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 The Gospel reading today is known as the Great Commandment.  All three synoptic 
Gospels record the event that prompted Jesus to summarize the Old Testament law.1   
 In Matthew and Luke, the scribe who asks Jesus which commandment is the 
greatest puts his question in such a way that it is clear he hopes to corner Jesus.  The 
account I will read in a moment from Mark’s Gospel, seems to lack the conflict and 
sarcasm found in the other two Gospels.  In other words, the scribe in Mark’s account 
doesn’t appear to be a mischief maker – but an inquirer seeking to glean insight from what 
he recognizes as a wise and able rabbi.2  As we shall see, this man understands his faith 
well enough to agree with Jesus’ answer.  In the midst of a hostile environment, Jesus finds 
a philosophical ally.   
 With these thoughts in mind, listen to the assigned Gospel reading for today. 
 

28 One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing 
that he answered them well, he asked him, "Which commandment is the first of all?" 29 
Jesus answered, "The first is, "Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30 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.' 31 The second is this, "You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." 32 Then the scribe said to 
him, "You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that "he is one, and besides him there is 
no other'; 33 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,' – this is much more important 
than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices." 34 When Jesus saw that he answered 
wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." After that no one 
dared to ask him any question.  (Mk. 12:28-34 NRSV) 

 

1 
 If someone asked you the essence of Christian faith, how would you respond?  If 
you were asked to distill the essence of your faith, what would you say is the heart and 
soul of Christian faith? 
 A scribe approached Jesus with that very question.  What he asked was quite 
remarkable.  The scribe asked, “Which is the most important of all the commandments?”  
Do you understand what he was asking?  He wasn’t just asking which of the 10 
Commandments was the most important.  According to tradition, faithful Jews abided by 
613 laws or commandments or customs detailed in Torah – of which the 10 
Commandments were a part.3   
 Before we ponder Jesus’ answer, let me step back and ask…aren’t all the 
commandments important?  Is it possible there is one that is most important?  Was it and 
is it possible or even faithful to reduce all 613 commandments to one? 
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 Does that proposition surprise or trouble you at all?  The reason I ask is because it 
sure sounds as if the scribe was asking Jesus to weigh scripture.  He was asking Jesus to 
say there were some portions of scripture that were of greater weight or value than others.  
Could Jesus do that?  Can we do that?  Doesn’t every word of scripture weigh the same? 

2 
 Well, let’s see.  Jesus, being a good Jew, knew the law of his people.  In his Sermon 
on the Mount Jesus talked about a number of those laws.  “You have heard it said ‘You 
shall not murder’ – and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’”  Every Jew knew 
that.  It was one of the 10 Commandments – one of the Laws with a capital “L.”  But Jesus 
took another step – a step toward deeper faith.  He said, “If you are angry with a brother 
or sister you will be liable to judgment.”4  What gave Jesus the right to change the 
commandment?  Or was it really a change?  Could it be Jesus was shedding light upon the 
true essence of the commandment? 
 He said, “You have heard it said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy.’”  Every Jew knew survival depended upon sticking together and being distrustful 
of Israel’s enemies.  But Jesus took “being a neighbor” another step – a step toward deeper 
faith.  He said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…”5  What gave 
Jesus the right to change the commandment?  Or was it really a change?  Could it be Jesus 
was shedding light upon the essence of the commandment? 
 I could go on and on because Jesus had things to say about many other laws and 
customs – from Sabbath rules to cleanliness laws.  He overturned laws that relegated 
women and children to 2nd class citizens.  He touched lepers, the untouchables of his day.  
He defended a woman caught in adultery by forcing her accusers to face their own 
sinfulness.   
 In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “Till heaven and earth pass away, not one 
letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.  Whoever 
then breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same, 
will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.”6 
 Clearly Jesus fiddled with scripture.  His detractors said he was breaking the 
commandments.  Did that mean he was “least in the kingdom of heaven”…or was his 
fiddling really a clarifying, an explanation…and so really about the true essence of the 
commandments? 

