28th August 2011  
“The Greatest Commandment”
Reading:  

Matthew 22:34-40 
34 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35 One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36 “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

 37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  38 This is the first and greatest commandment.    39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 
Sermon
My in-laws as a family are great ones for playing games – by which I mean cards and board games, all sorts over the years, including in its hey day “Trivial Pursuit”.  I don’t know if you remember that, but basically it was a general knowledge quiz game.  There was one memorable occasion which my sister-in-law will never be allowed to live down or forget.  She got the question: “Which craft did Yuri Gagarin take into space?”  She thought long and hard, and then came up with the answer: “Knitting!”  I was trying to remember earlier whether Yuri’s spacecraft was actually called Soyuz or Sputnik, but it doesn’t matter, because I think my sister-in-law’s answer was brilliant, even if totally wrong!  I have this wonderful picture in my head of a bloke in a space suit, floating round his spacecraft, with balls of wool trailing out behind him.

Which brings me on to the whole subject of questions and answers.   The reading we heard today comes from a section in Matthew’s gospel where Jesus gets some tough questioning from the Pharisees, who were the legal and religious experts of the day.  And it’s by no means the friendly situation it was when we sat round the table that day, playing TP, and laughing at some of the answers.  It’s very hostile questioning, aimed at catching Jesus out and giving them a reason to arrest him.  Before our reading begins, he’s already had tough questions on taxes and life after death, and now they ask him: “Which is the greatest commandment?”

Jesus’ answer is as stunningly simple as my sister-in-law’s was, but he is right, of course, rather than wrong.  “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.”  It’s a perfect answer, and if we read on we would find at the end of the chapter that the Pharisees are completely stumped, not daring to ask Jesus any more questions at all.
How did they get it so wrong, these so called religious experts?  Well, in the first place they’re silenced because they don’t want to hear the truth, they don’t like what they’re hearing.  Theirs wasn’t open minded questioning, but geared to prove Jesus wrong, and themselves right.  We see that all the time, both in our private lives, and in public.  I don’t want to tar all politicians with the same brush, but so often when they ask each other questions, it seems to be all about scoring points, rather than learning anything.  And not just politicians, I wonder if I’m the only person who finds Radio 4’s Today programme very uncomfortable listening, because the journalists are so aggressive in their questioning and seem to just dismiss the answers.  For some people it can be the same with Christian faith, they’re not interested in knowing more because they’ve made up their own minds about who Jesus was, and what religion’s all about – and often their notion of religion is that it’s all about obeying rules and regulations, and doing good deeds because it’s our duty.  All in all, in their perception it’s a rather a loveless thing.
Which brings me on to the second thing about the Pharisees, which is that they were obsessed with rules.  The Jewish Law was based entirely on the Old Testament, and the Pharisees dedicated themselves to learning all the commandments to the letter, and, in theory, obeying them as the path to perfect holiness.  You might think that’s the path Tom will need to follow as he begins his Christian life, and you might also think, well, that’s not too hard, I think there are only ten commandments at most.  And it might be that you agree with the man who once said that he viewed the ten commandments as being like an exam paper, and so his aim was to attempt any three of his choice.  So as long as Tom doesn’t kill anyone, is quite nice to his Mum and Dad, and tries not to steal anyone’s donkeys, he could be well on the way.  Well no, actually, but certainly not in the Pharisee’s eyes.  They had something over 600 commandments to try and obey, and nearly 400 of them were negative, as in ‘you shall not...’.   If so many rules are supposed to define how to live a life of faith, then today (Tom’s baptism) would not be much of a cause for celebration.

So let’s have a look then at what was so right about Jesus’ answer: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind, and love your neighbour as yourself”.  What he does is to sweep away all the wordiness of the rules, and get at the heart of God’s commands, the principle behind them all, the spirit in which they were made.  He sums them all up with the word ‘love’ which is so much more positive than ‘you shall not...’.  And because love has to mean something about relationship, he is answering a question that begins ‘which...?’, with an answer about ‘who...’.  The most important thing we can do, he says, is to love God, and to do that, we’re going to have to get to know him.  How do we do that?

