The Christian Community:  Loving God and Neighbor

Pentecost 19
Matthew 22:34-46

Oct. 23rd, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


A number of years ago I was at an event where the leader challenged us to choose a Bible verse or a short Bible passage to serve as our life verse.  It was to be a passage that was meaningful to us and could serve as a reminder of whose we are and as a daily guide for our lives.  


Now think about that for a moment.  You’ve got the whole Bible before you.  If you were to choose one life verse to serve as your guide, what might that be?  Obviously, there are many great verses that could serve that purpose.  I think immediately of Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  That could be a life verse.  Or Psalm 121, “I lift up my eyes to the hills, from where is my help to come?  My help come from the Lord, the Maker of Heaven and Earth.”  Then there is Romans 8:38, “I am convinced that neither death ,nor life, nor angels, nor ruler, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”    Or how about Gabriel’s words to the young Mary when he announces to her that she will be the mother of our Lord in Luke 1:37, “For nothing will be impossible with God.” And I’ve always been drawn to these words of Jesus in Matthew 6:33, as he speaks about worry and anxiety “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be yours as well.”  What would be your life verse?

Well, at this event, I thought about it for a short time and then settled on the first idea that popped into my mind.  Although I couldn’t remember the exact reference at the time, it was these verses from our gospel lesson, Matthew 22:37-39, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all you soul, and with all your mind… and your neighbor as yourself.”  That continues to be my life verse.  It fits with the way I think, although my actions are far from perfect.  It reminds me that as I live I need to have a vertical dimension to my life, loving God; and a horizontal dimension, loving my neighbor.  The two dimensions form a cross, which helps me visually remember this key idea.  Since my life verse is in today’s lesson, let me speak about it with you today.


A little background.  Remember that in this section of Matthew, the tension between Jesus and the religious leaders is as high as it’s ever been.  They want to be done with him, to have him arrested and silenced.   And so they are trying to entrap Jesus, in hopes that he will say something wrong, and give them a reason to arrest him.  They try three times.  The first attempt was last week’s lesson,  The trap was this question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” Jesus made it clear to them that the issue is not paying taxes, but giving to God what is God’s, for God is above any human authority.  We did not read the second test, which was about marriage and heaven.  Here Jesus says that our eternal life will be different than this earthly life saying, “For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.”  The third test is this one by a Pharisee who asks, “Of all the commandments in the Jewish law, (and there are 613), which is the greatest?”    Good luck answering that.  No matter which one is chosen, someone could argue that another is more important.  And if you say they are all equally important, someone would surely argue that some must be of greater value than others.

But Jesus was ready with his answer.  He did not hesitate.  He nailed this one.  The greatest and first commandment is to love God with your whole being.  That reflects the first of the 10 Commandments given to Moses, “I am the Lord your God, you shall have no other gods before me.”  Our first devotion in life is to love God above anything else. Who can argue with that?

But what does it mean to love God?  That, too, is a challenging question.  It’s much like the question we ask in marriage, what does it mean to love our spouse?  In part it’s a feeling, an emotion deep within us.  It’s good to have feelings for God, just as it is good to have loving feelings for our spouse.  Love without feelings can soon become cold.  But, feelings are fickle. They come and they go.  Love goes deeper than that.  Love is a commitment to the other no matter how we’re feeling at any given moment.  It’s keeping that relationship first above all.  Love for God is the same way.  It has to do with our basic orientation in life. Our compass points to God. That’s where we place our deepest commitment. Our lives rest with God, above all else.

Over the years I’ve known lots of different people.  The ones that have had the greatest impact as a witness to me, have been those that have demonstrated with their whole lives their love for God.  You just know that they love God with all their heart, soul, and mind. 

Corrie Ten Boom was a Dutch Christian who, with her father and other family members, helped many Jews escape the Nazi holocaust during World War II.  Her family was arrested due to an informant, and Corrie survived time in Ravensbruck concentration  camp.  She wrote several books about her life and experiences.  In one book she writes about a woman she once visited.  It was an old Russian woman that had multiple sclerosis that had twisted her body almost beyond recognition.  The simplest tasks had become impossible for her.  The only part of her body she could still control was her right hand.


