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“Our Great Commandment Keeper”     Text – Mark 12:28-24     OT Reading – Deut. 6:1-9/Leviticus 19 Selected verses 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
This passage is one of those parts of the Bible that Christians know well.  It is often read in worship services as a summary of the law.  And even if this is the first time that you have read it, I am sure you can see why it is well known.  It is a beautiful and brilliant summary of the law.  And considering it was an answer given on the spot, it is just astonishing in what it says and in how it is stated.  And we will of course make a few brief comments about that in a moment.  But I suggest to you that the key thing that we need to consider in relation to this summary of the law is why we read it here in Mark’s Gospel and not in ch. 2 or 5 or 7, for example?  For it reads like a conversation that could have happened at any time during Jesus’ public ministry.  But it happened here.  Why?  Is there some significance to the fact that it took place just a few days before the crucifixion of Jesus?  Well, I trust that we will see together that this fact is hugely important to understanding what we read here.  
Jesus is still in the Jerusalem temple.  He has been engaged in a series of contentious conversations with the Jewish leaders that began in 11:27.  The last was a question about the resurrection, as we saw in vv18-27.  But now Jesus Becomes the Focus of a conversation about the Commandments.  And there are four parts to this conversation as we see a Legal Question, a Legal Answer, a Legal Response, and then a Gospel Conclusion.  

So we begin with the legal question.

1. But note firstly, that this conversation is the last one of the series of conversations.  From here on, we hear Jesus teaching His disciples and then the events of His arrest and crucifixion.  You may remember though that this series of conversations is the second series in Mark’s Gospel.  There was an earlier series of similar conversations in Ch’s 2-3.   There too, the Jewish leaders came to Jesus with a series of questions and He gave them answers.  But this one is the last one of them all; this one is the one closest to His crucifixion.  And that is significant.
2. But note also that we have been repeatedly told by Mark that with these questions the Jewish leaders were trying to test Jesus or trap Him or challenge Him.  And if we are just reading on through to the passage before us, we can make the mistake of viewing this episode as just another of those testing conversations.  But the text tells us that there is quite a different ‘flavour’ to this conversation than there was with the others.  

A. From v28, we see that the scribe or teacher of the law had been listening to Jesus’ conversations with the other Jewish leaders and that he was impressed with Jesus’ answer.  In fact, while it says in v28 that the Scribe thought Jesus had answered them “well,” we could also translate the Greek word used there as “beautifully.”  
B. And in v32, we see that the Scribe is also very complimentary about Jesus’ reply to his question: “You are right, Teacher.”  And this is the only time in all these conversations that we find a Jewish leader agreeing with Jesus’ answer!    
C. And we are then told in v34 that Jesus thought that the Scribe had answered Him wisely. 
D. And finally, to top it all off, previously, Jesus has been quite direct and even scathing about those questioning Him.  But here His final words are gentle and even hopeful as He says that the Scribe is “not far from the kingdom of God.” 

E. None of this, then, is typical of the other conversations.  There is a ‘sweetness’ to this conversation when with the others there was just ‘acid.’ 
F. So again, as I said, there is a very different ‘flavour’ to this conversation than with the others.
3. Well, let’s look then at his legal question.  And boys and girls, legal means ‘to do with the law.’  This Scribe’s question is about the law.  He asks, “Which commandment is the most important of all?”  
A. You may have heard before that the Pharisees and Rabbis and Scribes recognized 613 commandments in the Law of God; 365 ‘You shall not…s’ and 248 ‘You shall…s’  And this question about which was the most important commandment was the number 1 topic of conversation among the law experts of that time.  Was one commandment more important than the rest?  Was there one commandment that gave you a kind of a key which would unlock the rest?  
B. And so, partly as a serious theological debate but also partly to demonstrate your own cleverness, there was a constant effort to try and reduce the whole law down to one axiom, or one summarizing-command.  
C. The story is told that at one time a Gentile was listening to Rabbis debating this exact point.  So the Gentile said to the Rabbis, “If you can give me the whole law while you stand on one foot, I will convert to Judaism.”  So one of the Rabbis, Rabbi Hillel, raised one foot and said, “What you yourself hate, do not do to your neighbour; that is the whole law – the rest is commentary.”  That was clever wasn’t it!  
