May 25 

Lesson 13 

The Greatest Commandment
Devotional Reading: Psalm 15
Background Scripture: Leviticus 19:18;
Deuteronomy 4:35; 6:1-9; Mark 12:28-34
Leviticus 19:18
18 Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself: I am the Lord.

Deuteronomy 6:4-9
4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord:

5 And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.

6 And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine heart:

7 And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up.

8 And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes.

9 And thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates.

Mark 12:28-34
28 And one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning together, and perceiving that he had answered them well, asked him, Which is the first commandment of all?

29 And Jesus answered him, The first of all the commandments is, Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord:

30 And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment.

31 And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these.

32 And the scribe said unto him, Well, Master, thou hast said the truth: for there is one God; and there is none other but he:

33 And to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love his neighbour as himself, is more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.

34 And when Jesus saw that he answered discreetly, he said unto him, Thou art not far from the kingdom of God. And no man after that durst ask him any question.

Key Verse

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these. —Mark 12:30, 31
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Recite from memory the two greatest commandments.

2. Explain why the two greatest commandments are so important.

3. Suggest a way to keep the greatest commandments always in mind at home, place of work, and church.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Some Things Remain the Same

B. Lesson Background

Love in the Old Testament (Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:4-9)
A. Toward Neighbor (v. 18)

Close to Home
B. Toward God (vv. 4, 5)

C. In Heart and Teaching (vv. 6-9)

Love in the New Testament (Mark 12:28-34)
A. Teacher's Question (v. 28)

B. Jesus' Answer (vv. 29-31)

My Sad Failure
C. Teacher's Agreement (vv. 32, 33)

D. Jesus' Approval (v. 34)

Conclusion

A. Not as Different as It Appears

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Some Things Remain the Same

When one compares what it meant to be God's people during Old Testament times with New Testament times, we notice that many things change. God's people are no longer focused on trying to live in Palestine. The practice of circumcision is no longer associated with incorporation into God's people. Animal sacrifice is no longer required or even adequate to atone for sin.

Instead we see that God's people are scattered throughout the world in mission (Matthew 28:19, 20); baptism is now associated with the circumcision of the heart as people are incorporated into the church (Colossians 2:11, 12); and the death of Jesus brought an end to the old sacrificial system (Hebrews 10:11-14).

We ought to be careful, however, not to emphasize the differences at the expense of the similarities. For example, God cares about the heart—one's "internal life"—in both eras. Both old and new covenants reveal God to be a loving God; this truth was used to expose the false distinction offered by Marcion, a bishop of the second century AD, who sharply contrasted what he saw as the loving God of the New Testament with the wrathful God of the Old Testament.

The church of Marcion's day wisely identified his teaching as false and dangerous. The truth is, God always has been a loving God. Central to God's desire for His people is that they model His love toward others.

B. Lesson Background

Our first Old Testament text comes from Leviticus. This book includes many laws that Moses received from God on Mount Sinai; Moses was responsible for passing these on to the Israelites who left Egypt. Leviticus 19:18 is located in the heart of the Holiness Code of that book. This section, spanning chapters 17 to 26, instructed the ancient Israelites how to live holy lives before their holy God.

Our second Old Testament passage is from Deuteronomy. Though Leviticus and Deuteronomy both belong to Torah, the five books of Moses, they were addressed to different audiences. After the first generation of Israelites was not allowed to enter the promised land, Moses had to present God's laws anew to the second generation, which would enter instead. That's where Deuteronomy comes in.

After recounting the failure of the first generation in Deuteronomy 1-3, Moses prepared the second generation to renew the covenant in chapters 4-11. Our passage in chapter 6 was a key part of that preparation, and Jesus later acknowledged its ongoing relevance for His followers.

Though only one generation separates our two Old Testament passages, a millennium separates those two from our text of Mark 12:28-34. These verses feature Jesus having one of His most congenial conversations with a Jewish leader. Since Mark 11:27, Jesus had been challenged by priests, scribes, elders, Pharisees, Herodians, and Sadducees. They had been coming at Him from every angle, trying to find fault. But the scribe in today's text asked Jesus a frank question and received a frank answer. That answer drew upon the two Old Testament passages to which we now turn.

