The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 25, Year A

Matthew 22:34-40

 “What’s the world coming to?” Is often a lament that is raised when we hear of violent and brutal oppression, suffering, vandalism and any blatant disrespect to others both abroad and at home. I was absolutely appalled—as we all should be—at what happened to little Wang Yue, the 2 year old toddler who had been run over by a van in a busy market in Foshan, China. CCTV footage shows the driver of the van fleeing the scene, leaving Wang Yue injured and bleeding on the road. After that, no less than 18 people walk, ride or drive past the injured girl, some even stooping down to look at her, but walking on without offering any help. 

Wang Yue died, and her plight has come to symbolise what many Chinese see as a decay in public morals after decades of headlong pursuit of economic growth. This astonishing decline of public morals is not just in China. It’s everywhere. It’s rife in the Western World where Jesus’ command in our Gospel reading today to `Love your neighbour as yourself' is disregarded not just in major offences like a hit and run, but the little everyday things—in the way people speak to each other in the street, how they drive on the roads, how they bully in schools, disrespect for another’s property, sleeping with whoever, whenever, and throwing them away afterwards, and a general lack of care for those who need it. As a society we have slipped so far so quickly down a slippery slope by looking after number one at the expense of others that it is scary—literally scary; we should be quite apprehensive about social standards at present. Society is drifting like a ship without a rudder and without an anchor as it proclaims that we are the boss; we decide what a satisfactory moral code is; we decide what our priorities should be. 

This malady isn’t foreign to the church either, by any stretch of the imagination. Shouldn’t we practice what we preach? It’s no good about talking about loving our neighbour as ourselves if we don’t. And it’s true isn’t it, that often we don’t. Often we don’t love others as ourselves, often we don’t extend a helping hand to reach into the world of those who need picking up. Often we don’t forgive others, often we want to hang on to anger and pride and revenge because that feels so good, often we think judgemental thoughts about others and don’t speak gently and graciously with them. Why is it that instead of welcoming a fringe member to our Introducing God course, rejoicing that they came, that some would choose to criticize that person for not coming more regularly?

Why is that? Why is the church not exempt from this condition of putting self-interest first? Because God created human beings with the capacity for free choice and Adam and Eve used that free choice to put their own will above His. Right back in the beginning, in the Garden of Eden the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die." Then later the Devil tempts Eve: "Did God really say, `You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?" And Eve says yes, we’ll die if we eat it and the Devil sneers: “You will not surely die.” "For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil." See the temptation was to doubt God at His Word and to want to be God, to want to be the final authority and decide what should or shouldn’t be done. To think that we know better than what God has said. And the wages of this uprising, this sin, is death. Through one man sin has infected the whole human race and death will come to each of us. You might argue “I wasn’t there; that’s not fair, it’s got nothing to do with me.” 

That’s why when we look at the Ten Commandments, and God says to us “You shall have no other gods before me,” He means that we are to take the following commandments seriously and put them above our logic. That it is not acceptable to use God’s name as a swear word because He’s given us His name to use to approach Him and address Him and have conversation with Him. When God says “You shall honour the Sabbath day and keep it holy” it is not OK to say “I’m a Christian I don’t need to come to church.” Do we think that God doesn’t know what we need best? We sinned through the week; we need to come to church. We need to come before God and confess our sins so that we can receive His forgiveness and be blessed by Him in His presence and receive His peace. When God says “Honour your father and mother” meaning also all in authority, it is not acceptable to disrespect our parents, teachers, the law enforcement agencies. When God says “You shall not kill” it is not acceptable to advocate abortion and euthanasia. When God says “You shall not commit adultery” it is not acceptable to have unrestrained sexual freedom with whoever whenever, because God instituted marriage and reserved the gift of sex for that so that we would be protected from physical and emotional vulnerability.

It’s understandable that the world thinks that all this doesn’t matter. But does the church think it? Is the church losing its saltiness? It does matter how we treat others and where God fits into our list of priorities. Jesus says in our Gospel reading “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: `Love your neighbour as yourself.' The wages of loving ourselves above others and especially above God, is death. Because although unbelief may appear as wisdom and holiness before the world, it is nevertheless folly and unrighteousness before God. 

In our text we hear that the Pharisees got together, and one of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" The Pharisees, we’ve heard the last few weeks, are those who reject Jesus, because He is a direct threat to their effort at supposedly earning God’s favour by keeping His Law and a whole heap of their own man-made rules aimed at pleasing God. They trust in the Law and their ability to supposedly fulfill it, rather than trusting in the Christ who the Father sent to perfectly fulfill the Law for us. 

