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Pentecost 24  10/26/08  “Loving God, Loving People” 
––Matthew 22:34-40  
I. INTRODUCTION.

Agatha Burgess is 87 years old and lives in the small mill town of Buffalo, South Carolina.  She gets up every morning at five o’clock and begins cooking, something she’s been doing for over twenty years.  She gets up and cooks for the local Meals on Wheels.  At 11:00 A.M. volunteers come by her house and take the food she cooks to elderly people who can’t cook for themselves, or for other needy folks.  
By noon, another group of people come to Agatha’s house for lunch.  Mill workers, judges, truck drivers, anyone who comes at noon gets to fill their plates and go back for seconds.  Agatha runs an ‘all you can eat’ kitchen.  For all this, they pay $ 2.75.  She knows that’s too much for some of the folks who come by, so if they don’t pay she doesn’t say anything.  
A Newspaper reporter was doing a story on this remarkable woman and asked her the obvious question, ‘Why?’  “Why do you do this 5 days a week every week?”  Here’s what she said:  “I do this because I love it.  I always wanted to be a person that lived by the side of the road, and could be called a friend to man.”  She went on to say, “I’ll do this until I die because this is what I live for, and these people coming everyday mean so much to me.”  
Agatha is fulfilling the two greatest commandments:  "Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  And love your neighbor as yourself."  Agatha knows that Jesus’ love doesn’t just apply on Sundays, but it has shaped her entire life.  She understands what our Lord meant when He said, “When you feed the hungry, you feed me.  When you house the homeless, you shelter me.  When you visit the imprisoned, you visit me.”  
There is a tremendous amount of confusion in our world today about what real love is.  We use the word “love” so casually, so carelessly.  How many times have men said to women, "I love you," when in truth they only wanted to share their bed.  Or how often have women said to men, “I love you,” when in truth they were more interested in their money.  
So many things go parading as love in our society that, as a nation, we have lost touch with what love really is.  The truth is, most businesses would benefit greatly if the boss truly loved his or her employees and they knew it!  Most marriages would be happier if spouses heard and saw constant reminders that they were loved.  Most families would be happier if the parents constantly and lovingly affirmed their children.  
For the Christian, it is vitally important to know what real love is, because the two most important duties of the Christian are loving God and loving people.  
II. THE GREATEST COMMANDMENTS.
What we find in Matthew 22 is a familiar story.  A lawyer came to Jesus.  This wasn’t the kind of lawyer we have today.  This was an expert in Jewish religious law.  Elsewhere Matthew calls these people "scribes."  The scribes copied the Scriptures by hand, and actually counted the letters on the page to make sure nothing was left out.  They were also responsible for copying and being experts on the commentaries to these laws.  Theirs was not an easy task.  

So here is a person who is intimately familiar with God’s law.  He has copied it by hand over and over.  He has memorized it.  He has read and copied what other people had to say about it.  And he comes to Jesus and asks, "What’s the bottom line?  Out of this huge body of material called the Jewish Law, what is the most important commandment of all?"  

And Jesus says, "Love" – "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself."  

What’s God’s bottom line for us?  He wants us to get rid of our “hard hearts” — hearts that are closed to God’s will, closed to God’s voice, closed to the needs of others.  He wants to replace our hard hearts with hearts that are passionately in love with God and our fellowman.  

III. LOVE IS AN ATTITUDE OF THE HEART.
But what does that look like?  What does it mean to deeply love God and our neighbor?  First, loving God and our neighbor is an attitude of the heart.  

Sandra Carr, in the devotional booklet "The Upper Room," told about rocking her younger son, Boyd, who was then four years old.  They were in a high-backed rocking chair, and Boyd was looking up at his mom as they rocked.  

Suddenly, he lifted his little head, stared straight at his mother, and became very still.  Then he cupped her face in his hands and said almost in a whisper, "Mommy, I’m in your eyes."  He had seen his own reflection in his mother’s eyes, and it was a startling discovery.  Sandra stopped rocking and held Boyd in that same position for several moments and then quietly said, "And I am in your eyes, too!"  Then he leaned his head against her contentedly and she resumed rocking.  

Occasionally, in the days that followed, Boyd would check to see if his discovery was still true.  "Am I still in your eyes, Mommy?" he would ask as he reached up to take her face in his hands.  

Sandra thought about the love of God for her and wrote, "In life’s uncertain moments, it is comforting to know I am still in my heavenly Father’s eyes."  

Opening our lives to others means that we have them in our eyes.  Our attention is focused on them in a caring way.  1st John 4:19:  "We love because God first loved us."  By first loving us, God taught us how to love.  Maybe we could say, "Because God first had us in His eyes, we are able to have others in our eyes."  

