The Third-Use of the Law
This is a very informal note and only meant as a starter for a debate.
I assume the validity of the First Use: To restrain 'natural man'. 

I assume the validity of the Second Use: To imprison us in guilt and thus lead us to Christ. 

I personally assume the validity of the Third Use: To show Christians how to live lives pleasing to God.

As I understand it, the 'tertius usus' debate originated in the discussions between Luther and Calvin. Luther, as only to be expected considering where he was coming from, held that the Law did not apply to Christians for we were under Grace, not under Law. Hence this debate is also sometimes called the 'Law-Grace' debate. Subsequently, in the discussions against the Anabaptists conducted by the later Calvinists the position between the two sides hardened and the debate has continued between what I would call reformed theology and the Baptist position, exacerbated in the last 150 years by the rise of Dispensationalist theology.
It is an important debate for the following reasons: But before I give the reasons, it must be understood that in no way do I consider Baptists or anyone else who disagrees with me to be heretics. It is not up to me to judge another's servants and, in my experience; Baptists love and serve the Lord Jesus (often far better than I do). Besides which, I learnt more about what Christianity is really about from four very dear people who happen to be Baptists than I ever learnt from seminary or (dare I say it) L'Abri. (For your information, they are Jerram's wife Vicki's parents and my wife's parents.) Also, for me or anyone to demand conformity to any theological position as a condition of salvation is the have a works based theology as bad as any other ‘necessary work’. It is only by grace that we enter. Another thing must also be said here about Baptists. In the UK the usual Baptist is not exclusive and there are very few who are. In the USA the situation is almost completely reversed, there, most Baptists are exclusive. My experience is mixed, but dominantly of UK Baptists and some of what I say below may not be appropriate to Baptists in the USA. 
So to the reasons why I consider the debate to be important.
a) Whenever one leads a bible-study in the presence of Baptists, if you happen to use any of the Old Testament in any way other than 'Spiritually' and imply that it might have a real effect on our practical lives today, they will agree with all your argument and follow approvingly, but when it is over you will get a 'but we are not under Law but under Grace' that totally dismisses all that you have said. They seem intellectually and emotionally incapable of taking the OT seriously as anything other than 'comfort'. The only possible exception to this is the Decalogue itself, but even then any attempt to make it a 'must'(e.g. we must not murder) is liable to be met with the same rejoinder about Law and Grace that I take to mean that it does not really matter. 

b) Whenever you hear a Baptist preach from the old Testament it is most frequently Spiritualised. Any promise that refers to the physical land refers only to the Jews. Any command that has the possibility of physical obedience likewise refers only to the Jews. Any history is used merely as examples (as 1 Cor 10). This leads to a very weak view of scripture generally and many of the examples I have heard of complete and utter misuse of scripture come from preachers of this persuasion. (e.g. 'The workers in the vineyard is a parable about trades-unionism and deals with Gods dislike of harsh employers.' e.g. 'the use of the word 'word' in James 1:23 is an example of our misuse of God's word.' e.g. the use of 1 Peter 1:23 to preach against Abortion.) In all the cases mentioned there what is being said is scriptural in the sense that it conforms to something God has said in the bible, but it just does not come from the passage quoted. This cavalier approach to scripture is to my mind one of the most dangerous things that can happen in an age of feelings such as ours. It allows one to make almost any interpretation that one wants to of any passage. When a trained preacher who knows and loves the Lord and has read the Bible frequently does it, he probably won’t say anything that contradicts scripture, but it is a dreadful example to give to less mature people. (Having said that, the worst example I know of came from a very well known 'free' churchman over here. 'The gifts and calling of God are without repentance'(KJV Rom 11:29) means that many, many people who have been called - by God - into the pastoral ministry are not actually believers. (!!??!!)) This fact is of course true but completely distorts what Paul is saying   and, in fact, bears no relationship to what Paul is saying (That The Gifts and Calling of God are irrevocable)

c) The Dispensationalists have deepened the divide even further, especially in the last half of the 20C and their emphasis on the future. Now, apart from personal evangelism, nothing is left to the people of God but to look forward to a whole variety of possible futures. The debate between Pre-Mills and Post-Mills has not helped here either. Who on earth cares about pre-trib or mid-trib or post-trib rapture? As the OT prophets kept on reminding the Israelites, the Day of the Lord can be tomorrow for you if you happen to walk under a bus
. Luther was much more organised; when asked one spring what he would do if he knew the Lord was coming in October he replied 'plant a garden.' which I take to mean 'be doing what the Lord would expect you to be doing.' (I have a strong suspicion that Luther would be on the third-use side nowadays if he saw what has been done to his arguments - I have a very strong belief that he is on the third-use side now that he knows what is truly true!) 

d) Personally I consider this (failure to understand scripture correctly) to be the cause of the divisions between us. The Baptist position on Baptism is merely the symptom, not the cause. I personally think that the main problem is that they fail to view history as God in the bible views history, that is, in a covenantal way. (It really makes life difficult for me that (probably) the best preacher in the 19C (Spurgeon) was a covenantal Baptist. I just don't see how he could have been - but then that's my problem) The main purpose of the 'Covenant Paper' - that you now have a copy of - is to try and explore this area of difference.
So to my argument. 