I. Love in the Old Testament

(Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:4-9)

A. Toward Neighbor (v. 18)

18. Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself: I am the Lord.

To love thy neighbour as thyself is closely connected with the golden rule: do unto others as you would have them do unto you (Matthew 7:12; Luke 6:31). But this connection can confuse the purpose behind neighbor love, as if we should love others only because we want favorable treatment in return.

Another way to miss the thrust of this passage is to focus on the thyself part. In a culture of self-obsession, it is easy for us to hear this passage saying that we must first focus on loving ourselves because, if we cannot do that, then we will be unable to love our neighbors. But that is not what this passage is saying either.

This passage presumes that humans are accustomed to putting their own needs first. God is telling the people, through Moses, to think that way about other people. This especially applies to fellow Israelites, to whom the term neighbour refers (same as the children of thy people). In the Law of Moses, non-Israelites who live in the land are referred to as "strangers." An example is Leviticus 19:34, and there God commands the Israelites to love them as well.

There is one more way to miss the thrust of this passage, and that is by ignoring how it begins and ends. It begins by commanding the original readers not to avenge themselves or to hold grudges (compare Deuteronomy 32:35; quoted in Romans 12:19 and Hebrews 10:30); this implies that the neighbors to be loved aren't just friends or neutral parties, but also include enemies.

The passage ends with the reminder that the Lord is the one who gives this command; it is not optional. The love that God's people are to express is grounded not in self-interest but in the identity and nature of God.

What Do You Think?
Does "thou shalt not avenge" mean that God's people cannot take a neighbor to court to redress a wrong? Why, or why not?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Exodus 22:9
1 Corinthians 6:1-11
Civil vs. criminal cases

Close to Home
Think about how we feel about criminals—even international terrorists—as the news reports them. Sure their crimes are egregious, but what have they ever done to me? We watch, shake our heads, and finish our suppers. Now compare that with the intense emotion we feel when a neighbor's dog digs up our yard or a friend at church betrays a confidence. The truth is, we are more easily hurt when the offense is closer to home.

I have witnessed people in the same family or the same church merely putting up with each other for years rather than forgiving. They can't carry each other's burdens because their arms are full of grudges. I've heard people speak as if forgiveness were an add-on to the Christian walk—an extra credit assignment, if you will.

In truth, love and forgiveness are linked. Those two stand at the core of God's heart. We cannot say we love the God who forgives us in Christ while failing to forgive others, who are created in His image as we are. See Matthew 18:21-35.—V. E.

B. Toward God (vv. 4, 5)

4. Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord.
As important as Leviticus 19 is to the ancient Israelite, the passage before us is arguably more so. Even today, Deuteronomy 6:4 is the centerpiece of a prayer that orthodox Jews pray every morning and evening. It is called the Shema, taking its name from the first Hebrew word of this verse, which we see translated as hear.
In the original language, there is no verb in the statement The Lord our God is one Lord. Many editions of the King James Version designate this absence by putting the word is in italics. The question is exactly where this implied verb should be placed. Is it implied for the first half of this statement, for the second half, or for both? These alternatives can yield translations such as "The Lord is our God, the Lord alone" or "The Lord our God, the Lord is one" or "The Lord is our God, the Lord is one," respectively. The first possibility focuses on the fact that Israel has one and only one God, the second focuses on God's unity, while the third incorporates both ideas.

We will see where Jesus puts the verb is when we get to Mark 12:29. But at this point we can affirm that all three alternatives are true and foundational for the instruction to follow.

5. And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.

This passage can be read in two ways as saying the ancient Israelite is to love God with one's entire being. One is the familiar way of saying that heart stands for the inner self, soul stands for the spiritual self, and might stands for the physical self. Another way is to say that heart stands for the inner being, soul stands for that which makes one a living being, and might stands for the excess of one's being; it is as if to say that one must love God with one's inner self, one's whole life, and everything that flows forth from one's being.

Though the second is arguably closer to the original language and the worldview of the ancient Israelite, both yield the same result. There is no aspect of who one is that should not be directed to loving God. God cares for everything His people say, think, feel, do, and produce. The threefold phrase is His reminder not to place any aspect of life outside one's devotion to Him.