D. And you might recognize in those words the negative form of what we know as the golden rule – do unto others as you would have them do to you.  I am sure you boys and girls have heard it often – do unto others as you would have them do to you.  And that is a good rule.  But it is missing something very important, as we shall see.
Well, this brings us, secondly, to Jesus’ legal answer: He says, “The most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  And 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.'  The second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these.”
Jesus joins together words we read earlier from Deut. 6:4-5 and Leviticus 19:18.  
1. The first part of His answer quotes what is called the Jewish Shema.  
A. It was a few verses of the Bible that every Jew knew, off by heart.  It was probably the first passage of the Bible that little Jewish boys and girls were taught to memorize.  It was kind of like the Jewish Apostles’ Creed.  These were the words that began every morning prayer for a Jew.  Pious Jews would have these words written in a little box that they would wear on their forehead, called a Phylactery.  And they would write the words on leather straps that they would tie around their wrists.  The words would be written on the lintel over the front door of the house and on the top rail of the gate at the front of the property.  Why?  Because it says in Deut. 6, “These words that I command you today shall be on your heart … You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes.  You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”  So that command was taken literally by the Jews.  
B. So someone only needed to say, “Hear, O Israel,” and the people would straight away join in and say, “The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”  It was a very basic creed.
C. They are words that reveal (A) who God is – He is Yahweh; the one, eternal, covenant God who has revealed Himself in the Scriptures and (B) what He requires – total devotion; He wants everything we have and our whole being to love Him.  
2. But the second part of Jesus’ answer comes from Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”  And neighbour here, as Jesus taught in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, is not just the person living over the fence but everyone, including even your enemy.
So let’s now make a few summary comments about this extraordinary answer of Jesus as a whole.  
1. Congregation, if I were to ask you What is the greatest sin? how would you respond?  
A. Today, some might reply homosexuality.  Lots of articles being written about it.  Churches are dividing over it.  Families are breaking apart over it.  And indeed, Romans 1 seems to put quite a bit of emphasis on it as a manifestation of a culture that has completely rejected God the Creator.  
B. Others though might say murder, or adultery, or even idolatry.  But what would you say is the greatest sin?  Well, if we take this answer of Jesus and what Jesus emphasizes first, the greatest sin is the sin of unbelief.  “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord IS” and “the Lord is ONE.”  There is a God.  He has revealed Himself in this book.  Therefore, believe in Him.  
i. This is why, when we are talking about the two groups of people in the world in relation to God, we speak of believers and unbelievers.  
ii. Working on the assumption that Adolf Hitler did not repent before he died, the first sin on the list of sins that he will have to give account for on Judgment Day will not be the murder of 6,000,000 Jews in the Holocaust, but his failure to believe.  And it shall be the same for all those who refuse to believe.  God commands all men and women and children to believe in Him.  Therefore, the greatest sin is the sin of unbelief.  
2. But the belief in God that Jesus is talking about here includes loving Him: “You shall love the Lord your God.”  You see, it is possible to believe in God and not love Him.  James 2:19 tells us that the demons believe in God.  But they don’t love Him; they just shudder in fear and hatred.  But if you believe in the God of the Scriptures, you know that He is your Creator and your Saviour, and so He deserves your love. 
3. But Jesus’ answer reveals also that love for God and love for neighbour cannot be separated.  They are the two sides of the coin of belief.  
A. And the disciples who were listening to Jesus understood this.  Later on in the NT, John wrote these words, “If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen.”  
B. And if you think for a moment about the 10 Commandments, you may have heard before that the first group of commandments have to do with love for God while the second group of commandments have to do with love for neighbour.  
i. If you believe in God, you will love Him by not taking His name in vain (which is the 3rd Commandment), for example, and you will love your neighbour by not stealing from him (which is the 8th Commandment), for example.  
C. So love for God and neighbour is the law.  That’s why Jesus says, “There is no other commandment greater than these.”
I trust you can see then why this answer of Jesus is simply astounding.  We have just scratched the surface of it but there is so much truth and wisdom and insight and theology and practical living and understanding of God and man in this on-the-spot answer.  It is the best and most beautiful legal answer that could have been given to this legal question.
So now, in the third place, we consider the Scribe’s Legal response as we see it in vv32-33.  He says, “You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that He is one, and there is no other besides Him.  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, is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”
1. Now, when you spent your days mulling over the ranking of the 613 commands as to which one took precedence over the other in this or that situation, you can well understand why this scribe was quite satisfied and enthused with Jesus’ answer.  
