
Sermon 181: Romans 13:9-10: Love fulfils the law 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
To say that the Christian ethic is a law based ethic can give a false impression.  Here is a 
typical example: ‘There is a tale told of a missionary in a dark corner of Africa where the 
men had a habit of filing their teeth to sharp points.  He was hard at work trying to convert 
a native chief.  Now the chief was very old, and the missionary was very Old Testament—his 
version of Christianity leaned heavily on thou-shalt-nots.  The savage listened patiently. 
‘I do not understand,’ he said at last.  ‘You tell me that I must not take my neighbour’s wife.’ 
‘That’s right,’ said the missionary. 
‘Or his ivory, or his oxen.’ 
‘Quite right.’ 
‘And I must not dance the war dance and then ambush him on a trail and kill him.’ 
‘Absolutely right!’ 
‘But I cannot do any of these things!’ said the savage regretfully.  ‘I am too old.  To be old 
and to be a Christian, they are the same thing!’1 
Sadly many think of Christianity in the same way today, that its way living is all about what 
we don’t do.  Paul in the portion before us is helping us understand that love fulfils the law.  
That the intent of the thou-shalt-nots are to demonstrate love, and that the law is not 
exhausted when you don’t break all the laws, if this were the case being dead would make 
you perfect in the eyes of the law.  The bible insists that holiness is a positive thing, that it is 
love which fulfils the law.   
 
Romans 13:9-10, ‘For the commandments, "You shall not commit adultery, You shall not 
murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet," and any other commandment, are 
summed up in this word: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself."10 Love does no wrong 
to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.’  Paul has made the point that the 
only outstanding debt that the Christian should be seen to in debt by is the debt of love.  
Paul then moves the discussion from love to the relationship between love and law.  Paul 
could have stopped short of saying that those who have loved have fulfilled the law.  But 
Paul is intent of making an important point, that love fulfils the law.  In doing this he breaks 
down many prejudices and false understandings, and sheds important light on both.  Love is 
informed by the law, and law is fulfilled only when done in love.  Paul shows us how holy 
love, and loving holiness are the ways a Christian ought to live, not by either extreme of 
libertarianism or legalism.   
Paul then goes on to demonstrate his assertion by giving concrete examples from the ten 
commandments and concludes by repeating his point that love fulfils the law.  Today as we 
listen to Paul we want to remind ourselves of four things.  Firstly, the goodness of the law; 
secondly, the necessity of the law; thirdly, we want to explore the specific commands Paul 
reminds us of, and finally think of the spirit of the law. 
 
The goodness of the law 

																																																													
1	Joy	Davidman,	Smoke	on	the	Mountain,	p15.	



Many get nervous when you say that the Christian must obey the law.  On the one hand 
they know that we are saved by grace and not by law, and that the Christian is no longer 
under the law.  That Christ has fulfilled the law.  They also think of the Pharisees and look at 
the terrible example of those who live by the law and what became of them.  Jesus 
castigated them as sons of satan.  As a result of all of these thoughts it is quite 
understandable that the regular Christian distrusts the law.  If a man takes a BMW and 
drives it into a crowd of pedestrians it is the man who is abusing the car that is in the wrong 
not the BMW.  In the same way the law is good, it is holy, Romans 7:12, ‘So the law is holy, 
and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.’  It is wrong to try and use the law 
as a stairway to heaven, but it is good to use as a mirror.  It is wrong to try and use the law 
to justify the sinner, but by the Spirit the law is an instrument for sanctification.   
 
Legalism, or the law without love overshadows the goodness of the law.  The law without 
love is a terrible abuse of the law and a terrible misrepresentation of God, and so we must 
stress that love and law must go hand in hand.  The law is a reflection of God’s own 
standards and nature, think then on how legalism misrepresents God.  Think on the 
Pharisees, and how they abused the law.  They made God out to be uncaring when they 
insisted that Jesus could not heal on the Sabbath, making it about law for law’s sake and 
not for man’s good, which is what the law was given for.  They made God out to be a cruel 
and harsh task master who gave impossible tasks to His people but gave them no help.  
Jesus spoke about His yolk which He helped us carry which was light compared to the 
burdens created by the Pharisees.  The way the Pharisees practiced the law forced them not 
to eat and drink with people they considered sinners, it segregated society.  The Pharisees 
misrepresented God’s forgiveness so much so that Jesus had to tell the parable of the 
prodigal son to demonstrate God’s willingness to accept terrible sinners and the hard-
heartedness of the older brother.  It is no wonder that many reject the notion of law when 
this legalistic spirit so often attends it.  But remember the law itself is not evil it is good and 
holy.  Paul calls us to balance this abuse by doing the law in love not in a mean spirited self-
righteousness. 
 
