
 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered 

together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. “Teacher, 

which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “‘You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the 

law and the prophets.” (Matthew 22:34-40) 

 

Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we eat?” or “What will we drink?” 

or “What will we wear?” For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and 

indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But strive first 

for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to 

you as well. (Matthew 6:31-33) 

 

  

 

Do you remember the movie that was made of Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof? Big 

Daddy and his son Brick go down to the basement to have a talk after a tumultuous family 

dinner. Brick, beloved son, is a mess. He’s drinking, carrying-on, being totally irresponsible, and 

failing as a husband to his wife, Maggie. Brash, bigger-than-life Big Daddy takes Brick down 

there to have a good old “father-to-son” talk.  

  

That basement is crammed with the debris of Big Daddy’s life: old furniture, pictures, awards, 

luggage, souvenirs from all over the world, knickknacks that now seem ridiculous, crammed 

floor to ceiling, wall to wall as if he’s a hoarder. Brick is struggling to get it together, craving 

authenticity and purpose, and he looks around at this enormous accumulation of now useless 

stuff and bluntly asks: “Big Daddy, why’d you buy all this junk?” And Big Daddy answers, 

“Because I wanted to live! Because I wanted my life to amount to something.”
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Isn’t that the craving at the heart of each of us? “Why did you buy all this stuff?” “Because I 

wanted to live! I wanted my life to amount to something!” What is the purpose of life? What 

makes our life count? Isn’t that the first question we encounter in Philosophy 101 if we’re 

fortunate enough to head off to college? We run into Plato, who questions everything in such a 

First Things First: 

 “THE FIRST AND GREATEST!” 
Rev. Gary Haller 

First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

September 11, 2016 

pture:  

 

 

 

 



 

2 

 

way that we’re not sure which way is up! Then we encounter Aristotle, who tells us that “the 

Good” is found in virtue, and that true life is found by pursuing and living virtue. Then we’ll 

have a life worth living! The Bible raises exactly the same breed of questions. What is a good 

life? What is life as God intends us to live? If we can answer that, we’ll be one happy person! 

And our scriptures give us what I think, and what I think we all think, is the perfect answer.  

  

We just heard Christ’s answer, did we not? The Pharisees come up to Jesus and ask him a 

question. It’s a little tricky, but it’s definitely a test. They may be trying to enlist him on their 

side. They’ve just heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, and the Sadducees were the 

enemies of the Pharisees. So they think this popular teacher might be sympathetic to them.  

  

The Pharisees—Paul was one, you remember—were passionate about the Law. And Matthew 

tells us, “One of them, a lawyer, asked Jesus a question, to test him: ‘Teacher, what is the 

greatest commandment?’”  

  

I’ve got to tell you, don’t you think it sounds like the beginning of a lawyer joke? You know, 

like: 

  

What do you get when you cross the Godfather with a lawyer? An offer you can’t 

understand.  

  

Or, what’s the difference between a lawyer and a trampoline? You take off your shoes 

before you jump on a trampoline.  

  

Or, why does California have the most attorneys, and New Jersey the most toxic waste 

dumps? New Jersey got first pick.  

  

Now here’s my disclaimer: all of these were told to me by lawyers. One thing you’ve got to 

admire is the great capacity lawyers have to laugh at themselves!  

  

And, you see, it is rather humorous, but not one of these Pharisaical lawyers is laughing. A 

lawyer comes up to Jesus and says, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus 

answers, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 

all your mind. This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. Do 

this, and you will live!” 

  

Yikes, the lawyer has been shown up. I mean, this is simple stuff, freshman level Torah. Even 

common carpenters know this! Luke tells us that the lawyer is embarrassed by this and starts to 

split hairs. He presses the issue saying, “OK, and who is my neighbor?!” And that’s when Jesus 

tells him his story about the Good Samaritan, the one who stops when the lawyers and priests 

don’t, and helps a Jew who is in need! The good Samaritan. The one who shows love to a Jew,  

someone who actually hates him.  
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When asked what is “the first and the greatest commandment,” the first word out of Christ’s 

mouth is “love.” And he applies it equally to God and to our neighbor as if they are one and the 

same.  

  

Jesus is saying, “Don’t confuse legalism for love.” Naturally, these lawyers love the law. But 

you see, they had complicated things—much as many of us do! They’d lost “the Greatest.” They 

had their own prescription for what is Good. They defined it in terms of rules—mainly 

prohibitions, what you must avoid in order to be good. There were, as a matter of fact, 613 

separate commandments, or rules, that constituted the law, the Torah. They covered all of life: 

what to eat, what to wear, when to work, when to rest, how to raise children, how to farm, how to 

weave, how to slaughter animals, how to wear a phylactery, how to cook, what exactly it was not 

to work on the Sabbath! 

  

There were so many rules, you could never be sure you weren’t doing something wrong and 

violating one or another of them. It was so complicated that some people devoted their entire 

lives to exploring, struggling, discussing, interpreting the law. Those were the Pharisees. And 

one of the questions they asked was, “Say you had to boil it all down to one overarching 

commandment or concept, what would it be?” And Jesus tells them, “Keep first things first!” 

Love the Lord your God with all you’ve got, and a second one is just like it: love your neighbor 

as yourself. And your neighbor is the one who needs you, whoever that is. Do this, Jesus says, 

and you’ll have Life.  

