Matthew 22:34-40

Celebrating a loving relationship.

 1 in our sermon series

This morning we begin our new sermon series which seeks to develop our vision and mission statement. We are beginning by looking at what it might mean for us personally to be inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support. This week we begin by looking at how we respond to the love of God the Father in our lives and what the implications of that relationship with God might mean for us.
We are looking at the passage from Matthew 22:34-40 which is God’s commandment to love God with all of our being. 

In this passage Jesus is quoting scripture from the Law of Moses in the OT, specifically Deuteronomy 6:4-9. And this is known in Judaism as ‘The SHEMA’. The SHEMA is considered to be the most important prayer of the Jewish people; it was and is, prayed by many devout Jews twice a day. 
The SHEMA begins with ‘Hear O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one’. It’s a prayer that encapsulates the Monotheistic essence of the Jewish faith. 

When we think about God it is important for us to recognise that there is only one God. The Lord almighty is his name. Now it can become confusing for us because in the New Testament we find mention of Jesus and Holy Spirit, and we speak of a Trinitarian God. But there is only one God, not three gods. 

The God that we worship as Christians is one God and He is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow, He does not change. (Mal 3:6) God is not one thing one day and something else the next, he is totally consistent in his nature. The God of the OT is the same God that we find in the NT. We therefore cannot dismiss the OT as if it is no longer relevant. We cannot pick and choose what bits of the Bible to keep and which bits to dismiss. Instead we have to allow the fresh revelation of God that we find in the NT to throw light on what we see in the old and vice versa. 
God is totally consistent, reliable and true in his nature. In essence and in being he is and was and will always be the same. His nature is always good and there is no evil in him. 
God the Father, Jesus Christ the Son and Holy Spirit, are all, the one same God. The only thing that changes is the form that this God takes and the function that each part of the Trinity has. So Jesus is God, come to us in human form: God with skin on. God comes to us in a form that enables us to relate to Him in a much more intimate way. Jesus said, “if you have seen me you have seen the Father, for The Father and I are one.” (John 10:30 & 14:9) And the same is true of Holy Spirit; Holy Spirit comes to us in Spirit form to indwell us and enable us to experience the love of God the Father and to make us more like Him.
So the way that we experience God changes, but his nature never changes, He is totally consistent and trustworthy. He is ONE GOD and we are to love this one God with everything that we have; with all that is within us. That is the commandment, the 1st and most important commandment, for everything else flows from this.
If we can keep this one commandment we will keep all the commandments and yet it is not so easy is it?  Who of us can claim to love God so completely? If you are anything like me you will fail over and over again. Nobody has ever loved God with his whole being. Nobody has ever loved her neighbour as herself which only goes to prove that you cannot merit eternal life. And yet love remains as our ultimate goal. Those of you who are married know only too painfully how often you fail your spouse and yet you do not give up, you keep trying to do better. And though we may never love God perfectly, love is still our aim. We must put everything into it. 
The word that is used for ‘love’ in the Deuteronomy passage is ‘aheb’ which refers primarily to the will mind and actions rather than the feelings and emotions. So to love God is active not passive, it implies doing something positive.

Heart - When the bible refers to heart it usually means the core of ones being. Proverbs 23:7 says ‘as a person thinks in his heart, so is he.’ So heart is about the intellect or aspects of our human nature, it’s who we are.
Soul - The soul, is often used to describe the seat of our emotions.  In Matthew 26:38 Jesus says ‘My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow.’

The mind – Jesus replaces might with mind because the word is interchangeable. It refers to the intention and will, and means to move ahead with energy. So it’s putting our will into action.
Strength – In the Mark passage we also find the word strength which obviously refers to loving God with all of our physical being. So we are to put everything into it. 
So you can see that this is a very active and positive response that is called for. It isn’t about just going through certain religious rituals. God wants us to love Him with our whole being. It’s about relationship with him and it’s about celebrating that relationship with him. A God who gave up everything for us is not satisfied with a half-hearted response of love from us.

If you were here a couple of weeks ago when I spoke on giving we are looking at the same principles. We love, because he first loved us. We do not love God to merit his love. God cannot love us anymore than he does already. He loves us so much that he was willing to die a horrible death on a cross in order to make his love known. And he did that for us when we were still living in rebellion against him. So we do not love in order to get anything from God, our love for him has to be the overflow of our gratitude for all that he has done. When we see just what this God is like we cannot fail to love him. That is why it is so important that we get to know God as our Father. 

