October 25th, 2026
Matthew 22:34-46
Pray

I wonder, when is the last time you took a test? Was it with pen and paper in school? Maybe it was your annual eye exam or maybe it was a website asking you to identify every picture with a street light in it. Known as CAPTCHA which stands for Completely Automated Public Turing test to tell Computers and Humans Apart. Supposedly tests like these are meant to act as gatekeepers. Keeping out harmful computer programs or spam from messing with websites or comment sections. What I do know, is they stress me out and when I fail, they have me questioning everything. Tests can do that, affirm your knowledge or fill you with doubt, shame, and uncertainty.   Should tests have any role in church? What about in faith?
This morning’s Gospel reading begins with Jesus being tested. He is teaching in the temple just days before his crucifixion. Those in power are looking for ways to stop this rabble rouser and are hoping to get Jesus to say something publicly that will get him in trouble with the crowds or the Romans. An expert in religious law asks, “What is the greatest commandment?” Now there are 613 laws in the Hebrew Scriptures and this question would have been one frequently debated in that era.
As a brief aside, let’s be clear, there is nothing wrong with questioning it’s about intent. Like when driving the other day and my daughter asks from the back seat, why can’t we see God? There is real curiosity and wonder. Compared to a street corner preacher asking, “are you saved?” They are just looking for a chance to fill you with fear. Your reply is merely a chance for their next line. Except in this and so many stories Jesus surprises.
First, Christ has an answer, quoting Deuteronomy, “love the Lord your God, with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.” Good answer! But then he is bold enough to pair this classic teaching with another passage from Leviticus. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus is proclaiming that to love God, one must love whom and what God loves. Then while his testers are still reeling from this instruction, Jesus counters with a question of his own. An argument that could be summarized as, “Why does King David in a psalm refer to the coming messiah as Lord, if the Messiah is to be from David’s lineage?” Why is David deferential to a descendent? The testers inability to respond stops the questioning but not the teaching. Were we to read on we would see Jesus turn to the disciples and crowds condemning, lamenting, the temple elite for having a showy faith that seems to love God but neglects and harms God’s people.
The religious with institutional power had hoped their tests could act as a gate to keep Jesus and his way of radical love out. Yet, because of Jesus’ ability to turn the tests around their hypocrisy is the only thing that has been outed. Their lack of care for neighbor reveals that their worship is hallow. They are unwilling or unable to humble themselves like even the mighty David when not merely talking about but talking with the Messiah, God’s own Son. CAPTCHA might find them to be human but their humanity is lacking. This is not unique to ancient religious leaders.
In this era, I really wrestle with hypocrisy that seems to be proudly on display daily. Religious leaders who are quick to proclaim this a Christian Nation and then support massive deportations. Pastors who celebrate the building of a Golden statue of the president. Or Churches and institutions that protect men in power as opposed to standing with vulnerable children.
I am tempted to want a test. Are you loving enough to use the title Christian? Are you progressive enough or conservative enough? Are you the right type of Jesus follower? For a moment self-righteous vindication feels good and then I realize I am no different than the expert in the law questioning Jesus. Anytime we try to bring testing into faith, I too will undoubtedly fail, because we all have moments where our own humanity, compassion, and love, comes up short.
 So, does testing have a role in faith? No. However, I believe faith has something to say in times that test. Martin Luther knew more than a little something about times that test one’s conviction. 500 years ago, he was not looking to start a new branch of faith but was a professor looking to invite debate around how the church could be most faithful to Jesus. Like Christ, Luther’s teachings threatened religious institutions power and pocketbooks. His life was at risk and at different points he has to flee at night. Luther hides in a Castle for almost a year because he refuses to recant his teachings that center not human made traditions but the free grace of God. This is a time of great religious and political turmoil. The world experiences the bubonic plague and Luther and his wife Katie even face the unthinkable death of a daughter. These days we would say he is burned out, devastated, depressed. Around this time he pens the hymn a mighty fortress is our God.






God's Word forever shall abide,
no thanks to foes, who fear it;
for God himself fights by our side
with weapons of the Spirit.
Were they to take our house,
goods, honor, child, or spouse,
though life be wrenched away,
they cannot win the day.
The kingdom's ours forever! 
When we feel lost or distraught. Unsure of any answers or even how to take our next breath. When we are overwhelmed by the hate and animosity in our world. Or when life feels like it is just one big test, trail, and tribulation, may we have confidence God has not sent us a pass/fail exam. God sent Mary and each of us the Word made flesh. God sent a Son to be the gate that is open. The servant messiah whose life, death, and resurrection has assured us that sin, evil, and even death have been defeated. Faith is not a test. Together as the living body of Christ we are on a quest seeking not correct answers but freed by the gift of grace to pursue relationship. Love God, Love Neighbor. May this divine love, free, comfort, and reform our hearts always. Amen
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