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Lord's Day 34a (Q.92, 93) 

The Law of God 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 
Q.92. What is the law of God?  

A. God spake all these words, Exodus 20, Deut. 5, saying, "I am the Lord thy God...  

 Q.93, How are these commandments divided?  

A. Into two tables: the first which teaches us how we must behave towards God; the 
second, what duties we owe to our neighbor.  

 
We found, in answer to the question, “What are good works?” that there are especially three 

characteristics of good works.  
In the first place, good works are “those which proceed from faith,” because faith is the tie that 

connects the Christian with Christ. And all that is not of Christ in the Christian is of self, and all that is of 
self is sin. Therefore, only the works in the Christian that he does in Christ are good works; and he is in 
Christ only by faith.  

In the second place, we found that the sole standard by which good works are to be measured is 
“the law of God.” The second characteristic of good works, works which are good in the sight of God, is 
conformity with God’s law. Not what we say, not our judgment, not the judgment of any group, not 
even the judgment of the majority can determine what is good before God. Not even our own 
conscience can be the standard of what is good before God. The sole standard that can determine what 
is good before God is the law of God; and all that is not in conformity with that law of God must be 
judged as being sin. It is for that reason that the catechism now turns our attention for the second time 
to the law of God. It did so in the beginning of our instruction book, in order to teach us our sin and 
misery. And it does so now in order that that law may be a guide for us, to guide us in the way. It is also 
for that reason that, in the Reformed Churches, it has always been the custom to call the attention of 
their people to that law, to read that law, to preach it, to study it, and to meditate upon that law as it is 
comprehended in the Decalogue in detail. And before we go into the discussion of these detailed 
commands of the Decalogue, we must call your attention to the law of God as whole.  

 

Theme: The Law of God  

1. In Relationship to the Christian  

2. In the Perfection of its Form  

3. In its Spiritual Meaning  

 

1. In Relationship to the Christian  

First of all, we must call your attention to the law in relation to the Christian.  
It is not superfluous to call the attention to what is the meaning of the law for us. What do we have 

to do with it? For there are people, and their number is increasing, who claim that there can be but one 
answer to that question. That answer is that the Christian is done with the law. They say that the law 
can have no place at all in the Church, and in the life of the Christian. It ought to be brought to the 
attention of the Christian at all. It ought to be read in the Church. And they actually banish it from the 
services, especially in circles where they have discarded, or ought to discard the Old Testament. I refer 
to the millennial circles. We do not have to be surprised that in these circles they have discarded the 
law, for they ought to do the same thing with the entire Old Testament.  
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The claim of the Dispensationalist is that the Church possesses only the New Testament, and only a 
small part of that. They say that Christ has fulfilled the law. He is the end of the law. He has abolished it. 
He has fulfilled it; and shall we then again take hold of that law and place ourselves under its guidance 
and rule? That law was for the Old Testament people of God, when that people was still a child, and was 
in need of instruction and guidance, when it could not be trusted alone. They say that the law served its 
purpose in the Old Testament; in the Old Testament dispensation, the people of God were like a little 
child; and little children must be under governor and tutors. They must be under precepts and laws. You 
must tell them not to touch the hot stove, or they will burn themselves. You must tell them to leave the 
knife alone, or they will cut themselves. Therefore, you put a nursemaid over a little child, and although 
that nursemaid has no authority ever that child, she takes it wherever she pleases. But when that child 
has grown up, you do not put a nursemaid over him anymore. You do not conduct and limit him 
anymore by precepts and rules. You do not tell a full-grown man not to touch the hot stove, or to touch 
the knife. Now, they say, that is the history of the Church. The Old Testament people were like little 
children. Christ had not yet come, atonement had not yet been brought, and, therefore, they had to be 
under governors and tutors. God had to prescribe every step of the way for the old dispensational 
people; but that is no more the case now. The Christian is free. And to put that full-grown man under 
precepts and rules again, is an insult. The Church is not under the law anymore. It is even an act of 
unbelief for the Church to again turn to that law.  