Well, first of all we can find out about him by reading the bible, and I do mean all of it, as in both parts of it, both Old and New Testaments.  The gospels are crucial, of course, and if you look at my bible you will see there is quite a dark line around the pages where the gospels are, which will show you that they are the most thumbed.  They tell us about Jesus, and it’s in the person of Jesus that we get many answers to questions about the nature of God.  But Jesus quotes often from scripture, and of course his scripture was the Old Testament alone, the New Testament hadn’t been written, and the words he uses as his answer today come from it, and it still has much to teach us.   So I would encourage you to take part in this E100 scheme which starts this coming week and runs until just before Lent next year, with breaks for Christmas and Remembrance and so on.  We would invite you to read 5 passages a week, the first 50 from the Old Testament, and the second 50 from the New.  Those 5 passages each week are around a theme, and that theme will be talked about each Sunday, starting in a week’s time with the beginning, with creation.  I’m sure those sermons will be helpful even if you don’t look at the readings, but I guess you’ll get a lot more out of them if you have, and the home groups are going to be basing their sessions and discussions on that material too.  So if ever you’ve been thinking, I really should try to read the bible a bit more, this is your golden opportunity to do it together with a lot of other people.
Which brings me on to the next thing we can do, which is to ask questions ourselves.  If we were to infer from this passage we’ve had today that we shouldn’t dare to ask questions of Jesus or indeed of God, and that true faith is a matter of silent acceptance, then we’d be wrong.  Love the Lord your God with all your mind, says Jesus.  He doesn’t want brainwashed followers.  We’re not designed to be robots.  God made us with intelligence and enquiring minds, and a genuine search for understanding is a good thing, and a God-given thing, and one that should never stop. 
 Exploring our doubts, and the things that just baffle us, is a crucial part of that.  Tom has a namesake in the bible, the apostle Thomas, and he is often known as ‘Doubting Thomas’ as if he were a bad example, but I think he’s a rather good example.  He wasn’t with the rest of the disciples when Jesus first appeared to them after his resurrection, and he just couldn’t find it in himself to believe what they said about having seen Jesus and that he was alive.  He’s using his mind, and what his friends have told him is incredible on a rational level, and he needs to put it to the test.  But he doesn’t dismiss it and walk away either, so that he is still there when Jesus comes again a week later, and now he believes, with conviction.  
Do I still have questions about God?  You bet I do.  And the psalms are full of them, why?, how?,  who?, questions by people with a spiritual hunger and a desire to know more.  We’re all in different places in our faith journey, but we all have more to discover, and a mind that questions and challenges, and says, ‘can that be right?’, is key to that.  I hope that Tom will do that as he grows up, and I hope that we will have good opportunity to challenge and discuss in our home groups over the coming months.
And then most importantly we need to not just know about God, but to know him, personally, which is where the heart and soul come in.  He is ‘the Lord your God’ says Jesus, it’s personal, he is my God.  Faith isn’t just an intellectual exercise.  I come back to that word relationship. How do we get to know God?  Well, how do we get to know anyone.  By spending time with him.   By talking to him.  By telling him about ourselves.  By spending time with other people who know him well.  Laughing with him, thanking him, crying with him, and yes even shouting at him, because loving relationships have their arguments too.
And the more we know and understand about God’s love for us and all he does for us, the more our love will grow.  We – you and I – are inherently spiritual people.  We are designed to be in contact with God, to walk with God, and to talk with God.  In words that may be familiar to you, our hearts are restless till they find their rest in him.  It’s like coming home.  And that is worth celebrating.

But before you think how nice and chummy that all sounds, you might also notice that, although asked for the greatest commandment, Jesus answers with two.  Love God, with all that you are, but also love your neighbour as yourself.  The two can’t be separated, though they’re not the same.  Loving those around you is not the same as loving God, because you can be kind, caring, charitable, without giving any thought to God, and many do.  On the other hand, a believe cannot really love God without loving his fellow man too.  Christianity isn’t just about sitting in a quiet corner getting nice warm feelings from our fellowship with God.  Faith must also be acted out, we must look around us with the eyes of a loving God, because if he loves me, he love you too.
So if we were to offer Tom some advice today on Christian living, we could hardly do better than Jesus’ words in this passage about loving God and loving people.  And he goes on to say “on these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets”.  By the law and the prophets he means all of the Old Testament, which for him was all of scripture, so he is saying that everything that has ever been written about God hangs on these two things. 
I’d like to take that word ‘hang’ and change it to ‘hinge’.  Because I’d like to leave you today with an image which is that of a door, and pretty much every door has two hinges.  What the Pharisees had with all their biblical knowledge and expertise was a door that should have led them to God, and to recognise the man standing in front of them.  But it was a door without those two hinges of love, and that’s a useless door because it won’t open, although it’s a pretty effective barrier.  A door with only one hinge won’t work either, because the weight of the door would be all out of balance.  A door must have two hinges to work, and then it will swing wide open.  Jesus tells us in his words today that whole doorful of reading the bible and trying to do the right thing only becomes of real value when hung on those two hinges of a loving relationship with God and those he created.

Today we welcome Tom through this door here, and in the words of the baptism, Christ has claimed him for his own.  But what has happened this morning hasn’t made him an instant Christian.  It’ll be a few years before he can even say the word, and he still has his whole life to lead, and find out what that means.  We pray that he will do just that, that that doorway will swing wide open and show him the path ahead, and that he, and we, will come to know God well, and want to live life as he would wish it.  (Knitting, by the way, is optional).
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