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SERMON Living the Great Commandments 		19th April 2026
Love God and love one another

And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 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.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” And the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one, and there is no other besides him. And to love him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself, is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” And when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” And after that no one dared to ask him any more questions. (Mar 12:28-34)

We love to do the right thing, don’t we?
And I know that for some of you this is the most important value you hold.
Doing what is right.
The difficulty is – in our complex world, there is not always THE right thing to do!

Sure, most of the time it’s straight forward.
Take driving as an example – the rules are clear. It’s easy to know what is right and what is not…  at least most of the time! The difficulty is that if you always follow the rules, there are times the traffic flow will make it impossible to enter a busy street!

But what about table manners. When a teenager I broke a critical rule and my grandfather was furious!  Without thinking I put my elbows on the table, he instinctively grabbed my arm, lifted it up and brought it down sharply, catching the edge of a plate.  Crash!  It’s a lesson I never forgot! But does this rule still apply?  I doubt it!

Or what clothing to wear, where?  Can men have hats on inside?  In a club room, at Church? Or is it right for women to show their belly button?  On the beach – sure, but at the theatre? Once upon a time the norms were universally held and everyone knew what was right, appropriate, acceptable. But now it is not so clear – everything seems to have changed!

For the Jews of Jesus’ time, keeping the rules was vital.  
	It was the way to keep on the right side of God.  
		To ensure blessing not curses.  
			To guarantee His presence, rather than His absence.
				To remain His people and not be rejected
We pick this up in Deut 5, after the 10 commandments: You shall be careful therefore to do as the LORD your God has commanded you. You shall not turn aside to the right hand or to the left. You shall walk in all the way that the LORD your God has commanded you, that you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land that you shall possess. Deu 5:32-33

So, just to make sure, there were people whose job was to make sure the Law - in its entirety - was kept!  But in particular the 10 commandments!!!  And then there was the 613 subsidiary commandments which we can find in the OT. These too, the average Jew must keep. So important was the keeping of ‘the Law’ that it was widely believed that if one man kept all the commandments for one whole day – then the Messiah would come!

But of course, keeping the whole law was impossible! In fact, by the time of Jesus, it had become a burden too great to carry. And so they would spend hours arguing which were the most important laws and how they should all be interpreted and applied.

This is the context of today’s reading.
The Pharisees, Herodians (a political group who supported the Jewish ruler), 
		and now the Sadducees… 
			had come to Jesus to ask about taxes and other obligations
				or to debate the resurrection and how to interpret the OT law…

And now the Scribes who were opposed to the Sadducees, 
	when a member of this elite class came to test Jesus, 
		joining the inquisition, they asked him to rank the laws.
A sure fire way to get offside with someone! Particularly for any would-be Rabbi.

However, Jesus silenced his critics by quoted the Shema: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God the Lord is One.  And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind and with all your strength.”  
This sacred Jewish creed is first recorded in Deut.6 and repeated daily by any good Jew on waking in the morning and again before retiring at night.

It was the first prayer that Jewish children are taught to say.
	The first prayer Jesus would have learnt.  
		And his daily prayer still.
It was the quintessential expression 
	of the most fundamental belief and commitment of a faithful Jew!
		To love God is to live the Torah… to obey the law!
			Which is of course exactly what they had all been arguing about!

However, Jesus doesn’t stop there with this familiar creed.  
	It would have been easy, prudent, to do so!
		Instead, he continues.  He adds to it.  Tacks on another part!
Taking the command from Lev.19:19 he adds and you shall love your neighbour as yourself.  Mk.12:31
		And in doing so makes it clear for his hearers - and for us -
			what it means to love and obey God.
				To live out what it is to be God’s people. 
					To become what God desires! 

Now you need to realise what He has done is no small thing. Jesus has just taken THE most precious and much loved statement and command of all Scripture - and added to it!
It would be like me taking Jn.3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son, so that whoever believes in Him will not perish, but will have eternal life…”  and adding…
		“if he takes all he owns, sells it and gives the money to the poor!” Matt.19:21	
																		
It is not that Jesus had added something unfamiliar or contrary to Jewish law. But rather, He has taken that which many considered secondary, one of the many laws a good Jew should keep
and elevated it to become equal with the first.  The primary, fundamental, essential command to love and honour God, above all else!

Here Jesus is making it plain that loving others has equal importance to loving God! That how we treat others – even strangers or our enemies - is as important as to how we feel and respond to God! 

THIS was radical!  Dangerous.  Controversial!  And still is!

My guess is, most of us have no problem with God expecting us to love Him. It is not only reasonable, but wonderful, appropriate, sensible. We know we should worship God only. We recognise that as God He deserves our adoration and submission.
“He alone is worthy to receive all honour and glory and power and praise”  Rev.4:11

And His love for us, the forgiveness, atonement and reconciliation that he achieved by his Son, means that it is our only appropriate response to love him in return. And it is easy and fitting. 
A love which involves our whole beings.
	Love which means giving our lives to Him in sacrificial service 
		and wholehearted devotion and worship.
			We get this!
	We think it’s proper and at some level we make it a priority!

But loving others in the same way.  To the same level!!! 
	That is going too far!
		That is much more difficult to grasp!
			It is far more radical and confronting!

It’s not that it’s not important. Loving others is a good thing to do.  If you can.  If you have the time, the energy or the opportunity!  But to put it up there… equal with… loving God!!  That IS a much harder pill to swallow!

In Luke’s account when Jesus gives this command, he explains what he is saying by telling a story.  We know it as the story of the Good Samaritan.

