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Sermon for Proper 25, Year A
Matthew 22:34-40

How many ways do you know to say “I love you”? According to a book title, there are “Forty ways to say I love you”. It suggests we show love by listening, by answering softly, by praying for others, by standing by others when the going’s tough, by trying to understand someone very different from us, by wanting the best for the other person, and by loving them with our minds, as well as our hearts and souls. 

A student was finishing a devotion at a university chapel. “And so”, he concluded, “we see that love is the motive for our whole Christian life.” The chaplain mused to himself, “I understand what the student means, but love is not only a motive for action. Love is also an action and a motive in itself.”

What the chaplain meant is this: love isn’t an abstract principle that exists in a vacuum without any concrete actions. God’s love isn’t just a nice idea or a fuzzy feeling. It showed itself best in the sacrifice of his son Jesus Christ for you and me. God created this world so that His love might be shown. Love is more than a motive for doing something good for someone; it is the actual activity or event. Our English word “love” is used in four different ways. Firstly, in the sense of strong preference for something, like “I love chocolate”; secondly, mutual desire, as in “I want you and you want me”; thirdly, in the sense of an emotion, i.e. the tone of a desire, being warm rather than cold; and fourthly, a love that puts the other person first, a love that’s full of goodwill, even to one’s enemy, critic or opponent. 

No one demonstrated that fourth love better than Jesus Christ, who is Love Incarnate, love in visible, human form. The kind of love Jesus showed in all situations was so new, so different, that a rarely used Greek verb was employed for it. Jesus did more than speak about love; He showed love with no strings attached to those in greatest need, regardless of their past or present standing in the community. No wonder He was constantly attacked by those who felt He was playing down the need to keep the laws of Moses. The Jews said there were some 613 laws to observe – 248 positive laws and 365 negative laws. They had tacitly acknowledged that some laws were weightier than others. “Don’t murder” was considered much weightier than the command not to boil a baby goat in its mother’s milk. I’m sure we’d agree! The baby goat, though, might object.

Jesus’ critics, the Pharisees, hope Jesus will give an answer to their question, “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?” They hope they can use His answer to destroy His reputation. Jesus first of all makes clear to them that there isn’t just one, but two greatest commandments that belong inseparably together. Jesus constantly resisted every attempt to drive a wedge between love for God and love of neighbour, insisting on their vital interconnectedness. These two commandments stand or fall together. Take away these two commandments, and the Old Testament falls in a heap. Nothing in Scripture coheres unless these two are observed. Jesus reminds His audience that the Old Testament consists of the writings of the prophets as well as the laws of Moses. The prophets constantly sought to bring God’s people back to what’s central: God’s covenant with us, a covenant that involves showing the same mercy to others as God has shown to us. We cannot turn a neighbour away without turning God away.

There can, therefore, be no half-hearted love for God. Many Christians find it hard to feel a love for God with all the emotional intensity that our Christian hymn-writers and song-writers do. The love they delight in, is a hard won love that has stood some of life’s toughest tests. Their whole-hearted, intensely passionate love for God is sustained by daily conversation with their Creator, and a lifelong gratitude for everything Jesus has done for them. Amid the trials and testing of their faith, they have looked forward to receiving “the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love Him (James 1:12).” Many Christians who love the Lord their God most intensely aren’t those who are richly blessed with this world’s goods, but the poor. The Bible tells us: “Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the Kingdom that He has promised to those who love Him (James 2:5)?” 

You see, the consequences of loving your God are immense: “We know that in all things God works for good with those who love him, those whom he has called according to his purpose (Romans 8:28).” This highly treasured, life-sustaining truth applies only to those who love God. But what a wonderful incentive it is to love our God who promises such a wonderful blessing for those who love Him! In loving your Creator, you find what a blessing it is to do just that. There’s a huge difference between knowing about God and loving God. Just as you get to know someone else best by loving them, so to love God is to know God in an intimately, personal and life-changing way. “Our greatest occupation as lovers of God will always be to worship Him (B. Jones).” 

Jesus eagerly invites you to love God, because He is the love of God brought to earth for your lifelong blessing and benefit. Jesus’ life, suffering and death are the deepest expression there is of God’s love for you. You were created to be a recipient of God’s love; you are God’s gift of love to your Saviour Jesus Christ. To know Christ is to know the greatest love in the universe. We don’t need to go to a dictionary for our definition of love. Rather, the better we know the message of Christ’s cross, the better we understand what love involves. When Jesus showed love to the needy, the destitute and the disabled, they felt loved by God. God loves you with an everlasting love. “God proves His love for us in that while we still were sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:8).” “God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent His only Son into the world so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:9-10).” Nails didn’t keep Christ on the cross, but His love for you did. The Bible points you to the cross where Christ loved you with His whole heart and soul.

Christ’s love for you gives depth, richness and joy to life. His love is a liberating love, liberating you from fear, doubt and disappointment. Nothing can separate you from His life-changing love. “We are more than conquerors through Christ who loved us (Romans 8:37).” Our Lord therefore invites us to love our neighbours as He has loved us. He opposed any narrow definition of who our neighbour is. In His parable of the Good Samaritan, He changed the lawyer’s question from “Who is my neighbour?” to “Whom am I going to be a neighbour to?” My neighbour isn’t simply someone who is in need, but someone who is an indispensable, inseparable part of my life – they are an extension of me. After all, we are all children of God, made in his image from the same divine stuff.
You are to do more than think positively of others; you’re to “regard others as better than yourselves (Philippians 2:3).”  “Each of us must please the neighbour to build up the neighbour (Romans 15:2).” Your neighbour is a moving target. It may be someone who’s crying on a bus to whom you offer a tissue, or someone who falls over at the supermarket whom you help lift up. Don’t waste time wondering if you love the other person before your eyes. Act as if you do, and you will grow in love for him or her. Love that person alongside you, as someone created by God to enrich your life. Love of neighbour is evidence that your love for God is real and genuine. Love of God endears your neighbour to you as you thank God for all the people who have shown love to you. When you love a neighbour, it is Christ loving through you—you, who he has claimed to be his own. Your love for your neighbour is God’s gift to you, for we can only truly love because he has truly first loved us. Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.




1
2