3 
 “Ok,” we say, “I’ll acknowledge that Jesus weighed scripture.  If he had believed all 
scriptures were of equal worth, he would have answered the scribe by saying, “All the 
commandments are equally important.”  Instead, he replied, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and all your mind.  This is the first and greatest 
commandment.  And the second is like it – love your neighbor as yourself.” 
 But it was one thing for Jesus to weigh scripture – to reinterpret long-held 
commandments.  Is it something anyone else can do?” 
 Luke tells a remarkable story in Acts 10 and 11.  It is a story about Cornelius, a 
Gentile, a Roman Centurion, whom God filled with the Holy Spirit.  “Gentiles” were any 
persons who were not Jews.  The earliest Christians were all Jews…and they assumed 
followers of Jesus would always be good Jews.  Then one day, while the disciple Peter was 
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preaching, the Holy Spirit fell upon Cornelius and a crowd of Gentiles.  Acts 10 reads as 
follows:  “The believing Jews who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the 
Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles…” 
 You and I may not appreciate the depth of their astonishment.  You see, good Jews 
believed Gentiles were unclean – they ate things forbidden by the sacred law – they 
engaged in daily activities that were forbidden by the law – they were uncircumcised.  
That God would baptize them with his Spirit while they were still unclean – why it was 
unthinkable, outrageous, positively scandalous, a violation of holy law. 
 But listen to Peter’s reaction.  “If God gave them the same gift he gave us when we 
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?”7  Apparently God 
was trying to tell the early church that because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, the 
restrictive Jewish law no longer applied.  Fortunately Peter and the others were able to see 
God doing a new thing.  Apparently the ancient laws that forbad interactions between Jew 
and Gentile were not essential to the faith of the new church the Spirit of God was 
fashioning in their midst.   
 The story makes many a Christian nervous because it suggests God can do a new 
thing…and we can miss it completely.  You see, many of us like to keep God in a box.  
What should make us nervous is that we can miss completely the new thing God is doing.  
We can miss it completely because we are trying to be faithful – trying to obey this or that 
religious law or commandment or custom we thought we understood.  The story makes us 
wonder how many times we have missed what God was doing…missed what God was 
calling us to be and do, because we lacked the ability to trust what God was trying to say 
and do! 

4 
 “Ok,” we say, “Jesus and the disciples and the early church weighed scripture – 
they turned long-held commandments upside down.  Is that something we can do?” 
 Since we plan to be done here by noon, let’s leap ahead to fairly recent times.  In our 
day nearly everyone in the civilized world agrees the institution of slavery is an 
abomination.  If you read the Bible, though, you may be surprised to find slavery is not 
condemned.   
 From Leviticus we read: “As for your male and female slaves whom you may have, 
you may buy them from among the nations that are around you…”8  From Exodus we 
read: “When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she shall not go free after six years like 
the men do.”9  From the New Testament letter to the Ephesians we read: “Slaves, obey 
your earthly masters with fear and trembling…”10 
  These passages and many others were appealed to by many Christians in the 
American South in the middle 1800s to justify the institution of slavery.  A minister named 
Richard Fuller put it this way in 1845 – “What God sanctioned in the Old and New 
Testaments cannot be sin.”11  In the Dred Scott Decision of 1857, the Supreme Court of this 
free land said, in substance, black men and women are not citizens of these United States.  
They are merely property subject to the dictates of their owners.12 
 With the firm foundation of Bible and the US Supreme Court…on what grounds 
did abolitionists win the day?  By what authority did they conclude slavery was an 
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abomination…and why were so many Bible-believing people persuaded slavery was and 
is an abomination? 
 In the end, thoughtful people of faith concluded enslavement of any sort is contrary 
to the intention of scripture.  They concluded it is impossible to hold at the same time the 
love of Christ and slavery.  Even though Jesus did not condemn slavery, per se, it is surely 
the case that he came to set the prisoner free.   
 Apparently customs – even customs tolerated and in some cases endorsed by the 
Bible – can faithfully be overturned.   

5 
 I have taken up only a few of the ways in which thinking about dearly-held 
religious laws and commandments and customs have changed dramatically.  In many 
cases, the law or commandment or custom was not just changed – it was completely 
reversed.  And this by faithful followers of Jesus Christ…by people who were straining 
their hearts and souls and minds to discern what God was doing in the world so they 
could join God there in his work.13  
 Being people of faith takes hard work.  We must be on our toes – always listening 
and looking – always questioning – always ready to err on the side of the love of God.  
Because, you see, again and again Jesus tipped the scales irrevocably in favor of love.14  
Paul understood that about Jesus which is why he wrote, “The entire law is summed up in 
a single command – Love your neighbor as yourself.”15  If in our examination of every 
chapter and verse of scripture we miss the centrality of love, we strain at a gnat and 
swallow a camel.16  We are not “loving God with all our whole heart, mind, body, and 
soul” when we refuse to do the necessary work of weighing scripture on the scales of 
grace.17   
 As I said earlier, being faithful to the God of the Bible takes work.  God's love is free 
– but being faithful to that God takes hard work.  Why?  Because we are so easily 
distracted.  It is hard work trying to love someone who reigns terror upon a synagogue 
filled with people.  It is hard work trying to love someone who is cruel and vicious.   
 With Election Day drawing near, there is more distortion of our great God abroad 
in this campaign year than I can remember.  When I hear hate-filled rhetoric – when I hear 
utter disregard for truth – when I hear people describe the faith of Jesus Christ in ways 
that would disenfranchise entire segments of our population – I wonder as Mary 
Magdalene wondered at the empty tomb…”They have taken away my Lord, and I do not 
know where they have taken him.”18  
 I also find myself coming back to the conversation between the scribe and Jesus I 
began with this morning.  I come back to this conversation because there is an “essence” to 
our faith that can shed light upon the path ahead. 
 The learned scribe quickly reacted to Jesus’ answer by saying to him: "You are right, 
Teacher..." 
 I end where I began, then, with a question.  What is the essence of Christian faith?  
Jesus provided his answer.  With his answer in mind…what will you do with all the 
notions and actions and loyalties you have mistaken for the essence of faith?  Amen. 
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