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Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 A very important, somewhat central, aspect of Lutheran Christianity is the 

realization of the complementary, yet opposed ideas of Law and Gospel. 

Perhaps you have heard me or other pastors use those words.  Certainly you’ve 

heard them individually, but hopefully you’ve heard them together as well, because 

they depend on each other. 

This distinction of Law and Gospel revolutionized my reading and 

understanding of Scripture.  To me, it, along with the return of the free Gospel, is 

one of the greatest gifts that Luther delivered to the Church. 

The Law is not the Old Testament, though the Old Testament does contain Law.  

The New Testament is not the Gospel, even though it has four books that we call, 

collectively, the Gospels. 

Instead, think of Law and Gospel as a way of dissecting what a book of the 

Bible, a chapter, or a verse is teaching.  Is it putting forth Law or Gospel? 

In order to do this, we need to understand what we mean by Law and Gospel. 

Simply put, the Law kills us.  Spiritually, and eventually, if unheeded, 

physically.  
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The Law is a reflection of the absolute goodness and good order of God.  It is 

the standard.  It is, in a way, a return to the Garden of Eden before the Fall.  It is 

how you and I are supposed to be, think, and act. 

The Law says to us, “Do this or that.”  Yet, it doesn’t help us do any of it.  

Instead, we fall and fail and, as law breakers, deserve the punishment for our failure 

to live up to the standard. 

In Scripture, the Law is sometimes hard to distinguish, but often tells us to do 

something, or shows us the consequence for not doing what we are supposed to. 

Where the Law, then, puts us to death, killing our pride and self reliance, the 

Gospel, on the other hand, brings to us new life.  In the Gospel, we are born again.  

We are resurrected.  We are set free. 

The Gospel says to us, what the Law demands of you has been accomplished 

already on your behalf.  Where the Law condemns, the Gospel relieves. 

All thanks to Jesus Christ, the righteous One, who fulfilled the Law without sin 

and paid the price for our sin by submitting to its consequence, death. 

The Law kills.  The Gospel makes alive.  The Law says do this.  The Gospel says 

Jesus has already done it.  The Law says be holy.  The Gospel says Christ was holy in 

your place.  The Law says you deserve death for breaking the Law.  The Gospel says 

the penalty was paid for by your Lord and Savior. 
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Law and Gospel… two sides of the same coin.  We can’t have one without the 

other.  Without the Law, we would not know our need for the Savior.  Without the 

Gospel, we would be crushed by the iniquity of our sin. 

Beautiful, yes? 

I bring all this up because it is very helpful in understanding what is going on 

in the Gospel reading this morning. 

Jesus gives us a commandment; a law.  But, it doesn’t sound like a law to most 

of us.  “Love one another.”  That sounds very good and gospely.  I mean it has the 

word love in it, after all.  But, it isn’t Gospel.  It is pure Law. 

Love is something we are not good at.  Unless, of course, it is love of self.  At 

that, we excel greatly. 

And, this is why Jesus gives to us what we call the “Golden Rule,” “Love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  Admit it, you love yourselves a lot.  And it is not possible to 

love anyone else that much. 

This is why marriage is such a devastating relationship in our culture today.  

We always put ourselves first and the other person second.  For a successful 

marriage, your spouse has to be, at the very least, receiving the same amount of 

love you have for yourself.  But, in our self serving, me centered, instant 

gratification, my way right away, world, that is beyond hard.  It takes work.  And… 
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well, we are not really good at doing things that are hard anymore.  It is much 

easier to demand that our spouse serve us, and then, when we don’t get what we 

want, we take our ball and go home… well, we take what we deserve from the 

marriage, divorce and go on to someone else who might give me what I want. 

This is sad.  But, is a clear example of how broken, selfish and sinful we are.  

We don’t like sacrifice… unless it is someone else who does the sacrifice.   

Perhaps this is why Jesus gives to us this commandment, “Love one another.”  

But, instead of giving us the Golden Rule here, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” 

which, as we’ve seen, is virtually impossible, He says, “Love one another as I have 

loved you.”  Oh my….  It is as if He is doubling down on the impossible. 

Love as He loves… “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down 

his life for his friends.” 

Goodness gracious!  This hits me right in the Old Adam.  It kicks my sinful self 

right in the shin.  It gut punches my pride.  Takes the wind out of my self centered 

self.  It does serious injury to the incurvatus in se. 

Look around at the people around you this morning.  Look at your spouse.  

Look at your children.  Look at your parents.  Look at your pastor.  Do you love 

them enough to die for them?  Would you do it right now?  No? 

You see how hard this is? 
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You are a failure and the Law condemns you.  If only we lived in a world where 

each of us were willing to give our life for the other. 

But, alas, our sinfulness makes it so hard.  Perhaps there is someone in the 

room this morning we would give our life to save.  Perhaps there are some we would 

not only NOT give our life, but we wouldn’t even give the time of day. 

I hope that isn’t the case here this morning, but I think there are people in our 

lives that we can think of where this is more than likely true. 

You are a failure and the Law condemns you. 

You see how the Law works.  It causes us to examine ourselves and see how 

broken we are.  It causes us to look outside ourselves for help.  It causes us to yield 

our pride and take up humility.  It causes us to see that we don’t live up to the 

standard that God demands of His creation.  You are a failure and the Law condemns 

you. 

On your own, you are a failure.  Ouch. 

Remember last week’s message?  Abide in the Vine.  Our reading today comes 

right after that reading.  Jesus again tells us today, “As the Father has loved me, so 

have I loved you.  Abide in my love.” 

He goes on to say, “No longer do I call you servants… but I have called you 

friends.” 
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Servants just do what they are told.  They are subject to the Law.  Do this.  Do 

that. 

But, a friend…. Many of us would do things for our friends that we wouldn’t do 

for a stranger.  Why?  Because we have a relationship with our friend.  We have 

loved and been loved.  We have shared laughs and tears.  We have built trust and 

mutual respect.  Remove those things and you have an enemy. 

But, a friend.  We are more likely to sacrifice for.  Jesus says you are His friend.  

He is willing to lay down His life for you. 

He asks you to do that for one another.  Be friends.   

Friends aren’t compelled to do things because of the Law.  They do it out of 

love.  If you love your spouse, you will sacrifice for them.  Ephesians chapter five has 

St. Paul telling husbands to do just that, “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved 

the church and gave himself up for her..In the same way husbands should love their 

wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself” (Ephesians 5:25, 

28). 

Jesus loves His wife, the Church.  And the Church is you.   

And, so we do good works, not compelled by the Law, which condemns us if we 

do not comply.  But, we do good works, compelled by the Gospel, that has set us 
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free.  We are connected to the vine, we are cleansed, pruned, cared for and given all 

we need, so that we may produce fruit and supply the needs of our friends. 

Why? Because the world hates us. The freedom and acceptance of God, the love 

and grace of the Gospel, the mercy and forgiveness of Christ, the comfort and gifts 

of the Holy Spirit are an affront to the hate, hurt and selfishness of a fallen and 

tormented world. 

But, you friends of Christ, love as He loved.  Love one another.  Bear each 

other’s burdens.  Not because the Law demands it, but because that is what people 

do who love one another. 

Now may the peace that passes all understanding, guard  your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 
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