Week Five: Our relationships with God

Matthew 7:7-12

Our relationship with God is the ground of all our other relationships: God with us. 

We return this week to the Sermon on the Mount. Our biblical passage once again includes the phrase ‘our Father in heaven’, which we met first in Week One, and which also appeared in the biblical reading for Week Three (Matthew 5:13-16). This relationship with ‘our Father in heaven’ – who through the sending of his son has become Emmanuel, God-with-us – is the relationship which undergirds all the other relationships we have been exploring throughout this Lent course. We are being invited – ordered even – to accept the generosity of God. This week’s reading emphasises our intimacy with God and God’s willingness to give us what we need. Just like a human Father, God would not dream of giving his children stones when they ask for bread. If you think about it, the command ‘ask’, immediately followed by the promise ‘and it shall be given to you’, plays havoc with traditional understandings of duty or moralism. The Opening Prayer seeks to capture this radical paradox as it talks about meeting God this week in ‘your words of offer and command’. ‘Offer’ and ‘command’ are words that do not often go together.

The fact that Matthew’s Gospel has such a focus on Jesus’ teaching naturally leads us to view the Jesus we met in its pages as a ‘commanding’ and ‘authoritative’ figure – quite literally. In the Sermon on the Mount (and in many other parts of the gospel) we meet a Lord who ‘commands’ his disciples. It is how the gospel ends, as the last words of the gospel constitute a charge by Jesus to his disciples: 

‘Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age”.’ (Matthew 28:18-20)
These final words of Jesus are often called the ‘Great Commission’, and, since the eighteenth century, have been regarded as the authorisation for the ‘worldwide mission’ activity of the church. It is in obedience to these words that many faithful Christians, past and present, have crossed seas and continents to share the gospel. Yet even as they ‘authorise’ such mission, with a twist typical of Matthew, they also encourage us to view the God whom we preach in a different, and perhaps unexpected, light. David Bosch, well known for helping Christians to explore the biblical understanding of mission, comments: ‘All the threads woven into the fabric of Matthew, from chapter 1 on, draw together here’ (Bosch, Transforming Mission). So it is worth reflecting on how this final ‘command’ of Matthew’s Gospel might link with the ‘offer and command’ of this week’s Bible reading. 
First, what exactly is it that Jesus is referring to when he says, ‘Teach them to obey everything that I have commanded you’? The phrasing suggests that we need to find the answer somewhere among Jesus’ sayings in the gospel. And the obvious place lies in Matthew 22:34-40, where Jesus suggests that the entire law and prophets can be summed up in the two commandments: to love God and to love one’s neighbour. (These words in Matthew 22:34-40 are in turn clearly closely related to the brief statement of Matthew 7:12: ‘In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets’, which is the final sentence of our biblical text this week.) So in other words what Jesus has commanded seems to be summed up in the ‘love commandment’ – and the ‘Great Commission’ cannot properly be understood apart from the ‘Great Commandment’, to show God’s love by reflecting it ourselves. Or, as the title of this Lent course puts it, to ‘love one another’. 
Jacques Matthey, who is responsible for the WCC’s Mission Programme puts it like this: ‘According to Matthew’s “Great Commission”, it is not possible to make disciples without telling them to practice God’s call of justice for the poor. The love commandment, which is the basis for the church’s involvement in politics, is an integral part of the mission commandment.’

But there is a further twist that Matthew seems to have for us as well. This, the final moment of the gospel, is the moment when (as we pointed out in the introduction) Jesus, ‘Emmanuel’, promises to be with his disciples throughout all time. But where can we find and see him? Matthew 25:31-46, the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats, directly and explicitly provides the startling – and shocking – answer. He will be there in some very unlikely places: in the faces of the sick, the strangers, the hungry and thirsty, the imprisoned, whom the disciples of Jesus may choose – or refuse – to honour. In the ‘changing kaleidoscope of this world’s need’, to quote this week’s Closing Prayer, God in Christ will be ‘with us’. That is the ultimate message of this gospel. Once again, some words of Jacques Matthey capture this aspect of Matthew’s radical vision.

‘Because God has chosen this way (God-with-us-in-Jesus-Christ) to be incarnated, to be present among people, to reign, he will only reach all Gentile nations if disciples reach them and if Christian communities live there in clear reference to the Nazarene and his teaching. This is what Matthew 28:16-20 expresses. But he will only reach the nations if the bearers of the gospel of the kingdom, the evangelising disciples, come as poor, exposed, defenceless men and women, [themselves] living with and not above those to whom they bring healing’ (Jacques Matthey, The Great Commission According to Matthew, International Review of Mission, 1980).

At the heart of all our missionary endeavours, at the core of the work of USPG, lies our relationship with God, the ‘generous giver’, whose pledge to be ‘with us’ has led to him giving himself to us completely. As a result we see him most clearly when his face has been marred with the wounds of suffering and passion. Surely our prayer must be for a ‘spirit of generosity’ in return?

