LAW VERSUS GOSPEL NO MORE

THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER 2008
ST.JOHN LUTHERAN CHURCH, BROOKLYN
BALTIMORE, MARYLAND

APRIL 27,2008
A SERMON BY NEIL O’FARRELL, PASTOR

Always be ready to make your defense to anyone
who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you;
yet do it with gentleness and reverence.
1 Peter:3:15b-16a

or many of us, religion is a habit; for some of us, it is maybe even a cynical way to hedge our

bets. While our reading this morning from the Acts of the Apostles didn’t explain it, the

ancient Athenians’ altar to an
Unknown God was not, as St. Paul
interpreted it, an altar to the Jewish
God, and certainly not dedicated to
that God’s risen Son, Jesus Christ.”
Rather, it was borne of superstition.
The Athenians wanted to make sure
that they weren’t inadvertently
offending a powerful deity, so they
erected an altar to the Unknown
God, just in case. If they minded
their religious Ps and Qs, they would
be rewarded for their piety. If there
were no Unknown God, well, then,
“no harm, no foul.” In other words,
it was their way, some two thousand
years ago, as I have said it, to hedge
their bets.

The ruins of Athens ancient Acropaolis.

! Easter 4 Cycle A: Acts 17:22-31; Psalm 66:8-20; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21.

ZIn pre-classical times (before the 5th century BC), the Areopagus was the council of elders of the city, similar to the
Roman Senate. Like the Senate, its membership was restricted to those who had held high public office, in this case that of
Archon. In 462 BC, Ephialtes put through reforms which deprived the Areopagus of almost all its functions except that of a
murder tribunal. In an unusual development, the Areopagus acquired a new function in the 4th century BC, investigating
corruption, although conviction powers remained with the Ecclesia.The Areopagus, like most city-state institutions, continued to
function in Roman times, and it was from this location, drawing from the potential significance of the Athenian temple to the
Unknown God, that the Apostle Paul is said to have delivered the famous speech, ""Now what you worship as something
unknown | am going to proclaim to you. The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and
does not live in temples built by hands.” (From www.Wikipedia.com, the online encyclopedia.)



All our readings this morning ask us to commit: to commit to Jesus, to walk in his way, to
understand that Jesus is the gate to the godhead who is creator and ruler of the universe. And how
are others to know that we were truly committed to following Jesus’ teachings? Each reading
explains the commitment a little differently, but it all boils down to a common set of insights.

St. Paul explains, that we “would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him—though
indeed he is not far from each one of us. (Acts 17:27)” In the reading from first Peter, we are
confronted at the first with a question: “Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is
good? But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear,
and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. (1 Peter 3:13—152a)” And Jesus
admonishes us simply in the gospel, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”

As seminarians, many of us were chided if we preached too much “law” and not enough “gospel.”
Now, these are heavily freighted words for Lutherans. “Law” is how we live our lives, how we strive
to live righteously, and keeping the commandments. “Gospel” is focused on the love of God and
our unmerited salvation through Jesus, the gift of God’s grace through faith, as the old formula
goes, as well as our unity with God and with each other. The great 20" century Lutheran theologian
Krister Stendahl died a couple of weeks ago. One of the theological teachings of The Reverend
Professor Stendahl was that this distinction between law and gospel is an artificial one, and
Lutherans and all Christians would be better served by giving it up.” Today’s texts buttress that point
of view.

Yes, indeed, we must start with God’s love and salvation. First and foremost, we assert this, and
repeat this assertion often and a foundational principle. But then look at Jesus’ words, “If you love
me, you will keep my commandments.” He takes us immediately from gospel to law. While our
English translation puts a small pause between these two concepts with a lowly comma, in the
ancient Greek in which this gospel was written, neither punctuation nor even spaces between the
words existed. Punctuation and word spacing hadn’t been invented yet, if you can believe it. So
Jesus” words ran together, both as words on the page, and as kindred concepts. Jesus himself linked
gospel and law and law and gospel into a single thought. My fellow seminarians learned their lessons
well, and the rule about “Lutheran preaching” to always focus on gospel rather than law, However, I
want to play the cards in theologian Stendahl’s hand: There isn’t any real distinction between law
and gospel; not today, or most importantly, in Jesus” own words and teachings from two millennia
ago.

Thus, we double back to our scripture texts in today’s readings. Without a doubt, we find the gospel
of Jesus’ salvation and God’s sure presence in our lives, and God’s abundant grace. But we are also
taught how to think and how to act, and these surely follow from salvation’s promise, and they are
God’s law. Look again at the text: We have the gospel assurance of Jesus that because he lives, we
also will live, and that he will never leave us orphaned. But then he says trenchantly, “They who
have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be
loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them. (John 14:21)” Jesus is saying

3 Cf. James Carroll, “Life to the Full,” The Boston Globe, April 21, 2008. In this homage to Krister Stendahl, to whom
Carol was close as a friend and colleague, asserts based on Stendahl’s work, “The Old Testament-New Testament polarity, like
the Law-grace [or gospel] dichotomy, [is] false.”
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that behavior—following the commandments to love God and to love each other—Ileads to
revelation. This is why we must emphasize the work of creating God’s mercy and justice in society.
This is why John Kennedy ended his inaugural address with the observation that God’s work on
earth must truly be our own.

One of the practical ways we encounter the twinning of gospel and law is in addiction recovery
programs, which I know first hand and personally. For countless addicts, salvation—which is
another way of understanding recovery—comes not from ourselves, but rather from our “higher
power.” And yet, all recovery programs teach that you must practice healthy behaviors and
abstinence even before you are settled in and confident of your recovery. If you let go of your
addictive behaviors, recovery will follow. In other words, law precedes gospel. And yet, they are
both parts—concurrently experienced—of a single recovery program, twelve steps notwithstanding.
As the old recovery adage goes—and I believe this is also good and appropriate theology—*Fake it
until you make it.”

Some psychologists with their clients advise the same process in therapy. Many self-help books do
likewise. Many of us have read the book, The Power of Positive Thinking, by Dr. Norman Vincent Peale,
first published in 1952, and constantly in print ever since. When originally published, it stayed on The
New York Times bestseller list for over three unbroken years. Dr. Peale’s advice was to first develop
good attitudes and behaviors, and a good life will follow.

All of this seems like a digression, but the simple fact is that our scriptures embody this fundamental
relationship between salvation—which is gospel—and commitment and applied Christianity—
which is law. When St. Paul is speaking to the people of ancient Athens, he is telling them that they
can’t have it both ways. No piety to an “Unknown God” to hedge their bets was allowed in the
Kingdom of God that Jesus preached. Rather, God calls us to commitment simply because God has
committed himself to us first. And God, though the teachings of Jesus, expects that our
commitment will be reflected in the kind of lives we live. Or as Jesus simply teaches, “If you love
me, you will keep my commandments.”
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