What Do You Think?
How can the church help people devote themselves ever more fully to loving God?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In use of time and material resources

In interactions with other people

In lifestyle choices

Other

C. In Heart and Teaching (vv. 6-9)

6. And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine heart.

Because Jeremiah later prophesies that the new covenant will be written on our hearts (Jeremiah 31:31-33; quoted in Hebrews 8:8-12; 10:16, 17), some have concluded that the old covenant was concerned only with external rituals, not with the heart. Yet here we see clearly that God wants His old covenant laws to be on His people's hearts. God requires His people to love Him with every fiber of their being. It is better to interpret Jeremiah as saying that even though God intended His old covenant to be written on every Israelite heart, it did not happen due to the people's unfaithfulness. Many followed the rituals but were not devoted to God from the inside out (Isaiah 29:13; etc.). According to Jeremiah, that will not be the case under the new covenant.

7. And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up.

If God's commands are to permeate the lives of His people, each generation must pass those decrees to the next; there must be no breach in transmitting them. For this reason, God instructs the Israelites to talk about His laws everywhere and all the time. Any time is a good time to discuss God's commands!

We should realize that Sunday school and youth group are not enough. The world fills our heads with lies so often that unless we constantly remind one another of what it means to follow Jesus, we will gradually forget and thereby fail to pass along the message that God has given us.

8, 9. And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes. And thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates.

God also knows that word of mouth is not enough. Therefore He gives His people several imperatives in terms of visual aids for remembering His commands. The people are to inscribe those decrees on planks of wood or chunks of stone that they walk by daily, whether inside their homes or outside on the gateways of their towns. They are to write them on paper and bind them onto hands or foreheads. Still today, orthodox Jews bind on their hands and heads little scrolls called phylacteries. These can be seen in pictures of people praying at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem.

These forms of reminder correspond with the times when God's people should convey His commands. When at home, people can convey the decrees as they meditate on Scriptures fastened to hands and heads. When entering or leaving a house or village, people will remember to talk about the commands while on the move.

II. Love in the New Testament

(Mark 12:28-34)

A. Scribe's Question (v. 28)

28. And one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning together, and perceiving that he had answered them well, asked him, Which is the first commandment of all?

Jesus has just finished answering difficult questions designed to trap Him (see Mark 12:13-27). This man's question seems no different at first since Matthew 22:35 (which is parallel) says that he is "tempting" Jesus. Jewish tradition counts more than 600 commands in the Law of Moses, and this man wants to know which commandment Jesus considers to be most important.

B. Jesus' Answer (vv. 29-31)

29, 30. And Jesus answered him, The first of all the commandments is, Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord: and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment.

Jesus begins His answer by citing the Shema (see Deuteronomy 6:4, above). In so doing, He adds the term mind to the aspects of the human life that ought to love God. This may be an effort to counteract some Greek ideas that had become more prominent in Palestine as a result of the Greek occupation of 333 to 63 BC. In the Jewish worldview, the heart is the intellectual seat, the place from which one's deepest thoughts originate. The Greeks are more likely to speak of the mind as the thinking organ. So Jesus may be expanding the formula so that no part of oneself can be exempted from loving God.

What Do You Think?
How does our love for God serve as a foundation for all other aspects of our faith?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding self-image

Regarding ethical responsibility

Regarding stewardship

Regarding sense of purpose in life

Other

31. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these.

Jesus is not content to answer the scribe's question at the level of love for God only. People may profess love for God yet have little regard for their neighbor. Yet Jesus knows that these two cannot be separated. It is improper to say that people should love God as the first move, then love their neighbor whenever they get around to it. There is no way to love God truly without truly loving one's neighbor as well. We encounter God in our neighbor and show love for God by loving our neighbors (Matthew 25:31-46). We cannot love God without loving one another (1 John 4:7-12).

