
The Greatest
Deuteronomy 6:1-5

We like to list things in order of importance.  If you follow 
college football, you know the rankings, the top 25.  No surprise 
to find Clemson, Alabama, and Georgia at the top of that list, even 
though it is only week two in the season.  If you follow college 
basketball, it’s the top 64 teams every year who make the NCAA 
playoffs, and they are ranked, 1 through 64, in exact order.  So in 
the first round the #1 team plays #64.  And it works that way all 
the way down the list.  

If you are traveling, likely you will search on TripAdvisor to find 
the top ten things to do in any particular place you visit.  The Andy 
Griffith Museum is first on that list in Mount Airy, in case you 
wondered.  

Television shows have ratings, and rankings.  Radio 
programs.  And websites.  That’s just how we operate, comparing 
almost anything by ranking them according to whatever standard 
you judge to be important.  

So who is the greatest quarterback of all time?  Who is the 
best pitcher?  The best home run hitter?  Who is the best singer 
or dancer?  What is the best restaurant?  Or the best car to buy?  
I could go on and on.  And we could have lots of disagreements, 
couldn’t we?  I could start some good arguments with people 
whose list might be different than mine.  Mike Shields and I can 
argue about whether the Atlanta Braves or the Los Angeles 
Dodgers ought to be ranked first in the National League.  And that 
might be the most significant argument we’ve had in four years 
now.

That's the context that Jesus encountered in his relationship 

with the Jewish leaders of his day.  They tried to pick a fight with 
him, they tried to get him to say something controversial so they 
could argue about his answer, like the ridiculous news coverage 
last week of our President’s reference to Hurricane Dorian 
crossing into Alabama.  They asked Jesus a series of trick 
questions, beginning with taxes.

Mat. 22:15  “Then the Pharisees went and plotted how they 
might entangle Him in His talk. 16 And they sent to Him their 
disciples with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that You 
are true, and teach the way of God in truth; nor do You care about 
anyone, for You do not regard the person of men. 17 Tell us, 
therefore, what do You think? Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, 
or not?”

Jesus, of course, wouldn’t enter the argument, and answered 
so wisely, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”

Then it was the Sadducees’ turn,
Mat. 22:23  “The same day the Sadducees, who say there is 

no resurrection, came to Him and asked Him, 24 saying: 
“Teacher, Moses said that if a man dies, having no children, his 
brother shall marry his wife and raise up offspring for his brother. 
25 Now there were with us seven brothers. The first died after he 
had married, and having no offspring, left his wife to his brother. 
26 Likewise the second also, and the third, even to the seventh. 
27 Last of all the woman died also. 28 Therefore, in the 
resurrection, whose wife of the seven will she be? For they all had 
her.”

And then, a question about the law.
Mat. 22:34  "But when the Pharisees heard that He had 

silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together. 35 Then one of 
them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, and saying, 
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36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?”

God had, of course, given ten commandments.  We have just 
studied those commandments these past ten weeks.  Jewish 
tradition, however, came up with 613.  613 commandments to 
argue about in terms of importance.  Surely there was no list of 
those commandments in order from the most important to the 
least.  So Jesus was given a question sure to evoke a great 
controversy.  And he gave the perfect answer.  He didn’t pick one 
of those ten commandments to elevate above the others.  
Instead, he picked one that summarized all the others, one that 
comprehensively summarized them all.  Actually, two.  The words 
should be very familiar,

Mat. 22:37  “Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 
38 This is the first and great commandment. 39 And the second is 
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two 
commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”

So what is the greatest commandment?  What is,

I. THE MOST IMPORTANT EMPHASIS OF THE LAW.
It’s not the fourth commandment, as I’ve heard some people 

emphasize, as if all Christian religion is fixated on sabbath 
keeping.  It’s not the seventh commandment, as if true religion 
could be reduced to God’s command regarding sexual purity.  It’s 
not the sixth commandment, as if the sanctity of human life 
defines the most important aspect of the duty God places upon 
his creatures. 

