
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sunday closest to October 26

Year A

Proper 25

RCL

Deuteronomy 34:1-12
Psalm 1
Matthew 22:34-46

Almighty and everlasting God, increase in us the gifts 
of faith, hope, and charity; and, that we may obtain what 
you promise, make us love what you command; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Deuteronomy 34:1-12

Moses went up from the plains of Moab to Mount 
Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, which is opposite Jericho, 
and the Lord showed him the whole land: Gilead as far 
as Dan, all Naphtali, the land of Ephraim and Manasseh, 
all the land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, the 
Negeb, and the Plain – that is, the valley of Jericho, the 
city of palm trees – as far as Zoar. The Lord said to him, 
“This is the land of which I swore to Abraham, to Isaac, 
and to Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to your descendants’; 
I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not 
cross over there.” Then Moses, the servant of the Lord, 
died there in the land of Moab, at the Lord’s command. 
He was buried in a valley in the land of Moab, opposite 
Beth-peor, but no one knows his burial place to this day. 
Moses was one hundred twenty years old when he died; 
his sight was unimpaired and his vigor had not abated. 
The Israelites wept for Moses in the plains of Moab thir-
ty days; then the period of mourning for Moses was 
ended.

Joshua son of Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom, 
because Moses had laid his hands on him; and the Is-
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raelites obeyed him, doing as the Lord had commanded 
Moses.

Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like 
Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face. He was un-
equaled for all the signs and wonders that the Lord sent 
him to perform in the land of Egypt, against Pharaoh 
and all his servants and his entire land, and for all the 
mighty deeds and all the terrifying displays of power 
that Moses performed in the sight of all Israel.

Page 3



Psalm 1 Page 585, BCP

Beatus vir qui non abiit

1 Happy are they who have not walked in the counsel of the wicked, 
nor lingered in the way of sinners,
nor sat in the seats of the scornful!

2 Their delight is in the law of the Lord, 
and they meditate on his law day and night.

3 They are like trees planted by streams of water,
bearing fruit in due season, with leaves that do not wither; 
everything they do shall prosper.

4 It is not so with the wicked; 
they are like chaff which the wind blows away.

5 Therefore the wicked shall not stand upright when judgment comes, 
nor the sinner in the council of the righteous.

6 For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, 
but the way of the wicked is doomed.
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Matthew 22:34-46

When the Pharisees heard that Jesus 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.”

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

‘The Lord said to my Lord,
“Sit at my right hand,
until I put your enemies under your feet’”?
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If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?” 
No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that 
day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.
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SERMON

We had a  visit  at  the  Chapel  of  St.  Starbuck  this 

week by a lady who stormed in and picked a fight with 

the bishop. The Sexton and I watched from a table in the 

corner where we were surreptitiously playing cards. In 

high  dudgeon,  she  concluded  her  argument  with,  “I 

don’t  need  a  god  or  gods  to  tell  me  to  be  nice  to 

people.”

The Sexton turned to me and said, “She’s right about 

that anyway, you know.” 

He wouldn’t elaborate, but his comment turned my 

mind to the disputes Jesus had in the Temple. It’s a little 

hard  to  follow,  taking  a  few  verses  every  week,  but 

Matthew’s telling of the story of Jesus has focused for 

the past few Sundays on a series of conversations Jesus 

had in the Temple with the religious leaders of the time 

about God’s Commandments. 

Page 1



The Lectionary text today skips over a dispute with 

the Sadducees about whether or not you should have to 

marry your dead husband’s brother, which is why our 

text starts out, “When the Pharisees heard that Jesus had 

silenced  the  Sadducees...”  and  moves  directly  to  the 

heart of the matter – our understanding of God’s Com-

mandments and their purpose. Are they, as the lady as-

sumes, just  God telling us the obvious that the world 

would be a lot better place if everybody treated every-

body else nicely? I agree, but I don’t know of any reli-

gion that teaches, “Go ye forth and be jerks.” So, the 

lady WAS right about that,  just as the Sexton said. We 

don’t need a god or gods to tell us that. We can puzzle 

that out for ourselves. So, what’s up with all these com-

mandments? 

The Bible, it has to be said, contains an awful lot of 

“thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots”. In the early 3rd Cen-
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tury AD, Rabbi Semlai toted them up and decided there 

were 613 Commandments, divided into 365 thou shalt 

nots and 248 thou shalts. When people get torqued up 

today about posting the Ten Commandments, I always 

ask, “What about the other 603?”  I’m usually told that 

the  coming of  Jesus  freed us  from God’s  law except 

these ten. I have no idea where you’d go in the Bible to 

find that idea.

