The Greatest Commandment, 1

The Greatest Commandment

Mark 12:28-34

November 18, 2007 – Grace Covenant Baptist Church
Love, Love, Love. Love, Love, Love. Love, Love, Love.
There’s nothing you can do that can’t be done.
Nothing you can sing that can’t be sung.
Nothing you can say but you can learn how
to play the game. It’s easy.
Nothing you can make that can’t be made.
No one you can save that can’t be saved.
Nothing you can do but you can learn how
to be you in time. It’s easy.

All you need is love. All you need is love.
All you need is love, love. Love is all you need.
All you need is love. All you need is love.
All you need is love, love. Love is all you need.

Nothing you can know that isn’t known.
Nothing you can see that isn’t shown.
Nowhere you can be that isn’t where you’re meant to be. It’s easy.



These are the familiar words to the Beatles hit.  I would not suggest turning to the Beatles in forming your philosophical point of view, though the words reflect the philosophy of our culture. While they describe the mindset of much of the world’s thought on love today, they fall miserably short of what Jesus teaches concerning love in our text.  Yes, the world does need love, but not the love the Beatles clung to.  And contrary to their opinion, biblical love is not easy, nor is it hopeless.  


In our test this morning, Jesus describes the love that the world really needs.  He shows that the greatest commandment is to reflect God’s love for us in our love for Him and for others.  

I.   The Craftiness of the Scribe  (12:28)


Jesus had once again silenced His accusers.  He had answered the Sanhedrin’s question concerning His authority (11:27-33), the Pharisees and Herodians question concerning paying tribute to Caesar, and the Sadducees question concerning the resurrection.  Each of these questions was an attempt by His enemies to test or trap Jesus by what they considered to be hard, if not unanswerable, questions.  The Pharisees were not yet willing to throw in the towel.  Embarrassed by Jesus, Matthew tells us, “When the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered themselves together” (Mt. 22:34).  Needless to say, this little gathering was not to admit defeat.  Their meeting was for the sole purpose of selecting yet one more person to present another carefully considered question.  Matthew continued by relating how they send a scribe or lawyer to ask another question to test Him (22:35).  It is here that Mark begins his account.


There are a couple of things of note concerning this occasion.  First, the scribe himself.   He was sent as their representative.  A scribe or lawyer in Jesus’ time was an expert in both civil and canon law.  They were the ones who copied the text and then expounded or interpreted it and for this were held in high esteem.  Of interest is that a scribe could be either a Pharisee or a Sadducee.  While the gospel writers shed no light on which party this man came from (though probably a Pharisee), he would have represented both groups, groups that were the fiercest of Jesus’ enemies.  Jesus had answered each and every question with great wisdom.  We noted last week how Jesus pointed out to the Sadducees how they were greatly mistaken because of their ignorance of the Scriptures.  He turns their question around on them by pointing them to the Scriptures to answer their presumed unanswerable question.  So the Pharisees select this man, an interpreter and expounder of Scripture, to approach Jesus with yet another question.  They are again baiting a trap in an effort to get Jesus to go against the sacred writings.


The scribe asked Jesus, “What commandment is the foremost of all?”  On the surface, this appears to be a question of relative importance to the moral law, “Which of the commandments is most important?”  And this would be a valid question if it came from a sincere heart.  The rabbis counted 613 commands in the Mosaic Law, 365 positive, laws to “do,” and 248 negative, laws “not to do.”  They recognized that all were not equally important or equally foundational.  The scribes often debated which were the “heavier” commands and which were the “lighter” commands.  From these considerations, they tried to formulate principles that comprehended the rest of the Law.  It is here that the Pharisees often fell short or went beyond the spirit of the Law’s intent and all sorts of petty legalisms were interjected in an effort to help one keep the Law.  This was a concern for the scribe who asked Jesus which commandment was the greatest.


However, if this were all that the scribe intended, there would not have been much of a test or snare in the question.  There was something that went deeper in what the scribe asked and it is there that we find the craftiness of the scribe’s question.  The scribes themselves often made a distinction between a commandment that was written and a question that was oral or traditional.  As we have seen in the past, they often elevated traditional law, based on their interpretations and practice, above that of the written law.  It is written that the scribes often said, “The commandments of the written law are sometimes weighty, and sometimes little, but the commandments of the scribes are always weighty.”  So his question is an effort to commit Jesus for or against the traditional law.  If he decided against the traditional law, or their law, then He would be turning His back on the many who devoted much to that law.  B. H. Carroll suggested that the question in the Greek actually reflects this, “What sort of commandment is great?”
  In other words, the question was not for Jesus to consider which was the greater of the moral commandments but which law was greater, the traditional law or the written moral law as given to Moses at Mount Sinai?


