THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT 

Matthew 22:34-40
But when the Pharisees heard that he had put the Sadducees to silence, they were gathered together. Then one of them, which was a lawyer, asked him a question, tempting him, and saying, Master, which is the great commandment in the law? Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.
Prayer
I.
About Sadducees and Pharisees

The Pharisees heard that he had put the Sadducees to silence… The Sadducees were the liberals among the Jewish leaders. They were infatuated with hellenistic philosophies. They didn’t believe in miracles, the existence of angels or in resurrection of the dead. 

Pharisees were the fundamentalists or conservatives of their day.  They believed that ALL laws must be obeyed. They went much further than the Old Testament law, however, adding their own traditions until the original law was hardly recognizable. And they fabricated ways to get around laws which they didn’t particularly like. Jesus mentioned one (honoring of father and mother) in Matthew 15:1-9.

The Sadducees and Pharisees were bitter enemies except when attacking Jesus. Jesus was able to “silence the Sadducees”, but the Pharisees didn't give up so easily. They “gathered together” for a second attack.  It was probably like a “huddle” as in the American sport of football. Players get into a huddle to plan and discuss strategy before the play. I think the lawyer who asked Jesus the question had suggested this tactic in the huddle. He was probably delegated to “carry the ball” for that reason.
II.
Commandments 

The lawyer did not ask which was the first commandment. That would have been a no-brainer. Every child in Israel memorized the Ten Commandments, called the “Decalogue."  They are listed in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 and the wording is nearly identical.

The Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 are composed of 297 words, one third of which pertain to the Sabbath rule (Nr.4). Only the fifth commandment is stated as a positive command. We are to honor father and mother. The fourth at first seems to be stated positively: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy” but the explanation is largely in the negative “thou shalt not…”
1) Thou shalt have no other gods before me. (8 words)

2) Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; And shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments. (91)
3) Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain; for the LORD will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.  (27)
4) Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work: But the seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates: For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed it.  (94)
5) Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee.  (22)
6) Thou shalt not kill. (4)
7) Thou shalt not commit adultery. (5)
8) Thou shalt not steal. (4)
9) Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour.  (9)
10) Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any thing that is thy neighbour's. (33)

The first commandment is actually a positive one, but stated negatively: Thou shalt have none other gods before me. We must put God first. This is the idea of the Greek word, agape (love). We shall see the importance of this a little later in our study. 
The simplest form of a church is when one or two or three believers are gathered together with Christ.  It has nothing to do with a building. The phrase “gathered together” (v. 34) is the Greek sunago from which the word synagogue stems.  Believers are told to assemble (sunago) in groups or fellowships (koinonia) for worship and teaching.  The silversmith Demetrius called for mob violence in the large coliseum of Ephesus against the Apostle Paul that was also called by this term.  
In this verse, the Sadducees had been questioning Jesus in hopes of catching him saying something wrong. The Pharisees were watching and listening and when they saw that the Sadducees had conceded defeat, the Pharisees “called a huddle.” A lawyer (Mark says “scribe”) was apparently selected to question Jesus, tempting him.  
III.
The Question:  Master, which is the great commandment in the law?
This translation is in most Bible versions, but it could be misleading. The word translated "great" is the Greek megas, which means "weighty," “exceeding” or "important." It is a comparative word and the context would indicate "more important than other laws." 
IV. Jesus answered with “the Shema”
Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind…
The Jews were familiar with this law which they called the “shema”. It is not mentioned as such in scriptures, but I found 31 places where the schema is quoted or expounded upon in the Old Testament. 
The Pharisees memorized thousands of laws and rules. They spent most of their time discussing dietary and Sabbath laws, but I can’t find any instance of the Pharisees discussing the shema in scripture. In fact, the shema would hardly have been considered by Pharisees to be a law. It was too simple and all-inclusive. With that law, who would need scribes and lawyers – or Pharisees for that matter? 
In this embarrassing moment, the Pharisees were probably trying to think of a come-back or another question to stump him, but Jesus was not finished! He continued:  
V.
The Lord’s “Double Whammy”: The Shema and the Golden Rule!
This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.
Jesus knew the commandments, but he also knew how the Sadducees and Pharisees interpreted and taught them. And he was well aware of their propensity for creating new commandments. There were thousands of laws or commandments, many of which were of their own invention. Probably no two leaders of the Jews would have agreed on which commandment was most important. They all had their favorites and played them out like cards in a game of Poker; it all depended on what the other person played. They thought that they could beat Jesus in this game, but he pulled a “double whammy” on them! 
His reply was twofold and Jesus declared that you cannot separate them! He glued these two laws together and if you break one, you have broken both! The first law has to do with our relationship to God and the second law has to do with relations between people – neighbors. It is called “the Golden Rule”. 

VI.
The Golden Rule
And the second is like unto it 
That second commandment was and still is referred to as "the Golden Rule" but few Jews and Christians are familiar with its origin. First of all, the Golden Rule is not one of the Ten Commandments. Nor is it given any special attention in the Old Testament. In fact, it seems to be hidden away in Leviticus, Chapter 19 where few would discover it.

