16 September 2012 : Matthew 22 : 34-46    
In the parallel universe that is Westminster there is a curious bit of theatre called Prime Minister’s Question Time, when the current inhabitant of No.10 stands at the Despatch Box to face a grilling from MP’s, in some cases from friends as well as foes. Often the initial question is bland and innocuous, but it’s carefully calibrated to goad the PM into saying something by which he might incriminate himself in a supplementary question.  

Not unlike, in fact, the way the religious leaders sought to bait Jesus with a barrage of what they considered to be awkward questions. Of course, what we actually see is Jesus skilfully turn these questions round, one after another, putting his accusers in the dock instead. Today we see the Pharisees had carefully selected from their number an expert in the Jewish law to ask Jesus : which is the greatest commandment in the Law?

Now, we might ask ourselves : What’s so bad about that question? It seems reasonable enough. It’s very interesting to note that Mark also refers to this incident and he sheds some helpful extra light on it. In Mark, the expert in the Law had heard Jesus dealing with the Sadducees about the resurrection and was honest enough to be impressed by the grasp of Scripture Jesus had – not maybe too much of a surprise for us since Jesus is, after all, the Word made flesh!. In Mark’s account, though Matthew doesn’t bring this out, this question was asked honestly, without an ulterior motive. 
And I’m inclined to believe that. The Pharisees weren’t all bad guys. Some of them did come to believe in Jesus because they saw the promises of the Jewish Scriptures come true in the life and ministry of Jesus. I would say that, whether or not this expert in the Law had been set up to derail Jesus, by the time he did get round to putting the question he was genuinely interested in, and open to, what Jesus had to say.

Let me just stop the bus right there and ask all of us this question. Are we genuinely interested in, and open to, what Jesus has to say to us, right now? Have we come today with our hearts and minds receptive to Jesus, ready to listen to and reflect upon what the Bible actually says and, as required, to change what we think, to change what we believe, in line with the Word of God? 

Or are we like the other Pharisees in the story – minds like concrete, all mixed up and firmly set, determined to hold on to what we’ve aye believed, what so-and-so told us when we were knee-high to a grasshopper, whether it agrees with what Jesus says or not? It’s no exaggeration to say that our life may depend on this. Jesus tells us we must be born again if we want to enter into the kingdom life He died to offer us. [John 3.3].

But if someone refuses to accept the Biblical statement that we need to be born again, the new life that the New Testament tells us about remains out of reach. Think about it. We can’t be two people at once. To enter into the new life of the Kingdom of God, full of love and joy, peace and victory, we need to die to the old life, full of fear and guilt, anxiety and insecurity. To have new life in Jesus, we need to die to living for self.

If anyone here has till now resisted the teaching of Jesus to be born again, I urge you to understand that to be born again is entirely for your good. The minute you truly receive Jesus as Lord and Saviour, you will be able to receive by grace everything He has done for you. You will be able to live free from the soul-destroying tyranny of having to earn God’s favour by your own efforts, which no-one has ever been able to do, and instead enjoy the Father’s love as a free gift. You have nothing to lose but what’s killing you!

But even those of us who have been born again, and genuinely do love Jesus, may still have barriers up in our brain against Him. We’re on our way to heaven, no doubt about that, but we’re not enjoying the journey. We’re travelling cattle-class when God intends for His children to travel first-class. After all, the Word says we are God’s children and joint heirs with Jesus of the entire Kingdom. But some of us aren’t experiencing that.

We’re still struggling against the same problems, in our personality, our lifestyle, our circumstances, that our unbelieving families, friends and neighbours are. That shouldn’t be happening. I said last week that, just like God in whose likeness we were created, we are three-part beings : spirit, soul and body. The minute you were born again your spirit was made exactly identical to Jesus, as 1 John 4.17 says, and as a child of God you became entitled to all the blessings the blood-sacrifice of Jesus has provided for you. 

But to live the life of the Kingdom, in Kingdom blessing, as God intends for His sons and daughters, we need to learn to think like God’s sons and daughters. As Paul, who knew about these things, wrote in Romans 12 : be transformed by the renewing of your mind. The New Living Bible puts it : Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.
Our soul – that is, our thoughts, our emotions and our decisions – has to be taught to line up with our born-again spirit, not with the godless garbage spewed out day and night by the secular world all around us. That takes commitment and discipline, I grant you, but it’s well worth it. And the more our thoughts line up with God’s thoughts as we see them in the Bible, the more our feelings will come under control instead of being all over the place, and the more our choices will become wise and godly.

There are two main reasons for coming to church. One, to enjoy the living presence of God as we worship Him, and that’s not just by bellowing out the words of hymns but by having real fellowship with Him in the deepest places of our heart. Two, to let our mind be transformed, changed, by the Word of God, Hs a word of life and hope, so we can live the higher life God has for us. Any other reason is incidental to those two.

