3

Mat 22:34-46  Which commandment is the greatest?

A cartoon in the Hong Kong Tattler showed Moses just coming down from the top of the mountain with the tablets in his hand. He's reporting to the children of Israel and says, “It was hard bargaining- we get the milk and honey, but the anti-adultery clause stays in”
There's something about humankind that always wants to negotiate rules. 

When I was teaching, and I’d set the kids and assignment, I’d explain the task, tell them it had to be, say, three pages, and the date it was due. Then I’d ask, “Any questions?” There were always questions – though never about the content of the assignment! The questions were, “Miss, if it’s a bit under 3 pages, that would still be ok, wouldn’t it?”  Or, if it was due on the 10th, “Miss if we bring it in on the 11th, we wouldn’t lose marks, would we?”

Why do we try to negotiate?  I think it's because built into each one of us is a tendency towards legalism.  We know that rules are rules.  Generally speaking, we don't like to disobey the rules - so we try and change them. That way we don't get into trouble.

The law for the Jews had become the centre of their relationship with God - it was never meant to be like that, but that was how it was. The Pharisees were so conscious of the importance of the law, and were so keen to see it obeyed, that they created additional laws to help the people keep the given laws. The idea was that it would create a "safety hedge" around the laws, interpreting and supplementing them to such an extent that you couldn't even break them accidentally. It was out of this mindset, that Jesus came into conflict with the Pharisees about the Sabbath.

Our context is different, but we also have laws to abide by.  There are laws of the road, laws of the land, laws pertaining to property, laws pertaining to relationships.  The more people break the law, the more the law is increased to "protect" us.  Seatbelts are a case in point.  When I first started to drive, seatbelts weren't compulsory.  But as accidents increased, they became mandatory. Child protection is another issue.  The more cases of child sexual abuse came to light, the more stringent the laws become in relation to dealing with children. Now our society is wrestling with the litigation issue, so more and more laws are coming into being to protect children and also to prevent people from being sued. 

Someone once calculated that we have 35 million laws on the books to enforce the Ten Commandments!  I suspect most of us would quite understand the dilemma of the scribes and Pharisees over their law. 

They very much felt the weight of the all their laws, not to mention their own additions to them, and the rabbis were constantly wrestling with how to summarize them effectively for the people.  

In our Gospel reading this morning, the experts in the law came to Jesus with this same question.  "Which is the greatest commandment?" they wanted to know. Although, in this instance, according to Matthew, they sought to use this "problem" they were always wrestling with, to trap Jesus. They were hoping he would say something that would cause offence, and so turn the people against him.  But though their primary aim in this instance was to trap Jesus, underlying their question would have been their ongoing struggle to keep the law.

Jesus was certainly aware of their intent to trap him, but nevertheless, he treated their question seriously, and answered with his usual divine wisdom:
v. 37 He said to him, " 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets." 

The first of these two commandments was what the Jews called the Shema -- "Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might" (Duet 6:4-5). Jewish children memorized these verses, and Jewish people repeated them every day of their lives as part of their daily worship. They still do.

The Shema builds on the first of the Ten Commandments, "You shall have no other gods before me" (Exod. 20:3), but adds the love requirement. The Shema was engraved on Jewish hearts and none of Jesus’ listeners would have argued with the primacy of this commandment.  

The second most important commandment Jesus gave was to love our neighbour as much as we love ourselves - a very succinct yet powerful way of describing the nature of the love we should have towards others. When you think about it, on the whole, we treat ourselves with reverence and respect. As far as it is possible for us, we ensure that all our personal needs are met, we pursue happiness, pleasure and fulfillment. If we sought these things for others with the same commitment that we sought them for ourselves, the world would certainly be a different place. 
I find myself wondering how serious the Christian church is about this commandment, when more than two thirds of the world's population lives in poverty;  when there are groups of people within our own Australian culture that are marginalised, and often destitute.  We would do well to take to heart Jesus' definition of who our "neighbour" really is and ask ourselves as a church whether we are really taking this commandment seriously!

These commandments are the essence of the law.  Every commandment in Scripture relates to one or the other of these commandments.  They either concern our love for God, or our love for our fellow human beings.  And there is also a sense in which these commandments are interconnected.  You cannot truly love God, without loving your neighbour, and you cannot truly love your neighbour without loving God.

