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I. Love 

 

“What the world needs now is love, sweet love.” While I’m not a big fan of Burt Bacharach, it’s 

hard to disagree with that line of the song. This world would certainly be a better place is there was 

more love around — not just for some, but for everyone.  

 

We have a better witness than Mr. Bacharach to this, however. In the Gospel lesson for today, the 

Lord Jesus Christ Himself declares that the greatest commandment is "'You shall love the LORD 

your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the first and great 

commandment. And the second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'” He then goes 

on to make this remarkable statement: “On these two commandments hang all the Law and the 

Prophets" (Mt. 22:37-40). Wow. If you get love wrong, then you’re going to get all of Scripture 

wrong. 

 

So what is this love? The kind of love that Jesus speaks of here is the love of sacrificial service to 

others. It’s the kind of love that puts others and their needs before your own. When I’m talking to a 

couple about their upcoming marriage, I define this love simply as “hard work.” It’s not easy being 

selfless and putting others first all the time. 

 

If you want practical examples of this love, look to the Old Testament lesson for today in Leviticus 

19: “You shall do no injustice in judgment. You shall not be partial to the poor, nor honor the person 

of the mighty. In righteousness you shall judge your neighbor.” If you want to love others, you don’t 

live by emotion or class warfare. You work hard to clarify the issues and make the true judgment, no 

matter who’s up for discussion. “You shall not go about as a talebearer among your people,” because 

gossip hurts your neighbor while it inflates your pride for knowing scandalous secrets that may or 

may not be true. “You shall not hate your brother in your heart,” even if your brother is a jerk, but 

you’ll work hard to take care of him. “You shall surely rebuke your neighbor, and not bear sin 

because of him.” Love doesn’t excuse wrongdoing and pretend it didn’t happen; it calls people to 

repentance and forgiveness. “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children 

of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Vengeance is selfish, seeking to inflict 

harm for personal satisfaction. Love works hard for good, even for the wellbeing of one who has 

done harm to you. 

 

It’s a pretty good list of examples in that reading: love isn’t easy. It’s hard work. But then again, 

good things don’t come easy in a sinful world; and you have to admit that the more people work 

hard at love, the better off this world is. There is a real danger of love growing cold, of Christian 
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failing to love their neighbor as they should. If we cease to work hard in love of neighbor, the 

neighbor who is in need will suffer as we look only to our own interests. Furthermore, our failure to 

work hard at love for others is a bad witness to the faith that we confess—for if God is love, how can 

His people not be loving? Finally, your faith delights to love and do good works; if your faith is not 

active in love, then you’re doing it harm. 

 

Dear friends, it is important that we love, for God has commanded us to do so. And sadly, you and I 

cannot end any day saying that we have truly loved enough. There will always be times when we 

gave into selfishness. There will always be more people who needed love than we were able to take 

care of. 

 

This leads us to a second, greater and more dangerous sin: for rather than speaking of our treatment 

of others, it is a sin that hurts the proclamation of the Gospel. It is a teaching that goes like this: 

“God is love. Therefore, love is our central focus as Christians. As long as we are acting toward each 

other in love, then we are acting as God would have us act.” It sounds okay so far, but there’s an 

unspoken agenda that goes along with it. If our central focus is love, then other things don’t matter: 

purity, for instance. For example, take moral purity. I’ve heard more than one unmarried couple say, 

“We may not be married in the legal sense, but what matters is that we love each other.” In that case, 

while “you shall love your neighbor as yourself” sums up the commandments, it apparently deletes 

the Sixth.  

 

Likewise, and more pertinent to our discussion today, is the argument that doctrinal purity isn’t as 

important as love. This idea is wreaking havoc in the Church, and in our own Synod, today. If you 

love people, goes the argument, you’re willing to sacrifice pure doctrine in order to care for them. 

On the other hand, if you insist on pure doctrine, then you are unloving. Therefore, you can either be 

loving or doctrinal. What a terrible either/or! What a false choice! 

 

We need to make three responses to this argument, rebuking it lest it run free in its mischief. 

 

First, it is absolutely true that God is love: the Bible says exactly that in I John 4:8. However, the 

Bible also declares that God is holy—in fact, as our Old Testament lesson begins, God declares, 

“You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2). He then spends the rest of the 

chapter telling you how to be holy—by loving your neighbor. Love and holiness go together. That 

means that love and purity go together. Furthermore, Jesus—the Son of God who is also therefore 

love—declares in John 14:6, “I am…the truth.” Love and holiness and truth all go together. So it is 

true that God is love. He is also holy, so He hates impurity. He is also truth, so He hates error. To 

say that He is love, but not holy and true, is to try to cut God into parts and set Him against Himself. 

