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        Matthew 22:34-46

“Trick or Treat”

1. Don’t be tricked by the Law

2. Enjoy Jesus’ Gospel treat

34 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35 One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36 “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 

41 While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them, 42 “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” 

“The son of David,” they replied. 

43 He said to them, “How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, 44 “‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet.”’ 45 If then David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” 46 No one could say a word in reply, and from that day on no one dared to ask him any more questions. 
Kids, are you ready to say it over and over?  Adults, are you ready to hear it over and over?  “Trick or treat!”  Yes, Halloween is just around the corner and this phrase has become standard learning material for any child that can talk.  And what an incentive for a child to learn this simple phrase.  Just go up to any door on Halloween and say this simple three-word phrase and people give you candy!  What a sweet deal!  
But did you realize, kids, that the words “trick or treat” are actually a question?  It’s actually an old threat.  You’re saying, “Give me candy and no one gets hurt!”  The question is, “Do you want to give me a treat or are you going to hold out?  If you don’t give me a treat I will do something to trick you!”  Adults, you may remember a Halloween where you told a bunch of teens that they were too old for this little game and didn’t give them candy only to find smashed eggs on your house and toilet paper in your trees the next morning.  So this question has really become a no-brainer.  Trick or Treat?  I think I’ll give a treat.

That phrase was the phrase that kept coming back to me the more I read this section of Scripture.  And it was all sparked by the beginning of our text: 34 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35 One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36 “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

It’s Holy Week and Jesus has been in the temple where the Pharisees and Saducees have entered tag-team into a verbal wrestling match with Jesus.  They are trying to find ways to trap him by getting him to say something that he would regret, that would discredit him as the Messiah.  

The Pharisees started with a question on taxes to try to get Jesus to commit verbal treason against Rome.  Jesus splits the middle by saying, “Give God what is God’s and Caesar what is Caesar’s.  Then the Sadducees try to get him to deny the resurrection by asking a question about marriage in the afterlife.  Jesus avoids their verbal trap as well by telling them that marriage is for this life only.  
Our text tells us that Jesus’ answer “muzzled” the Sadducees.  The Pharisees and Sadducees didn’t like each other.  They were like rival gangs.  But they were united in their hatred of Jesus.  But the Pharisees couldn’t help but derive pleasure out of seeing Jesus trump the Sadducees.  Now the Pharisees huddle together to come up with a play—a play that was designed to trip up Jesus in his words again.  They send out an expert in the law to ask Jesus a question about the law.  Our text tells us that they “tested” him with this question.  They were literally trying to trick Jesus.  Listen to the trick question again:

“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”  The Pharisees liked to count things and dissect them with laser precision.  They had divided God’s laws into 613 different commandments.  There were 248 positive commands –one for each part of the body.  There were 365 negative commands—one for each day of the year.  The answer to this question of which of these was greatest had been debated for years.  Some would figure out the greatest by measuring the commands according to how severe the punishment was for breaking them or what sacrifice was required.  Others would convert the words into numbers and figure out which had the greatest numeric value.  They would use the commandments almost like a card game of war—the commandment with the higher value wins head-to-head against a “weaker commandment.”  

Jesus gives this straightforward answer to the trick question.  “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 

Jesus had just masterfully done what the rabbis and Pharisees could not.  He had summarized all of the commandments into just one word: Love.  But while love is the theme of Jesus’ response, there is one word that is mentioned twice as much as love.  Look at verses 37-40 again.  Do you see which one it is?  All.  While the Pharisees and divided and weighed out God’s law into measurements, Jesus puts it all into one lump whole.  His two-part response basically says “God wants it all from you.  All love for him.  All love for your neighbor.”  

Then he says that all of the Law and Prophets hang on that simple summary.  When you hear the phrase “Law and Prophets” you can just substitute “Old Testament.”  That’s what the Jews called the OT.  How right Jesus was.  The entire OT hung on that requirement—to love God always with everything.
Adam and Eve started by living this perfectly.  They loved God and each other whole-heartedly.  But just three chapters into the Old Testament you see Adam and Eve fail.  And from there on out, the history of God’s people was one of failure.  Generation after generation failed to live up to God’s demand for perfection.  
If that was the only thing that Jesus had said to the Pharisees, I would have to leave you with that depressing message.  God demands perfection and we’re not perfect.  He wants it all and he wants it now and we can’t give it to him!  But that’s not where Jesus stopped that day.  As long as he has the Pharisees gathered together in front of them, he thought he’d ask them a question.  “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” “The son of David,” they replied. 43 He said to them, “How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, 44 “‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet.”’ 45 If then David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?”
Wow.  Nice riddle.  Everyone knew that the Messiah would be a descendant of David.  So Jesus asks them, if he’s a descendant, why does David call him Lord?  
You know the answer to that riddle already.  Jesus is the physical descendant of David.  He is true man.  And yet he is David’s LORD because before David was even thought of, there was Jesus.  He was God since the before the beginning.  

Jesus is trying to get the Pharisees to see the true nature of the Messiah.  He was the God-Man who was there to save mankind from their failure to live up to God’s perfection.  Listen to what God the Father says to God the Son through King David: “Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet.”  

There was a warning in these words to the Pharisees.  If they continued to deny that Jesus was the Messiah, they would continue to be the enemies of the Messiah.  And there is only one place that enemies of the Messiah end up—trampled underfoot, defeated and destroyed.  But there is also a wonderful promise for the Pharisees here.  The enemies that had plagued mankind since the fall of Adam and Eve would also be trampled by Jesus.  Sin would be stuffed, the devil was doomed and death would be destroyed forever.  
In the Garden, God’s perfection still remained even after Adam was imperfect.  That’s why God promised Adam and Eve right away that their offspring would crush the serpents head.  This prophecy of David echoes that promise of God.  Jesus was the fulfillment and he stood in front of the Pharisees that day holding himself out to them as their Messiah as well.  

Trick or treat?  How often we trick ourselves with the Law, just as the Pharisees did.  We weigh the commandments according to their consequences.  Murder is worse than slander and adultery is way worse than misusing God’s name.  We view them as a list of what to do to make God like us.  We fool ourselves into thinking that we can actually do them all by our own willpower.  We use the commandments to compare ourselves to others and console ourselves with the fact that “at least we’re not as bad as so-and-so.”  
When we use the Law like that, it is a deadly trap for us.  Satan uses the Law like the Pharisees used the Law with Jesus, as a trick.  He wants us to get so caught up in the details that we miss the big picture.  Remember Jesus’ response.  The Law is about perfection before God and we don’t have it on our own nor could we ever earn it on our own.

That’s why we savor the treat of David’s son and David’s Lord.  Jesus always loved God with his whole being.  He always loved his neighbor as himself.  We see what love he had in obeying his Father’s will even though that will was that he suffer the punishment that his brothers and sisters deserved.  We see what love he had for his neighbor in that he gave his life for everyone who ever lived or will live.   Jesus has won the victory for us.  His resurrection and ascension proved his defeat of all of his enemies but more importantly, all of our enemies.  
Kids, with every treat that you receive on October 31st, remember what a treat God has given you in his Son, Jesus.  Adults, with every treat that you hand out, remember the most important treat you have to share not only with the kids of the neighborhood, but the adults as well.  You have the proper understanding of God’s Law and God’s Gospel.  May the Holy Spirit give us the strength to use them as they were intended.

AMEN.

