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Matthew 22:34-40                                 What is most important  
This morning, we find Jesus in trouble with the religious authorities again.

This time they sent a lawyer to question Jesus,- we might compare this person to a Professor of Theology, or other such expert.

The question he asks is simple enough, which law is the greatest.

This is another question designed to have no right answer.

There were 613 laws, so whatever law Jesus chose, the lawyer would have 612 reasons to argue that Jesus was wrong.

The hope again was to discredit Jesus with the crowds.

Jesus’ answer was about as orthodox as was possible.

Repeatedly during the day faithful Jews, including Jesus and that lawyer, would have repeated the Shema- “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.”
Jesus could have invited them to say it with him.

Attached to this part of the command Jesus added; “love your neighbor as yourself.”

This one command with two sides, held the pegs that supported all the 611 other laws.

I started to think about the Jewish laws I know about.  There are ones about gleaning fields- leaving some crops in your fields.

The purpose of the law isn’t good farming technique, but love of the poor neighbor.

You leave a bit of food in your field so that the poor might gather it.

There are the regulations about keeping the Sabbath holy and dietary laws.

Those laws are about loving God.

God’s people kept themselves separate from the world by what they ate and how they cleaned their dishes, and how they prepared their foods to be constantly reminded of who they are as God’s people.

They were to remember God, and love God.

The laws around not coveting, not stealing, and not committing adultery or murder guard our relationships with our neighbours, helping to guide our relationships.

Jesus was critical of how the Pharisees interpreted the laws precisely because the letter of law was often separated from the intent of keeping us in a loving relationship with God and with each other.
The lawyer was silenced and walked away, he had nothing to add or subtract from Jesus’ answer.
So in our reading the lawyer walks away silenced, but we are left wondering what to do with these commands, what it might look like to live them.
Jesus’ words are not at all difficult to understand, but what does it look like to live them.
One of the first things to notice is that Jesus doesn’t invite us to general principals of love.

But rather tells us to love God with all our being – our minds, our souls, all of our strength.

We are to have a long, lasting love affair, with the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Every love affair takes time, takes commitment, and takes intimate time together.
Loving God with all our being wont happen in one hour Sunday mornings, or in a moment or two caught here and there.

It takes learning about the beloved, and allowing the love of God to wash over us, for our love of God is always a response to God’s love.

God loves us first and more than we imagine.

And we aren’t just to love people in general, the command isn’t to love others as a general principal, but to love our neighbours in the specifics of our day by day life.
That means Jesus want us to specifically love the people we meet, the people we work with, the people in our families, and the person who lives next door and around the corner.

You can turn to Luke’s gospel if you want more information about who your neighbor is, but I warn you it wont get any easier, and the list wont get shorter.

For a moment, let’s remember what this love is that we’re to practice.
Thankfully we aren’t called to like everyone, or be a friend to everyone, or to feel loving towards everyone. What we are called to do is to care, to show compassion, to do the right thing towards one another, towards everyone we meet.
Think of 1 Corinthians 13, love is patient, love is kind, love doesn’t keep a record of wrongs, love bears all things, hopes all things, believes all things.  

Love never ends.

Love is the right action we do, whether our emotions encourage us or not.

In Chris Fabry’s book The 77 Habits of Highly Ineffective Christians, he writes several chapters that are helpful to us this morning in thinking about Jesus’ words.  I want to quote from two of them.
The first is about something he calls “living in the Circle of Ineffectivity.”
He asks us to consider three circles in our lives; a circle of self and my needs, a circle of others, and a circle of God.

The ineffective Christian makes the circle of me and my needs in the middle and it is the biggest, barely touching and much smaller would be the circle of others, and on the other side would be a small circle of God barely intersecting our lives.
He warns, “keep ‘Others’ outside your circle.  The way you treat others shows how much you love God.  The further away you keep others, the farther you will be from God and the more ineffective you will be.”

Jesus’ command to love God with all our being and to love our neighbor would look very different.

We would still have three circles, but the centre circle and the largest would be the circle containing God, overlaid upon that one would be another circle slightly smaller, that would contain others- our neighbours – and overlaid on top of that would a third circle slightly smaller that would contain me and my needs.
Our love of God is expressed by our love of neighbor, and our love of neighbor flows out of our love for God.

The other habit of ineffective Christians is to avoid close relationships.  According to Fabry “If you were to skip all other of the 77 habits and cultivate only this one, you would still be classified as “highly ineffective,” so avoid close relationships.”
“Those who would like to be lukewarm in their faith must keep others at a distance.  Do not confess your sin to another person.  Never divulge your deepest thoughts and longings.  Do not open up or let yourself be the recipient of such talk.  Never be there for another person, for you may be strangely drawn to the growth it produces.  Of course God wants you to have deep relationships on the horizontal plane (with your neighbours) so that you can deepen your relationship with God on the vertical plane.  He often puts people in your life to knock off the rough edges.  God loves you with other people and uses them in your life.”

God also uses you to express His love to others.

Well, so much for how to be a highly ineffective Christian.

We want to be effective Christians for the kingdom of God.
Jesus’ words challenge us – love God and love neighbor.
It’s easier to be ineffective.
We all know people who claim to love God, who are the most miserable people, who love no one, help no one, care for no one and even beat their dog.

I think Jesus would challenge those folks that they do not in fact, love His Father, but only deceive themselves.
For we cannot love God without learning to love those who are made in God’s image.

One test of our growth in faith is “are you more loving?”

Are you kinder, more patient, are you growing in deep relationships with others and with God?

We were made for communion with God and with one another.

If I stand here mute, you have no idea what is going on with me.  You can look at me, measure me, weigh me, test me, but until I start to talk you do not know what is going on inside, who I really am.

If you listen and I am telling the truth, something marvelous starts to take place – a new event.  Something comes into being that was not there before.

God does this for us.  

We learn to do it because God does it.

New things happen then.

Salvation comes into being; love comes into being.  Communion.

But loving is risky and difficult.

For those of you have taken Jesus’ words seriously and have tried loving your neighbor or neighbours, you will know that it is challenging.
John Ortberg wrote a book called “Everyone is normal until you get to know them”

I think a great title would be “Everyone is loveable until you get to know them”

Without the love of God, loving us deeply and well, loving us in our sin, loving us in all our brokenness and unloveableness, we cannot  love others well.
Our love is not complete- it is not kind enough, great enough, strong enough, but the love of God is.

God’s Holy Spirit loves through us, and we learn to love God’s way.

There are two things we long for, two essentials of human wholeness; transcendence and intimacy.  
Intimacy: we want to experience human love and trust and joy.
Transcendence:  we want to experience divine love and trust and joy.

We are not ourselves by ourselves.

We long for a human touch, for someone who knows our name. 

We hunger for divine meaning, someone who will bless us.

Jesus shows us the way, God’s way; “love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself.”
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