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 The Hinge      

 Matthew 22:34-40 

 

 The final confrontation with the Pharisees comes from a lawyer.  This lawyer was probably 

more like a theology professor - one steeped in the laws of Moses.  He no doubt was the one they 

believed most likely to be able to counter whatever Jesus said.  For this question like so many of the 

other questions was meant as a test.  “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”  Out 

of the 613 commandments the scholars had counted up in the law of Moses which one held the most 

weight?  Now this was not a new question.  Scholars tell us that the Pharisees had been trying to 

discover this for a long time.  That actually was part of the Pharisees purpose.  To interpret the laws 

and to give weight to the different laws.  After all the laws of Moses had been given when the people 

were living in the wilderness.  Times had changed and so the laws needed to be reinterpreted for the 

current situation.   

 Jesus replied with the familiar words of the Shema - the call to worship of the Hebrew people 

that stated what they believed above all else from the book of Deuteronomy. Every Jew said these 

words twice a day declaring the most important belief they held.   “You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  There was nothing to argue with 

here.  This was central.  This was the greatest and first commandment.  Love of God.  But Jesus did 

not stop there.  He said there was a second that was just as important and connected to the first 

commandment.  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  This too was a law from Leviticus they 

knew well.  Many of the laws gave instructions on how they were to treat their neighbors and one 

another.  As a matter of fact the whole purpose of the laws when you study Exodus, Leviticus, 

Numbers and Deuteronomy was to teach the people of God how to live in relationship with God and 

one another.  Remember they had been slaves before the Exodus and needed to learn how to live as the 
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people of God in community.   

 That is what Jesus reminded them with his final words in this passage.    Jesus said “on these 

two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”  These two commandments explain and 

incorporate all the other laws.  In other words what is at the core of these commandments - love - is the 

hinge - the thing that everything else depends on. 

 Think a minute about the purpose of a hinge.  A hinge’s purpose is to bring together two solid 

objects in a way that they work together.  Like a door to a door frame.  

 After thousands of time of the door being opened and closed with a bang one day an angry son 

left the house and crashed the door shut and the hinge came loose. When he tried to re-enter the door 

wouldn't open. 

 "What's the matter with this door?" he shouted. "Someone let me in." 

 "Now, you've done it," said the mother. 

 "The door isn't broken," said the boy, "it is just the hinge." 

 "Well, I can't get it open," said the mother. "You'll have to wait until father gets home." 

 "You push and I'll pull," said the boy, "and we will get the door open." 

 They succeeded with a struggle and closed the door with a struggle. "You wouldn't think one 

little hinge would make such a difference," said the boy. 

 But the hinge does matter.  Without the hinge the door doesn’t work and without the door the 

hinges are useless.  It does not become a door allowing people in or out until the hinge is secured.  

Most hinges have two sides to them.  Each side matters and needs to be secure for the door to work.  

One side is attached to the door itself and the other is attached to the frame.    But it is actually the pin 

and the knuckles in the center that makes the hinge.  Friends, what Jesus was saying is that love is the 

hinge.  Love is what connects God to us and us to one another.  Love is behind, inside and central to all 

the laws.    
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 Recently in our Bibles, Breakfast and Brew class where we are reading through scripture 

together we read Leviticus and Numbers.  Not something many of us have done much because it is full 

of laws.  And yet what we discovered was all the laws were given to help the people learn how to be in 

relationship with God and one another.  All the sacrificial laws related to the tabernacle worship were 

given to allow the people to be in relationship with God who was present with them in the tabernacle.  

The laws provided a way of being in the presence of God and allowing them to show their love to God.  

For loving God is and was central to life itself.  It is the first and the greatest commandment.  And 

above all else love of God is a commitment to place God first in our lives.     

 Corrie Ten Boon recounts a story of an old Russian woman. Multiple sclerosis had twisted her 

body almost beyond recognition. The simplest tasks had become almost impossible for her. Corrie Ten 

Boom visited her at night, using the cover of darkness to escape detection by the Lithuanian 

authorities. Corrie kissed the woman’s wrinkled cheek. The old woman could respond only by rolling 

her eyes and smiling because the atrophied muscles in her neck would no longer allow her to move her 

head. The only part of her body she could still control was her right hand. With her gnarled knuckles 

she stroked Corrie’s face. Corrie reached up to take her hand, and kissed her index finger--for a special 

reason. 

 The routine was the same every morning as the old lady’s husband propped her into a sitting 

position on the sofa. A battered old typewriter was placed on a little table in front of her. Every day the 

old woman would begin to type. She could only use that one index finger to peck out the letters. This 

woman served God by translating Christian books into Russian. It was slow going--sometimes only 

typing a page or two a day but this was her way of loving God. She typed portions of the Bible as well 

as some of the books of Billy Graham and other Christian witnesses. 

 The woman’s attitude was extraordinary. She saw her sickness as a prerequisite, not a 

detriment, for the work she did. Every other Christian in the city was watched by the secret police. But 
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because she had been sick for so long the police took no interest in her, and she could work undetected 

spreading the good news of Jesus to a people who were starving for good news. 

 “Not only does she translate these books,” her husband told Corrie, “but she prays while she 

types. Sometimes it takes a long time for her finger to hit the key, or for her to get the paper in the 

machine, but all the time she is praying for those whose books she is working on.”  This Russian 

woman loved God with everything in her being and had committed her life to God.   

(Annie Chapman, Smart Women Keep it Simple (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 1992), pp. 151-152.  

https://sermons.com/sermon/surprised-by-love/1347234) 

 But not only was she committed to God.  Not only did she love God but she cared for others for 

that is why she continued to type.  Her love of God had created in her a love for her neighbor.     

