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It’s so nice every year to see so many people back in church on this Sunday.  I 
hope everyone had a wonderful, relaxing, and restorative time this Sunday.  On 
this Sunday we celebrate the fact that the family is back together again, as we 
should be.  A brief hiatus from church may be a good thing.  Communing with God 
on a beautiful mountain trail, or feeling his presence watching the sun rise at the 
beach is fine, as far as it goes.  But ultimately, the way of Christ is about our 
connectedness not only to Him, but to each other.  Ultimately, we cannot be 
people of God in isolation. 

For evidence of this we go all the way back to our pre-Christian beginnings; to our 
Hebrew roots.  You know that the Hebrews were the “people of the law,” and laws 
make up a large part of the Hebrew Bible.  Hebrew laws are divided into two broad 
categories, those that relate to our relationship with God, and those that relate to 
our relationship with each other.  But they are all about relationship.  You can see 
this if you consider something you’re all familiar with, the Ten Commandments.  
The first three commandments deal with showing reverence to God (possibly four, 
depending on which way you want to go on keeping the Sabbath).  But the rest are 
rules of community.  We are instructed not to steal, not do deceive one another, 
not to defraud our neighbor, and not to pervert justice.   

Arguably most of the 613 Jewish laws are about how God expects us to live with 
each other.  These cover everything from using fair weights and measures in 
commerce to your responsibility for helping your neighbor’s donkey to its feet if 
you see it fallen on the road.  We might rationally ask what the need for all these 
laws might be if religion were merely about an individual’s relationship with God. 

The letter to the Hebrews was written to give faith and hope to a community that 
was facing hardship that was pulling it apart. In today’s reading from Hebrews, the 
author exhorts that community to stay close – to “provoke one another to love and 
good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 
encouraging one another” (Hebrews 10:24). The fact is that nowhere in the 
Scriptures is it assumed that Christianity can be a solitary endeavor. Christ 
promised that wherever two or more are gathered, there he would be also.  He did 
not travel alone; he called the twelve into community.   
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The pathway to our transformation is not an individual partnership with God, but a 
corporate one between all of us and God. To grow as Christians, we need each 
other.  We need to know each other, to share the stories of our own walks with 
God.  We need to know each other’s gifts and even each other’s shortcomings. 
We need to challenge each other with hard questions and grant each other words 
of kindness. 

Today’s readings are both about how we live together in community.  And we need 
guidance like this, because being in community isn’t easy.  Take this advice to the 
Hebrew community.  “And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and 
good deeds.” (Heb 10:24) It’s a surprising turn-of-phrase, isn’t it – to “provoke” 
each other to love.  That’s a very literal translation of the Greek.  What could he 
possibly be saying?   

We are accustomed today to thinking that “provoking” is something negative. It 
gives a sense of being purposely disruptive in an unconstructive way – as in, 
“Stephen, stop provoking your sister!”  But the first definition of “provoke” in my 
dictionary is simply, “to arouse to a feeling or action.” It just means to encourage; 
to spur on. That definition is labeled “archaic,” which means it is a meaning that 
has fallen out of use in our time.  But I like it, precisely because to our modern 
ears it has a connotation of action and intentionality. “Provoke” means business.   

But this passage from Hebrews has a depth of meaning that it gets from a different 
word – a very small word.  The version we read today says we are to provoke 
each other “to” love.  That is certainly a legitimate translation, but there are other 
ways to translate it.  Sometimes the choice of a preposition doesn’t matter.  But 
often it does.  For example, it makes a good deal of difference whether you say, 
“the bird flew around the wall” or “the bird flew into the wall.” At least it does to the 
bird. 

I think that’s the case today. Besides being translated as “to,” the Greek 
preposition used here, eis, can also be translated “in,” and “by.”  So, the author of 
Hebrews is telling us one of three things.  He is exhorting us to provoke each other 
to love, to provoke each other in love, or to provoke each other by love.  Or maybe 
he’s saying all three. And each has a very different meaning.  As we get back on 
the pathway of our shared spiritual journey today, I want to take a moment to talk 
about each of these. 