It’s to say that the Word made flesh must oppose the Word. That’s hardly loving God with all your 

heart, soul and mind. In other words, it is not godly to say that love and purity oppose each other. No 

wonder in Leviticus 19, as a description of love, the Lord says, “You shall surely rebuke your 

neighbor, and not bear sin because of him” (Lev. 19:17). 

 

Our second response is this: in the Gospel lesson for today, Jesus declares that love of God and love 

of neighbor are the two greatest commandments. These are the two greatest laws, for indeed they 

sum up the Ten Commandments. Thus Romans 13:10 declares, “Love does no harm to a neighbor; 

therefore love is the fulfillment of the Law.” What is the purpose of the Law? It is not to save us, for 

we can never love enough. The purpose of the Law is to accuse us, to show us our sin, to 

demonstrate that we in our sinfulness cannot save ourselves, but remain lost and condemned in our 
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efforts. When Jesus commands us to love, He does so to show us how much we can’t love. He’s 

telling us that we are neither loving nor holy nor righteous nor pure. 

 

Therefore our third response: it is neither good nor true to say that the central focus of Christianity is 

our love. That is to say that the central focus of Christianity is the Law, and the Law cannot save us. 

No, our foundation and central focus (our material principle, if you will) is nothing else but Jesus 

Christ and Him crucified. 

 

II. Christ 

 

This is your Good News, your joy which will not depart, your hope which will not disappoint: you 

are not saved by your love and loving, but by God’s love for you. By God’s love, we mean His hard 

work. We mean His sacrificial service. As in "God so loved the world that He gave His only 

begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16). 

As in Jesus’ words to His disciples at the Last Supper, just hours before the nails are driven: 

“Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends” (John 15:13). That’s 

the love, the hard work, the sacrificial service that has won salvation for you. 

 

Love is the fulfillment of the Law. In perfect love for you, Jesus has fulfilled the Law. Look again at 

those examples in Leviticus 19. Where you have done injustice, He has been perfectly just. Where 

you have unjustly favored the poor over rich or rich over poor, He has dealt with all righteously. 

Where you have spread tales and gossip and groundless speculation, He has only spoken the truth. 

Where you have borne a grudge against others, He sacrificed Himself to save even His accusers. 

Where you have failed to rebuke your neighbor and call him to repentance, Jesus proclaimed His 

Law and called all to repentance. He did not take vengeance upon those who hated Him, but prayed 

from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. 

 

And having perfectly kept all the commandments, He then suffered God’s judgment for every sin 

and every lack of love of all mankind. He laid down His life as the Sacrifice for the sins of the 

world. He laid down His life out of love for you, to redeem you from sin for eternal life. 

 

Your Savior still works hard in love for you today. He sits at the right hand of God not to rest, but to 

continue to deliver grace and faith and life to you. In love and service to you at the font, He declared, 

“I baptize you. I have kept all the commandments in My life, and so I share that life with you. I have 

died for your sins, and so I join you to My death so that you don’t have to die for yourself.” In His 

Holy Absolution, He declares, “I forgive you for all of your sins, because I have already borne them 

to the cross out of My love for you.” And when He summons you to His Supper, He is the host who 

serves, giving you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. That’s why it is called Divine 

Service, because first and foremost it is the divine Son of God who serves us. It is His love that 

matters, not ours. And because He first loves us, we are then set free to love others. 

 

So we gladly and joyfully proclaim Christ and Him crucified, for that is the message of God’s love 

for your salvation. By the grace of God, we also rejoice to keep His pure doctrine, because every 

error leads you away from Jesus Christ—the Way, the Truth and your Life. And thus we preach 

God’s love—not yours, not mine. Why would we spend your time telling you to do things that you 

know anyway and that you can never do well enough for your salvation, when instead we have the 

joy of declaring Jesus’ love for you—His love which saves for eternity? 
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This is, after all, why “all the Law and the Prophets” hang on these commandments of love. All the 

Law and the Prophets point to Jesus, your Savior who has fulfilled the Law for you and died because 

you could not fulfill the Law. 

 

A pastor once remarked, “You can be saved without my love, but not without the heavenly 

doctrine.” Such a sentiment is criticized much these days, as if Luther and those who agree with him 

seek to preserve doctrine at the expense of souls. Yet the pastor’s point was simply this: all of our 

attempts and love and good works do nothing to save anyone. If they did, what need would we have 

for Jesus? The “heavenly doctrine,” or the truth given by God, is that Christ has died for all of your 

sins. That is what Christ has called His Church to proclaim; and, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

there is nothing more loving for us to do than to fulfill that calling and proclaim the Gospel to all 

who will hear. 

 

For that Gospel is the power of salvation to all who believe, you and me included; because it 

declares to all, to you and to me, that you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