So this Pharisee; this so-called expert in the law, is a representation of all those who place themselves above Christ. Faith in Christ is foolishness to the world isn’t it? It is utter stupidity. But those who do not place their trust in Him for righteousness and salvation does not have the wisdom of God, no matter how wise and prudent they may pretend to be. God’s gracious love for us only makes sense to us if we are aware that we deserve His judgement. We only begin to appreciate God’s love for us if we realise we need to be rescued. 

On the TV show Triple Zero Heroes, the account of motorcyclist Brad was re-enacted. Brad had a horrific accident when he fell off of the motorbike in a western Sydney suburb, and rolled under the truck he was passing as he turned a corner. The first set of wheels on the truck’s trailer pass over Brad’s helmet, cracking the bottom part under the chin, and the second set of wheels go over Brad’s chest. Their imprint can be seen when paramedics cut off his shirt at the scene of the accident. One of the onlookers, a construction worker, said: “When I ran up to him, I freaked out. I couldn’t imagine how he wouldn’t die instantly in that situation.” 

But miraculously Brad survived and was on his bike three months later. The show reunited those who were at the scene of the accident, particularly Ben, who was on his way to a job interview that morning, but instead stopped and called triple zero and followed the emergency response unit’s directions over the phone to keep Brad alive and to rescue him from the jaws of death. Do you know what Brad’s father said about Ben, his rescuer? “I don’t think you can thank a person in that situation enough.”

This one short story of sacrifice and physical rescue illustrates what God did for the entire human race. But unlike Brad, who was still alive when his rescuers saved his life, we were not. It was while we were sinners—while we were spiritually dead, unable to know God—that He sent His Son Jesus to die for us. Jesus’ death on the Cross was the sacrifice needed to pay for our sin. It is the only sacrifice that is sufficient to pay for it. Jesus paid the wages of sin, death, for us, in our place. He rose from the dead to offer new life to the world so that whoever trusts in Him will not perish but rise too and have eternal life.

This wasn’t some hastily arranged rescue. God’s rescue of humanity from sin, death and the devil was planned before the very foundation of the world, when He also chose all of those who would be His people. 
We obtain this through baptism. Baptism is such a precious gift from God because in it we receive everything that our Lord did on the Cross and in His resurrection. On the Cross Jesus died in our place and enacted what Luther called the wonderful exchange: He freed us from our sin and gives us His very own righteousness. We can’t go back to the Cross 2000 years ago in Jerusalem...there is no way for us to physically get what Jesus did for us; to participate in the wonderful exchange. 

But in baptism the Cross comes to us. In baptism the risen, crucified Lord Jesus, the Lord over all there is, joins Himself to you to take from you all your sins and to give you His righteousness. He comes to not just forgive you all your sin but to free you from it. Because you are joined to Christ in baptism, you share in His victory over Satan, death and the sinful self. In baptism your Heavenly Father sends the Holy Spirit through Jesus to give you faith to be able to trust in Christ as your Lord and Saviour. Through that faith God declares you to be not guilty. He claims you as His child—part of His family, for the Holy Spirit He sends is like the light on the church steeple shining on the Cross, pointing to the Son and opening our eyes to be able to see Him as the Saviour we need. 
In baptism, today’s Gospel reading becomes reality for you: "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment." The two most excellent and precious words of this whole passage today…your God. In your baptism, God makes Himself to be your God. He washes you from all your sin, forgives you and brings you into a family relationship with Himself. He has claimed you as His child. You belong to Him. Jesus’ promise in connection with baptism is that He will be with you until the very end of the age.
Baptism means that God has made Himself to be your God. He remains faithful to you even when you fall to temptation. He is with you in whatever you face each day. He carries you through whatever sickness or trials you suffer. You can come to Him and laugh, cry, be angry or ask for His help. He leads you to walk with Him. He holds you in your times of fear and anxiety. He is always ready and willing to listen, forgive and bless. Your baptism means that there is nothing that can separate you from His love, and that there is always a pathway back to Him. 

Let us then not take God’s love for us lightly, but as Jesus commands, love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. For He is the one who loves you with all His heart, soul and mind. He loves you without conditions. He has given Himself completely to you to make you His own, precious to Him. Amen.