Love is not against law but for it.  Love in relation to self would be defined as selfishness or 
selflessness, but love in relation to the law would be defined as sinfulness or holiness.  
These are the same things, selfishness is sinfulness, selflessness is holiness.  James views 
the law as a positive thing calling it the law of liberty, the perfect law and the royal law, and 
so it is when we are not fixated on it as a negative list of prohibitions but a guide to love.  
Legalism can be a way of doing the least amount necessary.  Insisting on the law is a 
common tactic for our sinful hearts so that we do not need to try harder than a mere 
external performance of the letter of the law.  Paul telling us that love fulfils the law reminds 
us of the positive nature of the law that it can only be fulfilled when self is completely given 
in love.  Anything less is not a fulfilment of the law. 
  Legalism, ironically, lends a stronghold to the lie that living for others is painful and living 
for self is satisfying.  This is how Joy Davidman puts it: ‘And we fear that if we give up the 
self nothing will be left of us but a dry, empty husk like a dead snail shell.  It seldom occurs 
to us that the Holy Spirit is waiting till the self is out—waiting to rush in and fill us with 
luminous splendours.  Throwing away the self is like squeezing the water out of a half-
drowned man’s lungs, not because you want his lungs empty but because you want the air 
to get in so that he can live.  For the self is asphyxiating and killing us; the only air we are 
designed to breathe is God.’2  And so it with God’s law.  He does not command us to burden 
us, or to trick us into self-ruin, but for our happiness in Him.  The Christian must rediscover 
the heart of love in the God who gave the law for our good. 
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Before we move onto the next point let me stress something very important.  When we say 
that the Christian is still subject to the law, we are not saying that the Christian is subject to 
it as a covenant of works.  In other words, we do not try to keep the law in order to make 
ourselves good enough to get into heaven.  We never can.  This is why Jesus came.  He 
came to do two things for us in relation to the law.  He died to pay the penalty for the 
crimes we had committed against the law, paying all our sin debt in full.  And He lived to do 
all the law perfectly so that His law keeping record could be credited as ours.  We are 
dressed in His righteousness and seen by God the Father to be as holy and as law keeping 
as Jesus because we are hidden in Christ.  We do not try and keep the law to make 
ourselves holy or to pay for our sins Jesus alone has done that.  Now we keep the law out of 
love not fear because of this wonderful salvation we enjoy.           
   
  The necessity of the law 
 
 
Now I can imagine someone saying, ‘But Nick, why can’t we just have love without the law?’  
traditionally the ten commandments have been divided into the two tables of the law, the 
first 4 commands relating to our love to God, and the the other 6 to our love for our 
neighbour.  Many today like the idea of loving our neighbour, but not loving God, they like 
the second table of the law and the general principle of loving others, but to include God 
means to include a law giver and a judge and someone who brings more definition to love.  
As we look down at Paul’s use of the ten commandments, you will notice that he quotes the 
7th, the 6th, the 8th and 10th, but not from the first four.  Some might think that this agrees 
with the humanist agenda of being nice to your fellow man but letting religion go out the 
window because it is more of a liability than a help.  But let me point something out.   
 