But just like the principles of giving, when we see God as he really is, as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. When we realise just how much he loves us then we will need to do something in response to His love. It is all about relationship not obligation. 
To be in love is to desire to know the other person intimately. The greatest danger to any marriage comes when we substitute a false romantic image of our spouse for the real person; when we fall in love with an idealised fantasy rather than the reality. And that is the same with our relationship with God. We have to get rid of any false ideas about God that do not match the reality. The 1st commandment says that you shall not have any false gods, no idols, or graven images. What might that look like for us today? Perhaps it may mean not just taking the parts of the bible that we are comfortable with and disregarding the rest. For that is to make God in our image.
To love God is to know God and to know God is to love God. Our first response therefore is to get to know this God, for the more we know of him the more we will love him, and the more we love him, the more we will be able to love others.

And what is the proof that we love God? Jesus says in John 14:15 if you love me you will obey my commands. 
Obedience is the measuring rod. It isn’t obedience out of guilt, fear or obligation but obedience that flows out of a loving relationship. We are free to obey God’s commandments because we know him, we trust him, and we believe that he is good – He is very good. And He has our best interests at heart even though we may not always understand what He does.

When we know that God is good, really know it, then we will have no fear because perfect love drives out fear and we will trust him and obey his commandments because we love him.  Are we giving 100% of ourselves to God? The answer to that question can be found in how determined we are to remain faithful to keep all of his commandments.
If there is real love for God, there will inevitably be real love for others. 

The starting point as we look at what it means personally for each one of us to have Jesus at the heart is to look at our relationship with God the Father. Does my image of God the Father fill me with dread? Do I see The Father as distant? Is God the father like a sugar daddy always spoiling me? Or, can I come close and curl up on my heavenly fathers lap and feel safe, even when he may have to discipline me? 

Sometimes, our understanding of who God the father is, can be distorted. It can get distorted by misinterpreting the OT and sometimes the new or by dismissing the OT altogether. It can also become distorted if we project our relationship with our own earthly father onto God the Father. When we see God through the lens of our earthly relationships we get a distorted image. God is not like our human fathers, he is far greater than even the best of dads. Our earthly fathers may be like God but God is not like them.  

The question that we need to ask ourselves is; Am I able to trust God with all of my life because deep down I feel secure in his love for me?  And if the answer is no, or not yet or not quite 100% then perhaps I need to put all of my effort; my heart, my soul, my mind, will and strength, into getting to know the Father’s love for me. Because if I do I will then love him as he commands me to. 

Questions: The highlighted sections are direct quotes from the sermon.
1. But there is only one God, not three gods. How do you understand the Trinity – do you get it? Do you picture a hierarchy within the trinity? Is one more important than the other? Can you see the different functions of each part? Do you relate more easily to one part of the trinity to another part? (Think of the Morphe character)
2. We cannot pick and choose what bits of the Bible to keep and which bits to dismiss.  Do you struggle to see the consistent nature of God through the entire bible? How might you encourage one-another to work through those apparent inconsistencies? How might the new inform the old and VV?
3. God is totally consistent, reliable and true in his nature. In essence and in being he is and was and will always be the same. His nature is always good and there is no evil in him. How do you feel about this statement? Do you question the truth of it? Is God always good? If so how can he let bad things happen?
4. Who of us can claim to love God so completely? We can never measure up but should that stop us trying? What should be our motivation?
5. So to love God is active not passive, it implies doing something positive. What can you do, in the light of this sermon, to show God’s love more and more in your life?
6. We love, because he first loved us. We do not love God to merit his love. How much of what we do is done out of obligation, or because we are trying to make God pleased with us?
7. It is all about relationship not obligation. Does my image of God the Father fill me with dread? Discuss with one-another what your relationship with God is like.
8. God is not like our human fathers, he is far greater than even the best of dads. Our earthly fathers may be like God but God is not like them. What do you think that I meant in saying this? How might your own relationship with your earthly father distort your image of God? Is it only the more negative experiences that distort that image?
9. Perhaps I need to know the Father’s love for me. How?
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