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Love Fulfills the Law 
 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
Today we’re going to look at Romans 13.  
This text was recently quoted by a public 
official as a reason to support a political 
policy.  So I thought it would be good for us 
to look at this text more closely.  The quote 
was only a couple of verses, but we’re going 
to hear the whole chapter. 
 
SERMON 
 
We are fortunate to live in a country where 
law and justice are in active dialogue with 
one another.  Yet, law and justice are not 
one and the same.   The Apostle Paul 
accepted the slavery laws of his day, even 
though they were unjust.  Slave owners in 
our country used Paul’s words to justify 
slavery.  Abraham Lincoln’s words in the 
Gettysburg Address (which we read earlier) 
remind us we fought a fierce civil war over 
this disconnect between law and justice.  
 
There have been American laws that 
allowed the ownership of people of African 
descent, ownership of women, and 
ownership of children. These practices were 
legal but they certainly were not just.  
These laws have been flaws in our 
commitment to liberty and justice for all.  
That is why in our last hymn we will pray to 
God to mend our every flaw.  It is why we 
keep changing our laws to more closely 
reflect our conviction that all people are 
created equal. 
 
 

 
In the recent political tensions about how 
we should respond to refugees on our 
southern border, a public official quoted 
the opening verses of Romans 13 to 
chastise religious protestors.  So, let’s look 
more closely at that text today.   
 
It’s crucial when we encounter an epistle, a 
letter in the New Testament, that we 
remember that it is a letter written to a 
particular community in a particular time 
and place.  If we were writing a letter today, 
we might write a different letter to the 
people in Portland than to the people in 
Presque Isle.  Context matters. 
 
Here are four factors in chapter 13. 
 
1. Paul is writing to the Christians living in 
Rome, the center of the political power 
structure of their time. They are under 
greater scrutiny that people in the 
hinterlands.  He’s encouraging them to not 
draw undue attention to themselves.  Their 
lives are tenuous enough as it is. 
 
2. Paul is a Roman citizen.  Throughout his 
writings we can see how this gives him 
particular privileges and protections.  He is 
inclined to see Rome favorably. 
 
3. As the chapter proceeds Paul makes clear 
that love is the ultimate law.  Love your 
neighbor as yourself.  Love fulfills the law.   
 
 
 



4. Finally, the end of the chapter reminds us 
that Paul believes the second coming of 
Christ is imminent.  Therefore, Paul 
encouraged people not to marry, but to 
remain celibate, (as we discussed last week) 
and not to focus on the political situation 
around them.  Paul expects Christ to return 
very soon. Then everything will change and 
there will be no need for political 
authorities.  Paul was wrong.  Here we are – 
2,000 years later – still struggling with the 
political and religious realities of human life. 
 
Paul begins chapter 13, saying 
   Let every person be subject to the    
   governing authorities; for there is no  
   authority except from God,  
   and those authorities that exist have  
   been instituted by God. (Romans 13:1) 

 
I wish Paul were here because I want to say,   
             Really, every authority?   
This theological approach implies that 
everything that happens is part of God’s 
plan.  This perspective leaves no room for 
human self determination – for self will.  It 
also excuses humans for their role in the 
devastating consequences of unjust 
authorities.  I believe God is always with us, 
but I don’t believe God determines 
everything that happens. 
 
Paul is an important leader in the early 
church, but he is not Jesus.  When we turn 
to Jesus we see that he challenged both the 
religious and the political authorities.  He 
did things on the Sabbath there were not 
allowed.  And let’s consider his words give 
to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what 
is God’s.  This is an ironic response to 
people who were challenging him.  Jesus is 
very clear time and time again that 
everything is God’s, so by implication 
nothing is ultimately Caesar’s. 

Throughout the biblical witness we 
encounter tension between the claims of 
political authorities and religious 
authorities.  Followers of Jesus, in seeking 
to describe his authority claim him as the 
Son of God, a direct challenge to the Roman 
emperor’s claim that he was the Son of 
God.   
 
For the Jewish followers of Jesus, Jesus was 
the new Moses.  God called Moses to  
challenge the political authority of Pharaoh, 
with the message, Let My People Go.  Each 
year the Jewish community celebrates 
Passover, commemorating that Exodus 
experience.  
 
Today we gather to celebrate communion 
which has its roots in the Passover.  Love 
and justice fulfill God’s law.  
 
We stand with the children whose parents 
are refugees at the southern border. 
We stand with the children whose parents 
are victims of mass incarceration. 
We stand with the children whose parents 
were prescribed opiates and got addicted.  
We stand with the children. 
 
This morning, as I was preparing for worship 
here in the sanctuary, a woman came in. 
She said she just needed to come in for a 
few minutes before her family headed back 
home to Penn.  This had been such an 
important place for her.  When I asked what 
had been so meaningful, she said, This is the 
first place that taught me you could be a 
Christian and not hate everyone. 
 
Love fulfills the law. 