The most important emphasis is none of those things, and the 
reason that is such a profound thought is because those 
commandments are ALL important.  They are all EQUALLY 
important.  You can’t pick one over the others.

So Moses summarizes all that God has spoken to him in the 
law.

v.1 

That all-important summary is easy to define.

A. Love for God.
v.5

There are a lot of ways of talking about our relationship with 
God, a lot of ways to identify and define true Christians.  There 
are a lot of ways to describe our faith and a lot of ways to share 
that faith with others in terms of evangelism.  But I believe Jesus 
would say this is the best way, “Do you love God?”  A true 
Christian is a lover of God. 

So please let that question be at the forefront of your mind 
even this evening.  Do you love God?  And let those words come 
to you as an invitation.  Even a challenge.  A call to devotion.  And 
an expression of worship.

Just as you would say to your husband or wife, “I love you,” 
thus we proclaim that love to God, and that is the very essence of 
what worship is all about.  As I began this morning,

Ps. 18:1  “I will love You, O Lord, my strength.  2 The Lord is 
my rock and my fortress and my deliverer; My God, my strength, 
in whom I will trust; My shield and the horn of my salvation, my 
stronghold.  3 I will call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be 
praised; So shall I be saved from my enemies.”

Do you remember Peter’s betrayal of Jesus?  He denied 
Jesus, three times, just as God had said that he would.  He 
denied knowing Jesus, and with that denial earned for himself the 
judgment and wrath of God.  But that’s not what he received.  
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God, by his grace, restored him.  And do you remember the 
words he used to do that?

John 21:15 So when they had eaten breakfast, Jesus said to 
Simon Peter, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me more than 
these?”

Do you love me?  That was the probing question.  That 
remains the most important question.  Do you love me?  Peter, of 
course, replied,“Yes, Lord; You know that I love You.”  [And Jesus] 
said to him, “Feed My lambs.”

Jesus asked that question a second time, and then a third 
time.  “Do you love Me?”  That is the question of the day today as 
well.  That is the question that forms the conclusion of the ten 
commandments, as we study the book of Deuteronomy.  That is 
the questions that forms the foundation for a credible profession 
of faith as well.  “Do you love me?”

That is the question before each of you this morning, as you 
appear in the presence of God to worship him.  “Do you love 
me?”  That's the question you ought to hear in your mind, as you 
express your repentance to God for your sin.  “Do you love me?”  

It’s a commitment.  It’s an act of devotion.  It’s not so much a 
feeling as it is the dedication of your life, for we are called to be 
lovers of God.  And notice the intensity of this love.  Notice the 
definition of the extent of this love.  It’s not love in part, or in 
measure.  It’s not love on occasion, or at intervals.  In fact, this 
love is defined by its intensity.  

B. An intensity of love.
We are called to love God with everything we have, with the 

whole of our lives.
v.5

In one sense, of course, that’s impossible, isn’t it?  In one 
sense, this intensity is simply a reminder that we are always in 
need of a savior.  We are always in need of repentance, always in 
need of further sanctification.  We can always love more.  And we 
can never claim that we have loved fully and completely, perfectly, 
just as thoroughly as we possibly could have done.  

Indeed, only one man has ever loved to that extent, and in his 
love he laid down his life for our sins.  His name is Jesus.

But still, this is our calling.  This intensity is our goal and 
objective.  This is the standard.  This is the measure.  Love God 
with all your heart!  Not just in outward form.  Not just with 
perfunctory or superficial diligence, but with all your heart.  With 
everything you have, with all that you are.  Give him your whole 
life, as nothing else will be sufficient.

There is a very good image in the Old Covenant to show us 
that sort of love, namely the whole offering, or the burnt offering.  
The distinguishing feature of the burnt offering was that the whole 
animal was given to God, the whole animal was devoted to God 
as a sacrifice, no part was held back.  And that is the model for 
love as Paul would express it in,

Rom. 12:1  “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 
of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, 
acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.”

That’s the offering that has the sweet smelling aroma before 
God, the whole offering, the sacrifice of the whole life.  That’s the 
demonstration of true love, the sacrifice of your whole life for the 
object of your love.  And so, you who are lovers of God, love him 
“with all your heart.”  And “with all your soul, and with all your 
strength.”  That is the first and greatest commandment.

