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


Text:    Matthew 22:34-46
When we have an election, the election is usually preceded by a series of debates. A debate is a way of presenting ideas, and of testing ideas against each other.

A debate is a way of seeking the truth. There are three sides to a debate. There are two debaters, or two teams. The debaters first need to define the issue and present their claims. What are they fighting for? Both claim that they are presenting the truth. So the debate will test their claims.

And there are all the people in the middle, people listening, weighing it up, deciding who really is presenting the most truthful and the most helpful argument.

Some debates are rather academic. You are listening to interesting points of view. But some debates are much more important. A political debate may have a big impact on the policies of a nation, which will affect the way you live your life.

Unfortunately when we hear debates in the public sphere, we hear how the debaters like to score points by attacking the person, and fudging the issues. They have a great deal of personal pride, and their personal power invested is in the debate. Truth and justice can be lost within the debate.

Jesus said: If you hold to my truth you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
Jesus came to bring the truth, the truth about life from the one who had given life.

Jesus called on people to believe his truth, and his disciples are the ones who heard him speak, believed what he said, and entrusted their lives to the truth he brought.
Jesus made a promise: My truth will bring you freedom. My truth is a truth that will set you free from ignorance and deception and bring you a true life with your God. That is the life that is really free.

But Jesus also had to fight for his truth. There were many who did not want to believe in him. There were many who attacked him and attacked everything that he said.

So Jesus was involved in many debates, debates where he proclaimed the truth, the truth that expressed in wonderful ways the wisdom and the will of God, debates where he confronted the misguided and sometimes malicious arguments of his opponents, debates where he aimed not just to win points, but to win people for the kingdom of God.
But he was constantly challenged by people who felt threatened by him. They were the people who were the religious leaders of their society. Their position as religious leaders gave them political power and status and fed their sense of moral superiority.

Jesus proclaimed a faith that brought people into a faithful relationship with God, and he offered this faith to all people regardless of status, an offer of fullness of life that appealed to their greatest need.

In today’s Gospel we heard how the Pharisees sent one of their legal experts to debate with Jesus. They wanted to show that they had a better knowledge of Scriptures, and they wanted to discredit Jesus in the eyes of the crowd.

Their first question for debate: Which is the most important of all the commandments? They had worked out that whichever of the commandments Jesus chose, they would be able to demonstrate that one of the other commandments was really more important.
They knew the 10 Commandments, and they had in fact adopted some 623 commandments of their own, which covered every aspect of life, what people had to do, and what people were not allowed to do.

Jesus knew his Scripture. More than that Jesus knew the mind of God who has given us the Scripture.

So he gives them a commandment that is beyond any and all of the commandments: Love the Lord your God with all your heart and all you soul and all your mind.

This is not one thing you have to do. This is your whole life. It is your whole life in relationship to your God. It is a commandment beyond all commandments because it is God’s command to love, to love totally with your whole being, heart, soul and mind.

It is not a command that you have to do something. It is a command that everything you do, and everything you are, must fit God’s pattern of self-giving love.

It is a command beyond a command. Because we cannot do it, cannot love with that sort of love. It is a command that sends us back to the love of God and mercy of God, seeking his forgiveness and his mercy.

Jesus adds a second command which fits within this command. If you love God then you will also love your neighbour, love the people God gives you, places all around you.

You will love them with the same desire for the welfare and wholeness that you have for your own welfare and wholeness.

Jesus then brings his own challenge to the debate: Now you tell me, what do you think about the Messiah. Whose son is he? He is really asking them: Who am I?
They know the Scripture verses that speak of the Messiah as the Son of David, a descendant of the great King. And they know the Scripture promises that God will send a son of David to come and save his people.

But Jesus gives them another verse from Scripture, a verse from Psalm 110, where the words of David refer to the coming Saviour as My Lord. Would a father call his son his Lord? Would an ancestor call his descendant his Lord?

Jesus is using Scripture to point to the fact that the Messiah is much more than a descendant of King David. The Messiah is in fact God’s own Son coming to save his people in a much deeper way, save his people from all sin and evil. And Jesus is pointing to the fact that he himself is that Messiah.

The Pharisees know very well what he is saying and they have no answer. They have no answer to the truth that Jesus brings, the truth that calls people to faith and gives them life.

