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12. Christ’s Church and the Law (2Q 2014—Christ and His Law) 

 

Biblical material: Gen. 2:16–3:7, Genesis 6, Genesis 12, Deut.7:6–12, Gal. 3:6–16, Rev. 

12:17, 14:6–12. 

 

Quotes 

• The more laws and order are made prominent, the more thieves and robbers there 

will be. Lao-tzu 

• The church is heir to the cross. Thomas Adams 

• I looked for the church and I found it in the world; I looked for the world and 

found it in the church. Horatius Bonar 

• Christianity can be condensed into four words: admit, submit, commit and 

transmit. Samuel Wilberforce 

• I reckon him a Christian indeed that is neither ashamed of the gospel nor  a shame 

to it. Matthew Henry 

• The saints are the walking pictures of God. Thomas Watson 

 

Questions 

 How does the Bible portray God’s people? What was the early church’s attitude 

to law? What of religious and civil laws that were in opposition to God’s law? How 

should the church respond when it is the victim of legal attack? When the church has 

legal power, how should it operate? How has the Church used law? 

 

Bible summary 

  Gen. 2:16–3:7 provides the account of the Fall, Genesis 6 the Flood and Genesis 

12 the covenant with Abraham. In God’s dealings with humanity generally, he has to 

look at the big picture. Sadly when so doing the bulk of humanity may not be acting as he 

wishes, and this has often been the case in the history of the church.  In Deut.7:6–12 God 

refers to Israel as a holy people, and asks them to respond to a “covenant of love.” Gal. 

3:6–16 references God’s covenant with Abraham. Rev. 12:17 alludes to the devil making 

war on the seed of the woman, while Rev. 14:6–12 speaks of the three angels’ messages. 

 

Comment 

 From a broad perspective, the church has always had a problematic relationship to 

law. Whether it is the situation of laws being used against the church (in times of 

persecution for example), or when the church has used law against others when it has had 

the power, or simply the whole matter of law and salvation (law vs. grace, legalism, the 

validity of the Ten Commandments etc), there has been much evil, to be honest. 

 This lesson is intended as a way of looking at how the law is seen in the church, 

particularly from a spiritual perspective. But it would be remiss not to think of how the 

church relates to the wider world on issues of law. We can sympathize with the church 

when it is the victim of legal attack. The persecution of the first three centuries was 

justified by legal sanctions against the church. More problematic are the many abuses of 

power exercised by the church, often through legal means. Nor is this simply a matter of 

medieval history—the appeal of “civil power” to the church continues today. It is not 

hard to see why lawyers are retained by just about every church denomination. 
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 Churches not only operate in the world, they also use laws internally. One again 

human nature intrudes and not all decisions using internal systems are as God would 

wish. The imposition of injustice through church institutions is one of the most egregious 

forms of misrepresenting God.  

 It is also surprising how often church organizations believe that they are above the 

law. The thinking seems to be that since this is “God’s church” then “secular laws” do 

not apply. Obviously this can lead to some very problematic situations. 

 The key here is to remember that this is Christ’s church. If we follow the way of 

Jesus in our dealings with each other then we can be assured that whatever the legal 

aspects we are doing what is right. This is the repeated call of the writers of the New 

Testament—not a demand to follow legal obligations but to love one another.  

 The church upholds the law, as revealed by the example of the New Testament 

leaders. But as Acts 5:29 indicates, Peter and the other apostles declare they must obey 

God rather than the legal demands of men. The heart of our relationship with each other 

and with God is not dictated by the law, but by the spirit of grace and love. The law does 

come into play when we fail, but this is as a way of demonstrating wrong. It cannot 

impose the law of liberty to do what is right because that is good for all. In the end, God 

is the source of transforming grace that does not appeal to law, but does want us to live 

for good because that is the only way God’s universe can operate. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

 To punish those who were supposed to be evildoers, the church has had recourse 

to the civil power. Those who differed from the established doctrines have been 

imprisoned, put to torture and to death, at the instigation of men who claimed to be acting 

under the sanction of Christ. But it is the spirit of Satan, not the Spirit of Christ, that 

inspires such acts… God has been misrepresented through the church by this way of 

dealing with those supposed to be heretics. {COL 74} 

 The founders of the nation wisely sought to guard against the employment of 

secular power on the part of the church, with its inevitable result--intolerance and 

persecution. The Constitution provides that “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” and that “no religious 

test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office of public trust under the United 

States.” Only in flagrant violation of these safeguards to the nation’s liberty, can any 

religious observance be enforced by civil authority. But the inconsistency of such action 

is no greater than is represented in the symbol. It is the beast with lamb-like horns--in 

profession pure, gentle, and harmless-- that speaks as a dragon. {GC88 442} 

 Lawsuits between brethren are a reproach to the cause of truth. Christians who go 

to law with one another expose the church to the ridicule of her enemies and cause the 

powers of darkness to triumph. They are wounding Christ afresh and putting Him to open 

shame. {AA 306} 

 To lean upon the arm of the law is a disgrace to Christians; yet this evil has been 

brought in and cherished among the Lord’s chosen people. Worldly principles have been 

stealthily introduced, until in practice many of our workers are becoming like the 

Laodiceans—half-hearted, because so much dependence is placed on lawyers and legal 

documents and agreements. Such a condition of things is abhorrent to God. {3SM 303} 

 
Prepared September 1, 2013 © Jonathan Gallagher 2013 


