
Romans 13:8-14-LOVE COMMANDMENT, Sept. 10, 2017 

 Phil and I were in New York over Labor Day weekend, helping other family 

members put on an estate sale for Phil’s 88 year old Dad, who has moved from his house 

of 5 decades into an apartment.  We also wanted to visit with Phil’s brother, who at age 

60, with severe MS and in the middle of an ugly divorce, can no longer stand or walk and 

is presently in a care center. It was satisfying and rewarding to be a part of all of this 

family activity, but it wasn’t perhaps the most relaxing or fun of vacations; more the kind 

where you look forward to returning to work, so you can rest up a little. We’re both glad 

we went, and we had some great family connections.  But, given that this is real life, we 

also had some pinch points, both in terms of how to live out familial obligations and how 

to get along with diverse family members.  Helpfully, these are two of the issues raised in 

our Scripture lessons this morning, Scripture also being about reality, rather than fantasy.  

Paul is exploring the theme of obligation versus love; Jesus, in Matthew, is exploring the 

theme of conflict.  

 These are most certainly pertinent topics for any of us who have contact at all 

with anyone besides ourselves. Consider the topic of obligation: Living within 

community, whether that of a family or a church or a village, imposes obligations upon 

us.  We feel that we owe something to others in our family, our church, our community.  

We may owe our participation, our resources, our presence to others.  St. Paul lived in a 

Roman-Greco society that was all about obligation; citizens owed allegiance to the 

government; wives and children owed submission to their husbands and fathers; soldiers 

owed service to their superiors; slaves owed obedience to their masters.  There was a very 

clear cut set of expectations with these obligations and it was a serious breach of honor to 



fail to uphold them.  While our sense of obligation is likely less than theirs, I believe we 

still live with a sense of obligation---to God, to country, to church, and family.  One 

might argue, for instance, that Phil and I were meeting an obligation to his family in our 

recent vacation.  As the adult child who lives furthest from his Dad, Phil rarely gets to 

take part in concrete tasks to assist his father---this has caused a little resentment on the 

part of those adult children living closer.  We were obliged to do our part in this, since we 

could.   

 But was that our deepest motivation?  I think not, I hope not.  I would rather 

believe that we did it for love.  The long drive there and back; the cleaning, sorting, set-

up, selling, take-down, and disposal of house and goods were all most definitely labor; 

but they were a labor of love. While a sense of obligation may have contributed, I like to 

think that love was the primary motivation.  And in this way, we stand in good stead with 

St. Paul, who in our lesson from Romans 13 instructs us: “ owe no one anything, except 

to love one another.”  I’m pretty sure we can’t begin to wrap our minds around how 

radical a notion this was in a culture of obligation based entirely on what one owed to 

another—or even within our own culture.  “Owe no one anything,” Paul tells us.  So-- 

Don’t act out of obligation.  “Owe only love”.  So-- Act out of love.  If you think about 

that for a bit, you’ll realize it’s a terrifying notion.  Isn’t the entire world constructed on 

fulfilling obligations, on paying or fulfilling what we owe, one way or another?  Is love 

genuinely an adequate substitute for obligation and debt? 

 This is a tough question, and here comes the next one:  we are asked further, in 

our lesson from Matthew, to consider conflict between community members.  Conflict 

happens, and we got to experience that first hand in our NY sojourn, too, although none 



of us need to travel any distance at all to experience conflict, do we?  I mentioned that 

Phil’s brother David is in the middle of a bitter divorce.  Both his brother and his soon-to-

be ex-wife are intelligent, good hearted, faithful, church-going people.  They are not 

alcoholics or addicts or diagnosed with mental illness.  And yet, they are in the midst of a 

divorce which has brought out the absolute worst in both of them, filled them each with 

rage, and created a toxic environment that poisons their children and their families of 

origin.  All of us know of situations like this, some less extreme, some more extreme, and 

of course, conflict happens in situations other than divorce, too.  Conflict happens 

whenever more than one person is involved in most anything.  But seeing this in action in 

NY pointed out for me once again the painfully obvious fact that devout and good people 

of faith can have an awfully hard time getting along.  In Matthew, Jesus acknowledges 

the reality that there is conflict even among and between well-intentioned people of faith, 

and within congregations, within the realm of the church at large. He addresses how such 

conflicts might be handled,  particularly encouraging a direct approach, rather than our 

usual passive aggressive manner of dealing with conflict. So both of these Scriptures 

reflect the fact that even within the church there is plenty of divisiveness and conflict to 

go around, both between individuals, and within individual congregations and among 

what we might call “The Church” universal. 

  Of course, this reality is obvious to those outside of the church, and often 

such folks criticize us for our tendency towards strife.  I guess such criticism is merited, 

but actually, I generally come at this from the other end altogether.  At least in regards to 

this congregation, it amazes me how well and how often we do get along!  It astounds me 

that we pull together and get so much accomplished.  It’s awesome how we come 



together, week after week, in a spirit of Christian unity.  Because let’s face it---I know 

how irritating and petty I can be, and you know how irritating and petty you can be, and 

we all know how irritating and petty everyone else can be.  It’s a wonder to me that this 

or any congregation survives a week, much less for coming up on 90 years of ministry!  

Intentionally, or usually unintentionally, we may slight or overlook or injure one another.  

We may disagree with one another.  And yet here we are—giving our time, our love, our 

energy, our money, our very selves---to God and to each other.  It’s a mind boggling 

reality that we are the church and that surprisingly often we are God’s hands and heart for 

each other and our community.   I’m humbled when I think of how God is able to work 

through us, in spite of the potential for conflict and division that exists within this or  any 

human community.  How can this be?  Is it through sheer luck? Is it because we’re all 

just exceptionally nice people, all above average, as Garrison Khellor might say?  Is it 

through our careful and thorough obedience to a set of laws and rules for getting along? 

