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Matthew chapter 22 verses 34-46


You are, I am sure, familiar with the phrase, “Hoist with one’s own petard,” meaning “injured with the device that you intended to use to injure others.” Until I checked the phrase on the internet, my understanding of the word “petard” was hazy to say the least. I had a vague idea that it was something to do with a flag because of the word, hoist. However, it is a mine or bomb, that was used by military engineers to blow up a city wall or other fortification. When these went off prematurely, the engineer was literally thrown or hoisted into the air by the explosion. Recent political events have seen the shadow Chancellor, George Osborne hoist with his own petard. In attempting to discredit Peter Mandelson, with insider gossip about his views on Gordon Brown, Mandelson, it is reported, has arranged for rumours to be spread about Osborne’s contact with a Russian billionaire and the possibility of financial impropriety. His own strategy has been used against him.

Our gospel reading this morning is an example of this. The Pharisees give one of their number the job of approaching Jesus with a testing question to try to trip him up, but are themselves thrown into confusion when Jesus asks his own testing question. They have no reply that would not compromise their position. The Pharisees are well and truly “hoist with their own petard.”

The reading brings to a close the series of debates between those with power and authority in Israel. In the previous verses, it had been the Sadducees. They did not accept that there is a life after physical death, and so had tried to catch Jesus out with a trick question relating to the resurrection. When the crowd heard the way in which the Sadducees had been answered by Jesus, they were astonished. The Pharisees saw their chance of getting one over on the them and also make a final effort to get the better of Jesus in debate. The crowd standing by eagerly awaited the result of the confrontation, and Jesus used the situation to continue his teaching.


The question used to test Jesus was one that was legitimate and frequently discussed by the Rabbis of the time. If you were concerned about keeping the 613 commandments and rules that the scribes found in the Old Testament law, it was useful to know which ones were the most important and which were of lesser importance. In principle, all the commandments were equally binding, and if Jesus’ reply suggested that some might be safely ignored, then he could be accused of doing away with the rest of the law. Jesus did not just dismiss the question, even though he was aware that it was designed as a trap. Neither was he intimidated by the attack directed against him by the hostile authorities. His reply quoted the Old Testament scriptures. The first quotation, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,” is from Deuteronomy chapter 6 verse 5 and was a verse that was repeated  twice a day by a pious Jew. It makes clear that there are no half measures when it comes to serving and loving God. It involves the whole of ones being, heart, soul, mind. However you want to describe what makes up a person, that is to be involved in what it means to love God. The second quotation, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself,” is from Leviticus chapter 19 verse 18. We are of necessity self-centred. We understand that it is important to feed and look after ourselves, to make sure we get a good balance of exercise and rest, to have a right estimate of who we are and what we are capable of. If we have got this part of the equation right, then we will be in the best position to love our neighbours, to seek their highest good, sometimes to set aside our own legitimate concerns and serve the needs of others. The word used for love in both these verses is the word agape. It is not a feeling or emotion, but is seen in action, most notably by the love of Jesus in giving his life on the cross on our behalf. In verse 40, Jesus makes the point that, although these may be the most important commandments, they do not do away with the other commandments. All the Law and the prophets depend on them. The whole of the ethical teaching enshrined in the Old Testament depends on these two commandments. 


The Pharisees, and others, were expecting the Messiah, the Christ, someone to deliver them from the oppressive rule of Rome and himself sit on the throne of Judah, a successor to King David, a military and political saviour. The lawyer had asked Jesus a question about the scriptures, so Jesus took the opportunity to ask his own question based on the same scriptures. “This Christ that everyone is talking about, whose son is he?” They were forced into the reply that he was the Son of David, a title that had been applied to Jesus on his entry to Jerusalem, although he did not use it of himself. Jesus replied by pointing to Psalm 110, verse 1. The Messiah of the Old Testament scriptures is much more than the political and military saviour that King David had been and the one they were looking for. King David would sit at the right hand of this Lord, who would be the one to act decisively on his behalf. The implication is not stated, but is clearly understood by the Pharisees. Jesus had ridden into Jerusalem on a donkey to the adulation of the crowds, in clear fulfilment of the prophecy of Zechariah about the Messiah. He was claiming to be the Messiah, the Christ, and the Pharisees had just had to admit that the Christ was superior to David. No wonder they did not respond and there is no further record of them trying to test and trap Jesus. 


Jesus and the Pharisees had some common ground upon which to conduct their debate They both accepted the Law and the Prophets, the Old Testament scriptures as being true and authoritative. What is the common ground today between those of us who know and love the Lord Jesus as our Friend and Saviour and those who do not? It has been reported in the press this week that there is to be a series of poster adverts on London buses with the message that “There is probably no God.” If you don’t accept that there is a God, then you are unlikely to accept that He has communicated with His creation through His Son Jesus and left us a record of His dealing with men and women in history in the Old and New Testaments. Actually, the Bible goes a little further than the planned poster message and says “there is no God,”, but in context, it does preface those words  with “The fool has said in his heart, there is no God.” So, no common ground in the Bible. One area of common ground is that of our humanity, we are, believer and unbeliever, living in the world and attempting to make sense of what happens there. The one thing that we can do is to speak and act with integrity, to demonstrate that what we say we believe works out in the things we do and say. That first great commandment is to do with what we believe. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your strength.” Why? Because He is the Lord, the Creator, the one who sent His Son to live in space and time in a way that embodied true humanity, as God intended us to be. He did not spare His Son, but allowed Him to be put to death on a cross, a sacrifice for the sin of the whole world, and for our sin, so that we might be brought into relationship with Him as His sons and daughters. He rose from death in glorious resurrection and ever lives to be our mediator and advocate before the holy God. This is what we believe, and that belief is worked out in love for ourselves and our neighbour, anyone in need, as the parable of the Good Samaritan spelled out. What we are like in our families, our places of work, where we take our leisure, this is the only Bible that those who don’t believe in God are going to read. A heavy responsibility, but one that we do not carry alone, for God has left the Holy Spirit to live in and with us in fulfilling it.


Jesus debated with the Pharisees and confronted them with the logic of their position. Most of them chose to ignore that logic, but there were a few who became Christians, like Nicodemus and Paul. This is something we might consider when the opportunities arise in discussion with those who are not believers. The logic of not believing in God is that the stuff of which we are made has come from nothing and that life has evolved over the millennia by chance; that art, beauty, ethical standards, love, purpose, meaning are, in the end, just words. There are areas for discussion and debate here, and there is not one definitive Christian position about the scientific theories of Big Bang and evolution, but the logic of there probably being no God, is that there is therefore probably no meaning or purpose to existence. Most people recoil from this logic. Normal life becomes difficult to sustain if it is embraced wholeheartedly. There is a story told about the composer John Cage. He operated with this view of the world in producing his music, using chance to dictate the notes that he wrote down. One of his pieces is just a long period of silence. He was also someone who became interested in collecting and eating mushrooms. It is sufficient to comment that he did not apply  chance to his consumption of mushrooms. He would have very soon ended up dead. The same applies to anyone who says they do not believe in God. It is not possible to live consistently within that view of life and existence. There will always be some area of life where they act as if there is meaning and purpose. The challenge for us is the same as the previous point that I made. We are to demonstrate that we can live consistently as Christians, what we say we believe matching what we do and how we act. 

Heavenly father, thank you for your word to us, the Bible. Thank you that we have there a firm foundation for belief and behaviour. Help us to act with integrity and honesty, to be faithful to your call on our lives to love you with all our heart and with all our soul and with all our mind, and to love our neighbour as ourselves. Amen.

