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Vision: Serving Neighbors 

Matthew 22:34-40 

John Breon 

 

 Getting calls or texts from someone you don’t know can be 

aggravating. Or if you think you’re calling or texting someone, but you get 

the number wrong, it can be awkward or frustrating. A few years ago, a 

young man forgot to notify his grandmother that his cell number had 

changed. Wanda Dench texted a number that had originally been her 

grandson’s, inviting him for a Thanksgiving meal. Instead of her grandson, 

the text went to seventeen year old Jamal Hinton. They figured out the 

mistake quickly, but Hinton asked if it was possible to “still get a plate.” In 

grandmotherly fashion, Wanda responded, “Of course you can. That’s what 

grandmas do.” The story went viral. When someone asked Jamal about the 

encounter, he said, “I’m thankful for all the nice people in the world. I had 

never met her and she welcomed me into her house, so that shows me how 

great of a person she is” 

(www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/december/2121216.html). 

 Change that up a little bit: It’s not just what grandmas do; it what 

followers of Jesus do. We’re not out to show that we’re great people, but to 

show the great love of God that’s in us. 

 We’re continuing to look at our church’s five-year vision and the 

major components of it: 

 

• Spiritual Impact 

• Next Generation 

• Serving Neighbors 

• Growing Disciples 

 

Today we’re looking at fulfilling the Great Commandment and the Great 

Commission by serving our neighbors. 

 What’s the problem we’re trying to solve? There’s a high rate of 

poverty, addiction, and many other needs in our community. 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/december/2121216.html
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 Why do we have to solve it and why now? There’s the great 

commandment to love our neighbor. We can help people who are in 

desperate situations. There’s opportunity to minister to people who are in a 

life crisis. 

 What’s the solution? Over the next five years we will impact more than 

one hundred Durant households through ongoing service projects that 

bring joy, health, and a better quality of life to the areas of greatest need. 

 Not long after our Church Council approved this vision, I was at a 

pastors’ prayer meeting and learned that other churches in town are also 

hearing the call to serve and are planning a big day of service called “Serve 

Durant.” It’ll happen on April 4. Put it on your calendar now. Leading up to 

that day, there’ll be three United Prayer gatherings in January, February, 

and March. The January gathering is on the twenty-sixth at First Baptist 

Church.  

 I asked Jim Pena at Fusion, who’s one of the planners for Serve 

Durant, what he could tell me to share with you. He said the main thing is 

to be on the lookout for info to sign up. Registration will open in February 

and there’ll be several service projects to choose from. We’ll keep you 

posted in bulletins, in the newsletter and online. 

 Many of you participated in “Neighbor to Neighbor” some years ago. 

That was when folks from First UMC teamed up, went into the community, 

and did service projects. “Serve Durant” sounds like something similar that 

includes people from lots of churches. But we want service in the 

community to be more than a one-time thing. We want it to become a 

regular and consistent part of our church’s life.  

 I read about a day of service that happened in another city. It was a 

Saturday afternoon and a man named Bill White was walking down a 

narrow side street toward one of the worksites sponsored by a local church. 

The work day was almost over and dozens of yellow-shirted volunteers 

were streaming out of the site. They were going to eat after finishing the 

complete makeover of a house. 

 Bill was down the block when he passed a married couple working in 

their own yard. He paused to compliment the woman on her roses, and she 

asked him what they were doing down the street. He told her the workers 
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represented a band of churches united in their desire to serve their city. 

They chatted about the neighborhood transformation she was seeing 

because of the churches’ simple acts of kindness. 

 As Bill talked with the woman, her husband noticed his yellow 

volunteer shirt and walked over. He looked Bill in the eye, nodded with 

approval toward the renovated house down the street, and said, “I love 

your heart. Where can I get a heart like yours?” 

 Wow! Bill was flabbergasted. He just said, “We got our hearts from 

Jesus, and he would be glad to give you one like his too.” That led to a 

great conversation about the gospel of Jesus Christ and his power to 

change hearts, homes, neighborhoods, and cities 

(www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2010/november/6110810.html).  

  We’ve heard the Great Commission to go and make disciples of all 

peoples, all groups of people. In today’s Scripture, we hear the Great 

Commandment to love God and love our neighbors. Jesus combines two 

Old Testament verses to formulate this great command. 

 This is found in all of the first three Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and 

Luke. There’s a somewhat different version in John’s Gospel. The apostle 

Paul quotes it in a couple of his letters. And James, the brother of Jesus, 

talks about it in his letter. 