Is it because we all have a powerful sense of obligation?  Or is through something more 

like—love?  As Paul suggests is best.  

 Both Paul and the Gospel of Matthew are concerned with how people in a family 

or community or nation can get along.  We continue to wrestle with that issue.  Is it a 

matter of law?  Or obligation?  Or of love?  The traditional answer for how to order a 

group of people is law, and rightly so.  Laws and rules, at their best, serve to protect us, to 

preserve the rights of the most vulnerable, and to order our society in a way that serves 

the common good.   When you come right down to it, most laws are concerned with how 

people treat one another, how we get along, how human community can be safe-guarded.  

And such laws impose obligation upon us; the obligation to uphold the law.  



 Just as the people of Paul and Christ’s time lived in a society based on obligation, 

so they also lived in legalistic societies, especially the Jewish people of that time.  They  

were very law-oriented people.  They had accumulated more and more laws each year of 

their long history. Their laws governed matters we might consider both civil and 

religious, down to even the smallest details of life. For example, there were laws that 

specified how many steps you could take on the Sabbath, or how your hands should be 

cleaned after touching something considered unclean, or what foods were appropriate to 

eat and how they should be prepared.  Some people took great pride in diligently obeying 

each and every law.  On the other hand, many people wished that the law was a bit 

simpler. They wanted a kind of Readers Digest Condensed version of the law.  In fact, 

they wanted just a single general principle that they could apply to most life situations.  

Remember the Gospel story about the lawyer who asked Jesus which commandment was 

the greatest or most important to obey?  And the lawyer’s question was not new; it had 

been an area of debate for centuries before Jesus was born.  Several hundred years earlier, 

for example, Rabbi Hillel was asked by a mischievous student if he could summarize the 

totality of the law into a single commandment while balancing on one leg.  Not to be 

outdone, the Rabbi stood on one leg and replied, “What you hate for yourself, do not do 

to your neighbor.”  All the ideas of those respected teachers who had weighed in on this 

question of the greatest law had become part of the on-going debate. 

  If you recall, Jesus tells the lawyer that he should love the Lord with all 

his heart, mind, soul, and strength, and he should love his neighbor as himself.  Both of 

these commandments which Jesus quotes are from the Old Testament.  Jesus isn’t saying 

anything new here.  In the letter to the Romans, Paul refers to four of the Ten 



Commandments, also nothing new, but from the Old Testmant, four which deal with how 

we get along ---we shall not commit adultery, we shall not murder, we shall not steal, we 

shall not covet. Obeying these sets of laws does indeed help us to get along together as 

people of faith.  But, Paul, like Jesus and Rabbi Hillel and others, believes that rather than 

memorizing and obeying a long grocery list of laws, we can summarize the spirit of them 

all quite simply.  Like Jesus, Paul believes that the laws that regulate how we should 

interact can be summarized in the single commandment that we should love our neighbor.  

In fact, he twice states that love is the fulfillment of the law; if we love our neighbor and 

act accordingly, we will, in fact, fulfill the intent of the law and preserve Christian unity 

and community.  

 So then, of course, we must ask ourselves, how shall we love our neighbors as 

ourselves?  Do we love ourselves intelligently enough to be able to love anyone else very 

well?  Furthermore, if my neighbor, as Jesus tells me in the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, is anyone who needs my help, then I have neighbors all over the world, many 

of whom I only see on the news after a hurricane destroys their homes. So, I don’t know 

them, I see only a few of them in pictures on the news, they are in many ways, an 

abstraction.  That becomes a challenge for us, because it’s hard for us to genuinely love 

abstractions.  It’s easier to understand and respond to the human needs that we see right 

around us.  Or is it?  There can be another twist to this whole business of loving 

neighbors and abstractions and here’s what it is:  sometimes, we love people better in the 

abstract than in reality.  How many us might admit, if we were brutally honest, “ I love 

humanity, it’s people I can’t stand?”   Some of us find it far easier to feel compassion and 

send help in some way for those in need around the world than to extend that same 



compassion and help to our irritating next door neighbor or our friend who always needs 

something or the people we see every week in church who may annoy us in any number 

of ways.    Loving those near at hand can be at least as challenging as loving those far 

away.  And yet it’s that love that provides the means for us or any Christian community 

to function effectively, to witness to our community, and to live out the Spirit of Christ.   

Of course, we likely need to recognize that our love may not always be made up of warm, 

fuzzy feelings, but rather of a genuine desire for the good of the other, even when we 

don’t feel warm or fuzzy.  Love requires forgiveness, understanding, and a willingness to 

make sacrifices.  We should be warned: by narrowing down all those laws and rules into 

a simple law of love, Jesus and Paul do not make things any simpler for us.  Not by any 

means.  It’s a lot easier to obey a list of rules than it is to take the high road of love, to be 

forgiving when you’ve been hurt, to extend second chances, to welcome someone you’re 

not sure of.  In the midst of what can be the mundane and trivial mess in our lives, this 

calling to live by a law of love is a high calling, a difficult challenge.  Make no mistake 

about it; It is only because we know the love of God, that we are able to respond to this 

mighty calling to love one another.  I’d like to close with some words from Mother 

Theresa, who I think knew a lot about loving God and her neighbor.  She said, “Jesus has 

chosen each and everyone of you to be His love in the world.  How great is our calling.  

How fortunate people would think themselves if they were given a chance to give 

personal service to the king of this world. And here we are given it—we can touch, serve, 

and love Christ all the days of our lives.”  Amen. 


