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1st Sunday in Lent/March 1, 2009
“Law Written on Stone and Heart”

Romans 2:12-16
Pastor Wayne Zschech

“They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts…”


Stones and Faith are the theme we focus on during the season of Lent. Each week you are invited to take a stone on the usher’s table at the rear entrances to the sanctuary as a reminder of what stone of faith we focused on that day. And today, we focus on God’s law engraved on stone and on human hearts.

When it comes to engraving, my experience is very limited. In fact, the only thing I’ve ever engraved was my bicycle when I was a young boy. I used my dad’s electric engraver, which is more like a tiny impact hammer, and engraved my name on the bottom of the pedal crankcase. 

I would imagine engraving stone would be much more challenging. I guess that at one time people would engrave stones using a hammer and chisel. Certainly over the years and with technology the method has become more refined. Sandblasting and even lasers now are used to engrave stones like a tombstone or cornerstones rather than risking the project to a hammer and chisel. 
The law to which Paul refers to in Romans is the law given to Moses on Mt. Sinai. It is the law that the Lord God wrote on the two tablets of stone that we hear of in today’s first lesson. Moses cut out the stone tablets and was to bring them up the mountain. On the mountain God would then engrave on the stone tablets his covenant commands for his people, the children of Israel. 
The image I will forever have in my mind of this act is the scene in Cecil B. DeMille’s movie The Ten Commandments when from this pillar of fire and brimstone a fireball shoots forth and blasts the commandment onto the stone tablet. It is these stone tablets that were to be the law under which all Jews were obliged to live.

And of course, we all remember the ten commands God gave to Moses on Mt. Sinai right? You shall have no other gods. Don’t take God’s name in vain. Remember the Sabbath and keep it holy. Honor mother and father. Don’t kill, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness, or covet anything or any person that is your neighbor’s. 
This was the law the people of God were to live under. It was the law parents were to teach their children. It was the law that was to be shared with outsiders living among them. If you were a Jew, or living among the Jews, this was the law you were to abide by all the time, and it was a gift God gave to his people so they might experience the joy of life that God intended from the time of creation in the Garden of Eden.
The Jews had the law. But Paul writes to the Romans that even though the Gentiles didn’t grow up learning these commands written in stone, they knew many of them just the same. I would guess they knew the latter ones more than the earlier ones as they related to human interactivity versus our activity with God. Gentiles knew you don’t go around killing people. You also don’t go around sleeping with other people’s spouses, or lying to them, or stealing from them, or scheming to take what is rightfully theirs. Oh, if only some of the folks on Wall Street knew the law we might not be in the economic mess we’re in!

As I thought more about this text from Romans I began to wonder how the law gets “engraved” or written on one’s heart. Paul’s not talking about open-heart branding. Instead, I think God’s law of commandments and covenant get written on our hearts through relationship. It is in our relationship with God and Christ through the Holy Spirit that we come to have the law engraved on our hearts as well.

This may be exactly what Luther meant when he gave his explanation to the first commandment in the Small Catechism. Luther and many others believed and believe that if we were able to keep the first commandment we would thereby keep the other nine. Indeed, he begins every explanation of the other nine with an abbreviated version of the first. “You shall have no other gods.” What does this mean. In his Small Catechism Luther explains, “We are to fear, love, and trust God above all other things.”

Do you hear the relational context of the law in Luther’s explanation? We are to fear God. This is not to be confused with being “afraid” of God. Fearing God has to do with respect for the power and authority that God has in our lives. I’m not afraid of the ocean, but you better believe I fear what it is capable of doing if I don’t pay attention to it while enjoying the surf. 

We are to love God. Again, let’s not confuse this with a Hallmark card or romance novel kind of love. Loving God has to do with how we act toward God. By our actions, can others tell of the loving relationship we have with our God? If not, what’s holding us back? Just as husbands and wives express their love by being kind and patient so ought we with God. If love is not arrogant, boastful, irritable, rude, or gets easily angered then how might our actions reflect this when it comes to our relationship with God and Jesus?

Finally, the law is written on our hearts as we grow to have trust in God. Trust comes from experiencing the trustworthiness of the other person. The more we get to know about our trustworthy God, the more we are likely to also come to trust what we know and have our faith restored and nurtured.

Keep this in mind as well. Just as the engravings on tombstones in old cemeteries oftentimes become faded over time due to the elements, so can our faith in the God who raised Jesus from the dead. Rain, wind, snow, and ice all contribute to the erosion of that which was originally engraved. Just as God’s law on the stone tablets may have faded over time, so can that which is engraved on our hearts. 
Without regular contact with God the relationship can begin to experience the same effects of erosion that a gravestone might. In Baptism, God’s Holy Spirit is poured out on the one baptized. Throughout our lives that same Holy Spirit calls, gathers, and enlightens us to a relationship of faith with the God who created, saved, and sustains us in Christ. 
This week I invite you to carry the rock you received this day. Think about how different your heart is from this little rock. Your heart is not hard and cold. It is alive and beating. And by the Holy Spirit’s power, may our Lenten journey draw us closer to God in Christ and our lives be a testimony to God’s law engraved on our hearts.
