May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen. 

In Matthew 22, the two commandments that Jesus gives the Pharisees seem relatively straightforward. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and, you shall love your neighbor as your self.” At this point, there does not seem to be much ambiguity about Jesus’ message in this passage. However, his next sentence gives us the idea that this goes deeper than a simple ranking of laws. “On these two Commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” Jesus is telling us that “love your God” and “Love your Neighbor” is the essence of the law. He begins with the most fundamental of commandments: “Love your God.” During my years as a Christian at this church, I have been taught many times that our purpose is to glorify God. This is, without a doubt, one of the core beliefs of Christianity, so it makes sense that the first Commandment would be to love God. Jesus then distinguishes between the ways that we can love him. But how can we actually love God with our heart, soul, and mind? I understand someone’s heart as his will and his emotions, the center of what makes him act the way he does. God also has a will, or a purpose, for our lives, one that often conflicts with our wishes. God wants our will to become identical to his will. We can love God by submitting ourselves to his will. In time, what we want becomes what God wants, and we fulfill God’s purpose for our lives. How then do I love God with my soul? The soul is a person’s identity, who they are no matter what changes about them, physically or mentally. So, we love God with all our soul by loving Him with our entire being, all that we are, and by being true to our true selves. Finally, how can we love God with our minds? This is an oft-overlooked element of this commandment. Some translations use “with all your strength,” which I take to mean our abilities. God wants us to do what we are good at, and to do it as best as we can. When we do so to honor God, we love God at the same time. Additionally, loving God with our minds means increasing our knowledge of God’s creation, which goes hand in hand with using our abilities. But it also means seeking truth and being able to defend what we believe. This question about the greatest commandment is one of a series of questions directed at Jesus to test him. In response to each of them, Jesus is able to respond intelligently and defend his teachings. If we follow his example, we find that God wants us both to know about Him and to be able to “give an answer for the hope that we have,” as it says in First Peter 3. God calls us to be able to defend our faith and our beliefs with “gentleness and respect.” When we do, we love God, and we love our neighbor, which gets at the second commandment. The directive to love your neighbor is like the first. “You shall love your neighbor,” not as much   as   is   needed nor as much    as    seems right, but “as yourself.” God wants the happiness of others to be just as important to me as my own happiness, and he wants the happiness of your spouse, coworker, outsider, or enemy to be just as important to you as your own happiness. This charge to love others also requires us to serve. As Jesus proclaims in Matthew 25, “whatever you do for one of the least of these, you do it for me.” The First and the Second Commandments are truly inseparable, because we love God by loving others, and we love others when we love God. This is God’s ultimate will for each of our lives, that we come to love him completely, and truly love others as ourselves. When we accomplish this, the rest of the law comes naturally. This is God’s transforming work in each of us, to make us more and more like Christ as we follow Him. We can never reach the point of total, absolute, Christ-like love in this life, but with God’s direction, we can in the next. So, as you leave here today and engage in your daily responsibilities, consider what you can do to love God and to love your neighbor, and when you find it, thank God for giving it to you. Let us pray.
