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We just heard a Scribe come to Jesus and ask him, “What is the greatest of all the 

commandments?”. We might wonder why he asked this particular question. When people like 

the Scribes questioned Jesus, it was usually to find fault with him or to get evidence that they 

could use against him – evidence that he was out to destroy their religion. But this Scribe 

seems to be sincere in his question. The question he asked was a disputed question among the 

rabbis because there were literally hundreds of commandments, so how would anyone know 

them all, let alone know which is the most important. When Jesus gives a response, the 

Scribe recognises the truth of it. In fact, he repeats each part of the response and affirms it. 

Then he adds something of his own, saying that the commandment that Jesus has described is 

more important than holocaust or sacrifice. In saying this, he is indicating that he recognises 

that with Jesus there is a new way of worshipping God. What Jesus says after this is most 

interesting, because Jesus tells the Scribe that he is not far from the kingdom of God. 

When we see the whole scene like this, then we can recognise the significance of the Scribe’s 

question. It was not to test Jesus, but to learn how to be more faithful to God. He was looking 

for guidance in his life. This suggests to me that this is a good question for us to ask. But just 

as when the Scribe asked it, the motive behind the question is important. We could ask the 

question as a way to find out what might be the minimum that we need to do to be saved. Or 

we could ask the question because we see our life simply in terms of following laws or 

commandments. But that is not the spirit of the original question. So, we need to ask the 

question with a view to becoming closer to the kingdom of God. 

Let’s look at the answer that Jesus gives. He says that the greatest commandment is to love 

God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength. 

When we think of all those characteristics, he is saying that truly loving God involves our 

whole being. It is more than simply thinking about God from time to time or giving some 

time to God each day. Because Jesus presents this in terms of love, he is speaking about a 

way of life. 

In English, the word “love” can mean many things. I am not sure how it is in Cantonese, but 

in English, love can be used to express satisfaction, as when someone might say, “I love my 

job”. Or it can be used to express a preference, as when someone might say, “I love 



chocolate”. Or it can be used to express friendship, as when someone might say, “I love my 

friends”. Or it can be used to express romance and affection, as when someone might say, “I 

love my wife, or I love my husband”.  

The word Jesus used has the sense of loyalty or fidelity. I think we see a good example of 

what the word means when we look at the vows a bride and groom exchange at their 

wedding. “I promise to be faithful to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, 

to love you and honour you all the days of my life”. In fact, in the Old Testament, the 

relationship between God and the people was regularly presented in terms of a marriage 

relationship. Or, if we think of a reading from St Paul that many couples have at their 

wedding, we also get a sense of what the love Jesus is talking about means. Paul says that 

love is always patient and kind; it is never rude or selfish. It takes no pleasure in other 

people’s weaknesses or failings. It is always ready to excuse, to trust, to hope and to endure 

whatever comes. This, I think, is the sort of love that Jesus is talking about. 

Jesus does something else when he gives the answer. He quotes two different texts from the 

Old Testament in such as way that he links love of God and love of neighbour. In some ways, 

love of neighbour can be more challenging than love of God. We might be comfortable 

saying that we love God unconditionally, but it is often very difficult to love our neighbour 

unconditionally. St John told us that those who do not love the neighbour they can see, cannot 

love God whom they have not seen.  

Lest we become discouraged by what might seem a very difficult way of living, we should 

remember that Jesus said to the Scribe that he was not far from the kingdom of God. He 

wasn’t there yet, but the kingdom of God had touched him already. We can also say that the 

kingdom embraces us, but it is not something that we fully inhabit once and for all in this life. 

In fact, we call ourselves disciples because we are journeying through life, following Jesus in 

order to become more and more open to the kingdom of God. Day by day we are learning to 

love God with all our heart, with all our soul, with all our mind and all our strength. Day by 

day we are learning to love our neighbour as ourselves. And perhaps most important of all, 

this is possible because God has first loved us. 


