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This gospel reading with the Greatest Commandment is well known to most of us.  Jesus is 

quoting from the words Moses taught to Israel in Deuteronomy ch. 6:  “You shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”   

 

And then Jesus names a second greatest commandment, which he says is like the first:  “You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  This commandment also comes from the Old Testament, 

from the book of Leviticus, as part of the “holiness code,” which the Lord tells Moses to 

proclaim to the Israelites.  How is this one like the first?  Because in loving our neighbor as our 

self, we’re acknowledging the divine image within both of us; and so in essence, we’re 

showing love for God.   

 

This second greatest commandment is often referred to as “the Golden Rule,” the universal 

moral standard, expressed in many different religions.  It’s the moral basis for the concept of 

human rights:  to “treat others as you would like to be treated.”   

 

So these are the two greatest commandments according to our Lord Jesus:  to love God with 

our entire heart, soul, and mind – in other words, with the whole of our being.  And to “Love 

our neighbor as our self.”  These two commandments are part of a whole host of 

commandments in the Old Testament referred to as “the Law” – the covenant between God 

and the Israelites.  None of the commandments were to have greater significance than the 

others – if you broke one, it was the same as breaking the whole of the Law.  Observing the 

Law was, and still is, intended to distinguish the Jews from other people, as part of their holy 

covenant with God. But it was always impossible to keep the whole Law, as we see in the Old 

Testament examples of the Israelites continually breaking their covenant with God.  Yet we 

can also see that God never left them; God never failed to heal that relationship because he 

loves the people of God and always intended to complete his saving work through them – 

which God has done, in Jesus Christ.   



 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said:  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or 

the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfil.”  Jesus came to fulfill what was written in 

the Old Testament – to accomplish what the Old Testament was pointing towards:  the coming 

of the Messiah, who is not just the son of David, but is David’s Lord, as Jesus says to the 

astonishment of the Pharisees in our text this morning.   

 

With the Law and the Prophets fulfilled, the New Covenant is now based on grace and love: 

love in action; responsive love made manifest in self-giving to others.  The commandments in 

the New Testament are far less numerous than the commandments in the Law of the Old 

Testament, but these two greatest commandments are just as challenging for us to keep.  

Loving our neighbors as ourselves isn’t always easy!  And Jesus takes this commandment even 

further in John’s gospel chapter 13, when he says, “Just as I have loved you, you also should 

love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples.”  

 

The New Covenant law of love is to be the defining characteristic of the followers of Jesus.  

How, then, should we love?  By serving one another (Jesus washed the feet of his disciples); by 

caring for strangers (like the Good Samaritan); by loving our enemy and praying for those who 

persecute us (Jesus prayed for those who were crucifying him); by confronting evil, as Jesus 

did.  It’s a sacrificial love – a healing love – a forgiving love – an attentive love – a 

CELEBRATING love – a creative love.  A love that shows consideration for everyone and 

everything that God created – a love that seeks to meet people’s needs and meets people 

where they are.  It’s a love that wants others to flourish.   

 

It all sounds like too much to hope for, that we might be able to love as Jesus loves.  But 

occasionally, we catch glimpses of this kind of love and are capable of it ourselves.  It’s not a 

feeling that we need to wait for – it’s a decision – a commitment – to love as Christ loved us – 



to love our neighbor as our self.  More often than not, I fail at this, but thankfully God’s mercy 

is everlasting.  

 

We see examples of this kind of love in others - people who show selfless love, who serve the 

homeless, or foster children, or run grief groups or mental health programs – friends or 

teachers or medical personnel or first responders.  It’s about looking outward and seeing the 

good in others, lifting up those who are struggling, and being an encourager.   

 

To encourage the Israelites in keeping the commandments, Moses suggested they recite them 

to their children, and talk about them when they were at home and when they were away, 

and when they lie down and when they rise. “Bind them as a sign on your hand,” he said, “fix 

them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on 

your gates.”  Perhaps that’s good advice to help us to remember the greatest commandments.  

Maybe you had one of those bracelets that say “WWJD” – what would Jesus do?  If you did, I 

hope it helped you to remember to LOVE your neighbor.   I have a plaque on the wall at home 

that has verses from 1 Corinthians 13 engraved on it: “Love is patient; love is kind; it always 

protects; always trusts; always hopes; always perseveres. Love never fails.” That passage is 

often read at weddings to remind couples what Godly love is all about.  1 John 4 also has such 

wisdom about love – it’s the one that states “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in 

God, and God abides in them” – but the whole chapter is wonderful. 

 

But reading about love is no substitute for doing the action of love.  And in this, we often don’t 

hit the mark.  God knows that we’re not able, on our own, to love as Jesus loves. Thankfully, 

our God is compassionate and merciful, and what God sees is the intention in our hearts.  We 

hope and pray and are assured that when we fail to love, we will be forgiven.  And we return 

and recommit ourselves in response to God’s grace – that faithful and persistent gift of love 

that God gives us through the Holy Spirit, which leads to our continual transformation.    

 



May we be open to receive God’s love and let it change our heart, our soul and our mind, as 

we learn to love God and to love our neighbor as our self.  Amen.  

 