Back to our lesson, and I think this Pharisee was genuinely open to the Word that Jesus was about to speak. And what a Word it was. Jesus takes the whole Old Testament and summarises it in two sentences – both of which were in the Old Testament and known very well indeed by the religious leaders, Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18. 
Indeed, the first bit : Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind : is part of the shema, the prayer recited by devout Jews first thing in the morning and last thing at night right into the present day. 

In Deuteronomy 11 Moses repeated that command and told the Jews to fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.
Jesus gave them an answer they couldn’t argue with, straight from the scripture, which is always the safest and most authoritative place to seek guidance. Actually, if you look at the 10 commandments in Exodus 20, the first 4 are summarised by : Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind ; and the last 6 by : Love your neighbour as yourself. Which is pretty much what Jesus taught.
Throughout His whole ministry, Jesus never taught anything to contradict those verses. What was revolutionary about the ministry of Jesus was that, for the very first time, He empowered people to obey them. Let me refer you to John 1.16f : From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses ; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.
Why do you think God gave His people the Law through Moses? Was it to bless them? Was it to offer them a 10-step guide to achieving perfection under their own steam? No! It was because, even though God had miraculously delivered the Hebrew people from their miserable existence as slaves in Egypt, they almost immediately rebelled Even though God graciously led them toward the land flowing with milk and honey that He had promised them, they constantly grumbled and complained. 
Their attitude to God was : right, you got us out of the mess, now leave us alone to do our own thing. And we think, that’s terrible. I would never behave like that. But then we remember the times God has dug us out of a hole, and how grateful we were to Him for a wee while, and then how quickly we forgot and went back to business as usual. We know the score here! Been there, done it! Do you know that it was supposed to be an 11-day journey from Egypt to the Promised Land? It says that in Deuteronomy 1.2.

But it took them 40 years to make the journey and of the adults who left Egypt under Moses, only 2 – Joshua and Caleb – lived long enough to make it. Why? Because they hadn’t renewed their minds. They still had a slave mindset of poverty, self-pity, defeat, death. Had they reached the Promised Land any earlier, with that set of attitudes, what a disaster that would have been. They would have lost it in a matter of weeks. 

God gave them the Law, the Commandments, to waken up their ideas, to shock them into realising their brains were scrambled and their hearts were far from Him. 
The idea behind the 10 Commandments was to help them realise they weren’t capable of making it without God. They couldn’t save themselves. They needed a Saviour. Guess what? That’s still the case. One of the biggest follies people, sometimes church people, get into is deceiving ourselves that we deserve God to bless us because we’re basically nice people, we never do anyone any harm, we try to live decent lives, we’re not alcoholics and wife-beaters and potty-mouths like some people we could think of.
That mindset is a ticket to 40 years wandering in a desert of frustration. We can’t work our ticket to Heaven and thank God we don’t have to. We have a Saviour. His Name is Jesus. He came full of grace and truth, to bring God’s blessing to us not as a wage but as a free gift. He came to pour out freely upon us the love of God. If you can imagine, not hard after the summer we’ve had, standing out in the pouring rain getting absolutely soaked from head to toe, that’s how we are to receive God’s love. Get drenched in His goodness and grace – and then we can love Him because He first loved us.

Now do you begin to see what was radical about Jesus? The Law given to Moses told people what was required but did nothing to enable them to fulfil it. But grace and truth came through Jesus, through His perfect love, and as we choose to receive that love as freely as He delights to give it, as we choose to soak in His love, we are empowered to splash that love back on Him and upon the people round about that we are here to bless.

There was nothing especially new about what Jesus taught. But what was new is that, by faith in His love, we are now supernaturally enabled to obey the commands to love the Lord your God with all our heart and with all our soul and with all our mind, and to love our neighbour as ourselves, and – born again, filled to overflowing with the Holy Spirit, our mind renewed by His heavenly love – to do so with supernatural ease.
One final point. In the Jewish tradition, the season of Pentecost is associated with the giving of the law to Moses, a day when – according to Exodus 32.28 – judgement fell on the nation and 3,000 people died. In the Christian faith, the season of Pentecost is associated with the giving of the Holy Spirit, a day when – according to Acts 2.41 – grace fell upon the church and 3,000 people were born again.
The law and the prophets had their place. Moses, Elijah and the other great figures of the Old Testament fulfilled their calling to God and now enjoy His presence in Heaven. Indeed the 10 commandments still have a place, in that those who reject Jesus will be judged by them. Aren’t you glad that you and I live under a better covenant, a covenant of grace and mercy, truth and love, through Jesus whose shed blood empowers us to follow Him, to love God, to love our neighbour with the love He first pours out on us. 
