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Three years from now, we will be observing, hopefully celebrating the 500th 
anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation.  This was the movement that began the 
Protestant wing of the larger church.  It did not start with an intention to separate from the 
Roman Catholic Church.  Rather, it started with an invitation to debate certain practices of 
the church at that time that a young priest named Martin Luther thought were 
objectionable.  On October 31, 1517, he posted 95 theses or ideas as topics for debate.  
These had to do with a range of topics, but primarily focused on certain doctrines, 
questioning whether they were consistent with scriptural teachings.  The kind of debate 
Luther hoped for never happened.  Reform did happen, but it ended up coming through 
schism.  There soon were a number of movements that identified themselves as protestant 
in nature, our Reformed or Presbyterian movement among them.  Among several reasons 
there ended up being quite a number of different protestant groups is that once you start 
focusing on the details of what Christians believe, there are a lot of options for variance.  
Some partings of the way had to do with particular aspects of doctrine, and sometimes it 
was a very minor aspect of doctrine over which a split occurred.   

In more recent years, protestant churches have focused more on what unites us 
rather than on what separates us.  And yet, this unifying focus has only rarely led to full 
denominational mergers.  Some of that has had to do with who gets to make which 
decisions, but a significant part of our fractured state has to do with concern about 
believing the exact right things.  I believe what we believe is important.  And yet, that may 
not be what is most important.   

There once was a God who was in spirit form, who was quite frustrated that flesh-
and-blood humans ignored this God’s good intent for their lives.  So this God gave a group of 
the humans guidance about how to live, so they might experience the good gifts of this God 
and make choices to the benefit of everyone.  But over time, that guidance, in the form of a 
set of commandments got applied in ways that became overly restrictive and ended up 
being rather oppressive, so this God was still frustrated.  In response, this God called forth 
leaders and prophets to redirect the people in ways that would be a closer match with the 
good intent for humanity and all of creation.  But to a great extent, these reformers got 
ignored or even mistreated.  So finally this God decided to take on human flesh and go 
directly to humanity as one of them.  One day, this incarnate God, this divine person, was 
approached and asked what was the greatest of the commandments that God had given.  
There were 613 of them in the scriptures. Some of the commandments were about belief, 
but most of them were about what to do or what not to do.   

There were 248 of the commandments that were prescriptive or things that God had 
told them to do.  There were 365 of them that were prohibitive or things that God had 
forbidden. 1 If Jesus chose just one of these commandments, he would be opening himself to 
criticism over the 612 he did not choose.  If he said they were all equally important, they 
could nail him about certain laws he had violated, like when he had healed someone on the 
Sabbath day instead of following the strict guidance for rest on the Sabbath day.  The 
lawyer’s question had implied a rule-based understanding of the Hebrew law.  If the inquiry 
had been about the most important rule governing baseball, Jesus might have responded, 
“Three strikes and you’re out.”  The legal system expert could have countered, “Why not 



four balls and you walk, or three outs and the inning is over?”  We too can respond to 
religious rules liking we do to nagging from a family member, to excessive expectations 
from our peers, or that which leads to a sense of guilt from our conscience. 

How did Jesus respond to the question?  From the 613 commandments, Jesus chose 
one from the sixth chapter of Deuteronomy, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  And then he also chose one from 
Leviticus 19, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  He then added, “On these two 
commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”  Jesus makes a case that the whole law 
is about love for God and neighbor, not about figuring out how to avoid stepping on cracks 
in the legal sidewalk.  Religion is not just do’s and don’ts.  Neither is it simply about 
believing all of the right things.  First and foremost, we are called to a relationship with God 
that shapes our relationship with everyone else.  We are to seek to be people who love God 
and who love what God loves.   

When someone wants to join a congregation that is part of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.), they are asked whether Jesus Christ is their Lord and Savior and whether they trust 
in him.  What is called for is not just a belief statement, but also a relationship statement, 
certainly one that is appropriate and good.  But I wish there was also a promise required 
that church members try to love God with their whole being and that they would try to love 
their neighbors as themselves.  After all, Jesus says these are the two greatest 
commandments.  After all, that is what Jesus did, and if we are to be his followers, that is 
what we need to strive to do.   

Last week, in our stewardship emphasis, we heard about devotion.  Loving God with 
all one’s heart, soul, and mind is devotion.  Today in our stewardship moment and on the 
front of our bulletin, we focus on dedication.  With Jesus linking these two commandments 
together, we realize that we can’t really love God who we cannot see with all of our heart, 
soul, and mind without loving our neighbors who we can see in ways similar to how we 
love ourselves.  We cannot piously proclaim our love for God while treating one another 
badly.  The love that is commanded is not an emotional kind of love.  Emotions aren’t easily 
commanded because they aren’t fully under our control.  But actions that are loving are 
within our control.  However, since they don’t always come easily, they require dedication.  
It’s not that easy to give for those who are in need, to listen to those with whom you 
disagree, to show respect to those who don’t always show respect themselves.   
The Apostle Paul, in our first scripture reading, was describing how his ministry team 
shared the gospel with the people of Thessalonica.  He said it was imperative that they not 
just share the ideas and belief system contained in the gospel, but that they share 
themselves with the people there. The Christian faith is best expressed in the dedicated 
lives of those who love God and neighbor.  This is not just what Jesus said, it was what he 
embodied.  So on this Reformation Sunday, as important as it is that our system of belief 
gets reformed to be consistent with what scripture teaches and to be relevant in today’s 
world, it is even more important to live out our love for God and to act in loving ways 
toward all who are made in God’s image.  Loving God and loving neighbor are not the same 
thing, but the first one can’t be done without the second one. 

 Do we have a chance of living up to that?  Well here is good news – there once was a 
God who was so generous to those who tried to live out the greatest commandments that 
this God inspired and strengthened and reformed them to be able to do so.  And here is 
better news – that God is still doing so.  Don’t you want to love a God like that and love what 
that kind of God loves?   
 1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/613_commandments 


