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Choose the way of life 

 
May I speak, and we listen, in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
I really connect with the writer of psalm 119: 

Happy are those whose way is blameless, 
who walk in the law of the Lord. 
Happy are those who keep his decrees, 
who seek him with their whole heart, 
who also do no wrong, 
but walk in his ways. (vv1–3) 

 
Wouldn’t it be great – just to get it right!  
 
To capture and hold those rare moments when we seem really close to God:  when we glimpse how 
God wants the creation to be;  when we feel, however transiently, the way of God’s shalom, God’s 
peace, God’s harmony;  when we see how it might be to live in God’s kingdom, here and now. 
This is how Jesus lived, fully in harmony with the Creator, his Abba, clear about his path. And his path 
was the law, his eyes were fixed on all God’s commandments. 
 
Now, I think that Anglican churches like St Mark’s can have difficulty dealing with this idea of The 
Law in the Bible. The book of Deuteronomy is all about the law, and I suspect it might seem alien to 
many here. We might think it talks about the old way, sort of outdated. Isn’t that why it’s part of the Old 
Testament? Surely our focus mainly needs to be on the New Testament? After all, we are Christians, 
followers of Jesus, who came to show us a new way. 
 
And yet Jesus is quite clear. Remember last week’s passage from Matthew chapter 5 that immediately 
precedes today’s Gospel reading:  

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but 
to fulfil. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a 
letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the 
least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the 
kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom 
of heaven. For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you 
will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
 

Pretty confronting stuff! And in today’s Gospel, Jesus seems to up the ante on what obedience to the law 
should mean for his followers. 
 
These sayings are sometimes called “antitheses”, but they do not contradict the law. Rather, they 
challenge a narrow, literal interpretation of the law They re-state it in the light of Jesus own sure sense 
of God’s will for the world, for right relationships among and between people, and between God and 
humankind.  
 
So let us look in more depth at this law, which Jesus upheld so strongly. Indeed, Jesus turned frequently 
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to the book of Deuteronomy to find scriptural expression of his concept of life under God. And his early 
disciples did not call themselves Christians as such, but followers of the way – the way shown by Jesus, 
that derived quite specifically from the book of Deuteronomy.  
 
The word Deuteronomy actually means second law, but it differs from the revelation of the law in 
Exodus. Instead, it is presented as a long, valedictory address by Moses, as the Israelites are poised to 
realize the ancient promise and enter the land of Canaan. In this context, Moses reviews the nation’s 
history, expounds their laws and instructs them about the importance of loyalty to God. 
 
Despite the story being set at this time of the entry into Canaan, Deuteronomy was in fact written much 
later, at the time when the northern kingdom of Israel had fallen. Kings of the beleaguered southern 
kingdom of Judah, threatened by foreign powers, had tried to ingratiate themselves with their enemies 
by accommodating worship of alien gods. Deuteronomy was written to speak to these times.  
 
So let us look more closely at the text. 
 
Deuteronomy 10.12–13: So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to fear (or 
reverence) the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments of the Lord your God and his decrees 
that I am commanding you today, for your own well-being. 
 
These verses, reminiscent of Micah 6.1–8, encapsulate the essence of life under God. The final rationale 
for the commandments is important to note. Indeed, in the creative approach to Christian nurture for 
children called Godly Play, the Ten Commandments are re-expressed as the Ten Best Ways to Live – 
they are for our own wellbeing.  
 
And we know this ourselves – God’s law, as expounded by Moses, and by Jesus in our Matthew 
reading, is not an arbitrary list of rules to test our obedience. It is guidance from the Creator of all that is, 
who, (quoting verse 15 of today’s reading) “who set his heart in love on your ancestors alone and chose 
you, their descendants after them, out of all the peoples” so that humankind might live in peace and 
harmony. The whole salvation history of the Bible narrative attests to this love.  
 
The law is not meant as a burden. The writer of Deuteronomy assures us later on, in chapter 30.11–14, 
that it “is not too hard for you, nor is it too far away…No it is very near to you; it is in your mouth and 
in your heart for you to observe”. If the law is followed only in a legalistic way – without remembering 
constantly that it comes from God, whose love brought Israel out of Egypt, and redeemed sinful 
humanity in Jesus – well, yes, it would be the burden, and this is what Jesus in Matthew is refuting. But 
in the context of the whole message of Deuteronomy and God’s steadfast love shown throughout the 
Bible, it is a blessing, a way of life. 
 
