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The Greatest Commandments
I. Love God Supremely (Deuteronomy 6:4, 5; Matthew 22:34-38)
A. The Jewish Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4, 5)

(Deu 6:4)  Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD:

(Deu 6:5)  And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.

H8085
שׁמע
shâma‛
shaw-mah'
A primitive root; to hear intelligently (often with implication of attention, obedience, etc.; causatively to tell, etc.): -  X attentively, call (gather) together, X carefully, X certainly, consent, consider, be content, declare, X diligently, discern, give ear, (cause to, let, make to) hear (-ken, tell), X indeed, listen, make (a) noise, (be) obedient, obey, perceive, (make a) proclaim (-ation), publish, regard, report, shew (forth), (make a) sound, X surely, tell, understand, whosoever [heareth], witness.

The first verse here is the quintessential faith statement of historic Judaism.  The Israelites were to “hear” and speak this declaration often and with passion for Jehovah.  Everything they knew and possessed was tied up in their covenant with Jehovah.  Without Him, Israel would never have existed as a either a people or a nation.  Therefore, God had and has the right to command the focused love and loyalty of Israel.  This command however covered far more than the one nation chosen by God.  The understanding that God was God alone and there was no other worthy of the name, returned slowly by revelation to mankind, after that knowledge was rejected and lost early in human history.  In the Old Testament, we can see in the writings of the prophets the blossoming comprehension over time that not only was Jehovah the only appropriate God for Israel, but anything or anyone else that purported to be god was a fiction created by sinful men.  Paul expressed in his letters the New Testament concept that idols were in actuality representations of demons and were to be shunned by believers in Christ.  Therefore, the “shema” of Israel is to be part of our faith declaration also.
B. Which Is the Greatest Commandment? (Matthew 22:34-36)

(Mat 22:34)  But when the Pharisees had heard that he had put the Sadducees to silence, they were gathered together.

(Mat 22:35)  Then one of them, which was a lawyer, asked him a question, tempting him, and saying,

(Mat 22:36)  Master, which is the great commandment in the law?

The lawyers and Pharisees, those men that prided themselves on their knowledge of the Law, disliked Jesus about as much as did the Sadducees.  He constantly confronted the shallowness of their beliefs and exposed the deadness of their traditions.  This lawyer thought he could trap Jesus into a theological blunder, because he did not understand that Jesus wrote the Law, and he obviously thought no command could be construed as the greatest.  We can’t say here that this lawyer’s pride caused him to think he could challenge the legal knowledge of God Himself, because he did not believe Jesus was God.  He assumed he was addressing a heretic rabbi with delusions of grandeur.
C. This Is the Greatest Commandment (vv. 37, 38)

(Mat 22:37)  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.

(Mat 22:38)  This is the first and great commandment.

Jesus used the lawyer’s challenge, as He always did, to construct a teachable moment.  Jesus repeated the words of Moses in Deuteronomy, knowing as He did that this was perhaps the most familiar scripture the listeners knew.  Jesus agreed with Moses’ assessment of this declaration.  It was familiar to the lawyer because it was taught and repeated very frequently even in these years far removed from Moses’ words.  It had been incorporated into the life of the Jews because they recognized its overriding importance.  The lawyer should have recognized its primacy also, which would have rendered his question moot.  He was so intent on embarrassing Jesus that he missed the obvious truth he already knew.  For Jew and Christian alike, everything stops and ends with our relationship with God and His Son Jesus Christ.  We cannot love Him unless He first loves us and gives Himself to us, putting the capability to love Him in us.
II. Love Your Neighbor (Leviticus 19:15-18; Matthew 22:39, 40)

A. Practical Love for Others (Leviticus 19:15-17)
(Lev 19:15)  Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment: thou shalt not respect the person of the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty: but in righteousness shalt thou judge thy neighbour.

(Lev 19:16)  Thou shalt not go up and down as a talebearer among thy people: neither shalt thou stand against the blood of thy neighbour: I am the LORD.

(Lev 19:17)  Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thine heart: thou shalt in any wise rebuke thy neighbour, and not suffer sin upon him.

Jehovah was communicating to His people in this passage the importance of acting out love for neighbors, under girded by a heartfelt love for each other.  Justice was to be an expression of love in its fairness.  Gossip, backbiting, and false accusations were forbidden as acts of hatred and callousness.  He reminded them He was Lord, so they would remember that this command was not a mere suggestion.  God forbade hatred against fellow Israelites.  It is interesting that He also commanded them to rebuke each other and not allow sin to fester.  We are to be peacemakers, not peacekeepers.  At times rebuke is appropriate as an act of love and is needed to clear the air and prevent bitterness and grudges to grow between us.
B. Commanded To Love Others (v. 18)

(Lev 19:18)  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.

