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The Great Commandment 

What does God expect of us?  Of all God’s commandments, which are the most important?  

That’s an essential question for us today, as we think about what it means to commit our lives to 

Christ and to be a member of Christ’s church. 

And there’s a clear answer in the Bible.  In fact, it’s so important that we find it recorded in 

all 3 synoptic gospels, in Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  Let’s look at Matthew 22: 34-40, which 

was our Scripture reading for this morning. 

Picture the scene.  It is the Monday after Palm Sunday, and Jesus is teaching in the temple 

in Jerusalem.  Large crowds have gathered to hear his words, and the religious leaders (the 

scribes & Pharisees) are asking him challenging questions.  One of these men—the Bible says 

he is a lawyer—not a lawyer like we think of today, but an expert in religious law and 

teachings.  This man asks Jesus, “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the law?” 

Now, there are 613 commandments  in Jewish law.  248 are positive commands (the same 

number as the parts of the body) and 365 are negative commands (the same number as the days 

in a year).  Which one would Jesus choose? 

He answered: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 

and with all your mind.  This is the great and first commandment.  And a second is like it, You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.  On these two commandments depend all the law and the 

prophets.”  (Matthew 22: 37-39). 

These commandments come from the Old Testament.  “You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” is from Deuteronomy 6:5.  
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“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” is from Leviticus 19:18.  Together, Jesus teaches us, 

they form God’s greatest commandment for our lives. 

So how do we follow this central teaching of Jesus? 

The place to begin might surprise you.  We begin by focusing on Jesus’ presence.  Focusing 

on Jesus’ presence.  The Bible account makes it clear that this is a conversation between Jesus 

and the lawyer… a heartfelt, deep conversation.   

Likewise, for us, we begin by turning to Jesus in prayer, starting a conversation with the 

Lord, opening our heart to Jesus’ presence.  That’s not our natural tendency.  We’re much more 

likely to jump into action:  “OK God, here’s my to-do list for today.  Loving God… check.  

Loving neighbor A… check.  Loving neighbor B… check.  Loving neighbor C… check.”  The 

problem is, this tendency can leave us feeling pulled in many directions, guilty about our failure 

to accomplish all we’d like to, exhausted.  

Instead, Jesus invites us into his presence.  Slowly, gradually, our minds grow quieter, and 

we feel the depth of Jesus’ love surrounding us.  We don’t feel so alone.  When we wonder 

about what direction to go, what person to help, we feel Jesus’ guidance. When we wonder 

where we’ll find the needed energy, we feel Jesus’ strength.   

To follow Jesus’ great commandment, we need first to focus on Jesus’ presence with us. 

Second, we focus on loving God:  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

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

Here, we can learn something from John Wesley.  Wesley was the Anglican preacher who 

began the Methodist Church in England, about 300 years ago.  In the early years, people began 
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coming to Wesley seeking spiritual guidance.  Wesley organized them into what he called 

“United Societies”—we might call them congregations today.  And those societies were divided 

into classes—small groups of 12 persons who met together weekly.  He wrote 3 general rules 

for these societies which could be summed up:  “Do no harm.”  “Do good.”  And “Stay in love 

with God.”   

Let’s start there:  “Stay in love with God.”  That’s the key to following the first part of the 

Great Commandment.  “Stay in love with God.”  How do we do that?  John Wesley listed:  

worship, Bible study, Holy Communion, prayer—family & private prayer, and fasting.  Think 

about it. How do these aspects of Christian life help you to stay in love with God?  How do they 

help you to love God with all your heart, and all your soul, and all your mind?  Which of these 

draws you closest to God: worship, Bible study, Holy Communion, prayer—family & private 

prayer, or fasting?  Which area could you put more effort into?  How could these be more 

meaningful in your life?  The answer is different for each of us, but the goal is the same: To stay 

in love with God. 

So, first we focus on Jesus’ presence.  Second, we focus on loving God.  Third, we focus on 

loving our neighbor as ourself.   

Now, right away, we notice that Jesus said that: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the great and first 

commandment.  And a second is like it…”  The second commandment is like it—the original 

Greek word means that the second commandment is of equal importance to the first, inseparable 
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with the first.  We can’t have one without the other:  Love God, and love your neighbor as 

yourself.   

Now, sometimes we forget those two little words at the end:  “as yourself.”  Sometimes our 

struggle is not so much loving our neighbor as it is loving ourself.  The great commandment 

calls on us to pour out our love in 3 directions:  God, neighbor, and self. Throughout our life, 

the place which needs the greatest emphasis, the greatest effort, may vary.  And so it’s 

important to ask ourselves, what do I need to do to fully love God, love my neighbor, and love 

myself?  Is there one area that especially needs my attention? 

And how do we love our neighbor?  Think back to John Wesley’s 3 general rules for 

Methodist societies.  The first two are:  “Do no harm.” and “Do good.”   As we go about our 

daily lives, in our families, at school, at work, at church, in the community, these are helpful 

guidelines to keep in our minds. 

However, there’s a true story that for me most clearly illustrates what it means to love our 

neighbor as ourself.  It’s about 2 men who were literally neighbors.  They weren’t really friends, 

just neighbors.  Oh, they’d talk over the fence when they were both out in the yard.  

Occasionally, one would need a tool and ask the other.  Or have a project going that needed an 

extra hand.  That’s how things continued, until a winter evening, when the neighbor’s wife 

suddenly suffered a heart attack and died.  The grieving man was in a fog as he made funeral 

arrangements, went to the calling hours and then the funeral & graveside service.  When he got 

home that evening, his neighbor saw him set out walking, and the neighbor decided to go with 

him.  The grieving man headed down to the path along the river, and the neighbor followed.  He 
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didn’t try to talk to him, he didn’t even walk beside him… he was simply there with him.  The 

night grew dark, and still the grieving man continued on… and so did his neighbor…  Mile after 

mile, hour after hour, throughout the entire night.  Finally, the sun began to rise over the river, 

and the neighbor spoke up, “Let’s go get some breakfast.”  And so they did. 

[Based on an article by Terry Muck, in the March 29 entry of Men of Integrity (March/April 2009)] 

Jesus’ command:  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your mind.  This is the great and first commandment.  And a second is like it, 

You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 

And Jesus’ presence. 

That’s the essence of Christian life.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 