Let me invite you to observe our modern day culture from the perspective of misdirected 
love.  In other words, think of all the advancements that we are seeing in politics and law 
and cultural development as mostly the result of man trying to love man, but without God.  
They want the second table of the law, but without the lawgiver who demands a narrower 
definition of love.  Think for example about Communism.  When Karl Marx wrote Das Capital 
as the Communist manifesto he did not write with the intent of enabling a group of tyrants 
to subjugate millions of their own people in the name of equality.  Karl Marx wrote out of a 
desire to help his fellow man, but the message of Communism begins with the idea that God 
does not exist, and so all the well intentioned action on behalf of man proceeds without 
definition.  ‘in 1991 the British Journalist William Rees-Mogg told readers of The Times, ‘The 
emotional power of religious belief can reinforce evil as well as oppose it, yet no religious 
tyranny in history has matched that spawned by atheism.’  Even if we confined ourselves to 
just one example of human history, the evidence for this is overwhelming; during these ten 
decades more people were killed by atheistic states than in all other wars throughout 
history.  It was atheism. Not religion (of any kind) which triggered Nazism that led to 
wholesale slaughter.  In The Rise and Fall of The Third Reich, journalist William Shirer 
indicated that the Nazi regime’s ultimate goal was to destroy biblical religion and substitute 
‘the old paganism of the early German gods and the new paganism of the Nazi extremists.’  
It was atheism not religion, which fuelled the Marxist-Leninist agenda and resulted, directly 
or indirectly, in the deaths of over sixty million men, women and children in Eastern Europe 
in the space of fifty years.  It was atheism, not religion, which crushed the life out of 
seventy million people in Mao Tse-tung’s China and left 1.3 million dead in Pol Pot’s 
Cambodia.’3   
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Today we are seeing man trying to love man without God, without a lawgiver defining the 
type of love we should allow.  And so we have seen millions of babies aborted, murdered in 
the name of securing freedom for women, but this is love without law and ends up not 
being love at all.  Other man centred laws such as homosexual marriage, euthanasia, and 
many other man-centred movements will reap terrible consequences.  So much of the 
world’s suffering must be put at the feet of men rejecting God’s law and doing things their 
own way in the name of loving their neighbour.  So much of what we are doing wrong today 
can be understood as love without law.  And love without law to define it becomes 
something else, something terrible and destructive.  Life as we are supposed to live it is 
found in the ways of God’s law.  He has commanded us for His glory and our good, and 
when we reject that law we suffer.   
The specificity of law 
 
Let us consider how the laws mentioned by Paul in v9 are applied in love.  We began by 
saying that the old chief is not obeying the law for merely not doing all the law says we 
should not do, obedience to the law is not rendered when we are dead but when we love.  
Paul says there is a connection between the do not commands of the 10 commandments 
and love so we must work out how he thinks this way.  Paul we know is summarising Jesus 
teaching on the law.  When Jesus was asked what the greatest command was He told us 
that the whole law and the prophets were summed up in the two love commands to love 
God and our neighbour.  Jesus, who is God, who is the author of the law is our teacher in 
how we are to interpret them.  Jesus does three things when interpreting the law, He sees 
the negative implying a positive, for example, we are not only to not murder but to seek our 
neighbour’s highest good.  He sees the law needing application to the heart as well as the 
body, so for example adultery is not only forbidden in action but also in our imaginations.  
And we see Jesus seeing the law forbid not only the full grown sin but the seed sin that 
leads to sin, for example, not only is murder forbidden but also anger.  We can add to these 
approaches by asking the question how does love obey the law?  When would love stop 
obeying?   
 
‘You shall not commit adultery.’  Paul begins with the seventh commandment.  This 
command is against adultery, applied inwardly it is against mental adultery, and it is against 
the lust that leads to all nature of sexual sin.  It is against flirting with others when married, 
nurturing opposite sex friendships, and many other things.  Not committing adultery is a 
loving thing to do that does not harm your neighbour, but how does love positively keep this 
command?  By praying for the marriages in the church, but cultivating a strong marriage in 
your own case.  By husbands and wives not only avoiding any form of unfaithfulness but 
positively cultivating the best marriage relationship they can.  By bringing up your children 
to respect the institution of marriage and living a good example where others can see the 
benefit of the God given institution.  When you keep all of God’s commands and enjoy the 
blessing of marriage you put on display the goodness of God’s law and the world’s selfish 
‘me’ marriages are exposed for the empty husks they are. 
 
‘You shall not murder.’  The unjust taking of human life is forbidden, whether it be by 
murder, abortion, genocide, suicide, euthanasia, etc.  Jesus points out that anger, hatred, 
and angry speech are likewise forbidden by this law.  But have we fulfilled this command by 
merely not killing anyone?  No, seeing every person as made in the image of God we are to 
seek their highest good, in preaching the gospel to them, in meeting their physical needs, in 
sacrificial service, running at a loss to serve them.  It means that we are peacemakers who 
never allow tensions in relationships to remain, but as far as depends upon us we seek open 
and real relationships with all. 
 



‘You shall not steal.’  God gives us His good gifts to enjoy, and we are to be content and not 
violate another’s right to own and enjoy those gifts.  But a positive love goes much further 
than not stealing.  Love says, I will protect your things from others, and seek for you to 
enjoy the things I enjoy, it is generous.  When Paul tells people to stop stealing he points 
them to work in order that they might have something to share instead.  Paul is telling us 
that love is willing to work that others might have, and does not only stop stealing. 
 