Real love is an attitude of the heart.  

IV. LOVE IS SOMETHING YOU DO.
Secondly, loving God and our neighbor is something you do.  

One evening a little boy entered the family room after suppertime.  Dad was tired after a long day at work.  He had the recliner kicked back and was reading the newspaper.  The little boy inched up beside his Dad and said, "Daddy, I love you."  "I love you too, son," the father replied, and he continued reading the paper.  But this didn’t satisfy the boy, so he went around the other side of the chair and began rubbing his daddy’s arm.  "Daddy, I love you," he said.  The father again said, "I love you, too, son."  But still the little one was not satisfied.  Suddenly the little boy came crashing through the newspaper onto the father’s chest, reaching his arms as far around his dad as he could, he said, "Daddy, I love you and I’ve just got to do something about it."  

When we really love, when we open our hearts and lives to others, we are drawn to them.  Real love cannot sit back and observe.  It calls for action.  

Ron Barbaro, a top official with Prudential Insurance has a heart controlled by Christian love — he has a life that is open to God and to other struggling human beings.  Ron noticed the many people suffering from AIDS who were abandoned by their families.  But after the person died, the families were all-too-eager to collect the life insurance money.  Ron said, "That’s wrong.  Those dying people paid for that insurance and they should have the money."  So Ron helped institute a policy that allowed people dying of AIDS to get their life insurance money in advance to ease their suffering in their final days.  Love calls for action.  

I read about a lady named Nancy in Philadelphia who is confined to a wheelchair.  But she has a heart filled with real love and she wanted to do something for others.  So Nancy ran an ad in the paper.  The ad says, “If you are lonely or have a problem, call me.  I’m in a wheelchair and seldom get out.  We can share our problems with each other.  Just call.  I’m ready to listen.”  

The results are amazing.  Each week she has at least thirty calls.  She spends her days comforting and counseling hurting people.  Love calls for action.  

Loving God and our neighbor involves caring attitudes, caring actions and finally, 
V. THE WORLD’S ONLY HOPE.
This love, this openness to God and others that Jesus says is the heart and soul of God’s will for us, is the world’s only hope.  

If we don’t demonstrate and help others in our world find real love, if we don’t model for them and help them develop hearts that are open to God’s grace and God’s peace and God’s voice, then the cycles of despair and violence and hatred and empty living we see around us will never end…  

• I don’t see an end to the greed and hate that leads to violence and war, except in the love of Jesus. 
• I don’t see an end to the irresponsibility and immorality that leads to shattered lives, except in the love of Jesus.  

• I don’t see an end to the selfishness and self-indulgence that leads to crime, except in the love of Jesus.  Real love –– Christ’s love –– is the world’s only hope.  

Most of you know the name Corrie ten Boom whose story –– The Hiding Place –– has inspired millions.  Not many people know about her equally courageous nephew, Peter van Woerden.  

During the days of the Nazi occupation in Holland, Peter transported Jewish children under the cover of darkness from their home in Harlem to other secret hiding places where they were saved from the Nazis.  Peter was eventually caught and spent several months in prison.  After the war, he and his musical family travelled throughout Israel, singing and witnessing for the Lord.  When he had a massive heart attack, they rushed him to Haddasah Hospital in Jerusalem.  The doctor on call that day skillfully saved his life.  

After he recuperated, Peter expressed his gratitude to the medical staff.  He struck up a conversation, and as they talked about the Holocaust, his doctor suddenly burst into tears.  For as they shared stories, his doctor realized and told Peter that he was one of those children that Peter had rescued.  Now, years later, their paths had providentially crossed, and one of those whom Peter had saved from death was there to save him.  Peter van Woerden and Corrie ten Boom have modeled for us that love — that kind of life that is open to the call of God and the needs of others — that can change our world.  

Bottom line.... What is it that God desires from us?  Jesus says it’s love — a heart and life that are open to God and to others.  Not a calloused hard-heartedness, but a soft-hearted love that involves…  

• caring attitudes,
• caring actions,
• which are ultimately our world’s only hope.
We must never forget that love sets off a divine chain reaction...

...Love is the spark that kindles the fire of compassion...

...Compassion is the fire that lights the candle of service....

...Service is the candle that ignites the torch of hope....

...Hope is the torch that lights the beacon of faith...

...Faith is the beacon that reflects the power of God...

...and God is the One Who creates the miracle of love!

Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself.”  God grant it be so for Jesus’ sake.  Amen!!!  