God wanted the Israelites to recognize the dangers of allowing offense to settle in between each other.  We all stand at the cross as equals, equally guilty and equally in need of forgiveness and cleansing.  Therefore we must love others as we love ourselves.  To make a difference between people is to assume the rights only God can claim.  Offence not dealt with will cause us to treat the one we hate as not worthy of our love.
C. The Second Great Commandment (Matthew 22:39, 40)

(Mat 22:39)  And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.

(Mat 22:40)  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.

Jesus, in His response to the lawyer’s challenge, expanded His response to the question by including the second greatest commandment.  If we truly love God as He commands, we will also love fellow human beings with a selfless love.  Jesus knew far better than any human Law scholar the reach and depth of the Law, but he boldly declared that all the Law hung upon these two simple commands.  Their simplicity and broadness defies loopholes and selfish rationalizations.  We will love God with everything we are and love our fellow human beings as we love ourselves, or we will discover that we are living in disobedience to the revealed Word of God.  As Pentecostals we believe we are to be filled and lead by the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit is part of the Trinity and He will not contradict Himself, so He will flawlessly and consistently prompt us to live in accordance with these two commandments.

III. Everyone Is My Neighbor (Luke 10:25-37)

A. Crucial Question, Right Answer (vv. 25-28)

(Luk 10:25)  And, behold, a certain lawyer stood up, and tempted him, saying, Master, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?

(Luk 10:26)  He said unto him, What is written in the law? how readest thou?

(Luk 10:27)  And he answering said, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbour as thyself.

(Luk 10:28)  And he said unto him, Thou hast answered right: this do, and thou shalt live.

Another lawyer, another challenge.  This lawyer again did not recognize the authority and deity of Jesus.  His question was great, but his motivation for asking it was abysmal.
Jesus directed him back to the Law he knew so well with head knowledge.  The lawyer’s response is astonishingly right on target, such that Jesus complemented his comprehension.  He then used another familiar principle of the Law to corner the lawyer with his own words.  To have eternal life, the lawyer must do just as he had spoken.  What Jesus implied without saying was that the lawyer was unable to obey these commands in himself, no more than was any other Jew.

B. Who Is My Neighbor? (v. 29)

(Luk 10:29)  But he, willing to justify himself, said unto Jesus, And who is my neighbour?

The lawyer was bright enough to realize that 1.  He could not actually love as the Law commanded, and 2.  He didn’t want to love like that.  He immediately attempted to justify his failure by implying that he didn’t know who his neighbor was.  Human beings without Jesus and with no desire for God always stack together reasons why they are okay without Him.  Our efforts to justify ourselves are invariably exposed as pathetic and inadequate.
C. The Answer in a Story (vv. 30-37)

(Luk 10:30)  And Jesus answering said, A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead.

(Luk 10:31)  And by chance there came down a certain priest that way: and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.

(Luk 10:32)  And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place, came and looked on him, and passed by on the other side.

(Luk 10:33)  But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compassion on him,

(Luk 10:34)  And went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and set him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him.

(Luk 10:35)  And on the morrow when he departed, he took out two pence, and gave them to the host, and said unto him, Take care of him; and whatsoever thou spendest more, when I come again, I will repay thee.

(Luk 10:36)  Which now of these three, thinkest thou, was neighbour unto him that fell among the thieves?

(Luk 10:37)  And he said, He that shewed mercy on him. Then said Jesus unto him, Go, and do thou likewise.

Jesus gently, lovingly destroyed the lawyer’s rationalizations with a simple parable that addressed every objection we like to raise when we want to live and love our way instead of God’s.  The victim’s identity was irrelevant; he was a person needing help through no fault of his own.  The religiously minded, sure in their self-righteousness, wanted no part of him and physically distanced themselves from his misery.  The outcast regarded with contempt by the lawyer and his cronies, displayed compassion, going out of his way in time, effort, and treasure to care for the stranger whose name he did not even know, even going the extra mile to provide for the man’s recovery.
The lawyer could only answer as he did.  Any other response would have branded him as the hypocrite he truly was and a moron to boot.  Jesus then confronted him with the inescapable directive that left the lawyer with no wriggle room.  If he chose to be like the priest and Levite, he would also be choosing to disobey the commandments he knew in his mind, if not in his heart.
Love and works go hand in hand.  Loving God with everything we are means living in sold-out obedience to His will.  Loving our neighbor as ourselves means inconveniencing ourselves for the sake of strangers and family alike, putting their needs before our own.  This is a high standard.  Are we living it?