Rabbi Semlai’s list didn’t exist in Jesus’ time, but an 

awareness of the great diversity of the commandments 

in the word of God was inescapable. The question was, 

“What if you ‘shalt not’ one of the ‘shalts’ or ‘shalt’ one 

of the ‘shalt  nots’? Are all  of them equally important 

such that you call down upon your head the anger of 

God for any transgression, or are some of the ‘shalts’ 

more important than others?”

 Not  surprisingly,  in  Jesus’ time,  there  were  two 
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schools  of  thought  on  this  question.  One  school  said 

yes, the other said no, and I bet you didn’t see that com-

ing. The lawyer’s question, “Teacher, which command-

ment in the law is the greatest?”, then, is an attempt to 

draw Jesus into one side or the other of this debate.

Well, what do you think? Are there big sins and little 

sins? Is this even the right question to ask? It  all  de-

pends on how you understand Commandments. Take the 

story of Moses on Nebo today. The Hebrew Scriptures, 

our Old Testament, tells us of Moses:

Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel 
like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face. 
He was unequaled for all the signs and wonders 
that the Lord sent him to perform in the land of 
Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his servants and 
his entire land, and for all the mighty deeds and 
all the terrifying displays of power that Moses 
performed in the sight of all Israel.

I don’t care who you are. That’s pretty high praise! 

Page 4



Moses was the man the  LORD knew, face to face.  So, 

why is the LORD telling Moses:

“This is the land of which I swore to Abraham, 
to Isaac, and to Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to 
your descendants’; I have let you see it with 
your eyes, but you shall not cross over there.”

Moses had lead these people through thick and thin 

for 40 years. He entreated God to be gentle with them 

when  they  strayed.  He’s  gone  from  one  end  of  the 

wilderness to the other with them. Uphill.  Both ways. 

He’s done what God asked. How come he doesn’t get to 

enter the promised land?

Then Moses, the servant of the Lord, died there 
in the land of Moab, at the LORD’S command. 
He was buried in a valley in the land of Moab, 
opposite Beth-peor, but no one knows his burial 
place to this day.

God took his friend to the top of a mountain and 

showed him the Promised Land upon which  he would 
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never walk. God spoke a word of command to Moses 

which freed his friend’s spirit, then buried him, gently, 

in a place known only to God. What did Moses do that 

was so bad? What he did is recounted in the story of 

Moses at Meribah. It goes like this.

The  people  had  been  quarreling  with  Moses  and 

Aaron for they had no water. Moses appealed to God 

and was told:

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Take the 
staff, and assemble the congregation, you and 
your brother Aaron, and command the rock be-
fore their eyes to yield its water. Thus you shall 
bring water out of the rock for them; thus you 
shall provide drink for the congregation and 
their livestock.

 So Moses took the staff from before the Lord, 
as he had commanded him. Moses and Aaron 
gathered the assembly together before the rock, 
and he said to them, ‘Listen, you rebels, shall 
we bring water for you out of this rock?’ Then 
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Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock 
twice with his staff; water came out abundantly, 
and the congregation and their livestock drank. 
But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Be-
cause you did not trust in me, to show my holi-
ness before the eyes of the Israelites, therefore 
you shall not bring this assembly into the land 
that I have given them.’1

God told Moses to command the rock to produce 

water. Instead, Moses made a prideful retort to the peo-

ple and struck the rock leading the people to look to him 

rather than to God as the source of their salvation, and 

that was it for Moses and his brother. God’s judgment?

‘Because you did not trust in me, to show my 
holiness before the eyes of the Israelites, there-
fore you shall not bring this assembly into the 
land that I have given them.’

Was the punishment meted out to Moses, to never 

enter the land promised to Abraham and Isaac, so severe 

because this was a big sin, or are all sins equally repug-
1 Num 20:7-13
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nant to God? This is the discussion in which the lawyer 

seeks to involve Jesus.

The lawyer is  asking the  wrong  question,  though, 

because God does not demand of us clever arguments. 

Where is it written that God commanded His children, 

“Go, therefore, and exhaust eternity with endless argu-

ments?” If God wished to hear endless arguments, He 

would have created us all as lawyers.

The answer Jesus gave him was to cite Deuterono-

my 6:5

You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
might.

And Leviticus 19:18

. . . you shall love your neighbor as yourself

The Deuteronomy passage is from the S’hema, the 

prayer Jews recite morning and night, and the Leviticus 
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passage comes from what is called the Holiness Code in 

Leviticus because it uses the word “holy” so much. But 

what does it mean to command someone to love another 

or to love God? My son-in-law treats me with great re-

spect and will do what I ask without complaint, but I 

could  request  that  he love  green  peas  until  I  turned 

green myself and he couldn’t do it. Ryan REALLY hates 

green peas. What does Jesus mean when He says, “You 

shall love the  LORD your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your might”? How do 

you command someone to love another? What is Jesus 

saying?