As we have seen in the gospel of Mark, there is a marked difference between Jesus and His accusers on the meaning of the law.  When Jesus said law He meant only the written law.  When they said law they meant both the written law along with their traditions.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus magnified the written law over against their traditional law.  He demonstrated how in their construction of their tradition they often set aside the written entirely.  Jesus demonstrated this in the Corban issue, how the written requirement to “honor your father and your mother” was interpreted to suit their fancy and was set aside from its original intent.  Jesus had also obliterated one of their fanciful traditions on the occasion of washing their hands to make themselves ceremonially clean.  Where was that in the written law?  But it had become one of the greater of the traditions to make one pure before God.


With this in mind, we see how loaded the question really was.  How Jesus answered it could prove to be the victory that the religious elite sought from the beginning of Jesus ministry.  Now, they thought once again, “We’ve got Him!”  There was no way Jesus could come out of this one without losing at least some of those who were now following Him.  And if He lost a few, then their long-awaited victory was at hand.  “Jesus, do you say that only the written law is great, or do you agree with us that the traditional law is even greater?  Which commandment is the foremost of all?” 

II.  The Response of Christ (12:29-31)

As Jesus had done on numerous occasions, He answered the scribe according to the Scripture.  The first part of His answer is taken from Deuteronomy 6:4-5, known in Hebrew thought as “the Shema,” reflecting the original Hebrew, the first word of this quotation being Shema, meaning “hear.”  In Hebrew thought, Shema means “to listen and obey.”  The second part of His answer comes from Leviticus 19:18.  Both serve to reflect the intent of the moral law given to Moses at Sinai.  Each condenses the teachings of the first and second tablets. Both serve the same purpose and set forth the greatest commandment.  The whole duty of man in relation to the moral law, the written law, can be summed up in one word: “love.”


1.  Love towards God (vv. 29-30) 


“Jesus answered, ‘The foremost is, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord; And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.”‘”  This commandment was near and dear to Jews, both then and now.  The ancient custom of beginning the synagogue service with the reciting of the Shema is still observed today.  The Jews even today wear phylacteries, small leather cases or boxes containing slips on which are written passages from the written law.  These phylacteries contain the words of the Shema, a reminder to obey God’s law out of gratitude for His care for His people.  Also would be found the mezuzah, a rectangular piece of parchment enclosed in a metal or wooden box attached to the upper right hand section of the entrance to a Jewish home.  Inscribed on the parchment would be the words of the Shema.  All of this shows the importance of this law in the hearts and minds of the Jew.  It reflected the truth of their monotheism, not only in that He is the One and only God, but that He was their God.  They were to love Him because He had first loved them and demonstrated His love for them time and time again.  His love for them was reflected in the covenant He made with them as well as in His covenant name, “I am.”  He alone is God and He will be what He will be for His people.


Based on this monotheistic relationship, they were to love God with all their faculties.  The heart is the wellspring of man’s thoughts, words, and deeds.  Jesus said that what was in a man’s heart is what defines him and will be made evident in his actions.  The wise Solomon wrote, “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23).  The soul has a variety of meanings in Scripture but here serves as the seat of man’s emotions and affections.  The mind is not only the center of intellect but also of the will and attitudes.  Strength relates the physical makeup and energies of man.  All of these, Jesus said in quoting the Shema, are to be directed in full-fledged love and devotion towards God, their Maker and Redeemer.  Note the fourfold “all.”  In this we see the intent of the Shema.  The faculties must not be overanalyzed.  The heart, the soul, the mind, and strength underlines the comprehensiveness of the duty to love God with all of his being.  Man must use these faculties to their fullest as given by God in wholehearted love to God.  God’s wholehearted love for man must not be answered in a halfhearted manner.  God requires nothing less than man love Him “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.”



2.  Love towards man (v. 31) 


Jesus then gave the scribe what necessarily will flow out of man’s wholehearted devotion to God in order to set forth the complete duty to love.  He quoted Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”   The duty to love God and the duty to love man are inseparable.  Matthew said that this command was “like” the first in its nature, of primary importance (22:39).  The apostle John wrote, “We love, because He first loved us.  If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.  And this commandment we have from Him, that the one who loves God should love his brother also” (1 John 4:19-21).  