  

“Wait a minute!” someone must have said. “We only asked for one, not two.” And he said, “On 

these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” Dr. Walter Brueggemann, 

renowned scholar, observes that people are inclined always to affirm the first without the second, 

even God’s own people. People sign on the covenant “I will be your God and you will be my 

people” without reading the fine print. Brueggemann says the uniqueness of Judaism and of 

Christianity is in the fine print, and the fine print is about “the Other”—not just the individual 

and God, not just the individual and God’s law, but the individual and God and the individual 

and the neighbor.  

  

Brueggemann says, “You cannot in our tradition say God without saying ‘neighbor.’ It’s almost 

hyphenated: God–Neighbor.” It’s the major theme of the Bible, articulated most eloquently and 

simply in the First Epistle of John: “If a person says he loves God and hates his brother or sister, 

he is a liar.” Our major theme as Christians is not Judgment. Our major theme is not Self-

Importance. It’s not your sense of Righteousness. Our major theme is not found in criticism, or 

derision, or looking down on others. “Love of God-Neighbor,” one and the same—Jesus made 

clear that’s to be first in our lives.  

  

I stand before you this morning to ask: is this commandment first in your life? Is Love of God-

Neighbor the focus of your life? If not, then what is? I ask this because the entire history of the 

Christian tradition has always been clear: whatever is most important in your life becomes your 

God! If, like Big Daddy, you try to find Life in your possessions, then physical possessions 

become your God! If your sense of self-importance, your sense of status in comparison to others, 

is the driving force of your life, then you are enslaved to a really minor god. If you’re driven by 

fear and anxiety, you’re living as if there is no God at all. Oh, you know how it is! If we don’t 
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have God first in our hearts and minds, there’s a chasm in which something else will most 

definitely come. We can allow any number of things to become number one in our lives. But 

whatever it is, it’s only a pretender if, at the heart of your life, you do not love God with all of 

your heart, soul, mind and strength and your neighbor as yourself. That’s what Christ calls us to 

have first in our life.  

  

Jesus forever changed the religious landscape when he combined God and neighbor in the 

Christian moral imperative. Love of God without love of neighbor becomes a kind of selfish 

spirituality—not relevant to the world, not very interesting, actually. I’m weary of it, sickened by 

it, really, as clearly Jesus was, too. Leave out the Neighbor and religion has a way of becoming 

self-righteous, exclusive. We all know about the loveless religion Jesus warned us against, what 

Brueggemann calls the “graceless obedience” of the religious fundamentalist, be it Christian, 

Jewish or Muslim.  

  

Your neighbor, Jesus said, is the one who needs you. And that can be your literal next-door 

neighbor who is lonely or the person on the next street. It can be your family member, your 

child, mother or father, who needs you in a new, poignant way these days. It can be your spouse 

or lover or friend. It can be global neighbors touched in small but important ways by the love of 

Jesus Christ. It could be our neighbors here today, visiting us from Cass Community. Or it could 

be our Syrian refugee family who escaped from the devastation of Aleppo. Whoever they are, 

you and I are given the opportunity to honor God by serving the Christ in others.  

  

Some of you know the story Dr. Scott Peck tells of a monastery which had fallen on hard times. 

Once filled with young monks and with the singing of prayers, it was now nearly deserted. New 

people were no longer interested in what they had to offer. Nearby, on the edge of the monastery 

woods, an old rabbi built a little hut and came occasionally for spiritual retreat. The Abbot had 

found much in common with the rabbi and became his friend. One day he went to ask him for 

advice. When the Abbot approached the hut, the rabbi greeted him, saying, “My friend, the 

Messiah is among you! You must repeat this only once. After that no one must ever say it aloud 

again.” The Abbot returned to the monastery, pondering the rabbi’s words. 

  

“The Messiah is among you.” What could the rabbi mean? Could cantankerous Brother William 

be the Christ? Spiteful Brother Stephen? Brother John, always full of criticism? Petulant Brother 

Aloysius? Who could Christ be? The abbot pondered this and looked at how he had treated 

others. 

  

The next morning, the abbot called the monks together and shared the teaching of the rabbi. 

“You must never repeat this!” he said. “But the rabbi who walks in the woods told me, ‘The 

Messiah is among you!’” Needless to say, the monks were startled. “What could it mean?” each 

asked himself. “I know it is not me, but which of these other brothers could be the Christ?” And 

each began to look at the others through new eyes. 

  

Days and weeks went by. The monks began to treat one another with special reverence and 

respect. There was a gentle, wholehearted, human, yet divine, quality about them which was hard 

to describe but easy to see. They lived with one another as those who had found something 

special. Visitors found themselves deeply moved by the life of these monks. Before long, people 
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were coming from far and wide to be nourished by this caring community and young men began 

to join. Soon the monastery had become a thriving order and, thanks to the rabbi’s gift, a vibrant 

center of love and light. 

  

As we begin this fall, this new year, together, I’m going to ask you to do something this morning 

and to keep doing it for as long as ever you can: Begin to Keep First Things First! Love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength—and your neighbor as yourself! Ask 

yourself: what might happen here at Birmingham First if we truly believed the Messiah is among 

us?  

  

We know this: true life—the “Good”—is not going to be found in your basement, cluttered by 

the countless knickknacks of your life. Love your God-Neighbor, the one sitting next to you and 

the stranger in need. Don’t just look for the Christ in others. Treat them as if they are the Christ. 

And then love them with all your heart.  

 

 

                                                 
1. cf. Michael Lindvall, The Christian Life: A Geography of God, p.116. 