I wonder. Are these things we are commanded to do 

to stay on God’s good side, or is there something more 

to them? Could they even be promises God makes to 

us? Is Jesus saying “You better round up some love for 

God and your neighbors if you know what’s good for 
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you”, or is Jesus saying, “I promise you that living in 

the kingdom you shall love God fully and your neighbor 

as  yourself  for  this  love is  the  gift  of  your Father  in 

Heaven to you, His children.” And I’m not talking about 

off  on a  cloud in heaven someday.  I’m talking about 

here in Greenup County, if you will.

I know that we generally read this account with the 

first meaning in mind — that Jesus is saying that we are 

commanded to love the  LORD and our neighbors if we 

want to  be good Christians. I’m just not at all clear on 

how we might do that. Trying to make  love an act of 

will,  in  my experience,  always  fails.  Kathy may,  one 

day, tempt Ryan with a dish containing green peas. Even 

so, I do not think he would love it. He might tolerate it, 

but  he  would not  love it.  That’s  the  rub with all  our 

strong emotions. They don’t turn off or on so easily, and 

when they are faked or forced, it’s pretty obvious to ev-
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eryone.

The lawyer is asking, “What is the most important 

thing we can undertake to win God’s favor so that we 

might say of ourselves that we are good Jews or good 

Christians?” It is a perfectly reasonable question to ask, 

I’d submit, if you start from the assumption that God’s 

love must be won. In fact, if you and I had been stand-

ing  there,  we  might  very  well  have  posed  the  same 

question because the people present in the Temple had 

not yet experienced the crucifixion and resurrection of 

our LORD.  

When we, as Christians, use the word  love  in con-

nection with our relationship with God, our neighbors 

and God’s Creation we understand the word in light of 

the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. We mean the 

sort of love acted out by Jesus during his time on earth, 

a love that is other-centered even unto a horrible death 
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on the cross.  The people in the Temple listening to this 

exchange can’t even imagine what is looming ahead for 

Jesus, but we know. Jesus’ death has instructed us in the 

matter of kingdom love.

Such love is not a matter of feeling but rather a mat-

ter of commitment to the well-being of all of God’s chil-

dren and right action to assure that well-being,  even to 

our  own  disadvantage.  Living  within  the  kingdom 

means that God’s love for you will fill you with love for 

God, love for neighbors, love and caring for all of God’s 

Creation. Living within the kingdom has little to do with 

pie in the sky when you die and everything to do with 

bringing that commitment of love, a gift of God, into 

your every dealing here, in God’s Creation.

Can you do it all by yourself? No. In my experience, 

you cannot. Ryan could choke down some green peas, 

force  a  smile  and  compliment  the  cook,  but  nobody 
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would really be fooled. 

Failing to understand that you can’t do it yourself, 

and taking personal credit for a miracle was Moses’ sin 

at Meribah. The people were out of water. They turned 

on Moses and Aaron. God told Moses to speak to a cer-

tain  rock.  Moses,  clearly  fed  up,  didn’t  speak  to  the 

rock. He gave it a good smack, two of them in fact. I 

don’t think that  alone  would have kept him out of the 

promised land. The thing he did that kept him out of the 

promised land was to lead the people to believe that he 

could provide what they needed all by himself.

Moses and Aaron gathered the assembly togeth-
er before the rock, and he said to them, ‘Listen, 
you rebels, shall we bring water for you out of 
this rock?’ 

Shall WE bring water out of the rock? Moses and 

Aaron, all by themselves? The water was a gift to the 

people from God. Moses mislead them into thinking of 
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it as a gift from him and Aaron. God replied to Moses

Because you did not trust in me, to show my 
holiness before the eyes of the Israelites, there-
fore you shall not bring this assembly into the 
land that I have given them.

If you are going to bring the sort  of love to your 

dealings with God and others that Jesus demonstrated, 

you’re going to have to connect yourself to the power-

house. You’re going to have to trust God to make that 

gift to you.

Were we to take the two commandments Jesus enu-

merated and live them through our own efforts some-

how, we would inevitably boast of our accomplishment 

just as Aaron and Moses did. We would be wrong to do 

that. The only way we can live up to the two great signs 

of a faithful kingdom life Jesus has given us is to show 

the holiness of God by admitting we can’t do it all by 

ourselves.  
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I  guess  that  you  can  view the  commandments  of 

God as the lady arguing with the bishop did — obvious 

advice. If that is all there was to them, then Christianity 

would be no different than any other religion — a way 

to enforce decent behavior. But Christianity IS different, 

for  when we approach God and His Children in love 

through the power of God Himself, we show God’s holi-

ness before the eyes of the people.  We are to do that, 

church. Not my will, but Thine. In such a way do we 

show God’s holiness in our every action.

AMEN

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New 
Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education 
of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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