 In Matthew and Mark, Jesus cites Deuteronomy and Leviticus in 

answer to a question about what the greatest commandment is. In Luke, an 

expert in the law of Moses asks Jesus how to inherit eternal life. Jesus turns 

the question back to him and the scholar quotes the OT commands. 

 The first great command comes from the Jewish prayer, the Shema—

hear, O Israel, that we looked at last week. Love God with all that you are. 

We respond to God’s covenant love by loving him with our whole being. 

Then Jesus adds loving others to loving God. God loves our neighbors and 

he wants us to as well. Jesus transforms the one great commandment into a 

dual command. Both parts are vital. We can only love our neighbor when 

we truly love God. And we show our love for God by loving one another. 

Jesus also shows that following him is what loving God and neighbor really 

means. 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2010/november/6110810.html
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 This great command to love God and each other really makes sense 

only when we see it in Matthew’s bigger gospel picture. That is, the story of 

Jesus dying for the sins of the world and rising again giving new life.  

 

That’s when these commandments begin to come into their own: 

when they are seen not as orders to be obeyed in our own strength, 

but as invitations and promises to a new way of life in which, bit by 

bit, hatred and pride can be left behind and love can become a 

reality. (N. T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone) 

 

 If we love God we show our love for God by loving our neighbor as 

ourselves. Most of us probably begin to wonder what “neighbor” means 

here. That’s what the legal scholar who approached Jesus wondered after 

Jesus told him to “Do this and you will live.” The man asked Jesus, “And 

who is my neighbor?” Jesus answered by telling this story: 

 

A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 

attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and 

went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going 

down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the 

other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, 

passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came 

where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He 

went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. 

Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and 

took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave them 

to the innkeeper. “Look after him,” he said, “and when I return, I will 

reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.” 

 

Then Jesus asked the scholar, “Which of these three do you think was a 

neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” 

 The man replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” 

 Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:25-37). 
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 The question wasn’t, “Who’s my neighbor?” but “Who can I be a 

neighbor to?” 

 If we’re going to serve our neighbors, we’ve got to be neighbors who 

serve. But, again, what does that mean? Where do we start? 

 Scot McKnight, a New Testament scholar, has written about this great 

command. He calls it The Jesus Creed. He says neighborly love begins in the 

home. I’ve heard Martin Luther quoted as saying that your spouse is your 

nearest neighbor. McKnight suggests that as we pray for our families in the 

morning, we ask, “What can I do for    today?” How can I serve 

them?  

 Then he says that neighborly love is whenever and wherever love. If we 

are the neighbor, if we’re seeking to be the neighbor to people in need, 

that can happen any time and any place. It may be our literal neighbors—

those nigh to us, near to us. 

 I read about a man who had no interest in spiritual life and matters of 

faith. He lived next door to a Christian. They talked over the back fence, 

borrowed tools from each other—that sort of thing. Then the man’s wife 

was diagnosed with cancer and died three months later. He wrote this 

afterward: 

 

I was in total despair. I went through the funeral preparations and the 

service like I was in a trance. After the service I went to the path along 

the river and walked all night. But I didn’t walk alone. My neighbor—

afraid for me, I guess—stayed with me all night. He didn’t speak; he 

didn’t even walk beside me. He just followed me. When the sun finally 

came up over the river, he came over and said, “Let’s go get some 

breakfast.” 

     I go to church now. My neighbor’s church. A religion that can 

produce the kind of caring and love my neighbor showed me is 

something I want to find out more about. I want to love and be loved 

like that for the rest of my life. 

(www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2009/march/3030209). 

 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2009/march/3030209
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 This neighbor love that’s whenever and wherever reaches out into our 

neighborhoods and all over town. That’s what Serve Durant will be about. 

That’s what our ongoing service will be about.  

 Think about this. What’s one need in our community that you wish 

someone were doing something about? If you’re aware of that need and 

you care, God may be calling you to do something about it. Talk to some 

other people. Find out if someone is doing something about the need and 

join in. If there’s nothing being done, look for ways to get something 

started. 

 A good example of this kind of thing is the “blessing boxes” that have 

cropped up all over. In towns all across the country, people started putting 

up small wooden boxes, stocking them with non-perishable food and other 

necessities, and putting a sign on that says something like, “Take what you 

need; leave what you can.” 

 Some men in our church read about blessing boxes in other towns 

and decided we could do that here. So they built the first one and placed it 

right in front of the Wesley Center on University, across from the campus. 