Leviticus 19 begins, "And the LORD spake unto Moses…" In verse 2, God commands Moses to share his words with the entire congregation of Israel. Verses 3-7  command people to honor their parents, keep the Sabbath and forbids making and worshipping idols.  
In verse 8, right after declaring the death penalty for not following these instructions, is the very first mention of that simple five-word law, "Love Your Neighbor as Yourself." They seem to be tacked onto verse eight without much thought. 

Verses 9 - 36 continue with many rules, commands and warnings some of which seem rather trivial or routine. I will share some here in abbreviated form to save time: 

· When you reap a harvest in field or vineyard, leave gleanings for the poor and stranger.
· Don't steal, cheat or lie to each other. 

· Don't swear falsely, or profane the name of God. 

· Don't defraud or rob your neighbor. 
· Pay your hired hands immediately. 

· Don't curse the deaf, or put a stumbling block in the path of a blind person. 

· Be fair - don't show disrespect for the poor or give advantage to the rich and  influential. 

· Don't gossip, show animosity against your neighbor or wish evil upon him. 
· Don't hate your brother. 
· Don't hold grudges against others but...
· Here it is again in verse 18: Love your neighbor as yourself. 

· Don't let your cattle cross-breed. 
· Don't sow different kinds of seed in the same field 
· Don’t make garments of linen mixed with wool. 

· Sexual relations with servants is forbidden. 

· Landowners are instructed not to eat fruit from trees until the fifth year. 

· All are forbidden to eat meat with the blood. 

· Sorcery, enchantment and observing stars is forbidden. 

· Don't trim the corners of your hair or beard. 
· Tattoos and cutting of the flesh (piercing) are also forbidden. 

· Encouraging a daughter to prostitution is forbidden. 

· All are commanded to keep the Sabbath and respect the sanctuary. 

· Wizardry and spiritism are forbidden. 

· We should respect the elderly and fear God. 

· Don't mistreat strangers, but… love them as yourself (here it is a third time!). 

· Don't cheat but have accurate balances, weights and measures. 

· Finally, in verse 37 is an early form of the shema: "Therefore shall ye observe all my statutes, and all my judgments, and do them: I am the LORD."


VII. 
The Second is Like it
Jesus said the schema was the first commandment: Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. None of his critics could find any fault with that reply, but then he hit them with a “double whammy”:  And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.  
Now follows the explanation:  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. 
The greatest commandment tells us what our relationship to God should be like while the second commandment defines our relationships with neighbors (those near us). 
The Ten Commandments are also divided into these two categories. Jesus places these two laws on an equal plane and man cannot separate them.  It also shows that the Pharisees’ problem was disbelief, not ignorance.
IV.
Professing Christians can be divided into two distinct types or classes. 
A. 
One group primarily follows rules, laws and traditions. 
They live according to the "Traditions of the fathers." When Jesus struck a bare nerve speaking to the Jewish leaders, they often defended themselves by declaring that they were children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. If you ask many today if they are Christians, they would likely reply that they are Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, Jehovah’s Witnesses or of some other denomination.

B. The second group abides with Christ and seeks to do his will. 
You cannot live in fellowship with Christ without seeking to live in fellowship with fellow humans. And if you are truly saved, you will want your friends and neighbors to become acquainted with Jesus Christ. Those who truly love and trust God don’t ask what they must do to appease him, but rather what they can do to please him. 
C.
The Most Neglected Commandment in the Church Today

Keeping the greatest commandments would eliminate the need for all other commandments. But the Israelites worshipped Baal and other heathen gods. The Roman Church made “veneration” a primary function of worship. They venerate images and Mary, the mother of Jesus. Most Austrians are Roman Catholic and I was often asked why we didn’t venerate Mary. I always replied with my own double whammy! “We seek to obey Mary; do you?” Mary only gave one commandment: “Whatsoever he saith unto you, do it!” 
Conclusion
Verses 39-40 must have surprised the Pharisees. This was an open and undisguised attack on the Pharisee’s fraudulent theology and hypocritical attitude toward others. They loved to be venerated and honored in public. They looked down on the common people as second class Jews and despised Samaritans and Gentiles. 
Sadducees and Pharisees could seldom agree with each other, but the questioner responded with, “Well said!” (Mark 12:32).  Jesus shamed them publicly and they had to admit that he was right! None of them could disagree with their common enemy!
The Golden Rule alone has its problems. The Apostle James called the golden rule the “royal law” and declared that it is basically a good rule, and then he revealed the down side: But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin (James 2:8. 9). The Apostle Paul taught similarly in Galatians 5:14-16, For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another. This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lust of the flesh. 
We read about distraught mothers who kill their own children before committing suicide. They love their children as themselves. A drug addict once told me that he would share his last fix of heroin with a friend in need. Many marriages are dissolved on grounds of incompatibility even though both partners attempt to live by the golden rule. They loved each other as they love themselves.  
Jesus gave the “I want to paint a famous picture in your minds. The scene is in the Upper Room and the disciples are gathered together with Jesus. In a few hours the LORD will be crucified and buried. Jesus tells his disciples that he was giving them a “new commandment.” He gave the “golden rule” a powerful new twist in John 13:34: A new commandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I have loved you, that ye also love one another. The “golden rule” was superseded by the “new commandment” or the “law of Christ.” This gives mankind an entirely new precedent. And our Lord is absolutely consequent in his teaching, calling his disciples to follow that grand example.
Page 5