In the second place, they say that the Christian is not under the law, but under grace. Our 
righteousness is established. It is a perfect righteousness, and is received by grace, not by the works of 
the law. It would be a denial of the work of Christ to again turn to that law. And so, finally, they say that 
we are free; we are not under the law. The Christian is free. He is free from the curse of the law. He is 
free from its demands. He has the law written in his heart. You tell the Christian, therefore, that he may 
have no other gods before him, and he will tell you, I know it, you do not have to tell me that anymore. 
The Church is free. The Christian has the law written is his heart. And it is wrong for the Christian to 
again turn to law with its commands, rather than to be the free child of God.  

And so, what are we to say to this? We shall say this, that even as it is with all error, it has a 
semblance of truth. We have nothing to do with the law; and our discussion of the law must not bring us 
back under the bondage of the law. To be under the law means simply that the outward law puts its 
precepts upon us; and we, from fear of what that law, keep these precepts in that same outward way.  
And there is a danger in that. There is the danger that we again seek to become legally righteous just as 
they did in the old dispensation. Just to mention one thing, there is a real danger with regard to the 
keeping of the Sabbath that we take the same attitude that the Jews did, and think that in keeping 
certain days we are serving the law. Keeping the Sabbath in the old dispensation did have a certain 
value; but that is not so anymore. There is no value in one day above the others. That is a danger; and 
when they tell us we are no more under the law, we must say, “That is true.” There is no more value in 
keeping the outward precepts of the law. It was the case in the Old Testament. There was a certain 
legal, typical righteousness in going to the temple; but there is no righteousness in sitting in Church. To 
the Jews there was a certain legal, typical righteousness in going to the temple; but that is not so 
anymore.  

Nevertheless, although there is a semblance of truth in the saying that we have nothing to do with 
the law, the entire argument is based on a misunderstanding of the law. It is true that Christ is the end 
of the law. That, however, does not refer to the spiritual law, but to the law of ceremonies and shadows. 
We must distinguish between law and law.  

In the first place, there was in the old dispensation the law, from the point of view of its being the 
body of shadows; and that law of shadows Christ so fulfilled that we can never fulfill it again. But the 
moral law, the Decalogue, is not the law from the point of view of being the body of shadows; it is 
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essentially eternal. There is something Jewish, and something earthly in the Decalogue, but its essence is 
eternal. And we fulfill it — through the fulfillment of Christ. Christ is at the end of the law of shadows; 
He is the end of the sacrifices and ceremonies. They pointed to Him. They had their end in Him. They led 
up to Him. Of this law of shadows Christ is the end. That, however, is not true of which we are speaking. 
It is not true of the law as it is an expression of the will of God concerning our relation to Him, and our 
relation to one another. Christ could not be the end of the law of which we are speaking, of the law of 
the Ten Commandments. It is not true that Christ abolished the law of the Ten Commandments.  

In the second place, we may note, God wrote these Ten Commandments in two tables of stone, 
which is not true of the other laws. Therefore, in the way in which they are given, the Ten 
Commandments bear the testimony that they are not to be abolished.  

Again, in the Ten Commandments we do not have something of a passing nature. That law cannot 
pass away because of its very nature. The principle of the law is that we love God, and that, in that love 
of God, we love one another. That law cannot perish, for it is spiritual and ethical.  

It is true, of course, that the law, in the form in which we have it, is not eternal. The law, as we have 
it, will not remain. In heaven it will make no sense to say, “Thou shalt love thy father and thy mother.” In 
heaven that relation will not exist. In heaven there will be no sense in saying, “Thou shalt not commit 
adultery.” There will be no sense in saying in heaven, “Thou shalt not covet.” There will be no sense in 
saying, “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy;” it will be a continual Sabbath. But nevertheless, it 
is a law rooted in our nature and life in this world. It is the expression of God’s will in relation to Himself, 
and in relation to one another, as long as we are in the world. And therefore, although Christ is the end 
of the law, in as far as its command and its threat are concerned, it not so in its ethical and spiritual 
meaning.  