Now, Jesus tells this story, because, like us, the ‘expert in the law’ was uncomfortable with what Jesus was suggesting! To the Scribe it sounded as if Jesus was telling him that to love others was AS important as loving God!!! Surely Jesus can’t really mean this! And if he did – surely he only means we have to love people like us, who behave and believe the same things as us. Or that we only have to love people when given the opportunity, if it fits in with what we are already doing. Or that we only have to love people who are part of our tribe, our family. It is only people like us, or who are OUR people. Surely this is what He means!
 
And so, to ‘justify’, excuse, himself from this implication, 
	he asks “so who is my neighbour”?
		And Jesus then tells this familiar story.
A story about this amazing Samaritan who loves his enemy by caring for him.
	Even when his fellow Jews didn’t.
		And by meeting his needs above and beyond what was expected.
But if you look closely – Jesus doesn’t stop with the story.
	He adds a final punch line, which we often overlook.  
		Jesus adds at the end - “Go and do likewise”  Luke 10:37

And suddenly this religious fanatic, who has spent his life trying to do what God expects, suddenly his world is blown apart! What God expects of him includes how he thinks about and treats people who are different, even people he has previously ignored, or avoided, or even despises. Suddenly he discovers that to love God means he has to love them, care for them, as if they were his best friends, or closest family member!

To ask – what does it mean to love my neighbour – includes not only caring for your enemy and treating kindly those you scorn, it also means respecting them, listening to them, perhaps even following their example!

And so Jesus makes it plain to love God includes loving all people, including those who are different, or whom I have never met, or who live far away. And to love them is to see them as God’s precious children, as much as I do my own!

So, allow me to pause for a moment and let that sink in. Think of people you despise, look down upon, or someone you could call an enemy. It could be someone similar to you with whom you have had a disagreement. An old school friend, a family member, a neighbour or work colleague.

Or it could be someone very different from you – perhaps with alternative morals, questionable values, different religious views, or from another ethnic group.
	It could be someone whose behaviour you disapprove of… 
		or political views which are opposite to yours… 
			or from a culture you find distasteful…
				One you don’t understand or find hard to accept…
					or it simply could be a supporter of a different sporting team!
Or think about what this means on a world scale.
	What does it mean as we think about conflicts occurring around the world?
		What does it mean for how we feel about people who see the world 
		and have values and behaviours very different from our own?
What does it mean for us to love them.  These neighbours?

In answering the question: what is God’s greatest commandment? What does he most require you to do? Jesus says: It is to love Him – and to love them in the same way. Love, desire the best for the person, the group, you find hard to tolerate!
Because as the apostle John made clear: you are a liar if you say you love God and you don't love your neighbor. How can you love God whom you do not see, if you do not love your neighbor whom you see, whom you touch, with whom you live? 1 John 4:20 

So what are we, as followers of Jesus, to do with this today? In a world increasingly fractured, with Christians being caught up in the fray. It is so easy for us to be dragged into the vortex of taking sides.  Of promoting disregard or disrespect for the other, to speak negatively about or infer that somehow we are better than them.

How do we avoid dismissing the other as wrong to justify our own self righteousness? Or to characterise certain people groups as evil, and in the wrong, simply because they see things differently? Or to demonise those who we disagree with? How do we obey Jesus’ greatest command to love Him by, through, loving others?

For us as a family, part of the way we have answered this was opening our homes, our lives, to others. It began early in our marriage, with having a young man I had known growing up, come and board with us in Adelaide. It continued when we rescued a 17 year old girl from an abusive relationship and she lived with us for a time. And again, even as our family was growing, a niece came to live with us for a year. 

And then a 10 year old boy I knew from my kids’ primary school was found on a street corner 10pm one Friday night after being kicked out of home. He lived with us for about 3 months.  There are some stories we could tell about that time!

Then, after moving to Adelaide, we had boarders, country students needing accommodation and then Kitty, a girl in my daughter’s year 8 class who stayed with us on and off for over a year as she managed a difficult family of origin and complex emotional challenges. This then led to us training to be foster carers, something we had never really known about or considered. We had no idea what we were letting ourselves in for. It is one thing to be nice to children, friends of your kids, they come for a play date. It is quite another thing to have a child of 9 move into your home!   Become a part of your family! A child who comes from a community and culture just so different from your own.  With expectations, behaviours and values you find challenging!

For us as a family, this has been part of the way we have tried to obey this command of Jesus to love our neighbour. What does it look like for you?

I find what Paul has instructed in Colossians 3 a helpful guide. Listen to what He says as he begins by reminding us that under God – we are all one: For… Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, Col.3:11,12
Are your speech, conduct and online posts expressions of compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and patience. Do they give evidence to the fact that everyone is an image bearer of God?

You know, I know… it is good and right and appropriate to love God.
	And it is relatively easy to love those who are like us, close to us, think like us.
But here, as he articulates the greatest commandment,
	 Jesus makes it plain that to love God is to love all people.
		To see in the face of every human being on the face of this planet
			someone made in the image of God…
				Loved by God…  and therefore someone to be loved by you, loved by me.

How we love them will vary – but our desire for their flourishing will be evident. Our compassion, kindness and grace… for all… will be evident to all. On our social media posts, in how we treat those who serve us in petrol stations, in the way we behave with our neighbours. How we feel, speak about, listen to and learn from our indigenous sisters and brothers. Or befriend people with different lifestyles, backgrounds or religious views, and how we think about those who live in countries different from our own.
 
To put it another way.  If you were ever put on trial for loving God, would there be enough evidence to convict you because of your extraordinary love for ‘the other’, your neighbour.