‘You shall not covet.’  A law oriented approach will be in a constant angst in trying to hinder 
ones heart from not wanting other people’s stuff, but a love approach fills the heart with a 
positive approach.  Coveting is a selfishly oriented perspective that seeks others things for 
self, love seeks others to have things.  The opposite of coveting is weeping with those who 
weep and rejoicing when others rejoice when others get things and blessings. 
 
As homework why don’t you think about how love fulfils all ten of the commandments.  The 
law is a tool for this sort of meditation and Jesus has led the way in us thinking about the 
law in this fashion.  The law is a great tool to help us get specific.  It is easy to talk about 
sin and our sinfulness generally it is safe.  So meditate on the law to help you get specific.   
 
The spirit of the law 
 
The whole point of the law was always only ever love.  It was put in the negative form on 
account of our sin, and sinful hearts were able to use the holy law to create a false religion 
that stressed the negative aspects of the law.  Here we are reminded that the purpose of 
the law was always love.  So I will end now with a list I am borrowing from Paul David Tripp 
that outlines 23 aspects of love.  Listen carefully to these and take into the prayer closet 
those things that you need to work on in your life.   
 

1. LOVE IS... being willing to have your life complicated by the needs and struggles of 
others without impatience or anger. 

2. LOVE IS... actively fighting the temptation to be critical and judgmental toward 
another while looking for ways to encourage and praise. 

3. LOVE IS... making a daily commitment to resist the needless moments of conflict 
that come from pointing out and responding to minor offenses. 

4. LOVE IS... being lovingly honest and humbly approachable in times of 
misunderstanding. 

5. LOVE IS... being more committed to unity and understanding than you are to 
winning, accusing, or being right. 

6. LOVE IS... a making a daily commitment to admit your sin, weakness, and failure 
and to resist the temptation to offer an excuse or shift the blame. 

7. LOVE IS... being willing, when confronted by another, to examine your heart rather 
than rising to your defense or shifting the focus. 

8. LOVE IS... making a daily commitment to grow in love so that the love you offer to 
another is increasingly selfless, mature, and patient. 

9. LOVE IS... being unwilling to do what is wrong when you have been wronged, but 
looking for concrete and specific ways to overcome evil with good. 

10. LOVE IS... being a good student of another, looking for their physical, emotional, 
and spiritual needs so that in some way you can remove the burden, support them 
as they carry it, or encourage them along the way. 

11. LOVE IS... being willing to invest the time necessary to discuss, examine, and 
understand the relational problems you face, staying on task until the problem is 
removed or you have agreed upon a strategy of response. 



12. LOVE IS... being willing to always ask for forgiveness and always being committed 
to grant forgiveness when it is requested. 

13. LOVE IS... recognizing the high value of trust in a relationship and being faithful to 
your promises and true to your word. 

14. LOVE IS... speaking kindly and gently, even in moments of disagreement, refusing 
to attack the other person’s character or assault their intelligence. 

15. LOVE IS... being unwilling to flatter, lie, manipulate, or deceive in any way in order 
to co-opt the other person into giving you what you want or doing something your 
way. 

16. LOVE IS... being unwilling to ask another person to be the source of your identity, 
meaning, and purpose, or inner sense of well-being, while refusing to be the source 
of theirs. 

17. LOVE IS... the willingness to have less free time, less sleep, and a busier schedule 
in order to be faithful to what God has called you to be and to do as a spouse, 
parent, neighbor, etc. 

18. LOVE IS... a commitment to say no to selfish instincts and to do everything that is 
within your ability to promote real unity, functional understanding, and active love in 
your relationships. 

19. LOVE IS... staying faithful to your commitment to treat another with appreciation, 
respect, and grace, even in moments when the other person doesn’t seem deserving 
or is unwilling to reciprocate. 

20. LOVE IS... the willingness to make regular and costly sacrifices for the sake of a 
relationship without asking for anything in return or using your sacrifices to place the 
other person in your debt. 

21. LOVE IS... being unwilling to make any personal decision or choice that would harm 
a relationship, hurt the other person, or weaken the bond of trust between you. 

22. LOVE IS... refusing to be self-focused or demanding, but instead looking for specific 
ways to serve, support, and encourage, even when you are busy or tired. 

23. LOVE IS... daily admitting to yourself, the other person, and God that you are 
unable to be driven by a cruciform love without God’s protecting, providing, 
forgiving, rescuing, and delivering grace. 
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