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th
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Rev. Gordon Savage 
 

“Loving your Neighbour – today” 

 

Readings :  Exodus 12. 1-14;  Matthew 22. 34-40;  Romans 13. 8-14 

 

 
Romans, chapter 13 at verse 10:  If you love someone, you will never do him wrong. 

 

SO: it‟s the first Sunday of September.  We‟ve moved from summer into autumn.  Maybe 

it‟s a sign of ageing, but … summer seems to get shorter every year!  Anyway, it‟s not just the 4 

seasons that move on relentlessly … the Church has her seasons too.  Technically, the first Sunday 

of Advent marks the start of the Christian year.  But the beginning of September is significant also 

… because it marks the start of the annual cycle of church activities.  Sunday School and Youth 

organisations begin;  soon, the Guild and the Good Companions will start again: the diary begins to 

fill up with meetings, and so on. 

 

 So, this first Sunday of September is a good time for us to think about who and what we are, 

as a Church;  a congregation of the faithful.   

 

 Our Old Testament Lesson this morning tells of the events that led to what became known 

as the Passover.  This was the culmination of plagues and pleadings, in the desperate attempt to free 

the Children of Israel from slavery in Egypt.  In the end, God would save his people:  the angel of 

death would visit every Egyptian household, but the Israelites would be spared … they would be 

„passed over‟ and their sons would be saved.   

 

 It‟s a bit gruesome, to our ears … although, when you see what is happening in Libya today, 

you are reminded that freedom from oppression never comes without a struggle, and usually at 

some cost in human lives.   

 

 The point of particular interest about this passage, is its conclusion:  You must celebrate this 

day as a religious festival to remind you of what I, the Lord, have done.  Celebrate it for all time 

to come.   And to this day, it remains a feature of Orthodox Jewry, that they do indeed remember 

and celebrate God‟s deliverance, at that crucial point in their history. 

 

 Our Christian faith was also born out of a gruesome scene ... the crucifixion.  But not the 

crucifixion alone … for that was followed by the raising of Jesus from the dead, signifying that, for 

us, death is not the end: that the soul of each and every one of us remains precious to God, and lives 

with him eternally.  This is a fundamental truth of our faith:  and that is why we celebrate it, at what 

is sometimes called the „feast‟ of Holy Communion.  So, next Sunday, we will gather round the 

table, and share the bread and the wine, in fulfilment of our Lord‟s command.  For he also told his 

people to celebrate God‟s great deliverance.   

 

 The sacraments – Baptism and Communion – are the outward signs of our faith: and they 

are important.  We Scots are not very good at talking about our faith;  but as we shall see shortly, St. 

Paul is more concerned about how we live the faith;  and that begins with worship. Simply coming 

to worship is, of itself, an outward sign of our faith: and we mustn‟t allow ourselves to fall into the 

trap of saying, It doesn‟t matter if I go to worship … I can be a Christian in my own small corner.  

In this secular age, it is vitally important that men and women be seen coming to church, coming to 



worship, and as the season comes round, sharing in the Sacrament of the Lord‟s Supper, which is 

the supreme sign of His presence in our worship. 

 

 Worship is important for you, in order to build up your Christian faith.  It is important for 

your fellow church members, for by our attendance, we encourage each other.  And it is important 

for those outside, to see that the church is very much alive in this parish.  In this coming year, let us 

not neglect our worship. 

 

 Next, our New Testament reading.  Here is St. Paul administering a rebuke to the Christians 

in Rome.  Paul‟s letters are full of rebukes: he spent a good deal of his time sorting out problems 

and trying to set wayward Christians back on track.  And just as we have been reminded of the 

importance of worship, here is St Paul reminding us of the central commandment of the Christian 

faith – love your neighbour as you love yourself.  In fact, he more or less repeats the words of Jesus 

himself, who, when asked what was the greatest Commandment, said,  Love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind … and love your neighbour as you 

love yourself. 

 

 I find it intriguing that Paul should quote these words with such accuracy, because he was 

preaching and teaching before the Gospels had been written down.  The books of the Bible were not 

written in the order in which we now have them; the Letters of Paul are reckoned to be the earliest 

written part of the New Testament.  But so oft-quoted were these words of Jesus, that Paul has them 

on the tip of his tongue … Love your neighbour as you love yourself.  And then he says something 

which I think is quite lovely:  If you love someone, you will never do him wrong. 

 

 The word „love‟ is used here, in a much wider sense than that with which we tend to use it 

today.  There are various kinds of love … love between a husband and wife, love for family;  you 

can love visiting a particular place;  you can love ballroom dancing, or golf, or fish and chips!  We 

used the word „love‟ in a variety of ways.  But in ancient Greek, there were 4 different words for 

„love‟: and the New Testament consistently uses the word agape, which is an all-embracing love:  

so it includes all of humankind;  it includes all of nature.  It is, in fact, this very broad understanding 

of love that is so much lacking in our society. 

  

 The point Jesus makes, when he says you can sum up all the commandments in these two, is 

that, if you love God, you will want to serve Him and do his will;  and if you love others, you will 

(as Paul puts it) never do them wrong.  There is, therefore, no need to define the commandments so 

precisely, as Thou shalt not steal, or kill, or commit adultery … because if you love and respect the 

people around you, you will simply not do these things. 