In turn, the Christian knows that he is under grace, and not under the law. And when the Church 
reads, studies, meditates upon that law, it is not the purpose to have that law rule over us again. It is not 
the purpose of the Church to obtain righteousness through the law. In that sense the Christian is free 
from the law, from all law. No matter how he may abuse the law, he is righteous. He is free in Christ; 
and he never allows that law to rule over him, and to say to him, “Thou shalt, and thou shalt not.” He 
never allows that law to frighten him with its, “Cursed by everyone that abideth not in all the words of 
this law.” He is not afraid of the threat of the law. He is free from the curse of the law. And we are not 
under the curse of the law anymore. 

Nor should we allow that law to rule over us again. The law formerly was our governor’ but it is not 
anymore. To be sure, that old governor is inclined to assume that old place as our governor. He is 
inclined to forget that the child has grown up. That old governor used to say, “Cursed are all that do not 
keep all that is written in the book of the law.”  But now, if that old governor starts to curse, you must 
tell him to keep still. You must tell that old governor to get out of your house if he starts to curse you. If 
he starts to curse you, you must tell him, “Christ has removed the curse. He has made me free from the 
curse of the law.” The Christian is not under the law, but under grace.  

It is, however, just because we stand in that relation of freedom to the law, that we do it. We are no 
more under the law but under grace, and therefore, we delight in that law, and delight to do its 
precepts. And as far as our freedom is concerned, it is true that the Christian is not lawless, but has a 
delight in the law of God.  

Let us not think, however, that the Christian becomes free in the sense that God is free. God’s 
freedom is an undetermined freedom; it is not determined for him. And his freedom is not determined 
for him because his being is not determined. But that is not the case with us. Our freedom is determined 
for us because our being is determined. And so the freedom of the Christian is not that He says, “I do 
not care for the law;” but his freedom is that he delights in that law.  
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In addition, when scripture says that the Christian has the law written in his heart, you must 
understand that he does not have these details written in his heart. That is not the meaning. The 
meaning is that he has the law written in his heart according to its chief principle; and that chief 
principle is the love of God. The love of God has been poured out in his heart. And the result is that the 
Christian does all things from the motive of that love of God.  

And so, it is conceited to say that we have nothing to do with any outward precept. It is true that, 
once we shall have reached perfection, we will not need any outward precepts anymore. In heaven we 
shall see face to face; we shall be known, even as we are known. In turn, in heaven there will not be the 
crookedness that now is around us. But we are not in heaven; we are on earth, and it is difficult to keep 
the straight path of God’s precepts. We do have the law written in our hearts, and may say that we have 
no need of the outward law; but the Christian realizes how difficult it is to keep the straight path of 
God’s precepts in this world. Everything will tempt him to turn him away from the straight path. And the 
Christian himself is not perfect; there is still much corruption in him. In heaven there will not be the 
corruption that is in us now. When we shall be perfect in heart, and when we shall live in a perfect 
world, and when we shall see face to face, there will be no need to have anyone tell us not to do this or 
not to do that, as is not the case here in this world. In this world our mind is darkened by sin so that we 
do not always know God’s will. It is easy to say, “Thou shalt not steal;” but to determine in this 
complicated world, the way in which this eight commandment directs us is not so easy. And so we 
cannot just discard this eighth commandment, no more than we can any of the commandments of the 
Decalogue.  

Even our heart is inclined to go in the wrong way. We are not perfect by any means. The Christian 
may have the law written in his heart, but there is much more written there as well. He not only has the 
law written in his heart, but there is also the old writing of sin. And that power of sin frequently 
overpowers him. We are not perfect. And because we are in a sinful darkened world, and because we 
are inclined to go wrong, we cannot discard the law. And the Christian that does so, is a conceited 
Christian.  

We need that law. Not to rule over us, and not to curse us, but to instruct us, to guide us, to warn 
us, to admonish us. The proper place of the law is not that we should again bend the neck under its 
bondage, or allow it to curse us; but we should give it a place of honor, and allow it to put up its finger in 
warning once in awhile, to look up to it for guidance, and to listen to advice. The old governor still knows 
the will of God concerning the life of the Christian; and we must give him the place of honor, and listen 
to what he says.  

2. The Law in the Perfection of its Form  

And that law is perfect; and it bears the testimony of perfection. What I mean by perfection is that 
the law is complete; and the outward form of that law bears the testimony, that it is complete.  

