The Bottom Line #1

“Loving God”

Matthew 22:34-40

Busy people often demand that others come to the point by asking, “What’s the bottom line?” In other words, “What matters? What’s important? What’s worth paying attention to?” Businesspeople commonly talk about the “bottom line,” usually meaning the financial bottom line. That’s where the phrase comes from: The logic behind the phrase “bottom line” derives from the “sum” or “total” line at the bottom of a financial document. The Oxford English Dictionary attests this sense of the phrase in 1831, so it is a relatively old phrase.
 Webster defines the phrase as “the essential or salient point, or ‘crux,’ or the primary or most important consideration.”

This concept appears in Matthew 22:34-36, “Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: ‘Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?’” In other words, “What’s the bottom line? What is the essential point of God’s expectation of us?”

This was not a new question, for the scribes had been debating it for centuries. They had documented 613 commandments in the Law, 248 positive and 365 negative. No person could ever hope to know and fully obey all of these commandments. So, to make it easier, the experts divided the commandments into “heavy” (important) and “light” (unimportant). A person could major on the “heavy commandments” and not worry about the trivial ones. Of course, we know this is incorrect, since James 2:10 states, “Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” 
 
I think this is a fair question. With all those commands, what should capture our attention the most? When I gave out cards asking for suggestions for our Sunday evening messages, one read, “Review ALL the commandments.” That would be a long study! 

How did Jesus answer? It is likely that His hearers expected one of the Ten Commandments. But Jesus did not select one of those.
 Verses 37-40 record His answer:

“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
Note that Jesus didn’t couch His response in carefully crafted qualifications. He didn’t have to deliberate, didn’t have to ponder, didn’t have to wrack His brain evaluating each of the 613 commandments in the Law and weighing each one. Jesus gave a straightforward, immediate, and unequivocal answer to the scholar’s question.

Jesus initially chose a commandment that must have been most familiar of all to His hearers, for it was recited every day by the pious Jew: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.”
 This was commonly referred to as the Shema (from the Hebrew word for “hear”, which is the first word of the passage). By far, this was the most familiar, most quoted, and most copied portion of Scripture in all of Judaism. All Jews quoted the Shema twice a day.

There you have it. The bottom line of God’s expectations for us comes down to two phrases, sharing the same verb: “love God” and “love each other.” But what does that mean? Tonight I want to consider some concrete ways we love God, and next week I want to focus on practical ways we can love each other.

Some of you may be wondering, “How can something like love be commanded? Isn’t it an emotion?” We frequently associate love with a feeling, yet it must be more than that because it’s something that can be commanded.
 In fact, biblical love is not a feeling at all, but rather a choice to do something. As the song put it, “Luv is a Verb.”

We Love God by Telling Him

The first practical way we love God is by telling Him. Prayer is the way we talk to God. Through prayer we bring our requests to God. Through prayer we confess our sins to God. Most Christians do this quite well. 

But through prayer we also tell God we love and adore Him. It’s coming humbly before God and speaking to Him the way we would to someone we dearly love. Prayer is telling God how grateful we are that He loved us before we were even aware He existed. When we pray, we’re saying, “I love You, Lord, and I thank You for loving me.”

Sometimes we are very good at telling others what we feel about a person without telling the person himself or herself. This can be true of God as well. It is good to say with Psalm 116:1, “I love the Lord, for he heard my voice; he heard my cry for mercy.” Yet how much better to say with Psalm 18:1, “I love you, O Lord, my strength.” Our worship ought to be God-directed, speaking to Him directly.

Isn’t it true that, when we pray, we tell God what he already knows?
 Yes, we cannot tell God anything He does not already know. But who doesn’t appreciate being told they are loved? We’ve all heard the stories of an elderly wife complaining that her husband doesn’t tell her that he loves her, and he responds, “I told you fifty years ago I love you, and if I change my mind I’ll let you know!” 