A. I quickly googled the ranking of the commandments and in the few articles I read this was the common theme: The commandments are all equally important and not to be ranked.  You must keep all of them.  But, if you have to choose between two commandments, do the one that is stated more often, for example, or do the one that requires more control of your impulses, or a commandment that costs money is worth more then one that costs nothing.  And on it would go.  So you can imagine the types of the debates the scribes would have had about laws to do with mildew on the tent versus laws about breaking the Sabbath, etc!  
B. And before we press on, just in case you are chuckling about this silliness and thinking to yourself that it is good that we don’t engage in such foolishness any more!, last year I read a very useful book called Respectable Sins.  It looks at sins like unthankfulness and frustration and irritability and worry, for example, as sins we don’t treat nearly as seriously as we do lying or murder, for instance.  In fact, we sometimes excuse ourselves of these sins by describing them with terms like ‘just our personality,’ don’t we?  So we also can too easily fall into the trap of ranking sins and commandments to excuse our behaviour when the truth is that any and every sin is a vile stench in the nostrils of God.
C. You can see though why this Scribe was appreciative of Jesus’ answer.  He recognized that what Jesus had said was in keeping with the truth of Scripture.  He wanted to live in the way that Jesus described for He saw that it was right.  
2. And such was the insight of this Scribe that he adds another relevant scriptural principle to what Jesus had said, as we see in v33.  He says that obeying these commands “is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  
A. You boys and girls might remember the time that the Prophet Samuel had instructed King Saul to kill all the people and animals of a certain city.  Well, Saul killed the people but kept the animals to sacrifice them to the Lord.  And Saul thought this was a wonderful thing he had done that would please the Lord.  But do you remember what Samuel said to Saul, “Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams.”  
B. And this refrain is repeated several times in the OT.  And the Scribe has read it and understood it.  So he wants to obey the law as Jesus has outlined it; He wants to love God with all His heart, soul, mind and strength, and to love his neighbour as himself.
But that brings us to v34 and the Gospel conclusion to this conversation.  Jesus appreciates what the Scribe has said.  He believed that the Scribe had answered wisely.  And He said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”
1. And here we come to why the location of this conversation is so important to our understanding of it.  You see, put this conversation anywhere else in Jesus’ public ministry, and He is basically saying to the Scribe, Now that you know the most important commandment, go and do this and you will be welcomed into the kingdom.  But if we have noted the different ‘flavour’ of this conversation and the fact that it is the last in the series of conversations and that the crucifixion is just a few days away, then Jesus’ words take on a different significance.  Jesus is drawing the attention of this Scribe and all of us who read these words to what is soon to happen.  He wants us to know that what He has said about the most important commandment can only be understood in the light of what will soon happen to Him.
A. And we were alerted to this already way back in the opening words of Mark’s Gospel.  You see, everything Jesus says here in vv29-31 is from the OT.  He has put it together in a beautiful and brilliant way, but if doing this was all that was needed to enter into the kingdom of God, then there would be no need for Jesus and anything that He does.   But do you remember how Mark’s Gospel began?  “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ.”  And when we first met Jesus, He was saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  So all the way through Mark’s Gospel we are being prepared for the gospel that ushers in the kingdom.  And Jesus words here, “You are not far from the kingdom of God,” alert us to the fact that we are almost there.  
B. For think now of this Scribe and what He has heard from Jesus.  And you don’t need to put yourself into the Scribe’s sandals to understand this.  Think about yourself and what Jesus says here:

i. Jesus says, Believe in God such that you love Him ALL your heart – your love for God is to come from the very root of your being.  There is nothing that should grip you and drive you and shape you and affect you more than your love for God.  Your love for Him must be whole-hearted and undiluted and unmixed, all of the time.  Does that describe the love of your heart for God?  Always?
ii. And you are to love Him with ALL your Soul.  In the letter to the church in Laodicea in the Book of Revelation, Jesus says, “I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot … So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.”  Earlier this year, some of us got to see a bonfire at Mr Buter’s place.  And the fire got so big that the fire-brigade was called to put it out.  Well, loving God with all your soul is not love like the flickering flame of a tea-candle but the blazing inferno of a bonfire!  Does that describe the love of your soul for God?  Always?