There is more say about this love, however, and it is what I 
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would call,
C. The motive of love.
It’s not simply that love is its own motive, but something more 

is emphasized here, something deeper, as it were, in our heart 
and soul. 

v.2

The motive is the fear of God, and the idea is not the slavish 
fear of dread or terror, but the fear of honor.  The fear of 
reverence.  The fear of delighting to please God, as the object of 
your love.

Let me read one of my absolute favorite quotes from John 
Calvin, as he discusses and defines what it is to honor God with 
this concept of fear or reverence.  “This mind restrains itself from 
sinning, not out of dread of punishment alone; but, because it 
loves and reveres God as Father, it worships and adores him as 
Lord.  Even if there were no hell, it would still shudder at offending 
him alone.  Here indeed is pure and real religion:  faith so joined 
with an earnest fear of God that this fear also embraces willing 
reverence, and carries with it such legitimate worship as is 
prescribed in the law.”

That’s the fear of reverence.  Even if there were no hell, even 
if there were no punishment, the one who loves God with this 
motive of reverence would shudder at the very thought of 
offending him.  Why?  Because you love him.  So great is your 
honor and reverence for him.  And so we read,

v.1-2

Let me emphasize somewhat quickly, then, in this context,

D. The object of love.
Love is not simply an experience I have in myself.  We often 

speak of people today in terms of being “in love with being in 
love,” and that, of course, really misses the whole point.  Love, by 
definition, is not a matter of your own experience, but a matter of 
how you relate to someone else.  Though we often use the 
language of self-love, that is actually a contradiction of terms.  
Love is, by definition, focused upon an object. 

And, therefore, it is necessary to identify the object.  And 
God’s law as it was revealed to man takes into account our 
propensity as human beings to form idols, to fashion other gods 
either in our mind or with our hands.  We give honor and 
reverence to things, sometimes.  Or to other people, at other 
times.  And God makes his point so very clearly in,

v.4

The Lord is one.  Jehovah is one.  God is one.  Yet just as 
surely, we are drawn to a multitude of gods, and it is no surprise 
that the Bible identifies our sin of worshipping additional false 
gods as being analogous to a husband loving wives other than his 
own.  Worshipping a god other than this one, true and living God 
who has revealed himself in Scripture is on parallel with a married 
man having a mistress.  Or more accurately and more 
provocatively, a prostitute.

So the most important emphasis of the law is that we love 
God, and love God alone!

Deut. 4:35  "To you it was shown, that you might know that the 
Lord Himself is God; there is none other besides Him…39 
Therefore know this day, and consider it in your heart, that the 
Lord Himself is God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; 
there is no other.”

Is. 44:6 “Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel, And his 
Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: I am the First and I am the Last; 

Page �  of �4 6



Besides Me there is no God.  7 And who can proclaim as I do?  
Then let him declare it and set it in order for Me, Since I 
appointed the ancient people.  And the things that are coming and 
shall come, Let them show these to them.  8 Do not fear, nor be 
afraid; Have I not told you from that time, and declared it?  You 
are My witnesses.  Is there a God besides Me?  Indeed there is 
no other Rock; I know not one.’ ”

That is such a repeated them.  
Is. 45:5  “I am the Lord, and there is no other; There is no God 

besides Me.  I will gird you, though you have not known Me, 6 
That they may know from the rising of the sun to its setting That 
there is none besides Me.  I am the Lord, and there is no other; 7 
I form the light and create darkness, I make peace and create 
calamity; I, the Lord, do all these things.’”

And, therefore, we read,
Is. 45:18 “I am the Lord, and there is no other.  19 I have not 

spoken in secret, In a dark place of the earth; I did not say to the 
seed of Jacob, ‘Seek Me in vain’; I, the Lord, speak 
righteousness, I declare things that are right. 20 “Assemble 
yourselves and come; Draw near together, You who have 
escaped from the nations.  They have no knowledge, Who carry 
the wood of their carved image, And pray to a god that cannot 
save.  21 Tell and bring forth your case; Yes, let them take 
counsel together.  Who has declared this from ancient time?  Who 
has told it from that time?  Have not I, the Lord?  And there is no 
other God besides Me, A just God and a Savior; There is none 
besides Me.  22 “Look to Me, and be saved, All you ends of the 
earth!  For I am God, and there is no other.”