a) It is self evident to me that part of the misunderstanding of what the Law is, is exactly the same misunderstanding as that of the Jews of the inter-testemental period. They saw it as a way to get to God, to be pleasing to God. The Decalogue itself begins. "I am your God, You are my People whom I have rescued." It should never ever have been seen as a way to get to God. 

b) Interestingly, (and at this point in the argument it is an aside, but I will refer to it again later) another parallel with the inter-testemental Jews appears to result among our latter day Dispensationalists. The Jews no longer looked to God to save them, but to History to validate them and their obedience. We have been obedient; when the Messiah comes we will be justified. Our latter day version is crudely summed up by the 'let-go and let-God' philosophy (sic) which permeates a society that spends all its energies looking towards the future. We have been believers; when the Lord comes again we will be justified. 

c) The Law, as I see it, is a statement about relationships. (Here, I will be very brief what I mean as it is in the 'Covenant Paper'.) Basically: What we expect from each other is not an expectation in a vacuum. As our relationships grow then our expectations change and grow. God's people were in relationship with God and the Law is a statement about what God expects His people to be like. Because He is very great then the expectations are not just between us and him, but between us and the rest of his people, between us and other humans, between us and all the rest of His creation. The law is a statement of the character of Gods people, because and only because they are in relationship with Him. (Hence the image in James 1 about the man who reads but does not obey being like a man who looks in a mirror and then forgets what he looks like) 

d) The OT makes it clear that we would never meet the standards of the Law, but that - in one sense - did not matter because, as with us, God is a merciful God, God would provide the sacrifice, God would rescue. What he wanted was hearts turned to Him. Hearts on which the Law was written; and he would do that too. (I can't remember if I incorporated this next image into the paper) The passage in Jeremiah that talks about a coming time when the Ark of the Covenant will be remembered no more is particularly poignant here. What was in the Ark? - The Law, written on Stones by the very finger of God. Where was the Ark? In the Holiest place, the very centre of the temple, where God dwelt among His people. Where is the Ark now? Well, the Law is written on our hearts (New Covenant promise) by the very hand of God. Our hearts are the very centre of our bodies which are described as the temple of God where God dwells through the Holy Spirit. Almost I rest my case. 

e) Jesus came to save us from breaking the Law, God is not 'unfair' we are not saved from a new set of rules that we did not know about but a set that we did know about. - The Law. 

f) Paul calls the Law Holy and Just. His arguments about 'not continuing to sin so that more grace would occur', etc., etc., presuppose that we know what sin is. I submit (with Paul) that we do not know what sin is otherwise than from the Law. 

g) We are continually commanded to 'go and sin no more.' Without the Law - what is sin? 

h) Peter, even the apostle to the Jews, commands us to ‘be holy because he who called us is holy’. I submit that a direct appeal to the OT refrain which occurs throughout the Law could not have been understood in any other way than to refer to that Law. 

i) The 'First and Great Commandment' and the 'second like unto it' are not to be placed in contradiction of or as replacement for the OT Law. Firstly, they are statements taken from that OT Law. Secondly, they are seen by our Lord as a summary of that OT Law. 

j) In fact, our basic problem is to try and understand how there can be a law that commands 'Love'. Love and Law are so opposed in idea. (This problem is only exacerbated by the fact that these commands are in the OT Law - to a Dispensationalist this is a problem that can only be overcome by saying that they mean something different in the OT, 'Love in the NT' is an attribute of God's love for us and was not explicated until John 3:16. 'Love in the OT' is the far inferior human love. I can have no truck with such a radical ignorance of God’s word) To summarise a great deal of research, the answer to this question; viz. How can there be a law that commands love? is that 'Love is a decision to put another person at a point of preference and the action to achieve that end.' Love is a decision of the will and an associated action. In God's grace love may be accompanied by feelings and joy and excitement and well-being but I do not think that these are central to what love is. I submit that this definition completely conforms to my contention that the Law is a description of the people of God. It also completely conforms to the NT command to consider others more important than ourselves. To do so is to love them. (Incidentally, after years of quoting CS Lewis approvingly when he says 'I am commanded to Love my neighbour, but I don't have to like him' I have changed my mind. I fully approve of the sentiment behind it - to love is not a matter of emotions. But I now think that we are called to be Christ-like and to like the unlovely as well as love them. It is only in this twisted age that people do not like themselves (and that is often a twisted egotism anyway) and the reality is that we are called to love our neighbour as ourselves and most of us have at least a sneaking regard if not outright idolatry for our own selves.) 

k) The NT makes it clear that the Law remains. 'not one jot nor tittle shall pass away' says Jesus.
My conclusion therefore is that the Law applies to all the people of God through space and time and that it applies to all of them in exactly the same way. Discussion of how to apply particular laws today will have to wait for another time.
 
The only question that remains as far as I am concerned is 'how?' That is the $64000 question. As one modern hymn says: 

Only by grace can we enter. Only by grace can we stand 

Not by our human endeavour, but by the blood of the Lamb 

Into your presence you call us, you call us to come 

Now by your grace we come. Now by your grace we come
Lord, if you mark our transgressions who will stand? 

Thanks to your grace we are cleansed by the blood of the Lamb
� I also affirm a Fourth Use: To keep the beloved people, the Jews, as an ethnic identity until the role they have to play at the end of time. But any discussion of this is not germane to this note.


� A slightly free translation that encapsulates the meaning of much of Amos for example


� John Barrs, October, 1999