 For when we love God with our hearts, and our souls, and our minds that love compels us to 

share that love and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  For to love neighbors is to imitate God by 

taking others needs seriously.  I think Jesus believed this was the side of the hinge that was not 

fastened securely.  The side of the hinge that the Pharisees in particular had allowed to loosen and 

threatened the people of God.  For this was the side of the hinge that Jesus spent his ministry modeling.  

And his actions were what the leaders of the Jewish people did not seem to understand - what caused 

them to question him the most.  His eating with tax collectors and sinners, his care of the diseased and 

the needy, his healing on the Sabbath.   

 We understand because this is often the side we too struggle with.  For loving our neighbors 

requires us to reach out to those who are different than we are, to those who don’t think like we think, 

or who might challenge what we believe about what is right and wrong.  And yet when we love God - 

when God’s love fills our hearts - then we have a desire to love our neighbors responding to their 

needs as we would our own children’s needs.   

 Presbyterian biblical scholar/minister/author Carl Howie tells about an incident that took place 

https://sermons.com/sermon/surprised-by-love/1347234)
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in a New York subway. It was winter, and an especially cold and bitter night. Very few people were on 

the subway at that hour. At each station, the train would screech to a halt, open its doors, allowing a 

few people to come and go. At one station, a peculiar woman got on. Her clothes were ragged and 

dirty. She was either extremely tired or extremely drunk. As the train lurched forward, she stumbled 

and fell into a seat and went fast asleep. Through the screeching and swaying of the train, she slept, her 

hands nestled inside two tattered worn out gloves. It was hard to see how those gloves, full of holes, 

would help at all. How could she go anywhere in that bitter cold without freezing her hands? Few 

people in the train could take their eyes off this homeless person, asleep on the subway, her gloved 

hands without gloves. 

 Then a strange thing happened. A young Puerto Rican boy got up to get off the train as it 

slowed to a stop. He could have gone out the exit closest to him, but he went by the sleeping woman 

instead. He paused by her for a few moments, removed his gloves, laid them on her lap, and got off the 

train.  (Retrieved from www.Homileticsonline/illustrations/love) 

 Friends, love of neighbor motivated him for love is an action.  It is what we do through the way 

we live our lives because we love God.  Love is the hinge.  It is the driving force behind our faith and 

our witness.  But the love that Jesus embodied calls us not just to one time sacrifices but to a life 

committed to loving our neighbors as ourselves.  And that requires us to get to know our neighbors - to 

develop relationships with them so that we know and understand what they need.  So that when the 

need arises we can respond as a child of God.  

 One family, which had emigrated from Japan and settled at the turn of the century near San 

Francisco, had established a business in which they grew roses and trucked them into San Francisco 

three mornings a week.   

 The other family was a naturalized family from Switzerland who also marketed roses, and both 

families became modestly successful, as their roses were known in the markets of San Francisco for 
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their long vase-life.  Both families were immigrants to the United States as so many of our ancestors 

were and faithful Christians.  

 For almost four decades the two families were neighbors, and the sons took over the farms, but 

then on December 7, 1941, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor.  Although the rest of the family members 

were Americans, the father of the Japanese family had never been naturalized.  In the turmoil and the 

questions about internment camps, his neighbor made it clear that, if necessary, he would look after his 

friend’s nursery.  It was something each family had learned in church.  Love thy neighbor as thyself.  

“You would do the same for us,” he told his Japanese friend.   

 It was not long before the Japanese family was transported to the barren landscape in Granada, 

Colorado.  The relocation center consisted of tar-paper-roofed barracks surrounded by barbed wire and 

armed guards. 

 A full year went by.  Then two.  Then three.  While the Japanese neighbors were in internment, 

their friends worked in the greenhouse, the children before school and on Saturdays; and the father’s 

work often stretched to 16 or 17 hours a day.  And then one day, when the war in Europe had ended, 

the Japanese family packed up and boarded a train.  They were going home. 

 What would they find?  The family was met at the train depot by their neighbors, and when 

they got to their home, the whole Japanese family starred.  There was the nursery, intact, scrubbed and 

shining in the sunlight - neat, prosperous and healthy. 

 So was the balance in the bank passbook handed to the Japanese father.  And the house was just 

as clean and welcoming as the nursery.   

 And there on the dining room table was one perfect red rosebud, just waiting to unfold - the gift 

of one neighbor to another (3rd Helping of Chicken Soup for the Soul, p. 51-52) 

 Friends, this family modeled what it means to love our neighbors as ourselves.  It was a 

commitment that required time and energy because of their love for one another. It is a model that we 
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as Christians need to reflect deeply upon in a nation that is becoming less and less loving or even 

tolerant of immigrants. Loving neighbor means we do for our neighbors what we would do for 

ourselves whether our neighbors are Japanese, Chinese, Mexican, Cuban, Vietnamese, a redneck, a 

prisoner, a stock broker, a prostitute, a politician, a liberal or a conservative.  We are called to love one 

another as God loves us.   

 The first step is to see our neighbors as children of God.  Loved and precious in God’s eyes.  

That means that we are called to get to know one another.  To develop a relationship with those who 

are not in our immediate circle of friends.  To reach out and touch others with the love of Christ. 

 Friends, when we look around at our world - our nation - our community - we know something 

has to change.  There is too much hatred, anger, bigotry, racism, discord and fear.  The change begins 

with each one of us reaching out to our neighbors - to those we don’t know well and getting to know 

them.  For when we offer love, when we develop relationships we have the opportunity to learn for 

ourselves who they are and to see them through God’s eyes.  That is the gift of love.  And what Christ 

called us to do.  Love God and love our neighbors as our selves.   

 Friends, love is the hinge - what everything else depends on.   May we go out into the world 

loving God and loving our neighbors as ourselves.   