What Do You Think?
How can the church do better at helping people see the connection between expressing love for neighbor and love for God?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
With regard to one's heart

With regard to one's soul

With regard to one's mind

With regard to one's strength

My Sad Failure
There he was, stiff-legged but resolved against the bitter blasts of icy wind. The tall, unshaven man in his worn jacket, jeans, and flip-flops trudged toward the supermarket entrance. Nothing says "homeless" like flip-flops in an ice storm!

I tried to follow him, rehearsing how to begin. I caught sight of him again as he left the bakery section, eating a donut as he trudged forward with painful, plodding steps. I knew there was a high-end boot shop just a few stores down. I decided what I would say: "Excuse me sir, it's so very cold out today. May I get you a pair of boots?"

Before I could do that, however, another thought intruded: What if I offend him? make him angry? Who do I think I am? And so I dawdled, caught in the old "paralysis of analysis," and I lost sight of him. I walked quickly through the store. Nothing. I waited outside in my car. He was gone.

When my children were young, I made sure they had proper shoes and clothing for the weather. Why did I not make a similar attempt with this man? What possible momentary awkwardness could outweigh the pain and damage of frostbite? Father, forgive me for not loving this man, whom Your Son died for. Align my heart with Yours and save me from fear or anything else that would hinder me from fulfilling Your desire to love in deed as well as in word.—V. E.

C. Scribe's Agreement (vv. 32, 33)

32, 33. And the scribe said unto him, Well, Master, thou hast said the truth: for there is one God; and there is none other but he: and to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love his neighbour as himself, is more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.

As much as Jesus and the scribes have butted heads, He is united with this one regarding the centrality of love. This particular scribe also adds commentary on the Shema. We noted above that the second clause of the Shema could mean that God is a unity or that there is only one God. This scribe clearly sides with the second in claiming that there is none other than He.

This scribe also connects the centrality of love with the words of the prophets. Several of them emphasize that God cares more for how His people treat one another than what sacrifices they offer to Him (Isaiah 1:11-17; Hosea 6:6; Micah 6:7, 8). Jesus says the same in Matthew 9:13 and 12:7.

What Do You Think?
Why do we sometimes fail to show genuine love to neighbors? How can we do better?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Barriers of past experiences

Allowing the urgent to displace the important

Barriers of suspicion

Fears of becoming too involved

Other

D. Jesus' Approval (v. 34)

34. And when Jesus saw that he answered discreetly, he said unto him, Thou art not far from the kingdom of God. And no man after that durst ask him any question.

Jesus is impressed with the scribe's response! Although the scribe started by "tempting" Jesus (Matthew 22:35), the man ends up acknowledging that Jesus teaches the truth. In fact, this man's acknowledgement means that he is on the path to understanding God's heart; this puts the scribe close to Jesus' preaching about the kingdom of God.
Given the context described in Mark 12:28, this encounter seems to take place within earshot of others of the Jewish religious hierarchy. If so, this scribe is demonstrating a certain amount of courage in staking out an area of agreement with Jesus! The Jewish authorities often appear in packs and are emboldened by one another's obstinacy to the truths of Jesus. This scribe seems to be an exception (compare John 3:1-12; 7:50-52; 19:39).

Now that Jesus has shown himself to be adept at escaping traps and is orthodox by Old Testament standards, the questioning comes to an end. If Jesus' enemies are going to take Him down, they will have to find some other way.

Conclusion

A. Not as Different as It Appears 

God wants His people to be set apart by their love for Him and for one another. Is it not true, however, that differences between the Old and New Testaments mean that God wanted something quite different in this regard from Old Testament Israel? How else can we explain the Old Testament focus on Palestine, circumcision, and sacrifices?

An analogy to parenting is instructive. When parents ask different things of their children at different stages in their development, it does not mean that the parents' ultimate desires for their children are constantly changing. When my children were toddlers, I blocked their access to electrical outlets and warned that they must never touch them. As they grew older, I removed the plastic protectors and taught the children that it is OK to stick appliance plugs into the outlets, but they must never remove the faceplate. Now that they are becoming adults, I am teaching them that it is appropriate to switch off the circuit breaker, remove the faceplate, detach wires, and install a new outlet when the old one needs to be replaced. Though I have taught my children three different ways of relating to electrical outlets, what I have wanted of them from the beginning has never changed.