To love God is to love God alone!  And to do so with all your 
heart, soul and strength.

There is in all of this, however, a further emphasis upon,

II. THE BLESSING OF THE LAW.
Though it is by definition focused upon others, love is not 

drudgery.  Love for God, even in terms of obedience to the law, is 
not oppressive, nor is it a burden that must simply be endured.  
Rather, there is a blessing so clearly embedded in this duty and 
obligation of loving obedience, and in the broadest sense I would 
define that blessing as,

A. The blessed enjoyment of fellowship with God.
Go back to, v.1-2

Remember the context.  The people of God are about to enter 
the promised land.  They are about to live in their own country, in 
peace and freedom.  And that country represents not only the 
fullest measure of God’s blessing in that context, but it also 
represents fellowship with God.  They were going to live with 
God!  They would possess the land God gave them to enjoy.  And 
according to verse 2, “their days will be prolonged.”  

Long life!  The symbolic blessing of peace, is it not?  Long life 
and prosperity.  

Again, don’t restrict that to earthly blessings  as if God’s 
people don’t get sick or endure trouble.  But widen your 
perspective to consider just what it meant for the people of Israel 
to live in a permanent home, in their own nation, with their own 
God as their king.  Fellowship with God.

It was that fellowship that Adam and Eve lost when they 
sinned, isn’t it?  They were expelled from the garden of Eden.  
They were banished from the fellowship with God they had so 
richly enjoyed prior to sin, a fellowship expressed by the words of,

Gen. 3:8  “And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking 
in the garden in the cool of the day.”
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The blessings that the people of God would enjoy are further 
described by the words of,

v.3

I would describe that as,

B. The blessed enjoyment of spiritual riches.
This whole land was symbolic of God’s spiritual blessings to 

his people.  The whole history of Israel is a symbol and type of 
the identity of God’s people living in his presence in the realm of 
spiritual reality.  So these are not simply promises to claim in 
terms of the wealth and abundance of this world, “that it may be 
well with you,” but those words refer to what is really and true 
“well with us.”  Namely, fellowship and communion with God.  
Citizenship in the kingdom of God.  An inheritance in the kingdom 
of God.  That’s what it means to be well with you.  That's the 
blessing of prolonging your days, that God will keep you and 
preserve you.  That’s what it means that you may multiply greatly, 
not simply that you can have lots of children, but that the church 
of our Lord Jesus Christ will prosper!

And the promised land, our land, is a land flowing with milk 
and honey!  Milk and honey represent all the riches we could 
possibly enjoy.  Milk, as the basic sustenance of life, flowing 
originally from the source of our own mothers, is that which 
nourishes us from the very beginning of life with all of our fragile 
and tender needs.  And honey would represent the sweetness of 
all that is enjoyable to our taste. 

Surely these describe spiritual blessings, spiritual riches, 
which are ours as the lovers of God!  This sense of enjoying 
God’s blessings is the same as what we read about in,

Eph. 1:3  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame 
before Him in love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons 
by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His 
will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He made 
us accepted in the Beloved. 7 In Him we have redemption 
through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches 
of His grace.”

That is the milk and honey we so richly enjoy even today, 
“every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.”  Most 
notably, the blessed of being chosen by God to be his children, 
his sons and daughters.  The blessing of redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.  

So which is the greatest commandment of the law?  Which is 
the most important commandment?  No, I’m not going to fall into 
that trap.  Rather, as I proclaim that law to you in preaching the 
gospel, I will simply urge you to consider what it means to be a 
lover of God.  And this is what that law says to us today just as 
clearer as what it said to the people of Israel on the banks of the 
Jordan River ready to cross over into the promised land, “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 
and with all your strength.”
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