Archdeacon Liz reflects on Matthew 10.24–39 for the Third Sunday after Trinity.
How do you measure love? You might be familiar with the idea of the five love languages, the five main ways that people demonstrate that they love each other. These are: words of affirmation, practical service, physical affection, gifts, and time. The likelihood is that your family background favoured one or two of these over the others. My grandmother, for example, always had gifts for her grandchildren and was always ready to play, or read, or spend time with us. In later life, as we find new family and friendship groups, we have to adapt the way we show our love, so that we learn to speak the love languages that other people know.
So, what is God's love language? How do we know that God loves us? And how do we show that we love God in return? Our gospel passage for today comes at this question from several different directions.
As Jesus explores this with his disciples, he says, “Look at how God loves even the sparrows. You are worth more than many sparrows.” But he also says, “Whoever acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowledge before my father in heaven.” And he says, “Whoever loves father or mother or son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.”
This final one is among the more difficult sayings of Jesus. We all like to hear the bit about the sparrows. Depending on where you live, you may or may not be familiar with little flocks of sparrows descending on the garden, moving too quickly to be counted and disappearing again in search of the next meal. Sparrows, in the days before the ravages of climate change and industrialised agriculture, were numerous and ever present.
How much does God love us? Well, he loves and knows each of these tiny birds and values us vastly more. In the spoken words of Jesus, we hear of God's love. And Jesus then talks about the love that his disciples can show by acknowledging him. What does this mean? Well, if we are not afraid to say that Jesus is Lord and that we follow him, then Jesus recognises us as belonging to him.
If we are reluctant to admit to this, then Jesus will be reluctant to recognise us as his people. Again, it is the words which are the key to showing love. We show our love by God, by being bold in our words. Let's get back to those trickier sayings. Towards the end of the passage, Jesus says, “Whoever loves father or mother or son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.”
In a world where family ties were the most important building blocks of the community, this saying is disturbing. We're back to the question of how do you measure love? Have you ever had to choose between Jesus and your family? Maybe in the small things. How often have you heard someone say, “I won't be at church next week, I've got family coming.”? A trivial example. But some people, in order to practice their faith, have to live separately from family. I'm thinking of some of the asylum seekers I worked with in recent years, who had to leave beloved family members behind in unstable countries in order to be able to follow Jesus. 
The heartening part of this message, which sometimes gets lost, is that Jesus is not saying, don't love your family. He's saying that your love for him should be more than your love for your family. You can love your family as much as you like, but love Jesus more. It’s still a challenge, and perhaps it's meant as a sign that none of us are really worthy of Jesus. 
The key to it comes with the final challenge of this passage, “Whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” Jesus showed his love for all people by going to the cross, knowing that it was going to cost him his life. We are called to do the same, to put our lives on the line for the sake of the God who loves us. None of us know what form that sacrifice will take, but if we are willing to give God everything, God gives us everything in return, giving us more than we can possibly imagine in the forgiveness and salvation and promises of eternity that flow from the work of Jesus on the cross and rising to new life.
I don't think it's possible to measure love. All these comparisons will be different for each person. The key to it all is that God's primary love language is the word. The word made flesh, Jesus Christ. It is in seeing his life, hearing his words, and following in his path to the cross that we understand the depths of God's love for us and are invited to respond.
Not only are we worth many sparrows, we are worth God sending his only begotten son, Jesus Christ, so that we may find life in him. Amen.