iii. And you are to love Him with ALL your mind.  To those who say, Don’t give me books and complex sermons and all that sort of thing; I just want a simple faith, God says, Love me with ALL your mind.  You are to apply your mind to the fullest extent to understand the depths of the riches of His revelation of Himself as the Triune God and of His grace to you in Jesus Christ and what it means to live as a child of God.  Does that describe the love of your mind for God?  Always?
iv. And you are to love Him with ALL your strength.  You probably all saw Lisa Carrington win those 2 gold medals at the Canoeing World Championships last weekend?  You know how strong she needs to be and how hard and how often she has to train to beat her competitors?  Well, is that a good analogy of the strength of your love for God?  Always?
a. So having heard what Jesus had said, this Scribe could not go away and love God like this.  And neither can you and me.  We simply do not and cannot love God with ALL our heart, soul, mind, and strength.
v. But notice also the measurement for neighbour love that Jesus provides.  He says, “Love your neighbour as yourself.”  And that’s the real kicker, isn’t it.  I mean, if I were to ask you if you loved your neighbour, I would expect you to reply and understand why you replied with a “Yes!  I do.”  You don’t hate anyone and you try and be kind to them, right?  At least I hope that is the case!  But if any of us is asked if we love our neighbour as ourselves?  Well, that’s when we have to say, “No.”  Loving ourselves?  That comes easily.  That is instinctive.  That we do without thinking.  
a. And we had an example of this at catechism class the other night.  The lesson was about Jesus’ example of selfless humility.  And a question asks, give an example from home or school or work where you grab the good position for yourself?  Now, I have been using this material for some years now.  And I always cover up the answer that I have written down, but it is the answer that is always given first by the students.  And it is sitting in the front seat of the car when you drive anywhere with Mum or Dad and your siblings.  I mean, we all know how that goes, right?  You all come out of the house and then there is this queue of children standing aside to let each other sit in the front until Dad has to say, ‘Jane, you take the front this time because we have to go.”  Is that how it goes?  No.  In fact, there are often tears because she got the front yesterday and its my turn and he pushed me and I shotgunned it, etc…  So most families have rosters don’t they, just to stop the arguments about whose turn it is.  The Scribe did not and could not love his neighbour as himself.  And neither can you and me.  We simply do not and we cannot love our neighbour as ourselves.
C. But what has Jesus been demonstrating in the Mark’s Gospel thus far and what will He especially demonstrate in the chapters ahead?  In Jesus we see someone who loves His Father with ALL His soul, and all His heart, and all His mind, and ALL His strength and someone who loves His neighbour as Himself.  
i. In a few days, Jesus will hang on the cross and endure the eternal wrath of His Father against sin because He knows that this is the only way that the Father can be revealed as just and merciful.  That is wholehearted love.  
ii. And we will see the raging bonfire of His soul’s love for the Father as He commends His spirit to the care of His Father.  
iii. We will see Him rehearse all of the prophecies of Scripture concerning His death in what He does and says, demonstrating that there was nothing His Father had revealed in Scripture that Jesus’ mind had ignored.  
iv. And in the Garden of Gethsemane, as His sweat is as drops of blood, we see the strength of His love for His Father.  
v. And all this He will do and endure because He loves His neighbour – This Scribe and you and me; all those who are God’s chosen people – as Himself.  
D. Jesus said to the Scribe, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” And at the beginning of His public ministry He said, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  Well, we have already spoken about importance of belief.  So what about the significance of this word ‘Repent’?  
i. I trust you have seen that the appropriate response to the most important commandment is not that you must now go and do it so that you can earn God’s favour and be allowed in the kingdom.  The appropriate response is to turn to God and confess that you have not kept His commandments and that you do not keep His commandments.  And then you give thanks that Jesus is the Great commandment keeper.  And you rejoice because Jesus died on the cross to pay the price for your commandment breaking.  For that is the gospel!  And when you repent and believe the gospel, you are received into the kingdom.  
ii. And once you are in the kingdom, because of the power of the Lord Jesus Christ, then you do begin to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and your neighbour as yourself.  
After Jesus died and rose, the apostles began to preach the gospel in Jerusalem.  Acts 6:7 says, “And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.”  Was this Scribe among them?  We don’t know.  I hope so.  How sad it would be for him to have died just near the kingdom.  
Dear friend, please don’t die ‘near the kingdom.’  Repent and believe in Jesus and come in!  Amen.