In summarising the commandments in this way, Jesus cut through the legalistic requirements of the law and went straight to the spirit of the law.  He pointed the Pharisees to their relationship with God and with their neighbour - the two relationships from which ALL their laws stemmed.

Somewhere along the way, the law had become an end in itself. In fact, the Jews’ treatment of it was almost idolatrous, in that obedience to the commands, rules and regulations took precedence over their relationship to God and to their fellow man.  Many times, God had to send a prophet to point out their hypocrisy. The Israelites would keep the letter of the law, and neglect to provide for widows and orphans.  They would observe the Sabbath, but then go out and cheat their fellow Israelites; they would offer sacrifices to God yet exploit the poor.

The same danger can exist within the church.  It is possible for people to become so engrossed in the ceremonies and rituals of their faith, that they can lose the heart and power of their relationship with God. They can be drawn into lives of hypocrisy, where what they do on Sundays may not gel with what they do during the rest of the week.

A certain Irish priest, newly arrived in New York City, decided to visit the section known as the Bowery, haven of homeless alcoholics and other derelicts. As he walked along one of the Bowery blocks at night he suddenly felt a gun against his ribs. Then he heard a raspy voice: "All right mister, gimme all your money!" Quickly, he reached for his wallet and, as he did, the holdup man noticed his clerical garb. The thief was overcome with shame. He said, "Forgive me, Father. I didn't know you were a priest." To which the victim replied, "That's all right, Son. Just repent of your sin. Here, have a cigar." The thief replied, "Oh, no, thank you, Father, I don't smoke during Lent."

I think we are all aware of the danger of hypocrisy. It's something that is easy to identify.  However, there is a more subtle danger within the church regarding legalism, which I think is less easy to identify, and which may affect each one of us from time to time.

This danger is when the expression of our faith becomes more of a trial than a joy; when we see it as a set of ‘thou shalt nots’ rather than ‘thou shalts’;  when we feel unworthy to pray, or even to participate in fellowship;  when we hang in there through a sense of guilt rather than an expression of joy.

Let me read you something from author Paul Tournier.  He says,

“I cannot keep count of the number of people in whom religion, the love of God and the desire to serve him, or even a quite secular ideal of perfection, lead only to a life of sterility, sadness, and anxiety. The fear of sinning has killed all their spontaneity. The subtle analysis of their conscience has taken the place of that childlike simplicity of heart that Christ demands. All joy has been replaced by the pursuit of duty. They have come to the point of doing nothing that gives them pleasure, as if God, who loves us, never required any but disagreeable things of us! They make incredible efforts but win no victories. They are always comparing themselves with those they look upon as their betters.” 

Bottom line – we need to watch out for a sterile, lifeless faith which full of rules, a sense of unworthiness, and a lack of joy.  Some of us may have been there.
Those who find themselves in this spiritual wilderness have perhaps lost sight of the spirit of the law, and instead are caught up in the letter of it.  Jesus’answer?  Return to the centre of your faith - the wonderful, all embracing love of God.

We don't need to obey the law in order to be accepted by God.  We already are acceptable through Christ.  Our obedience to the first commandment is simply a natural response to his love for us. And when we respond in love to God, his love fills us, and we can do nothing OTHER than to love our neighbour as ourselves.  Again, it is a natural response.

When we focus on the law, rather than the lawgiver - the danger is that we will be drawn into a legalistic and sterile experience of God.  It was never meant to be like that for us.  It was never meant to be like that for the Jews.
Jesus answer to the Pharisees’ question directs their focus back to the centre of their faith - their relationship with God. If we live according to the spirit of the law, we naturally find ourselves living it out - but the difference is that we'll find it a joy and not a burden.  Remember Jesus words in John 10:10?  He said, ‘I have come that you might have life, and have it to the FULL.’  As Jesus invites us to obey those two great commandments, he is inviting us to a life of fulfillment and joy.

So this morning, let's make sure our focus is on the lawgiver, rather than the law, and accept Jesus' invitation to love and serve him with joy!

Shall we pray…

