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Theme:  Jesus’ Teaching Alters the Law

Bible References
[bookmark: OLE_LINK14]Deut. 30:15-20 or Sir. 15:15-20; Psalm 119:1-8; 1Cor. 3:1-9; and Matthew 5:21-37.

Prayer of the Day
O God, the strength of all who hope in you, because we are weak mortals we accomplish nothing good without you.  Help us to see and understand the things we ought to do, and give us grace and power to do them, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.  Amen.
				
Overview

This is not an easy set of lections to preach if one’s gospel sensibility derives from a strong law/gospel dialectic that confesses something along the lines of “we are by nature sinful and unclean,” and the only hope is in the promise “while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.” (Romans 5:6; Cf., Ephesians 2:8). Many of us cut our theological teeth on such crackers, and it would seem to betray our heritage, our godly upbringing, and even our good sense of self to suggest anything close to compromise (after all, that would be semi-Pelagian and a crying shame liable to hellfire).  Well, I’m as Lutheran as they come…a premie baptized at 49 days old on January 28, 1962 at St. John’s Lutheran Church in Winter Park, Florida (so my brother recently informed me with photographic evidence of Parish Register Entry #261), grew up in a loving Christian home, got Confirmed, married up (another Lutheran!), experienced my share of exiles and exoduses, and been a pastor for…how long now?  Well, Paul laid out a similar argument about the value of such credentials when compared to “the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord…the righteousness from God based on faith.” (Phil. 3:8-9)  It’s this knowing Christ Jesus piece where we must come to terms (at the kairos time of Rom. 5:6) with the reality of God’s resolve and initiative in Christ to extend steadfast love to all people and all Creation. Christ, after all, was the everlasting rainbow covenant of Genesis 9 fulfilled for all future generations of life on the planet.  And it’s that truth that colors all we might imagine to be our prerogative and calling to do.  We may or may not “get with the program,” but that doesn’t alter the reality of our already being made a “new creation,” God through Christ having been busy “reconciling the world to himself…and entrusting the ministry of reconciliation to us.”  (2Cor. 5:18-19)  To miss out on sharing the joy of that gospel with the world would truly be a shame.

					+		+		+
Commentary

Both Deuteronomy and Sirach extol humanity’s God-given capacity to make choices, but they also make clear that choices will have their consequences.  The Israelites can choose to obey God’s commandments and ordinances for the flourishing of community, or they can choose to disobey, which will naturally redound to the diminishment of community. Broaden this concept to the workings of the biosphere and you have an understanding of the ecological consequences wrought by a humanity neglectful of its mandate to serve and preserve this beautiful garden planet upon which all life depends.  The appeal in Deuteronomy to “choose life so that you and your descendants may live,” (30:19b) is especially poignant in face of this present ecological crisis.  It’s also worth noting that choosing life, choosing to be a blessing, is understood as “loving the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him “ (v. 20)  In other words, making choices for the building up of community and the flourishing of life is an act of loving God…in the same sense as “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Mt. 25:40) This might offer a kairos time to extol the kinship we share with all creatures.

The lesson from 1Corinthians focuses attention on how a community of faith, diversely equipped and with common purpose, can become God’s field to facilitate growth, God’s building to shelter unity.  But the finesse of Paul’s delivery makes clear that communities of faith, like individuals, have choices to make—either to celebrate diverse gifts and the gospel’s common purpose/promise of growth and unity, or not celebrate such things, which will lead to the breakdown of community—jealousy, quarreling, disunity.  People will gain their wages accordingly.

The gospel lesson is particularly difficult because, taken out of context from the rest of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (and from the rest of Matthew’s gospel, for that matter), it treats of strict obedience to the law, but without any attendant word of mercy or hope. Then again, perhaps we can create an opening that the promise of unmerited grace might exploit…

Notice how Jesus both radicalizes and subverts the law by his teaching—radicalizing has the effect of making the law impossible to uphold; subverting has the effect of nullifying the law altogether.  (You can broaden your investigation to the rest of Jesus’ sermon, putting an “r” or an “s” next to each law Jesus interprets).  Jesus makes both moves in this pericope, which leaves the dismayed,  law-obsessed listener to wonder if “Maybe there’s more to righteousness, to blessed-ness, to faith, to life, than strict obedience to the law.”  Perhaps the evil one’s game is to promise people heaven by scaring them out of hell. Rather, Jesus seems to be exposing both how powerless and how pointless the law can be in promising hope to those keenly aware of their failings.  

The final “subversion of the law” Jesus offers up in the text is particularly interesting.  At issue is the making of promises one cannot keep—the evil one makes such promises all the time (as Jesus’ kairos time in the wilderness (Mt. 4) made clear).   Instead, Jesus seems to be saying, resolve simply to rely on the promises of God alone—the only legitimate maker of promises, and the only one trustworthy enough to keep them.  Jesus seems to be saying to those who would listen, the choice is before you, either ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’ when it comes to relying on God.  The ‘Yes, Yes’ trusts in God’s steadfast love to prevail from beginning to end, from Genesis to Revelation, from ancient times to the end of the age, and seeks humbly to live in light of that promise.  The ‘No, No’ supposes God’s love is not so steadfast, not so universal, that it shouldn’t be trusted, that other agendas are more promising.  None of these are true, of course, God’s love will not be deterred.  But for the one who chooses to resist, it does make for a less than abundant, joyful, and meaningful life.  Thankfully, it just makes them a target of the ‘Yes, Yes’ crowd!

Krehl Stringer serves as chaplain at PioneerCare Retirement Community in Fergus Falls, MN.  Ordained in the ELCA in 2006, Pastor Krehl has served parishes in southwestern Michigan and northern Minnesota, and in that time has been involved with three synodical green teams. He and his wife, Meghan, enjoy outdoor activities like hiking, biking, camping, and gardening.  Krehl has been a MN Master Naturalist, supports The Nature Conservancy, Creation Justice Ministries, Lutherans Restoring Creation, the Arbor Day Foundation, and Citizens’ Climate Lobby, and most recently has been designated a Creation Care Ambassador by Blessed Tomorrow/ecoAmerica to inspire public engagement on climate.  
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