It is the way that Jesus and his disciples were teaching and following, the way of life, the way of God’s 
law.  Which brings us back to the psalmist: 

Happy are those whose way is blameless, 
who walk in the law of the Lord. 
 

But it’s not so easy, is it. For me, however often I try to follow the way – well, not long after I can look 
back on my days and find so many examples of where I have strayed from the way – the irritation, even 
anger, with others; saying Yes, yes, then failing to deliver; and just not spending time with God and 
God’s Word to help see my way through the everyday. 
 
So when we talk about God’s law and commandments, we also need to talk about sin. And if Anglicans 
at our sort of church’s don’t like to talk about law, we hate to talk about sin! But we must. Sin matters, 
or why did God reach out to us – yet again – in Jesus, to bring us home?  
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Let us be clear, though, about what sin is. Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams, offers helpful 
insights, as always in the book “For all that has been, Thanks” (which is available for loan from our 
library). He talks about lives lived in contradiction to the purpose and direction of the universe as its 
maker intends it, and says quite bluntly: 
 
“That, after all is what sin is – not high drama Satanic defiance nor exciting naughtiness. It’s just the 
condition of being seriously wrong about reality and living against the grain.” When the Bible talks 
about righteous people, it describes them as walking with God, so sin is the word used to describe being 
out of step with God’s purposes, not in harmony with God’s guidance on the Ten Best Ways to Live. 
And realization and admission of sin is, for Rowan Williams, an Alleluia moment, a reason for thanks. 
Let me quote: 

“Now, it’s perfectly true that there’s nothing to give thanks for about being wrong. But when 
someone says that they’re a sinner, what they’re saying is that they have noticed something is 
wrong. …It may not yet be clear how to get out of the situation, or even to say anything clear 
and coherent about what is right; but it matters just to have some sense of incongruity between 
what’s going on in your life and some overarching reality. It means that we haven’t successfully 
got ourselves used to lying; and that is no small thing. To say Alleluia for sinners is to say 
alleluia for the beginnings of honesty.” 
 

We need to be able to see and acknowledge sin, in ourselves and in our world. Associate Professor 
Andrew McGowan, Warden of Trinity College Melbourne, (Chris’ alma mater and not a renowned 
fundamentalist institution), made the pertinent comment at a seminar I attended a few years ago. He 
noted that “original sin is the only article of faith for which we have empirical evidence”. It’s out there. 
But this isn’t to beat ourselves up. We don’t need to beg, as the psalmist does at the end, perhaps in 
honest awareness of likely shortcomings when committing to be steadfast in keeping God’s statues : we 
don’t need to beg “do not utterly forsake me”(v8). 
 
However out of step the world may be – and if we are being honest, then the sin of the world is enough 
to make the angels weep and to fill God with righteous wrath – however out of step the world may be, 
we know what God does when God gets angry – God forgives. This is the new understanding from the 
New Testament, new for humanity after the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. As Chris made clear 
last week, God doesn’t unleash punishment, doesn’t cause hardship to teach us a lesson or to work out 
some purpose beyond our ken. God forgives. We know that, in Christ Jesus, we are loved. 
 
It is not cheap grace. Forgiveness is not the denial of wrongness – unlike our cultural reaction when 
someone apologises for doing wrong and we tend to say “it’s OK” or “it doesn’t matter”, when it can 
often matter a lot. Indeed, forgiveness can’t really work until there is an acknowledgement of 
wrongness, regret at harm done, attempts to put things right and willingness to be forgiven – not 
excused, forgiven.  
 
But, also, we mustn’t let the need for repentance stand in the way of our certain knowledge that all that 
needs to be done to set things right in our relationship with God has been done. As Paul reminds us: 
“while we still were sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5.8). 
 
So, yes, happy are those who walk in the way of the Lord, but it is a long journey, all of our lives, and 
we will stumble, go astray, get frustrated, even rebel. But the way is always there, not too hard, not too 
far away, very near, in fact, in our heart; and the invitation to walk with Jesus is always open. 
Towards the end of Deuteronomy, the people are presented with a choice: 

“See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity” 
 

Let us choose the way of life.  
 

_____________________________ 


