Sermon: What’s our top priority? 

Sunday 23rd October 2011 Allister Lane

Leviticus 19:1-4, 15-18  

Matt 22:34-40
It’s question & answer time in Jerusalem.

The Pharisees and Sadducees are taking turns to try and trap this ‘hot-shot’ Jesus, who seems to have something smart to say about all their most precious theology.

Already in this chapter of Matthew, Jesus has been asked about taxation and resurrection. And now, on the same day we’re told, a lawyer (a ‘Biblical scholar’ if you like) steps forward with another curly one for Jesus.

The most interesting reflection for us is in the answer, 
...but let’s for a moment consider the question.

The question comes from an expert, and it comes (like the previous questions we are told) as a challenge to Jesus. 
“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”

Sounds straight forward enough. But it is not as innocent an inquiry as it sounds. 

It is asked to catch Jesus out; it’s a trap for Jesus to walk into. 
Matthew tells us the question was to test Jesus. And this word ‘test’ is a variant on word ‘tempt’ – the word used when Jesus is tempted by the devil.

By asking Jesus which commandment is the greatest, this scholar reckons Jesus is forced to pick one commandment, thereby necessarily diminishing the others.
There are 613 separate commandments in the Jewish tradition. Picking one leaves Jesus exposed to criticism for relegating the other 612.

Jesus is being put on the spot: “What’s your top priority Jesus?”
“Tell us, and then consequently we’ll know where your weakness is in your unfaithfulness to the Law of God.”
That’s the question.

Then comes the answer.

Firstly, let’s consider the actual content and then we’ll consider its meaning.
Jesus’ answer starts off word-for-word from the Shema, a passage from Deuteronomy that good Jews say daily:
Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.* 5You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. (Deut 6:4-5)

But Jesus doesn’t finish there.
The next part of his answer is a direct quote from Leviticus: 

“You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”  (Lev 19:18)

This is part of what’s called the ‘Holiness Code’ given to Moses, which we heard read this morning.
His two-part answer subverts the question for one single greatest commandment.

His answer is a bit like the one I got from my son Pearse yesterday. 

For those of you who don’t know... when you borrow books with a child’s card at Karori library, you get a stamp on each hand.  When Pearse showed me his stamps of a lizard and a fish, I asked which was his favourite.  

He replied: “This one....and this one.”

Although Jesus’ answer subverts the question of what is the one single greatest commandment, it also demonstrates he is thoroughly orthodox. 

He quotes directly from well-known passages of Jewish scripture; passages committed to memory and recited regularly. 

Jesus’ answer is undisputable in its simplicity and familiarity. 

It reminds me of the famous response made by the great theologian Karl Barth when asked to summarise his massive multi-volume theological dissertation Church Dogmatics; Barth answered “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” Who can argue with that?

Jesus’ answer gives the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions of God’s Law.
Love God and Love your neighbour.

But in doing so has Jesus been caught out as the scholar intends?

By going with these two commandments has Jesus diminished the other commandments?

Well, Jesus’ doesn’t finish there.

Jesus also says: 

“On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” (v40)

On these two commandments hang ALL the law and the prophets.
The scholar who asked the question has a rule-based understanding of God’s Law;  we have 613 rules here, which is the most important? 
“Come on Jesus, expose your bias in keeping God’s law by telling us what’s your top priority from the list.”
Jesus’ answer challenges this approach. 
For Jesus doesn’t have a rule-based understanding, he has a love-based understanding. 
All of God’s Law is about loving, not about a checklist of righteousness. 
Jesus answer tells us that God’s Law is about LOVE; love for God and love for our neighbours.

Jesus’ understanding that God’s law is about love allows him to reach out and touch the leper, even though in the eyes of some that broke the rules.

Although he gained a reputation as someone who breached the Jewish commandments, Jesus himself declared: 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfil.” (Matt 5:17)

Jesus doesn’t set out to flout the Law, but to accomplish its deepest intent.

The whole law of God, all the hundreds of commandments are about love; love for God and love for neighbour.

Jesus’ answer shows us that Love is a verb.

Love is not just an emotion, or a philosophical ideal, it is something to do.

The word for ‘love’ used in Jesus’ answer ‘Agapeo’ is not a passive word, it signifies an active response to God. 

God’s Law is something we “do”; expressing our priorities by living-out love for God and love for others.

Jesus sees the rule of love holding everything together, and so when he says “On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” he is saying that all of God’s law ‘depends on’ and ‘is tied together by’ these two commandments.
Let me suggest two images to help us see what Jesus is saying.

The first is the hinges of a door.
For a door to work well (to open and close smoothly and easily every time) it must be well secured to good sound hinges. The door ‘depends upon’ the hinges on which it hangs.

Without good hinges a door functions poorly or even becomes an obstruction.
The second image is a washing line.

The scholar’s question revealed his understanding that each of the commandments of the law hangs as single strands, hanging off a separate peg – the peg being a particular passage of scripture. 

Jesus revolutionises that image by showing all the commandments of the law hang together like a washing line hung between twin pegs of love of God and love of neighbour.

So once again Jesus avoids the trap laid out by those who question him.

His answer tells us that the greatness of these two commandments lies not in their distinction from the others, but in their capacity to hold together and support the whole tradition. 

In his lifetime Jesus revealed God differently to what people were used to 
(this is why he draws the challenging questions – people want to test just how radical (heretical) he’s being) 
...and yet Jesus is building upon the tradition, 
...showing it in a new context, 
...articulating the truth of God more fully.

The new context is, of course, not some new age of enlightenment, 
not some new political epoch, 
not some new military regime; 

the new context is himself – the living Word of God.

In himself (in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension) Jesus gives us a new understanding of God’s law; the rule of love passed down through the tradition is fulfilled in him.

And the encouraging news is that the risen Jesus is present with us, 
always revealing God’s rule of love for us and for us to share with the world.

With God’s strength and guidance let us speak with clarity and act with conviction to live God’s rule of love.

This next hymn speaks of how (in our prayer) we find guidance and purpose in particular convictions to live God’s rule of love...