The word “love” in the second command is the same as in the previous command.  The difference is in the measure of love for neighbor.  He is to be loved “as yourself.”  But what does it mean to love our neighbors as ourselves?  And who is our “neighbor?”  And how does this “as yourself” line up with Jesus’ command to deny self (Mark 8:34)?  William Hendriksen answers these questions as follows:

Man has been created with love for himself. That love for self should be the measure whereby he decides how to love his neighbor. This is a very practical precept, a rule of thumb. And that “neighbor,” moreover, is anyone who has been providentially placed in his path for sympathy and help. A person should really never ask, “Who is my neighbor?” Instead, he himself should be a true neighbor to those in need, even though they be his enemies.


In this we see that this command demands that we must exercise a love equal to that which we have for ourselves and our own well-being.  We are to love whoever we come into contact with – he is our neighbor, whoever that might be.  Jesus demonstrated this in the parable of the Good Samaritan, the counterpart to this passage.

Luke 10:29-37 – 29 But wishing to justify himself, he said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”  30 Jesus replied and said, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among robbers, and they stripped him and beat him, and went away leaving him half dead.  31 And by chance a priest was going down on that road, and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  32 Likewise a Levite also, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  33 But a Samaritan, who was on a journey, came upon him; and when he saw him, he felt compassion, 34 and came to him and bandaged up his wounds, pouring oil and wine on them; and he put him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn and took care of him. 35 On the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper and said, ‘Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, when I return I will repay you.’  36 Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robbers’ hands?”  37 And he said, “The one who showed mercy toward him.” Then Jesus said to him, “Go and do the same.”

As we have noted in our series on the Ten Commandments, our duty towards man flows out of our duty towards God.  But the two go together.  We cannot satisfy the commands of the first tablet if we neglect the requirements of the second.  We cannot love God while being unloving towards our fellow man.  As image bearers of God, we must show mercy to all whom we come into contact.  We love God by loving others.  That is the essence of Jesus’ teaching to this scribe and it is true for us today.

III.  The Softening of the Scribe (12:32-33)


The scribe’s reaction revealed that he was open to Jesus answer, perhaps even thrilled by it.  His response shows that perhaps he was at least an honest inquirer.  Remember, he approached Jesus in an effort to cause Him to stumble like all the others had.  But the fact that he responds, and even agrees with Jesus, shows that his heart had been softened.  At least he appeared to receive the truth that Jesus set forth in His words, “There is no commandment greater than these.”  He says as much in responding, “Right, Teacher, You have truly stated.”  He at the very least agrees that Jesus is a capable Teacher, which is much more than the Pharisees and Sadducees were willing to admit.  One writer states, “Only here in the Gospel is a representative of Jewish officialdom found agreeing with Jesus.”


The truth that Jesus affirmed in the Shema this scribe affirmed as well.  The scribe did not verbalize the covenant name for God in His response in keeping with the unnecessary usage of that name.  God was one and unique.  This was the platform for his religion.  In repeating the command to love, the scribe makes them his own, but he substituted “understanding” for “soul” and “mind.”  He repeated “to love,” keeping the two commands distinct from one another yet recognizing them both as continuous duties.


Having agreed with the content of Jesus acclamation, the scribe’s next statement is perhaps the most telling that something was different now than when he initially approached Jesus.  He suggested that this great command, this foremost command, “is much more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  This is an open acknowledgment that the written law was superior to the civil laws that this scribe knew so well.  “Burnt offerings” were sacrifices that were totally consumed on the altar.  “Sacrifices” is wider in scope, a general reference to all the types of offerings sacrificed on the altar.  “Burnt offerings and sacrifices” therefore cover the entire sacrificial system.  By agreeing that these commands “to love” were more important than all of these ritual offerings, the scribe did not intend to renounce the offerings but recognized their minor importance when compared to the great commandment.  Perhaps the scribe recalled an incident in his Scripture when Samuel dealt with the obstinate Saul and said, “Has the Lord as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the Lord?  Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22).  Perhaps he was reminded of the prophetic utterances that dealt with God’s chastisement of His people for misusing and abusing the sacrificial system. 

Jeremiah 7:22-23 – 22 For I did not speak to your fathers, or command them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices.  23 But this is what I commanded them, saying, “Obey My voice, and I will be your God, and you will be My people; and you will walk in all the way which I command you, that it may be well with you.”

 Micah 6:6-8 – With what shall I come to the Lord and bow myself before the God on high? Shall I come to Him with burnt offerings, with yearling calves?  7 Does the Lord take delight in thousands of rams, in ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I present my firstborn for my rebellious acts, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?  8 He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?