That this is so is already expressed in the fact that God engraved it on two tables of stone. He did 
not write it on parchment; He engraved it in rock so that it is indelible. It cannot be erased or changed.  

This perfection is expressed, in the second place, in the fact that these stones were covered on 
both sides. Nothing can be added to it. The commandments were so written that their final number is 
ten, the number of completion. And it makes no difference how you divide these various 
commandments, or how many you put on the first table, and how many you put on the second, but it is 
certain that it is perfect. It expresses our relation to God, and, on the basis of that relation to God, our 
relation to one another.  

The law is also perfect in this respect; when we carefully study it we find that no sphere of life is left 
out. We must not look upon these Ten Commandments simply as the law of God in perfection; but 
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rather as ten headings, ten titles, or so many chapters of our life. And we must study these Ten 
Commandments, these ten headings, in the light of the word of God, covering the whole of our life. 
There is no need of adding anything to it; it covers all. It covers everything concerning our relation to 
God, and concerning our relation to one another. The law covers God’s name, his glory, and his worship. 
It covers every relation of life, that of man and wife, of parent and child, of master and servant. It covers 
life in every sphere.  

And the law is also perfect in that there can be no hope for anyone, except from the principle of the 
love of God. There is no hope for man without the love of God. There is no hope for the world. Take God 
away, and corruption is the result. Take God away from the home, and the result is corruption. We need 
not be surprised at the corruption of family life, at adultery and divorce when the love of God is 
removed from the home. There is no hope for the state, for society, or for the school without the love of 
God. To build up a structure of society on the basis of the second table of the law without the basis of 
the first table, ends up in corruption. That is the law in its outward form.  

3. In its Spiritual Meaning  

But we know that the law also has a spiritual meaning.  

The law of the Ten Commandments is almost entirely prohibitive. It tells us, don’t do this, and don’t 
do that. It is almost entirely prohibitive, which is all right before the magistrate. If you do not do what 
the law forbids, you are free before the magistrate, but not before God. That the law is almost entirely 
prohibitive is due to the fact that we are inclined to wander away from the precepts of God. But if you 
do not do the things the law forbids, you are not free before God, for the essence of the law is positive. 
It’s meaning is spiritual.  

The question has been asked, why must we study that law? Do I not know that I may have no other 
gods? Do I not know that I may not have any graven images? Do I not know that I may not use the name 
of God in vain? Do I not know that I must keep the Sabbath? Is that the reason I must study the law? No, 
I know that. Do I not know already as a child that I must honor my father and mother, that I may not kill, 
commit adultery, steal, or bear false witness? I may have a little trouble with the tenth commandment; 
but what is the use of studying that law? And that is true. If it is the purpose of the Church to study that 
law as a sort of a police law, then we must not preach it. In that form the law will find ready acceptance 
by all.  

That, however, is not the purpose of the Church in studying that law. The law is not there to govern 
our outward walk; but in its spiritual meaning penetrates into our very heart, and we cannot be satisfied 
until we are in conformity with it to its very root.  

The root, the essence of the law, is to love God and the neighbor. The first is the great 
commandment. It is not the greater; it is not the greatest; it is the great commandment. And the second 
is like unto it, because we cannot love the neighbor unless we love God. And we cannot love God, unless 
we are free from the curse.  

It is, therefore, only the Christian that can fulfill the law. And in studying the law, the Christian must 
always come to that root. Thou shalt not kill. If applied outwardly, you can apply it to the world; but, if I 
trace it back to the first table of the law, to the root of the love of God, and from that principle of the 
love of God apply it, it means that we preserve one another unto eternal life.  

So it is with all the commandments. If we place ourselves in the search light of the law, the result is 
that we will grow in the knowledge and grace of our Lord and Savior.  

At the same time we will also conclude that there is in us but a small beginning of this obedience. 
And therefore we must study the law, in the light of the cross. For as we study the law, we will find that 
we wander away from its precepts. And, if we do not look out, the law will again curse us. But in the 
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shadow of the cross we are safe, for the blood of Jesus Christ redeems us from all our sins and 
shortcomings. And we will thank God that we may discuss the law in the shade of the cross, and are not 
under the law but under grace, and are righteous with the righteousness of Christ.  

 


