Susan Scott’s Sermon
Who's #17?
Scripture: Mark 12:28-34, Deut 6:1-9, (greatest commandment) and Psalm 119:1-12

Happy Halloween! I’ll bet some of you are looking forward to dressing up, sharing candy, or watching
spooky movies tonite. Halloween has become a time when we celebrate the scary. The uninformed
might think this is an appropriate day to preach about the Holy Ghost. And to some extent, | will, But if
you really want to scare yourselves today, think about standing before a toll gate in the after-life. Ahead
of you the road forks, leading to two more gates. You have a glimpse of heaven thru the gate on the
right, and a view of the abyss of hell on the left. An angel stands before you, and asks: During your life
on earth, have you loved God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind and with
all your strength? How terrifying! Because we KNOW we cannot honestly answer Yes. The problems
centers around that one word, “ALL”, repeated 4 times to be sure we dummies understand his
meaning. It’s a scary word!

I’ve had trouble with the word “ALL” since childhood when my mother told me “You can’t have dessert
until you eat all your vegetables.” The spinach just seemed to grow back after | took a bite. As an adult
| still had trouble with that word “all”... as in “All employees must complete six hours of diversity
training.” What? No exception for those of us who travel routinely to multiple countries and deal with
diverse business partners every day? | had the same problem with blanket statements like, “we expect
you to obey all traffic rules and posted signs while driving a company vehicle.” Okay, | see the logic, but
there really didn’t seem to be any logic to sitting passively at a red light at midnight in the center of a
town that rolled up the sidewalks at 10pm without another car in sight. Right? Tell it to the judge!

Solomon'’s final words of wisdom in Ecclesiastes 12:14 remind us that “God will bring every deed into
judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil.” | don’t know about you, but | can
think of several past deeds that I'd rather never be brought to light again. Satan loves reminding me of
them because he delights in my discomfort, my feelings of unworthiness. And that’s the feeling | get
when Jesus answers the scribe’s question with the shema, the Jewish term for the greatest
commandment that we heard in our scripture reading today. | have no doubt that Jesus was able to
fulfill that requirement — to love God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength — every day of every week
of every year he lived. But he’s far from your ordinary guy! Colossians 1:18 tells us, He is the firstborn
Son, who was raised from death, in order that he alone might have the first place in all things. He’s God’s
son and he’s #1!

So, if Jesus felt such love for his father, are we to love God in the same way we love our earthly fathers?
As sons and daughters do we love our own fathers with all our hearts, minds and strength? Maybe
some times, but we’ve also disrespected them, wounded their feelings and flat out ignored them when
we felt it was justified. Those of you who are parents know how badly you can be hurt when your
guidance is scorned by children you love more than life. And yet you still forgive them, because they are
yours. How comforting to know that we too are forgiven when we fall short, because Jesus died to
reconcile us to the Father. And yet, our status as God’s beloved children does not exempt us from
obeying his commandments.

And speaking of children, are you parents giving all your heart, mind and soul to your kids? Many
parents do, unaware that it’s a form of idolatry — and then the children grow up and move away. You
know that empty feeling you have when a child doesn’t call you anymore? | image that is how God feels
when we brush Him off in order to follow OUR plan for our lives.

If you love someone or something with ALL your heart, mind, soul and strength, wouldn’t you give your
life for that thing or that person? Some people devote their heart, soul and mind to achieving wealth and
prosperity, but how many would actually die to get it? Sort of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? Still, the



concept of selling your soul to the devil has a basis in that concept of abandoning Jesus and forfeiting
eternal life with God in order to obtain some worldly benefit. Most church-goers have at some time or
other ignored the promptings of their conscience in order to reach a goal, be part of a certain group, or
join an activity with unbelieving friends. How foolish we can be! Proverbs 16:14 gives us this advice: “A
wise person will try to keep the king happy; if the king becomes angry, someone may die.” And that
someone will be you!l Remember Steven Covey’s rule from his 7 Habits of Highly Effective People- “Put
first things first!”? For Christians, GOD is the first thing. Our very purpose for being here is to glorify
God and his son Jesus.

Jesus gave his life up at the Father’s request, for OUR sake, to save us from sin and death, from
separation from God, and to earn himself eternal glory at the father’s right hand. He put God as #1 in
everything he did. His heart was full of God’s love, his mind was full of God’s word, and his soul was in
daily communion with the Holy Spirit. He modeled for us the kind of God-centered life that we were
created to have. And because he left heaven to live the life of a man here on earth, he understands how
hard it is for us to stay focused, to deny ourselves the short-term pleasures of sin in favor of the long-
term gain of righteousness.

Even when we try our best, our conscience tells us that we are still guilty of negligence when it
comes to loving God with all our heart, mind and soul. And because Jesus understands, he sent us
the Holy Ghost, our comforter, protector and counsellor, to strengthen us, guide us and help us resist
the wiles of Satan and the powers of darkness. Colossians 1:27 says, “and the secret is that Christ is in
you, which means that you will share in the glory of God.” Jesus advocates for us when Satan accuses
us before the Father. Because Jesus gave his life to save us, to reconcile us with the Father, we have the
hope of heaven when all we deserve is the fiery torment of hell. As Paul said, we warn and teach people
in order to bring them into God’s presence as mature individuals in union with Christ. If we don’t put
God first and study his holy word, we can be swayed by false teachings and develop perverted notions
about God that lead us straight to damnation. If we count on God’s grace to save us from repeated,
wilful wrong-doing we have a false notion of God’s sense of justice. Peter tells us in 1 Peter 2:16: Live
as free people, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil: live as God’s slaves.”