Another one was built and placed in Caddo. Now, I think at least three 

other churches in Durant have blessing boxes, and there may be more that I 

don’t know about. What a simple way to serve and bless neighbors. And 

keeping them stocked is a way to serve. 

 Whenever and wherever neighbor love reaches across cultures and 

around the world. Jacob Armstrong is a pastor in Tennessee. He tells about 

being on a trip to Los Cerritos, Nicaragua. He walked from the village to the 

nearest water source. The temperature was near one hundred degrees, and 

the walk nearly exhausted him. He filled a bucket with contaminated water 

and started climbing the steep embankment back toward the village. The 

weight of the water and his fatigue brought him to his knees. He started 

weeping, knowing that day after day the women of Los Cerritos made that 

walk. Unlike Jacob, they wouldn’t board a plane a few days later and fly to a 

place where he doesn’t have to worry about clean drinking water or fear 

that his children will die from diseases they get from the water. Jacob cried 

and prayed. He longed to do something for the people of Los Cerritos, but 

didn’t know what to do. 
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 He later learned that for ten thousand dollars, the people in that 

community could have a clean water well. He shared his longing with his 

church. Five minutes after he shared the story, a couple in line for Holy 

Communion handed him a check for ten thousand dollars. They had been 

looking for a way to share the provision God had given them. Jacob writes: 

 

In the weeks that followed, additional tens of thousands of dollars 

came in from our congregation. Today, the community of Los Cerritos 

has clean water running through a water system to every home. What 

I realize now is that the longing I felt at the creek that day was not my 

own. It wasn’t even the longing of the people who lived in that 

village. It was the longing of God for God’s own people. God included 

me in it, and I am grateful. (Jorge Acevedo, Sent 23-24) 

 

 How is God’s longing to help people and bless people working in us? 

Where’s God calling us to serve? Who’s God calling us to serve as a way to 

love God and love our neighbors? 

 Scot McKnight concludes that neighborly love is moral love. The love 

of Jesus is always moral because it’s always sacred. I might call it “holy 

love.” God’s love transforms us. When we love God back it changes us. Our 

love for our neighbors changes us and introduces them to the powerful, 

transforming love of God. The great commandment is a call for each of us 

to become channels of God’s love to others in need (The Jesus Creed 55-

58). 

 As we think about being neighbors, loving neighbors, loving our 

neighborhood, it’s hard not to think about Fred Rogers—Mr. Rogers. I 

haven’t seen A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood, the movie about him 

that came out recently. I did watch the documentary about him that was 

out a year or so ago. I was a little old to watch Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood as 

a child. But our children watched him. Rachel even wanted to invite him to 

her birthday party. So we wrote to him and told him that. He wrote back to 

both Rachel and Eric (this was before Eli). What a demonstration of caring. 

 There are many good stories about Fred Rogers as an example of 

love. One of the best is about Francois Clemmons, who played Officer 
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Clemmons on Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood for more than twenty-five years. 

Clemmons was the first black actor to have a recurring role on a children’s 

TV series. Fred Rogers went out on a limb to cast Clemmons as a police 

officer. Clemmons says, “I grew up in the ghetto. I did not have a positive 

opinion of police officers. Policemen were siccing dogs and water hoses on 

people. And I really had a hard time putting myself in that role. So I was not 

excited about being Officer Clemmons at all.” Still, he took on the role and 

spent decades on the show. 

 One scene he was in stands out. It was from an episode in 1969. Mr. 

Rogers was resting his feet in a plastic pool on a hot day. Clemmons recalls, 

“He invited me to come over and rest my feet in the water with him. The 

icon Fred Rogers was not only showing my brown skin in the tub with his 

white skin as two friends, but as I was getting out of that tub, he was 

helping me dry my feet.” 

 Do you think Fred Rogers had Jesus’ washing his disciples’ feet in 

mind? 

 Clemmons says he’ll never forget the day Rogers wrapped up the 

program as he always did, hanging up his sweater and saying, “You make 

every day a special day just by being you, and I like you just the way you 

are.” This time in particular, Rogers had looked right at Clemmons. After 

they wrapped, Clemmons asked, “Fred, were you talking to me?” 

 Fred Rogers said, “Yes, I have been talking to you for years. But you 

heard me today.” Francois Clemmons says, “He was telling me I’m ok as a 

human being. That was one of the most meaningful experiences I’d ever 

had” (www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/june/3060616.html). 

 What if loving our neighbor as we love ourselves, as an expression of 

loving God, as a response to God’s love could be the most meaningful 

experience for us and for the people we serve in Jesus’ name? 

 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/june/3060616.html

