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Seven Churches Benefice 

 

Last Sunday after Trinity 

 

Readings: Deuteronomy: 34:1-12; 1 Thessalonians 2:1-8; Matthew 22: 34-end 

 

Theme: “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?” Matthew 22:36 

 

Commandments or rules are part of our everyday life. We know when the red 

light comes on at the traffic lights we must stop – to do otherwise could cause 

an accident and of course we would be breaking the law. Last autumn we stayed 

in a boutique bed and breakfast in Blackpool for a couple of nights after 

attending a wedding. A very warm welcome and the room was beautifully 

decorated and appointed. However, we were given a list of the does and don’ts 

and on nearly everything was a label saying what we should or shouldn’t do. 

“Take the cushions off the bed before using it and place them in the holder”. I 

must admit we laughed at some of the notices as they were just common sense 

but were assured by the owners that they had found them necessary as some 

people just didn’t know how to behave. Naturally we followed the rules of the 

house, had a good time and are invited to go again! 

 

Our first reading tells us of the death of Moses, a famous person of the Old 

Testament. It seems sad that after everything he had gone through God only let 

him see the land the Israelites had been given by God but not to actually go 

there himself. One of the things for which he will be remembered is bring down 

from Mount Sinai the ten commandments on tablets of stone. The people had 

been behaving so badly that God set his special rules. Can you remember them? 

[None other Gods but me; no idols; not taking name of God in vain; keep 

Sabbath day holy; honour father and mother; no murder; no adultery; no 

stealing; no false witness; no coveting neighbours things.] 

You might ask why ten, but it might be a device to help learn them as they 

could be counted on the fingers and thumbs of two hands. 

 

Later on the leaders of the Jews weren’t satisfied with just these ten rules. They 

developed them into 613; covering what they should eat, how to behave in the 

synagogue, ritual washing etc. These also formed part of the daily prayer that 

devout Jews prayed every day and they still do today. 

 

Our gospel reading is the third in a series of Jesus being questioned by the Jews 

leaders, all on the same day and all trying to trick him. The questions they put 

were all on subjects that were debated at that time. Last week we looked at the 

first question put by the Pharisees and Herodians asking him whether taxes 

should be paid to the emperor. The second question was put by the Sadducees, 
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who were traditionalists in faith and practice, strict observes of the written law 

and non-believers in the resurrection or immortality of the soul.  They asked 

Jesus who a woman would be married to at the resurrection if she had been 

married to 7 brothers. Jesus had silenced them with his answer that they didn’t 

really understand the scriptures or the power of God. So now we get to the third 

trick question. 

 

The Pharisees had heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees and thought that 

now they could do better. They send a lawyer, a specialist in the laws in their 

scriptures to put a question. He asks a simple question that anyone in the 

audience should have known the answer. “Which commandment in the law is 

the greatest?” It seems a straightforward question as it was not unusual for the 

rabbis to discuss the relative importance of the 613 commandments in the 

Hebrew scriptures. But there is a catch as they were all equally binding. If Jesus 

were to suggest that one commandment took precedence over the others he 

could be accused of repudiating and annulling the Law of God. 

 

Without giving any indication that he had spotted the trap, Jesus answered the 

question in a very traditional way but with an extra little twist. He quotes 

Deuteronomy 6:5, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your mind”.  This forms part of a prayer used 

then and now by Jews twice a day. But Jesus now links this with a verse from 

Leviticus 19 “You shall love your neighbour as yourself”. This has not been 

used like this before in Jewish writings. Jesus then finishes off his reply but 

saying that “on these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets”. 

He is saying that these two commandments underpin the others. They provide a 

guiding principle to be applied to the interpretation of the other commandments. 

If we consider the ten commandments – the first four are all about honouring – 

loving God and the last six cover being a good citizen and getting on with our 

friends and neighbours. That guiding principle Jesus is now giving is the 

overriding obligation to love God and our neighbour. 

 

The Pharisees don’t respond to what Jesus says – their trap is empty and he has 

not repudiated any of the commandments. Now Jesus turns the tables on them 

and asks them: “What do you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” The 

Pharisees think this is an easy question – and the answer is obvious to all. The 

Messiah is the son of David. In those days they were expecting a Messiah to 

come along as a warrior king leading his people into battle to overthrow the 

Roman occupation and win victories over all the enemies of Israel. Now Jesus 

puts a second question quoting from Psalm 110: “The Lord says to my Lord, ‘sit 

at my right hand until I make your enemies your footstool’” David is referring 

to his descendant as ‘my Lord’. Jesus’ question was: if the long-awaited 

Messiah is David’s descendant, how do the Pharisees explain these words? How 
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can David’s descendant be both his son and his Lord? Surely if the Messiah is 

the son of the Lord, would he not live according to God’s greatest 

commandments, to love God and neighbour with his whole being? That doesn’t 

really fit with the idea of a military leader waging war. At this point the 

Pharisees don’t make any further comment. 

 

This account ends Matthews chapter 22. It is like the result of an excellent 

tennis match. Questions batted to the opponent, but high volleys quickly 

slammed down. Jesus is the true winner in giving answers that his opponents 

couldn’t question. He used traditional verses from the scriptures so nobody 

could challenge. But his answers were deeply searching so all others felt they 

had been challenged. 

 

Jesus wanted people to see what the real important rules of living should be. 

Some of the Jews would have kept to the 613 commandments but many 

including the Pharisees gave lip service to some of them. As Jesus pointed out 

in the Sermon on the Mount, it is not just that outward actions should conform 

with the proper standards. Rather the heart should be renewed. But this is 

difficult as we cannot just renew all in one go. In our being there is darkness 

and impurity lurking in the depths. We need to work and pray to dig them out 

and replace with love. 

 

When we see this reading against the bigger picture of the gospel it is all about 

love. Jesus died for the sins of the world and rose again with the message of 

new life and the power of loving God and one another. The quotation from 

Psalm 110 “enemies” , “under his feet” is not about defeating nationalist 

enemies but the defeat of the ultimate enemy of the human race and the whole 

world – sin and death.  Paul touches on this in his first letter to the 

Thessalonians. Although he had been mistreated it was the courage from God 

which allowed them to declare the good news. Paul writes that he cares so much 

for the people that he wants to share the gospel and ourselves. He is living the 

two greatest commandments. 

 

The French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal said: “Not only do we 

know God through Jesus Christ, we know ourselves only through Jesus Christ”. 

This is why we need Jesus. Relationships involve input and they grow and 

change. The question we might put to ourselves today is “who is Jesus to us”? 

We are invited to enter a relationship with him. 

 

Jesus is challenging us to get out priorities right.  Are we putting God first?  Our 

priority is to put love and loyalty to God first in all we do.  It is a tough 

challenge to love our neighbours when they might mean us harm or are so 

different that we cannot see any common ground. Perhaps Jesus is reminding us 
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that God created us in God’s image and therefore the image of the divine is 

present in us and in all our neighbours. The commandment to love God cannot 

be separated from the commandment to love others and to treat them as we 

ourselves would wish to be treated. 

 

As we leave this service – let us look at the balance of our lives; the way we are 

influenced by our thoughts and feelings and where our priorities lie now. 

 