Let’s do a self-audit. Have you accepted Jesus as the Lord of your life? Has your faith changed
the way you live? Is Jesus your BFF? Is He #1 with you? | hope your answer to all 3 is YES. Still If
we’re honest with ourselves, many of us KNOW there are areas of our lives that we’ve held back from
Jesus’ control. Maybe it’s our money — we haven’t given Jesus control of our spending, maybe it’s our
children, we’ve not dedicated them to Christ, we won’t release them to His care, but rather hover and
worry over them as if we can protect them better than God.. Maybe it’s our pastimes — we let gambling,
drugs, porn, video games or sex rule us despite the counsel of the Holy Spirit. Jesus will work with us —
if we let Him — to set us free from anything that usurps God’s place in our lives. Peter tells us in 1 Peter
1:15, Just as he who called you is holy; so be holy in all you do.” That is our goal: to do everything, every
task, every activity, in a way that pleases and glorifies God. And as a result he will fill us with “an
inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the end result of your faith.” (1:8)

We don’t realize how much joy and peace we forfeit when we have an interest in God but are

not committed to walking with Him. We’re interested enough to attend church fairly regularly, maybe
even to read a Bible verse a day. But we are not committed to studying the scriptures, talking with God
daily, testifying to His goodness and acting the way a true believer would act. We don’t want to make
people uncomfortable, so we try and blend in. We don’t want to trouble at work, so we lie to customers
or employees; we’re too busy to be bothered, so we don’t object to the teaching of ungodly ideas like
evolution and critical race theory, and we ignore the unethical practices being modeled for our children
in video games, movies and graphic novels. Do we stand by when innocent people are falsely accused
for fear of repercussions? Do we put Jesus out of our mind when a friend offers to share a juicy bit of
malicious gossip, or when the clerk undercharges us at McDonalds? How it must hurt God to see how
many boundaries we put around our devotion to Him. God, you're welcome in my living room, but don’t
enter my bedroom, or my workplace, or the car. Yeah, the car. Be careful about putting Christian



bumper stickers on your car if you don’t let Jesus direct your driving! | often pray while driving — it keeps
me from talking to the other drivers.

Jesus wants to walk with us every hour of every day. The Bible says in Act 17:28, God is not far from
any of us. “In him we live and move and exist”. The Holy Spirit /ives in us. He wants to show us how to
love God with ALL our heart, soul, mind and strength. He doesn’t want to hear that you’re too tired to
read the Bible before bed. You weren’t too tired to party til 2 a.m. last weekend. Why don’t we have
the same passion for Christ that we have for football or fishing or video games? How is it that our soul
doesn’t hunger for more understanding, more wisdom, more contact with our eternal father God? If you
really LOVE someone, do you answer their late night phone call saying, “I’'m too tired to talk with you
right now. I'll call you when | have some free time or when | need something.” Well, everyone else might
hang up on you, but God won’t. He’s available 24/7/365. We can, and should, pray our way through
each day.

The commitment level of the average Christian is sadly low. You can tell that by the state of the
world today. We pray for a revival, but how much do we do to get one started? When was the last time
you mentioned God or Jesus in your conversation outside church? How many people have you invited
to church in the last six months — in person or on Zoom? Do you check to see if your kids are emulating
godly people or are they copying friends who say there is no god? Yes, Jesus was great at mixing with
the unchurched and the agnostics to make sure they knew of God’s love and could join his

kingdom. He influenced THEM, they did not infect Him with their ungodliness. Let’s not get it
backwards. We DO welcome ALL sinners to enter our fellowship and to learn about Jesus so they can
experience salvation. We tell them: You are loved: meet Jesus. Repent, be forgiven, be saved and start
your new life. We do NOT change the message or alter God’s word in order to attract unbelievers who
have No sense that they are lost and no desire to change their worldly lifestyle. Christianity is counter-
cultural. We do not adopt the world’s views, rather we persuade them that God’s way is the best way for
everyone. Who knows better how to care for his creatures, than the God who made them?

Humans may be capable of journeying into space and back, but we are not capable of creating a world
that lives in peace and harmony despite over 2000 years of trying. We are obviously not smart enough to
run our own lives successfully without God. But that doesn’t stop us from trying. And so Jesus points
us back to the #1 commandment. From that wholehearted love of God, everything else follows.

CONCLUSION:

St Augustine once said, “Love God and then do what you please.” If you will obey Jesus’ command
to ‘Love the lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind’, then
he says you will find greater love manifested in your life as a result of your closeness to God. If divine
love glows within you, you will be able to accept your role as God’s servant and you will focus on
pleasing God in everything you do. This will draw the Holy Spirit closer to you and create the kind of
permanent change that people notice. It will banish fear and anxiety because you trust in Jesus, who
loves you, who will never forsake you, who went to the Cross for you. God used His son to conquer
death for you, to make you co-heirs to his eternal kingdom. So as we approach the end of the year, let’s
look at all aspects of our lives and ask ourselves this question: “based on where we put our time, our
attention, our money, and our affection, Who’s #1?” If it’s not God, resolve to spend a little more time
with the Holy Ghost...... or risk starring in your very own horror movie.



