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 The context and tone of a question is as important as the question itself. That 
is why we teach our children to talk to people rather than text when they have 
something important ask another.  This is why media sound bites can so easily be 
misconstrued when taken out of context from the whole message. It is also why we 
can find scripture to defend our point of view when we quote just one or two 
verses and not take time to look at the rest of the chapter or the message of the 
book as a whole.  

 The original audience would have heard these words from Matthew rather 
than read them. They didn’t just hear a short lectionary text on a Sunday morning 
like we do. They heard much longer passages at one time or even what is now a 
whole book of the Bible. The original hearers were taking in the whole message 
rather than pulling out their phone to do a quick Google search for a scripture that 
suggests what they believe or the point they are trying to make. 

I think we can all agree that context is important if not crucial. It is 
important in personal conversations with those we don’t know and with those we 
do. Context is also important in Scripture and is certainly key to our understanding 
of today’s text.   

In the passage just before today’s reading, the Sadducees had asked Jesus a 
question about resurrection where Jesus has answered “You are wrong, because 
you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God,” and then went on to remind 
them that their God is not of the dead, but of the living. At this point if it were a 
play, the curtain would go up, and we would see the Pharisees gathered together 
scheming a way to trick Jesus since the Sadducees had failed, when suddenly one 
of them speaks up, “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” 

 The Pharisees know the law, and this particular Pharisee, a lawyer, was what 
we might call a canon lawyer. He was an expert on polity and the canon laws. I 
imagine he thought he had the perfect trick question. He just knew that Jesus 
wouldn’t be able to choose just one of the 613 Jewish laws as the greatest.  So with 
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a smirk on his face, he asks his question and then sits back to watch Jesus walk 
right into his well-placed trap. 

 Let us pause for a moment here and remember that we know the rest of the 
story. We know that Jesus is the Messiah and the son of God. We know that he will 
be crucified, dead, and buried. We know that Jesus Christ not only died for us, but 
also rose for us, reigns in power for us, and prays for us.  

 This Pharisee does not know the rest of the story. He doesn’t understand to 
whom he is asking this question. Instead of squirming to come up with an answer 
as the questioner envisions, Jesus immediately draws upon a familiar Jewish daily 
prayer from Deuteronomy, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”   

 In other words, you shall love God with your whole being.  You shall love 
God with your emotions and actions, with your life breath that directs all your 
being, and with your thinking and understanding.  

 The Pharisee was probably already taking a deep breath and preparing his 
response to that one commandment when Jesus continues, “And a second is like it: 
‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” Can you picture the Pharisee exhaling 
in confusion and defeat?  

 Notice a few key words, “is like it.” Jesus is saying these two 
commandments are like each other.  They are on equal footing. The call of God is 
not just one thing. There are multiple layers to loving God.  

 Again, context is important. Jesus is again quoting the Hebrew Bible. This 
time it from Leviticus 19:18 which is right in the middle of a chapter focused on 
directives to care for the weakest members of society including instructions to 
leave the edges of one’s fields unpicked for those who are in need. Today we often 
think of our neighbor as someone who lives near us, but the Pharisees would have 
known that neighbor referred to those who most need love and care.  

Jesus isn’t telling them something they don’t know as both commandments 
were extremely familiar. By connecting these two well-known passages Jesus is 
explaining that loving neighbor isn’t in conflict to loving God but part of loving 
God. Love of God and love of neighbor are so completely intertwined that you 
can’t love God without also loving your neighbor as yourself. 

Henri Nouwen says it well, “It is this unconditional and unreserved love for 
God that leads to the care for our neighbor, not as an activity that distracts us from 
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God or competes with our attention to God, but as an expression of our love for 
God who reveals himself to us as the God of all people.1”  

Even though the context tells us that this question of which is the greatest 
was asked in the spirit of trickery, I want us to imagine how it would have been 
heard and received by the crowd if it had been a sincere question asked from a 
place of deep desire to learn and grow.   

Jesus, what is the greatest commandment? Jesus, what is the most important 
thing? Jesus, when everything around us seems to be falling apart, what will 
remain?  Jesus, as my eyes are being opened to new ways of seeing the world and 
thinking about God, what will endure?  

 For most, what remains is faith, family, and friends. Maybe not all the 
friends, possibly not all the family, and probably a transformed faith. There are 
many things that we thought were vitally important in our life 6 months ago that 
we now realize really aren’t that important. There are also things that we thought 
were important 6 months ago that we now know are even more vital than first 
thought. Things that are so important that we find new ways to experience and 
create space for them.  

Things like family and friends. How many of you have had family or friend 
Zoom or FaceTime calls since March or found new ways to connect?  

Things like school. How many of us or our children or our grandchildren 
have been educated in new and creative ways when in-person learning hasn’t been 
an option? 

Things like church.  Yes, we love worshiping face to face and side by side in 
the pews within the walls of our peaceful sanctuary, but we quickly learned 
worship and the church were not confined to the walls of a building. This time has 
reinforced that the church is the people.  

Our building may not have been open, but First Presbyterian Church, 
Franklin, has not been closed for a single day. We have continued to love God and 
our neighbor during the months we haven’t been physically together. We have 
discovered new ways to worship and participate in small groups through 
technology and with social distancing, and we have found new ways to do 
2NDSAT and support local mission organizations. 

 
1 https://henrinouwen.org/meditation/love-god-with-all-your-heart/ 
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 When we hear this greatest commandment question as a sincere, heartfelt 
question it can open our heart, soul, and mind to deeper reflection and faith 
transformation. In the words of Michael Lee, “Reflecting on the greatest 
commandment invites all believers to examine what they think is at the heart of 
their faith and directs the way they live their lives.2” 

Through his response, Jesus is telling us to use these two commandants as a 
lens through which to view all other laws and all of life. Whatever you are 
discerning whether it is a life situation or the interpretation of scripture, these 
words from Jesus are a good place to start. Does the answer allow you to love God 
with your whole being and your neighbor as yourself? If so, it may be the right 
path forward.  

 Hearing this question and Jesus’ eloquent response as an individual and 
communal invitation to examine what is at the heart of our faith can lead to growth 
and transformation. What is most important, and how does it shape our living?  

 There isn’t just one greatest commandment. As much as our society wants us 
to rank things and constantly know who or what is the greatest from sports teams 
to box office numbers, Jesus doesn’t offer one greatest commandment. A second is 
like it. Love your neighbor as yourself.  

In the book of Luke, this call to love God with your heart, soul, and mind 
and your neighbor as yourself comes within the parable of the Good Samaritan. 
The question to Jesus is phrased differently, but his answer is the same. However, 
as you may recall there is a follow up question, “And who is my neighbor?” This 
question leads into this familiar parable.  

The neighbor is always the other - the other who is in need, the other who 
may or may not see the world as you see it or vote as you vote, and the other who 
is equally created in the image of God.  How can you love your neighbor as 
yourself? We can begin by loving God and asking God to open our heart, mind, 
and soul to how to participate in God’s work in the world by loving our neighbor 
the best way we know how each and every day both as individuals and as a 
community. 

May we continue together on the path of discernment and action as we love 
God and neighbor with all our being. Amen.   

 
2 Wardlaw, Theodore J., Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching and Worship, p. 420, Louisville, WJK, 
2020  