Prayer is a great way to express our love to God, but it is not the only way. We also tell God we love Him by singing. Seventeen times in the Old Testament we are told to “Sing unto the Lord.” Paul wrote in Ephesians 5:19-20, “Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Singing is an important aspect of worship, both individually and corporately. Publicly or privately, silently or out loud, we love God by telling Him we love Him.

We Love God by Trusting Him

Now it’s one thing to tell God we love Him, but we all know that talk can be cheap…especially when it comes to talk about love! The second practical way we love God is by trusting Him.

You may have heard the story of the French tightrope walker Charles Blondin, the first person to cross Niagara Falls on a tightrope back in 1860. The cable stretched 1,300 feet across and far above the raging waters straddling the border between the United States and Canada. When he made it across, crowds roared at his success.

Blondin walked across the falls several more times on subsequent dates. On one of those dates, he pushed a wheelbarrow across the rope. The crowd’s cheers grew loud and enthusiastic as he asked his roaring fans, “Do you think I could carry a person across in this wheelbarrow?”

“Absolutely!” was the confident response.

“Okay,” said Blondin. “Who wants to get in?”

At that question, the crowd was quiet. No one volunteered.

Everyone in the crowd had said they had faith that Blondin could carry a man over the falls in his wheelbarrow, but that so-called faith evaporated when they were asked to sit in the wheelbarrow.

Real faith is more than just words—or rituals or going to church or having a religion or believing there is a God. Real faith gets in the wheelbarrow: real faith backs up a confident declaration with actions, or it’s not real faith.

We love God by trusting that He is at work in our life.
 Proverbs 3:5-6 declares, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your paths.” Notice that when we trust in the Lord, we are not leaning on our own understanding. Why shouldn’t we? Isaiah 55:8-9, tells us, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord. “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”
What does trusting God look like? Turn to Psalm 37:1-9,

Do not fret because of evil men or be envious of those who do wrong; for like the grass they will soon wither, like green plants they will soon die away. Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture. Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in him and he will do this: He will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, the justice of your cause like the noonday sun. Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him; do not fret when men succeed in their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes. Refrain from anger and turn from wrath; do not fret—it leads only to evil. For evil men will be cut off, but those who hope in the Lord will inherit the land. 

We trust Him to do what’s right in His time and not try to do it ourselves.

We Love God by Obeying Him

Finally, we love God by obeying Him. (I tried to find a synonym for “obey” that started with a “t-” but with no success!) As one author writes in the Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics, “To love God is to give oneself up wholly to Him through faith and obedience.”
 Or, in the words of the classic hymn, “Trust and Obey.”
Again, it’s easy to say, “I love God,” but words can be cheap. So remember, love for God is consistently expressed when we obey his commands.
 Jesus told His disciples in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” In 1 John 5:3 we read, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.” It really is that simple!
To love God is not just to “have good feelings about Him,” for true love involves the will as well as the heart. Where there is love, there will be service and obedience.
 Our claims of love for God must include obedience or it is meaningless.
 As Jesus said in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” 

Love is not only proven by obedience, love is the basis for obedience. John wrote in 1 John 2:3-6,

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love [or love for God] is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.
We could insert “love” in place of “know” in the first two verses here and we would still be accurate: “We know that we have come to love him if we obey his commands. The man who says, ‘I love him,’ but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him.” Further, verse 5 says, “if anyone obeys his word, love for God is truly made complete in him,” using the alternate reading. If we love God, we obey God. When we obey God, we demonstrate that we love God.  
Yet this is only half of Jesus’ answer as to the bottom line of God’s commands. After identifying love for God as the first and greatest commandment, He added, “And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” Jesus linked the two commands because the first is not possible without the second, any more than the second could stand without the first. A right relationship to God is the beginning of everything and produces a right relationship to others.
 As we read in 1 John 4:20-21, “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.”
Next week we will see what loving one another looks like in practical ways.
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