How to Say It

Herodians Heh-roe-dee-unz.

Marcion Mahr-shuhn.

Pharisees Fair-ih-seez.

phylacteries fih-lak-ter-eez.

Sadducees Sad-you-seez.

Shema She-muh.

Sinai Sigh-nye or Sigh-nay-eye.

Torah (Hebrew) Tor-uh.
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Visual for Lesson 13. Point to this visual and ask, "What acts of piety, etc., do people try to substitute for what Jesus says is most important?"
The same can be said about the way God has related to His people during different times. He has always wanted to form a people after the teachings of Jesus, empower them by His Spirit, and send them to make disciples of all nations. But many preliminary preparations had to be made through Abraham, Moses, etc.

Those preparations included shaping the ancient Israelites into a set-apart people in relative isolation in Palestine. When the time was right, God sent Jesus to finish their formation so they could in turn be sent to the nations in mission. God's loving plan for this world does not change. May our loving part in it match His.

B. Prayer

Lord God, we thank You for Your constancy! Empower us to love as You draw us deeper into Your own love. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Love God and neighbor.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Ask learners to raise their hands if they wish they knew more Scriptures by heart. Then say, "Let's take the opportunity to do that right now as we work on 'the first commandment' as Jesus stated it in Mark 12:30." Ask learners to repeat the following after you: "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength." Pause after each comma as a signal for learners to repeat the phrase you just vocalized.

Option: Find on the Internet the hand gestures of American Sign Language for the words love, God, heart, soul, mind, and strength; have learners imitate those gestures as you model them when you come to the words they represent.

Repeat this a few times, picking up speed with each repetition. Make a transition by saying, "Now let's find out why this particular verse is so important to memorize."

Into the Word

Recruit two learners in advance to conduct a "Point, Counterpoint" exchange. Provide a realistic setting by providing two lecterns for the antagonists. The first presenter will offer the following points: 1. "The Old Testament was all about external behavior; the New Testament is about a person's inner being." [Quotes Jeremiah 7:3; Romans 2:29; and/or similar.] 2. "The only way for children to grow into decent adults is through strict discipline." [Quotes Proverbs 22:15; 23:13; 29:15.] 3. "It is impossible to identify one or two commandments that are greater than the others since they are all important." [Quotes James 2:11.] 4. "Jesus thought it was not possible for a scribe or Pharisee to be part of the kingdom of God." [Quotes Matthew 15:12-14 and/or 23:13.]

After offering a point above, the first debater will fall silent while the second debater offers the corresponding counterpoint: 1. "Are you not guilty of quoting Scripture selectively? Consider Leviticus 19:18 and Deuteronomy 6:4-6." [Quotes them.] "Even the external behavior of Deuteronomy 6:8, 9 is intended to shape one's inner being." [Quotes the two verses.] 2. "Have you overlooked Deuteronomy 6:7?" [Quotes it.] 3. "Your concern to uphold the importance of all God's commands is noteworthy, but we should also consider Mark 12:28-31." [Quotes it.] 4. "Again, I fear that you are quoting Scripture selectively. We should also consider Mark 12:32-34." [Quotes it.]

The wording of the points and counterpoints can be modified as you or the debaters see fit. After each point and corresponding counterpoint is presented, pause the exchange as you ask the class, "Are there any additional reactions regarding the passage(s) that the 'point' debater quoted?"

Option: After the above, say, "Love for God and neighbor stand at the center of the Old Testament law. Let's examine other passages that pick up on these imperatives." Distribute copies of the "The Imperative of Love" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Have learners complete it as indicated. When everyone is finished, ask, "Which of these texts hit you the hardest? Why?" Allow time for personal sharing.

Into Life

Say, "Now let's see how well your memory is holding up" as you repeat the memorization exercise of the Into the Lesson segment. After a few repetitions, add Mark 12:31; repeat both verses together a few times, picking up speed as you go. After a brief time of whole-class repetition, pair learners off to practice their memorization with one another.

Option: As learners finish practicing in pairs, distribute copies of the "Remembering to Love" activity from the reproducible page. Encourage learners to post it in a prominent place as a daily memory challenge for the week ahead.
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