This was quite a concession on the part of the scribe.  His agreement with Jesus sort of catches us by surprise given the heightened intensity of animosity we have seen in each of these questions.  But isn’t that the way it always is?  Why are we so surprised when we speak the truth to someone that is far from God and they suddenly and remarkably respond favorably?  Why are we so amazed when those that are obstinate towards the Word appear to soften?  


Of course, the opposite can also be true.  Many would have taken this man’s concession as a profession and baptized him on the spot, reading more into his words and the attitude of his heart than was really present at that moment.  How did Jesus respond to the scribe?

IV.  The Pronouncement of Jesus (12:34)


Mark is very clear in recalling this occasion.  “When Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, He said to him, ‘You are not far from the kingdom of God.’ After that, no one would venture to ask Him any more questions.’”  Jesus’ appraisal of the scribe was that he had answered “intelligently.”  Jesus agreed that he had given a mental assent to the truth of the great commandment.  Then He passes judgment on the man, which is the only judgment that matters when eternity is at stake.  His judgment, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  These words could be both encouraging and discouraging depending on how the man understood and acted upon them.  “You are not far from the kingdom of God” is not a pronouncement that he is in.  He is close, but still remains on the outside.  On the other hand, he is much closer than he was when he approached Jesus.  What are we to make of Jesus’ judgment?


First, we must recognize the warning in these words.  This man’s orthodoxy was sound enough that when he heard the truth it clicked in his mind.  But that is not enough.  His knowledge of Scripture and the truth only got him closer to the kingdom, but not in.  He had come a long way for a scribe, but “not far” makes it clear that he still had further to go.  He still needed to trust in Christ.  


You remember how Pilgrim’s Progress ends?  When all the other pilgrims have safely entered the Celestial City along comes a man called Ignorance.  He quickly finds a ferryman called Vain-hope who takes him across the river to the gates, without any of the difficulties which Christian and Hopeful experienced as they forded the river on foot.  When he knocks on the gate he is asked for his certificate but he can give them nothing.  They bind him hand and foot and carry him to another door and throw him into the pit, and John Bunyan ends Pilgrim’s Progress with these words, “Then I saw that there was a way to Hell even from the gates of Heaven, as well as from the City of Destruction.”  How near was Ignorance to the Celestial City! He knocked on its very gates, yet he never entered the kingdom.

But we also see great hope in Jesus’ judgment of the scribe.  “You are not far from the kingdom” was never said of the Pharisees, who Jesus denounced as blind guides and hypocrites.  This man had listened and learned.  He had received what Jesus said and agreed with Him.  Perhaps he was beginning to see himself as Christ saw him, a sinful man in need of a Savior.  Perhaps he was beginning to see that his love was worthless when compared to the incomparable love of Christ.  


I was reminded by numerous commentators this week of the testimony of John Wesley.  Wesley was a religious man, first meeting with the Holy Club at Oxford University, praying and studying the Greek New Testament, interceding for an hour each day, fasting twice a week, visiting prisoners and the poor, trying to get into the kingdom of God by his own goodness and failing completely.  He went to Georgia to try to make Christians out of the American Indians by a similar message of morality, and he failed again.  On his journey home he wrote in his journal, “I went to America to convert the Indians; but, oh, who shall convert me?”  He talked with evangelical Christians in London and he made this great discovery that he had never understood the gospel, he had not been trusting in the Lord Jesus for his salvation.  He was then not far from the kingdom of God.  What did this Wesley do with his questionings?   He went to the Word of God and his eyes fell upon this very text, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  That very night at a meeting at Aldersgate Wesley cried out to God and trusted in Him alone for His salvation.  He was no longer close, but in!


We do not know what happened with this scribe.  I would like to think that his friends and cohorts ostracized him when they heard of his agreement with Christ and that he fled to Christ.  We simply don’t know.  What about you this morning?  What is your story?  What would Christ say of you?  Are you close, or are you in?  Have you trusted in His saving work for you? In this story we see our great need for Christ.  Who present this morning can say in truth that they have loved God and man perfectly at all times?  Who can say that they have not broken all of the moral law?  James said that if we have broken one of these commandments, we are guilty of breaking them all.  If we had but one unloving act towards God and/or man, this would be enough to separate us from God for all eternity.  We would deserve nothing but His wrath.  But our sins are multiplied time and time again.  It is for this that Christ came to this earth and dwelt among us in perfect obedience to the written law and endured God’s wrath on the Cross.  The scribe and his friends completely misunderstood the grace found in the moral law.  J. C. Ryle reminds us of the importance of the law and the gospel, “The man who has the clearest view of the moral law will always be the man who has the highest sense of the value of Christ’s atoning blood.”
  “What commandment is the foremost of all?”  Are you keeping that commandment today?
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