First, let’s consider how we can provoke each other to love.  To provoke each 
other to love means that loving is the thing we are encouraging others to do. It is 
particularly fitting that we are considering this in our United Methodist church, 
because provoking each other to love is really the reason why this denomination 
came into existence.  One of the most important reasons for the formation of the 
early Methodist societies was to hold each other accountable for growing in our 
ability to be loving people. 
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Societies were formed by John and Charles Wesley 300 years ago as places 
where Christians could meet together to support each other; to teach, and nurture, 
and cajole, and encourage each other, and to grow together in the Spirit of love.  
When we join this church, we are entering a covenant to do just that. 

The second possible meaning of this passage from Hebrews is to consider how to 
provoke each other in love. Provoking in love doesn’t describe what we want our 
neighbor to do; rather, it describes the way in which we are called to provoke them 
-- lovingly. 

But notice something important.  The author of Hebrews doesn’t just tell us to act 
lovingly.  What he actually says is that we need to consider how to do it.  And we 
need to consider first because reacting to another in a loving manner is often not 
our first instinct.  If it were, we’d all do it all the time.  But Hebrews advises us to 
stop and consider.  Think before we act.  Don’t act or speak impulsively or in anger 
or frustration.  Take time to assess what’s important, and what isn’t.  Think about 
timing.  Some things can be addressed in public, in the moment.  Some are better 
put aside for later, one-on-one over a cup of coffee.   

Provoking each other in love means we don’t characterize the people we disagree 
with.  We ascribe to them the best possible motives.  It means considering how we 
all might do everything in a way that builds bridges, and not fences. 

Another thing that provoking your neighbor in love means is dealing with issues 
and disagreements forthrightly.  That’s the point of what Jesus is saying in the 
gospel lesson.  If you have a problem with a brother or sister, take it up with them.  
Don’t deal with issues through the “back door.”  Our early Methodist forebears had 
lots of rules.  One simple one was this: never mention the fault of an absent 
person, in particular of Ministers or those in authority.i  Now, I don’t agree with the 
use of “in particular of Ministers,” because I don’t deserve that courtesy any more 
than anyone else does.  But I don’t deserve it any less, either.  Provoking in love 
means speaking to a person you may have an issue with, not to others about 
them. 

Let’s move on to the third possible translation – that we consider how to provoke 
our neighbor by love.  How might we do that?  We do it by being living examples 
for each other of how a loving people act – by doing unto others as we would have 
them do unto us.  When we are provoking by love, we listen to others without 
being defensive or territorial. We listen to others actively.  But perhaps more 
importantly, we listen to others intending to hear them. 

When we are provoking our neighbor by love, we consistently present ourselves 
as people who are okay with the fact that not everyone will agree with us.  We 
welcome dissenting opinions.  Occasionally, it means we are individually prepared 
to move ahead with a decision of the group that may not be the one we would 
have chosen ourselves.  Wesley’s own words on this subject are instructive: “So 
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much stress… lay even on right opinions, as to profess that you earnestly desire to 
have the right judgment in all things… and yet not so much as to condemn any 
man upon earth merely for thinking otherwise than you do…”ii  If we update it, what 
Wesley was saying was simply, “everyone is entitled to his or her own opinion.” 

Now if you think that all this makes it sound like making community work is difficult, 
you’re right.  Living as the kind of community Christ calls us to be isn’t easy.  We 
won’t like everything that goes on, or everything everybody does and says.  We 
won’t even like all our brothers and sisters.  But unless I’m completely 
misunderstanding what Christ taught, the kingdom was never about liking people.  
But it is always about finding a way to love them. 

Isn’t that really what the author of Hebrews means when he writes, “Let us not give 
up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one 
another…”? (Heb 10:25) As we get back to the work of being the Pound Ridge 
Community Church family, that’s the challenge.  Consider how we might provoke 
each other to love; provoke each other in love; provoke each other by love -- with 
God’s help. 

 

 

i Advice to a People Called Methodist, written by Wesley in 1745.  You can find it at http://new.gbgm-

umc.org/umhistory/wesley/advice/ 
ii Same. 

                                                 