 

 I find it rather depressing that, in recent years, the law of our land has been more closely 

„defined‟ in many respects … for instance, if you beat someone up, that‟s clearly an offence.  But it 

becomes an aggravated offence, if the circumstances involve racial hatred, or sectarian language, or 

are homophobic.  Each of these, in turn, has been defined as a new type of offence.  It‟s as if the 

government believes that, by changing the law, we can change the way people think.  This has come 

about, because, as a society, we are no longer motivated by the teaching of Christ, to love our 

neighbour.  If we were, we wouldn‟t commit any of these offences.  We wouldn‟t want to.  If you 

love someone, you will never do him wrong. 

 

 Because of the lack of a basic moral code – whether Christian or any other – some people 

see no need to respect others:  to respect property, to respect their environment, to respect the dead  

(so we see gravestones desecrated).  There is a need for our nation to wake up from its slumber!  -- 

But there‟s little point in preaching to those who are not here.  We are here … so let us see what 

lessons we can learn from this passage. 



 Be under obligation to no one – the only obligation you have is to love one another.  That 

is the moral code by which we live.  And if you share my belief, that the lack of a moral code is at 

the root of many of the problems we face in our nation today, then you will agree that it is essential 

for us to show that the Christian way of life is positive, and visionary, and central to our thinking. 

 

 Times do change.  When Paul spoke about „obligation‟, he meant (among other things) 

financial obligation … borrowing.  Don‟t be a borrower.  Don‟t owe money.  It was Shakespeare 

who penned the words, Neither a borrower nor a lender be.  But he might well have taken the 

thought from the New Testament.  Yet the fact is, that today, almost all of us are borrowers.  If you 

have a mortgage, or a car loan, or even a credit card, you are a borrower.  You owe money.  That‟s 

the way things work nowadays.  If you can manage your finances, if you have a steady income, and 

can make the payments when due, you‟re okay.  Of course, not everybody can;  and that has led to 

serious problems for some.  It has also ingrained among us, a culture that says, I‟ll have that Now 

… and pay for it later (if I can).   

 

 It‟s easy to lay the blame for society‟s problems, at somebody else‟s door.  The current 

scapegoats are the bankers.  It‟s all their fault, that we‟re in this financial mess.  Well, some bankers 

certainly overstretched themselves and contributed towards the present situation, that‟s true.  But 

banks, like any other industry, respond to a large degree, to what their customers want.  What I‟m 

saying is, that we are all part of the society in which some bankers felt that it was okay to over-

reach themselves.  If St Paul were writing his letters today, he‟d have plenty to say about money.  

And he wouldn‟t just be aiming at bankers.  He‟d be looking at a world where millions starve while 

certain others can spend 7-figure sums on a wedding.  And he‟d be challenging all of us to be 

mindful of our obligations in stewardship of our resources. 

  

 The second part of the passage in Romans, is very typical of Paul:  and it reflects the kind of 

image that those who are cynical about Christianity expect to hear … people being reprimanded for 

enjoying themselves!  Well, it is true today, as it was then, that if enjoyment goes „over the score‟ 

and Christian people behave in a degrading manner, they will not earn anyone‟s respect.  Not that 

we call ourselves Christian in order to gain respect for ourselves:  but if we call ourselves Christian, 

we ought to respect, above all things, our Lord Jesus Christ;  and it is He whom we degrade, if our 

behaviour falls short. 

 

 But take up the weapons of the Lord Jesus Christ, says Paul, and stop paying attention to 

your sinful nature and satisfying its desires.  For „sinful‟, read „selfish‟ … for that is always at the 

root of our sin.  Sin is putting yourself before God … it‟s as simple as that.   

 

 But what was Paul getting at, when he spoke about the shortness of time – the urgency of 

the matter ?  The night is nearly over, day is almost here.  Well, it‟s another popular Pauline theme 

… the imminent Second coming of Christ.  The early Christians interpreted Jesus‟ words to mean 

that he would return „in a short while‟ … months or weeks, rather than decades or centuries.  

Modern interpretations of Jesus‟ words tend towards the view that He will indeed return to every 

one of his children, in the sense that each of us will meet with him one day – though it is not for us 

to know the day or the hour. 

 

But don‟t let‟s disregard Paul‟s tone of urgency.  There is here, a message for you, that you 

must not ignore.  At the start of a new session in the life of our congregation, there are some 

questions that you should be asking:  For example, How will your faith grow in the coming weeks 

and months ?   What particular message will you take from the worship week by week ?   What will 

you give to the life and work of Maxwelltown West ?   Might it be, that you could pray more for 

your church, and for its members, for  the housebound, for our young folk ?   Could you introduce a 

friend to worship, or to the Guild, or to some aspect of our youth work ?    Remember, our faith 



begins in worship;  but the whole point of our worship is to prepare ourselves to be better servants 

of Christ.  

 

 Above all, each of us should be asking today:  How can I better fulfil my obligation to love 

my neighbour ?   Those rubber bracelets that were popular a year or two ago … one of them read 

WWJD – question mark:  it stands for, What Would Jesus Do ?   - A good motto for any of us, 

when faced with a moral dilemma.    

 And Paul has given us another motto:  If you love someone, you will never do him wrong.   

Let‟s try to follow that advice, in the coming months. 

 

Amen. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

Lord God, sometimes we find it hard to convince ourselves that we are true Christians: that we are 

good enough to be called followers of Jesus in the world today.  Yet we are the Church: we are His 

people: He is depending on us, to live the gospel message among our neighbours and our friends.  

Help us to follow these simple precepts:  to love widely, as Christ has loved us.  In his name we ask 

it,  Amen 

 