In the dark of night, to escape detection by the Lithuanian authorities, Ten Boom would visit.  Corrie would take her hand and kiss her index finger, for a very special reason.


For you see, every morning the old lady’s husband would prop her up in a sitting position on the sofa.  A battered old typewriter was placed on a little table in front of her.  Every day the old woman would begin to type.  She could only use that one index finger to peck out the letters.  This woman served God, showed her love for God, by translating Christian books into Russian.  It was slow going, sometimes only a page or two a day, but that was her act of devotion.


Her attitude was extraordinary.  She saw her sickness as a prerequisite, not a detriment, for the work she did.  Every other Christian in the city was watched by the secret police.  But because she had been sick so long the police took no interest in her, and she could work undetected spreading the good news of Jesus to people starving for that message.  And not only did she translate books, she prayed as she typed.  She prayed for those that might one day read the books she translated.


That may be an extraordinary example, but that’s loving God.  That’s going the distance with God, using every ounce of strength given for God’s service.  That’s our calling, no matter what our stage in life, to direct our attention, give our first orientation, to God.  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind.”


The second half of Jesus’ response is equally as important.  It is to love your neighbor as yourself.  This reflects commandments 4 – 10, the second table of the law, which concerns life in community.  Again, who can argue with that?

Just as our love for God, our love for the neighbor has to be based on more than our feelings for our neighbor.  We may not care much for our neighbor.  We may disagree with the way our neighbor lives.  But we are still to love our neighbor.  An emotional response can sometimes be a good thing, like the outpouring of love for those affected by a natural disaster or a severe famine.  But it has to go deeper than that.  We can ride feelings and emotions for only so long.  Feelings often run dry long before the needs have been resolved.  It’s the commitment to love others, even when we don’t especially feel like it, that is the mark of a true Christian.


Many of you know that our daughter Allison now works for the World Hunger Division of our denomination, in Chicago.  So, she’s educating me and encouraging me to think of our neighbors throughout the world.  One thing the programs supported by our World Hunger gifts do very well, is serve the neighbor long after the lights and cameras of the media have left.  People are in place for the long haul, serving not just in the immediate time of crisis, but during the often lengthy time it takes to rebuild lives.

Loving God and loving my neighbor is at the very core of my Christian faith.  But I have to be honest.  If I am judged by God on the basis of how well I have done those two key things, I know I’m in trouble.  Too often I get oriented to the things of this life, rather than God.  Too often I am more concerned about myself than my neighbor.


Towards the end of the lesson, Jesus turns the tables on the religious leaders.  It’s his turn to ask them a question.  He asks them, “What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose son is he?”  They say, “He is the son of David.”  They said just what he thought they would.  The messiah will be a human being, from the family of David, a human leader.  But Jesus quotes Psalm 110, where David call the messiah, “Lord.”  If he is David’s son, why does David call him Lord?  No one could answer him.  They knew no father would address a human son as Lord.  It could only mean that the Messiah would be of God, not man.  No wonder no one dared to ask Jesus any more questions.


If my salvation depends entirely on my loving God and loving my neighbor, I’m in trouble.  I know I need to do that as well as I possibly can.  But even my very best effort is never enough.  But salvation does not depend on that.  Salvation depends on Jesus our Lord, not just another human being, but God’s own son that died on the cross for our sins.  This messiah was entirely different than what the Jewish leaders were thinking.  He was not just another human being, he was God’s own son, who had come to take away the sins of the world.  It is in that savior that we place our trust.  


What verse, or selection of verses, would you choose as your life verse, the core of your faith?  Today’s verses are my life verse.  We are to love God with all our being, and love our neighbors as ourselves.  There is the vertical, and the horizontal, which forms the cross.  And in the end, it is the cross that finally makes such love possible.  For when we fall short of the ideal, the cross and Christ’s blood covers our sin.  And with this forgiveness, we step forward to love God and neighbor once again.  May we this day commit ourselves to loving God and loving our neighbor, knowing that Christ our Savior calls and empowers us to do so.  Amen    
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