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Yellow Frame Church

“Law Versus Love”

Malachi 3: 8-11 and Mark 12:28-34

“Will a man rob God? Yet ye have robbed me. But ye say, Wherein have we robbed thee? In tithes and offerings. Ye are cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, even this whole nation. Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in mine house, and prove me now herewith, saith the LORD of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough to receive it. And I will rebuke the devourer for your sakes, and he shall not destroy the fruits of your ground; neither shall your vine cast her fruit before the time in the field, saith the LORD of hosts.”

“And Jesus answered him, The first of all the commandments is, Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord: And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these.”
A while ago, there was a Frank and Ernest cartoon strip in which the two are standing in front of row after row of shelves of books. On top of one of the shelves is a sign which reads, “Law Library.” Frank turns and says to Ernest, “It’s frightening when you think that we started out with just Ten Commandments.” Did you that in America, in the 50 states and federal government, we have an estimated 35 million laws on the books? Some of the laws are very good and are deeply needed. But many need to be repealed. Let me give you a sampling of laws that we probably don’t need any more:

In Florida it is illegal for a woman who’s single, divorced, or widowed to parachute out of a plane on Sunday afternoon.

In Amarillo, Texas, it is against the law to take a bath on the main street during banking hours.

In Portland, Oregon, it is illegal to wear roller skates in public restrooms.

In Halethorpe, Maryland, a kiss lasting more than a second is an illegal act.

Today in our text from Mark’s gospel, we encounter a scribe who quizzes Jesus concerning the law. The scribe is not interested in the obscure teachings of the law. He simply wants to know, of all the law, what is the most important? There are hundreds of commandments, in the Jewish law of that time 613 to be exact. Which is the most important?

This is not the only time Jesus is asked such a question. In Matthew, as it is here in Mark, Jesus is asked the question by an expert in the law; it's a test of Jesus' knowledge of God's law. In Luke's gospel, it is a different question that elicits an answer similar to what Jesus gives in today's text: What must I do to inherit eternal life?

In each case, the answer that Jesus gives is the same, and it is an answer that is familiar to us all: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength. And the second is this: Love your neighbor as yourself.”

Jesus lays it out for us as plainly as he can. If you want to know how God would have us live, the answer is simple: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength; and you shall love your neighbor as yourself. If you want to know what is our purpose as the people of God, both individually and corporately, the answer is simple: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength; and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.

When it comes to the financial aspect of stewardship, I find yet another hypocrisy in Christian leaders, especially those of the conservative bent.  Christian leaders like to preach against what they call Old Testament legalism, proclaiming their allegiance to the so called New Testament of grace. And yet, when it comes time to talk about stewardship, they rely on the Old Testament for their support of the idea of giving God a tithe of ten percent.  They rely on the Old Testament, as opposed to the New Testament, because they have to. It is only in the Old Testament that we hear anything about a tithe of ten percent, and that only on three occasions.  The absence of anything in the New Testament about a tithe of ten percent is the reason why they then hypocritically turn to the Old Testament legalism they denounce the rest of the year; but the reason they engage in such hypocrisy is even worse.  It is obvious to me as I rub shoulders with Christian leaders that they resort to the Old Testament prescription of ten percent due to anxiety and greed.

     They are anxious about their salaries and the wealth of their churches/ministries, and their anxiety precludes them from trusting the goodness and faith of people, so they want to give the people (lay down) a black and white rule, a tithing law, to follow.  People can’t be trusted to naturally do the right thing, so we make laws and help ensure they do the right thing. And in this case, the case of giving money to church, leaders are particularly anxious because they are also greedy, more concerned about their salary and retirement than about sticking to the Gospel of grace and freedom they so eagerly embrace the rest of the year.
     So when it comes to money and how much to give here at Yellow Frame, there is no rule, no law.  

      In the absence of a law, how then do we behave?  The conservatives are right about one thing. We human beings cannot be trusted to naturally do the right thing.  History and personal experience are proof of this.  In the absence of a law, and given the fact our human natures cannot be trusted, again, how then do we behave?  

       The answer is not to resort to an Old Testament law, rather to look to Jesus’ simple summation of all the law and prophets: love God and neighbor.  Love, not Law guides our behavior.

        There is an assumption behind all this, an assumption behind the question asked of Jesus.  The assumption is that the one asking the question wants to, desires to please God, and that assumes belief in God.  Jesus gives the right answer, but he is asked the right question, a question that assumes belief and a desire to do what is right.
        Did you get married because it was legally required, or because you were in love?  Do you behave kindly and respectfully towards your spouse and children because you’re legally required to, or because you love them?  When your spouse or parent or child is in bed dying, do you sit next to them holding their hand because you are legally required to, or because you love them and simply cannot imagine being any other place in the world?
        I beg you, I plead with you, do not write any check, and do not fill out any pledge card to this church or to any other organization, until you first ask the right question, the question that presupposes belief in God and a desire to love that God with all your heart, mind and soul, and your neighbor as yourself. 

