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“The Law of Love” — October 29, 2017
Leviticus 19:1–2, 15–18

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

2 Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy. . . .
15 You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbor. 16You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am the Lord.

17 You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. 18You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.

Matthew 22:34–46

34 When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, 35and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. 36”Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”37He said to him, “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38This is the greatest and first commandment. 39And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”

41 Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this question: 42 “What do you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” They said to him, “The son of David.” 43He said to them, “How is it then that David by the Spirit calls him Lord, saying, 

44 ‘The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet’? 

45 “If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?” 46No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.

Did you know that, when Jesus answered the question about the greatest commandment, he was answering from Scripture? “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind” comes from Deuteronomy 6:5, and “love your neighbor as yourself” comes from today’s Leviticus passage.

Jesus’ enemies were trying to get him into trouble by having him say which commandment was the most important. He confounds them with his answer, and leaves them speechless.

Jesus says that the most important commandment is the law of love, first loving God, then loving your neighbor as yourself. He says “on these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt 22:40). The teachings about justice, mercy, and fairness all derive from the foundational commandment of love.
So having argued that love is the foundation, Jesus moves on to make an anti-Davidic and anti-nationalistic statement about the Messiah.

What does this view of the Messiah have to do with the previous saying? The law of love also underlies Jesus’ concept of the Messiah’s mission.

Let’s begin by noting that most Jews expected the Messiah to act with military power, to crush the Gentiles. The “son of David” refers to this concept of a military Messiah, a nationalistic warrior-king. In Jesus’ time, Judea had not had its own king for more than 600 years. The “Son of David” idea was the assertion of aggressive national pride.

Jesus rejects the military Messiah idea, but how could he pry his followers loose from their long-cherished beliefs? It would not be easy.

Jesus does it by using his followers’ own logic to undermine the belief in a warrior-king. To understand how he does this, one must separately discern three essential points, then put them back together. First, you have to know that the psalm he is quoting, Psalm 110, was believed to have been written by David. People just assumed that they were the words of David. 

The next point is that fathers always had more status than sons in the ancient Middle East, including in Judea. No father would ever call his son “lord,” because the father is the lord. We need this explained, but the ancient audience did not. It was obvious that a father would never call his son “lord.”

Finally we need to notice that Psalm 110 has two “lords” in it, where it says “the lord said to my lord” (Matt 22:44). People understood the first lord to be God, and the second one, the one called “my lord,” to be the Messiah. So “The Lord said to my lord” really means “God said to the Messiah.” 

When you line these three facts up, you have to conclude that the Messiah cannot be the son of David. The fact that David calls the Messiah “Lord,” shows that the Messiah is not David’s son, since no father would ever call his son “lord.” 

Jesus is using a very literal interpretation here, because he wants them to see that their own logic indicates that the Messiah cannot be the son of David because he is David’s “lord,” is greater than David.

Of course, it turns out that the Messiah, that is Jesus, was actually a descendant of David, but that is not the point. The point is that the politicized “son of David” concept is spiritually wrong; it pictures a violent nationalistic Messiah, and that is what Jesus wants them to reject. 

It may not matter much whether the Messiah is descended from David. It surely does matter whether people have a spiritual idea, or have violent and distorted concepts. Jesus was constantly working to uplift his disciples’ understanding. He needed them to get over their politicized biases, to be open to their Gentile neighbors, and to realize that Jesus was going to be a teacher of love and reconciliation, of forgiveness and spiritual progress. 

He tried to expand their concept of who was a “neighbor.” In answer to the question “who is my neighbor” (Luke 10:29), he told a parable about the goodness of a despised Samaritan.

Jesus preached in Tyre and Sidon, in Gerasa and the Decapolis, and other Gentile regions (Mark 3:8; 7:24–31; 5:1; 8:10). Some of his followers were Greeks (John 12:20), and some whom he praised were Phoenician or Roman (Luke 4:25–30; Matt 8:10). He was able to show his apostles that Gentiles were capable of responding spiritually. When he met a Roman centurion who expressed trust that Jesus could heal from a distance, he exclaimed “even in Israel I haven’t found faith like this” (Matt 8:10 Common English Bible). 

The conquests of his movement would be spiritual, not military. And so Jesus attacked the “son of David” concept, even though it was certainly held by many of his followers, by Simon Peter, by Judas Iscariot, by Simon the Zealot who took on the name of the nationalist party, and by James and John who asked him to call down fire upon the Samaritans (Luke 9:52–55). Jesus was able to wean eleven of the apostles from the political idea, but it seems that Judas would not allow himself to unlearn that bias; he conspired with the political leaders of the nation (Luke 22:3–5). 
So, what about us? Do we misunderstand Jesus and interpret him in a materialistic way, as did the apostles who asked to sit at his right and left hand in power in the kingdom (Mark 10:37)?

Do we have a spiritual and true concept of Jesus, or a nationalistic and materialistic one? Of course we wouldn’t have first century Jewish nationalism, but do we have something that is equivalent in our day and age? Do we want to exclude people from the kingdom because they are Samaritans . . . that is, foreigners? . . . Or do we recognize that anyone, of any nationality, can be a Good Samaritan . . . can be a doer of good?

Do we understand the central importance of Jesus’ expansion of the concept of “neighbor”? What can you say, now, about your definition of “neighbor”? . . . .

And what about our stance in the religious community? Do we cling like Sadducees to our religious turf within the church? Do we see newcomers as an annoyance, maybe even a threat? Remember the parable that pictures the new laborers receiving the same pay as those who have labored long. Long-time workers did not receive any greater reward.

The idea that the law and the prophets are founded upon love, it should really change our concept of the Bible. It forces us to be less literal-minded and more spiritual-minded, less focused on single passages and more focused on the direction of the whole Bible, God’s intention of spiritual progress for everyone. Recognition of the centrality of love adds new meaning to our Bible reading and to our lives.

Do we have a spiritual concept of the Messiah? Do we see that he is much greater than just another David, that is, just another politician? Jesus is more international than that, more loving, more open to foreigners. Actually, nobody is a foreigner to Jesus, who is the father of the whole human race.

Can we avoid projecting our local politics upon Jesus the Messiah? If we think of the Messiah as a king at all, it needs to be as a king making a peace gesture, riding on a donkey. . . .

I am not disputing that free nations have a right to have armies and to defend themselves against predatory powers, but that does not change the fact that Jesus is Lord of the whole human race, and welcomes people of all races, even of all religions, into the kingdom. Jesus would not want the churches to use any kind of force, including political force. Jesus is greater than any David, and greater than any Solomon.

To understand Jesus’ teaching on love, we need to have a spiritual concept, one that is full of truth, beauty, goodness, and service. Leviticus helps us here: “You shall not act dishonestly in rendering judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or to the great. . . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:15, 18; first clause: NAB; the rest: NRSV).

Let us make this our foundation. Let us put these words into action.
