny, I may not be a smart man.  But I know what love is.”

    So, do YOU know what love is?  In our nation we have reduced love to a fleeting feeling that comes and goes.  So many marriages have problems, and sometimes end, because one or both spouses say:  “I just don’t feel in love anymore!”  My friends, love is not merely a feeling.  Love is first and foremost an act of the will.  Love is a decision to serve another person and do what is best for him or her.

    The truth is that we sinners do not know what love is.  Instead, our love is often selfish to the core.  We love ourselves first and foremost.  That’s why we hurt others by the things we say and do AND by the good things we fail to say and do.  Even when we DO decide to help others, we often do such things with selfish motives.  We do good things to manipulate others and put them in our debt.  No wonder there is so munch tension in marriages, so much conflict between children and parents, and so much war between nations. 

     In fact, not only are we sinners unable to love others as we ought.  We also most certainly do NOT love God as we ought.  During this Lenten season I’ve been preaching on God’s 10 Commandments.  We’ve learned how we show our hatred for God by doing the evil He forbids and failing to do the good He expects.  Also, when we DO obey His Commandments we have evil motives.  We try to manipulate God and put HIM in our debt!  As though God owed us anything!!  We do not know what love is.

     But then what do I mean by my sermon title “Love Fulfills the Law!”?  The word “Law” refers to God’s 10 Commandments and “love” means that we willingly decide to obey God’s Law simply because we want to honor Him and be a servant to others.

     Listen to what Paul writes about this in Romans chapter 13:  “…he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.  The commandments, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do not covet,’ and whatever other commandment here may be, are summed up in this one rule:  ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’  Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”

     Simply put, Paul is telling us that God’s Law defines how love acts.  Love does no harm to another but seeks only his or her good.  Sadly, we sinners fail to do this.  This fact is NOT good news!  Remember our reading from Exodus chapter 34?  God said this about Himself:  “…he does not leave the guilty unpunished!”

     But “God is love,” isn’t He?  Yes!  That’s exactly why He MUST punish sinners.  You see, many today wrongly think that love means that we must affirm everyone’s ideas and life-style choices – although no one actually practices that kind of love consistently, either.    

     In contrast, listen to what the Apostle Paul says about true love in 1st Corinthians ch. 13:  “Love does not delight in evil, but rejoices with the truth.”  Did you hear that?  God IS love, and He does NOT delight in our evil hearts!  God hates sin!  In fact, God ought to punish us for our sin.
     However, now we get to learn what love REALLY is!  Listen again to part of our reading from 1st John chapter 4:  “This is how God showed His love among us:  He sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him.  This is love:  not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sin.”

     God did NOT leave the guilty unpunished!  God took your guilt and my guilt and put it on Jesus.  God then punished JESUS in our place!  Even though we did not love God, He still did that for us.  Now you know what love is!  Jesus’ love fulfilled the Law.  What does that mean that Jesus “fulfilled the Law”?  

     First, Jesus obeyed God’s Law perfectly.  He loved His Father with His entire being and He loved others MORE than He loved Himself.  Jesus obeyed God’s Law perfectly FOR YOU.  Jesus did for you what you could not do, and He has given you His own perfect obedience.
     Second, Jesus suffered the punishment the Law requires for those who fail to keep it.  Jesus suffered the punishment we deserve for our disobedience of God’s Law.  God’s love for you moved Him punish His only Son in your place.  Jesus willingly did this for you.

     Now you understand the meaning of my sermon title:  “Love fulfills the Law!”  Simply put, Jesus fulfills the Law – and He did that for you.  Now you know what love is.  

     Sadly, those who deny their sin or try to avoid God’s wrath by manipulating Him with their supposedly “good deeds” reject the love of God and have no hope.  But God doesn’t want this to happen to us.  That’s why God loves us enough to convict us of our sin and then point us to Jesus as our only Savior.

     You see, that line from the movie “Love Story” is totally wrong.  Love DOES mean saying your sorry!  God knows that He can’t give us His love if we cling to our sin or try to cancel our sin by our own efforts.  Therefore, God uses His word to expose our sin until we admit our guilt.  Once God moves us to say “Sorry!” we are then in a position to hear His Words:  “Your sins are forgiven!”
     Jesus made this point on the night before He was betrayed.  During that night the Apostles were arguing with each other about which of them was the greatest.  Sinful, self-centered love in action!  What does Jesus do?  Jesus, the Holy Son of God, gets down on His knees and performs a task reserved for the lowliest of servants.  Jesus washes His disciples’ feet.

     Jesus did this for 2 reasons.  First, they needed to recognize their sin and that they needed to be washed from their guilt.  That’s why Jesus said to Peter:  “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.”  You see, unless we see our need to be served by Jesus, we have no hope!  Second, Jesus was showing them how His love would move them to become servants of others also.

    Jesus said:  “A new command I give you:  Love one another as I have loved you.”  If you read the ancient Latin translation of the New Testament you will discover that the Latin word for “command” is “mandatum” – from which we get our word “Maundy”.

So, “Maundy” Thursday is “Command” Thursday.  But this “command” is a GOSPEL command!  Jesus’ love for us will transform our hearts so that we can begin to love others in His Name!
     However, on the night before Jesus was betrayed He not only washed His disciples’ feet.  Even more, Jesus gave them what He promised back in John chapter 6 where Jesus said:  “…My flesh is real food and my blood is real drink.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him.”

     On the night before He was betrayed Jesus took some bread and said, “This is my Body, given for you.”  He also took a cup of wine and said, “This is my Blood, shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.”  Now you know what love is!

     As Christ’s love fills your heart you will be moved to rejoice in Jesus’ new command.  Jesus’ love will move you to love others as He has loved you.  Jesus’ love will move you to love God by trusting in His promises and joyfully obeying His will.  Jesus’ love will move you to love other people by denying yourself and doing what is best for them.

     Please understand, loving others will also include speaking the Truth.  We show true love for others when we speak God’s Word which exposes our sin and points us to Jesus.  God’s love for us will move us to love others by showing them how they have sinned against God’s Law and then pointing them to God’s loving sacrifice to save them from that sin.
     In James chapter 5 we read about such love:  “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this:  Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.”
     My friends, Jesus’ blood covers over the multitude of your sins!  God IS love, and the proof is that He sent His only Son to save you.  Jesus obeyed God’s Law perfectly FOR YOU!  Jesus also suffered God’s punishment FOR YOU!  Jesus’ love had fulfilled the Law! 

     Now you know what love is!  Jesus’ love fulfilled the Law FOR YOU, and Jesus’ love will continue to fulfill the Law THROUGH YOU as His love moves you to love others as He has loved you!

Amen!