Let’s jump 1500 years to the time of the Reformation. Most of you know the story of how Martin Luther, who was a monk and a teacher of theology at the university, nailed 95 Theses to the doors of the Castle Church in Wittenberg.

These theses were really a challenge to debate. He begins with the challenge: Out of love for the truth and from desire to elucidate it, the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master of Arts and Sacred Theology, and ordinary lecturer therein at Wittenberg, intends to defend the following statements and to dispute on them in that place. Therefore he asks that those who cannot be present and dispute with him orally shall do so in their absence by letter.
The debate was going to be about the practice of indulgences. There were certain monks who were travelling around selling indulgences. An indulgence was a certificate declaring that your sins were forgiven. So this practice was teaching that you could buy your forgiveness.

Luther had been studying the Bible for himself. He believed that this practice was totally against everything he read in the Bible. So he wanted to debate the issue, to show that it was wrong, He wanted to bring this practice to an end. His 95 theses went through a whole lot of arguments about the errors of this practice.

He defended true repentance, which means coming to God with true sorrow for your sins, and trusting the forgiveness won by Christ. Posting these theses on the door of the church was the way in which he could put up a notice challenging to debate.

Unfortunately, there were powerful interests in the church that were making a lot of money through the sale of indulgences. They resented this monk who dared to challenge them. When the debate finally happened, Luther was simply told that he must recant his beliefs and follow the teachings of the church powers.
There were a series of meetings and councils over several years. During this time the debate widened, and Luther became clearer and clearer about the truth he must defend.

Finally at the Council at Worms, he was told before the Emperor he must recant his teachings, and he declared: Unless you can show me by the clear teaching of Scripture that I am wrong, I cannot and I will not recant. Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.
The truth that Martin Luther stood up for was this: We are committed to teaching according to the Bible alone. All teachings of the church have to have a clear foundation in the Bible.

We are justified by Christ alone. There is nothing that we can do or anyone else can do to give us life with God. Jesus Christ has lived for us, died for us, and risen to life for us. Jesus Christ alone can save us from death and punishment and give us new life as God’s people.

We are justified through faith alone. We cannot do anything to make ourselves holy, or to earn our salvation. God gives us his Word and the Holy Spirit brings us faith through that Word, and when we have faith in Jesus Christ, we receive what Jesus Christ gives. We receive life as God’s people.

And all of this is the grace of God. It is the gift of God to us even though we are sinners, even though we do not deserve any such gift. It is a gift of the deep wonderful love of God.

This is the challenge, the debate that began when Luther nailed his theses to the door. It was intended to be a theological debate in the university. But the people who read it saw that this was such a vital issue that the quickly printed copies of the theses - the printing press had just been invented - and the debate spread far and wide.

Luther’s opponents used their church power and political power to ban him and outlaw him. But they did not rebut his conviction and the truth of his faith.

Rather people rallied to him, and what we now know as the Lutheran Church formed around him, or rather around the faith he proclaimed.

Let’s move forward another 500 years. Do we still have that sort of debate today?

Every so often someone gets up and makes statements that religious faith is out-dated and that there is no God. But I think the debate today is often unspoken. People today are claiming that we want to be independent. We want to have control of our own destiny at all levels. That means that people want to be independent of God.

People think that they can control their destiny through their own knowledge and wisdom. People think that they can achieve the best life through asserting their own rights. People think that they can reach their purpose by their own achievements.

And our response is: beyond all of our knowledge and discovery there is a truth that we have never been able to find and never will find - except that our God has revealed it to us through the Bible. We still believe the deepest truths of life are there in Scripture and nowhere else.

We believe that we cannot work our way to God. But through faith in Jesus Christ, we receive what Christ has done for us. We believe that we cannot achieve this life by ourselves, no matter how good we are or how hard we try. Our life, our justification, is God’s gift, and we receive it as a gift, by grace alone.

We believe that it is these truths that are at the heart of Christian life and the foundation of the Christian church. We believe that this is the truth that Jesus proclaimed and lived. So when we are challenged, the key to our faith goes right back to Jesus, our Saviour and Lord of our lives. Our God has come to us in the person of Jesus Christ, and that he has lived and died and risen for us, so that we might live with him. For true fullness of life we need life with God, and Jesus Christ is the one who brings us to God. Amen.
