Sermon for Sunday 25th October - last Sunday after Trinity & Bible Sunday

Leviticus 19.1-2, 15-18; Psalm 119.9-16; Thessalonians 2.1-8; Matthew 22.34-46
I am blessed, as a preacher this morning, since I have a number of options in terms
of readings. Firstly, I could use those set for it being what it is, the last Sunday after
Trinity, but that gives me alternatives as well since the lectionary, [or the list of set
readings] for the day gives a choice between using those providing a ‘continuous’
thematic approach, or those that are ‘related’; or I could use those set for Bible Sunday
which is also possible to be celebrated today. So, in all that makes 10 possible,
different readings – my cup runneth over.
So, I was about to say that I will fudge the issue, but I don’t mean that really, what I
am going to do is to try and get the best out of all worlds and use a bit of a mixture.
Hopefully, in that way I will do justice to all aspects, because the readings for the last
Sunday after Trinity emphasise the importance of Scripture to Jesus in helping people,
then, know who He really was and is. The obvious corollary of that is that what is
important to Jesus is crucial to us and our understanding of Him too, and of what it
means to be His people in this place, today and on into the future.
So, I have had a bit of a readings binge, and we have used 4 this morning. We usually
only have 2, but you may not realise this, each Sunday there are four set. We mostly
use just those from the New Testament, with the Old Testament barely getting a look
in, but as you will see, Jesus uses OT Scripture, the Jewish Bible, to help people, then,
Jewish people, to understand that He is the Messiah as He calls them to follow Him
and to be His holy people. If it’s good enough for them, then it’s good enough for us
too. And so unusually for me, I am concentrating on the Bible and will look in some
depth at the way that these things link together; and then leave you to draw your own
conclusions as to how crucial it is for us to know more and more of the Bible and its
connected nature
Now, there have always been some aspects of the Christian calling that have been
somewhat threatening. Jesus invited his followers to take up the cross and follow Him;
not the most attractive of projects. And the church has known this consequence in the
story of the martyrs. Paul, as we have just heard, had a rather rough time of it in Philippi
and such opposition is still the case in some parts of the world, even our own as the
church becomes more marginalised and fewer people have any Biblical understanding
at all.
On the face of it, one aspect of the call of God emphasized in our readings today is
not so much threatening as forbidding. I mean if I were to ask you if you wanted to be
a saint, I would be faced with a vigorous shaking of heads. Apparently, God’s calling
to a life of holiness does not have a welcoming sound. Perhaps it is linked in our minds
with that false kind of religion caricatured in “Holy Joes”, those too-good-to-be-true
people with supercilious airs. Who would want to be like them? We would rather be
known for getting on well with people, easy to be with, well thought of and invited to
parties, wouldn’t we. Holiness sounds isolating and forbidding.

Yet the call is clear enough, You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy,
[Lev.19]. The people of God are called to be different, holy, because that is the
nature of their God. If God were unholy, unloving, then that would be a
significant matter for those who are His, but God is holy, therefore holiness is
what is asked of His people. However, holiness is not first a matter of ethics
and behaviour in the Bible. Holiness means belonging to God and our Bible
passages have some unexpected emphases when looked at in this light.
To be holy means acknowledging that we are God’s and that, obviously, has
implications for our behaviour. So, for example, the passage from Leviticus called for
a way of life that showed no partiality when it comes to justice. There is to be no
favouritism, no devious plotting against others so as to gain an advantage. Jesus once
said that God sends the precious rain on the just and the unjust even as the sun rises
on the evil and the good. That is what God does. It is what God is like. So, as the holy
people, says the Scripture, you shall love your neighbour as your self. Quite possibly,
in Leviticus, the neighbour meant a fellow Israelite but there are surprises in store.
Now, our Gospel reading has Jesus quoting these words about neighbour love.
Matthew chapter 22 records three situations where Jesus found himself in conflict with
those who wanted to make life difficult for him. Today, a lawyer, which doesn’t mean
a barrister or solicitor but rather a careful, committed biblical scholar and teacher, asks
a question. But this is not asked in innocence. Just like at Prime Minister’s Question
time, the first question is often a set up. It is the unexpected second question which is
designed for embarrassment.
So, Jesus was asked, which commandment in the law is the greatest? Jesus is being
invited to make a choice, which of course, once made, it becomes a matter of dispute.
Why not this command, or that other one? And so, Jesus might well have been drawn
into one of those discussions among clever people: discussions which never actually
go anywhere, all in the name of religion, of course.
Jesus is direct in his response. He quotes part of the Scripture that every Jew would
know by heart because it spoke of their identity and calling. You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.
This calling was at the centre of their being, worship, and life as the people of God.
And then Jesus quotes Leviticus You shall love your neighbour as yourself. These
two commandments are the heart of the matter.
Jesus has shown himself to be faithful and orthodox in his understanding of the holy
calling of God’s holy people. Whatever the clever lawyer hoped for, Jesus was not
going to play word games with him, as if such a past-time amounted to holiness. He
is intent on doing something else.
Jesus is taking the lawyer and those listening in beyond any rule-based attitude to the
law and will of God. That way holiness gets a bad name. It becomes an invitation to
hypocrisy, acting out the form while the heart is far from God. Holiness would then
become a matter of outward show, to gain respect and standing before others. It is a
temptation all of us have faced.

But, for Jesus, the life of faithful trust in God that truly marks out God’s people is one
shaped by and reflecting the character of God. And what does the holiness of God
consist in if it is not love, open generous love for the other? To share this way of life is
to belong to God, to participate in the life and way of God. It is not a matter of keeping
nicely calculated laws, or the blunt imposition of inflexible commands. It is showing
that we belong to the God who is love and loves indiscriminately. Remember when
Jesus was criticized for healing someone on the Sabbath. He was judged because he
had broken the law of God, or at least that was how his accusers saw it. But what if
the commandments are words of guidance, great words to keep the people in the way,
not dead letters to be applied whatever the circumstances?
Jesus followed up his questioning by the lawyer with a question of his own. It sounds
strange to us, when he asks about the Christ and whose Son he is, but this was a
fundamental question for God’s ancient people. The orthodox answer was that the
Christ was the Son of David. Then Jesus quotes a psalm [110.1] which implies that
David called the Christ, Lord. So, more than David’s son is here. This is the challenge
of Jesus. In this way he presses again the question of holiness, of where the presence
of God is to be found.
We heard Paul speak about his ministry. He did not work out of deceit or wrong
motives, attempting to trick people, to flatter and please. He cared for God’s people
because he was God’s servant. He was no charlatan but sought only to please God.
This is the approach of those who share the life of the one, holy and apostolic church
in the name of Jesus. They love God with all that they have and are. And like God,
they love their neighbours indiscriminately.
After Jesus’ exchange with the lawyer, Matthew said it all went quiet with no more talk,
no more questions. No, because the only question now is whether we will walk with
God, whether we will readily affirm that we belong to God and will want that to show
in our living.
As it indicates in the Psalm today, ‘I have laid up thy word in my heart, that I might not
sin against thee’. We have to make the choice to walk in God’s ways, God’s holy ways
that are to be lived and not just discussed. Jesus used the Bible then to help people
see and to understand this. He brought familiarity with the text and its interconnected
nature to unwrap all this then, just as it does now. And perhaps that is what Bible
Sunday is all about as well.
You shall be holy because I the Lord your God am holy. So, love the Lord your
God with all your heart and soul and mind, and your neighbour as yourself. This is
God’s call to holy living.

