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34 But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together.  35 And one of them, a 
lawyer, asked him a question to test him.  36 "Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?"  37 And he said to 
him, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  38 This is the 
great and first commandment.  39 And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  40 On these two 
commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets" (Mat.22.34-40). 
 
Introduction 
 As we have seen before, the Pharisees and Sadducees, with all their disagreements with 
each other, team up against the Lord Jesus. Sometimes they work together (Mat.16.1) and 
sometimes they work apart because of their differences, for example, regarding the resurrection 
(Mat.22.23-33). Nevertheless, the animosity they all feel toward our Lord causes them to hold 
hands in opposing Him. In our passage for today, the Pharisees hear that Jesus eluded the tricks 
of the Sadducees and drove them into silence. But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the 
Sadducees, they gathered together (Mat.22.34). There is an interesting set of tensions here: the Pharisees 
may like the defeat of the Sadducees on the resurrection theme, but they dislike the fact that the 
crowds are astonished at Jesus’ teaching. They surely like the fact that they have the opportunity 
to give the decisive blow to Christ (due to the failure of the Sadducees), but they must dislike the 
higher bar they must hurdle to do it. Therefore, they decide that it is time to mount a new attack 
against Christ. They gather for some strategic planning from which comes the great 
commandment trap. We will outline the subject matter in two points: 1) the question that sets the 
great commandment trap and 2) the answer that eludes the great commandment trap.  
 
1A. The question that sets the great commandment trap 
 Again, our Lord’s opponents set a trap by a question: And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a 
question to test him (22.35).  The Pharisees decided to put forth an argument based on the Law of God. 
Therefore, the representative that speaks to Jesus is an expert in the law, a lawyer. He is a 
Pharisee that has experience and skill in arguing matters of the Law. The goal is to put Jesus 
“through the mill” with the hope of bringing some kind of dishonor to His name: But when the 
Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together.  35 And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a 
question to test him (22.34-35).  
 The lawyer takes aim by focusing on the Law in a comparative way: Teacher, which is the 
great commandment in the Law? (22.36). In this volatile context, we might wonder about any real bite 
to this question. What makes it a substantial test that flows from the best minds among the 
leadership in Israel? Ridderbos (Matthew, 416) states that they think they can stump Jesus with a 
question about the greatest commandment because they have a quantitative view of the Law. 
From the time of Christ forward, the rabbis came up with a list of over six hundred laws, and we 
know that they ranked the laws giving greater “importance and weight” to some of them over 
others. In this connection, we might compare the references of Jesus to the “least” of the 
commandments (Mat. 5.19) and to the weightier matters of the Law (Mat.23.23). These experts 
in the Law approached God’s word in a fragmented, hollow, and heartless way. Hence, they 
made it more difficult than it actually is. They are confused. Based on their confusion, they think 
they can confuse the Lord Jesus.  
 
2A. The answer that eludes the great commandment trap 
 It is so encouraging to notice how the Lord repeatedly goes beyond a mere answer to the 
questions and challenges presented to Him. He not only escapes the clutches of His enemies (and 
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they are truly enemies who hate Him and wish to kill Him), but He also teaches His listeners 
back then and the readers of the Gospels today. He builds on the apparent rubble of confrontation 
and confusion. He gives explanation and advances the discussion in marvelous ways.  
 In this case, the question directs our attention to the commandments of God, specifically, 
to the “first and greatest” commandment. If you want a single word for the answer of Jesus, that 
word is love. In His answer, Jesus begins with love for God and moves from that duty to love for 
man. Both dimensions of love, Jesus tells us, interweave with the word and Law of God. 
 What then is His forward looking and up building answer? Jesus says, “Your 
fundamental duty is to love God, and inseparable from it is your duty to love your neighbor, and 
both of these duties govern all other obligations that you have (as God’s image bearers, 
especially as His restored image bearers) in learning and applying the entire Bible.” Note these 
things in the text: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  
38 This is the great and first commandment.  39 And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  40 On 
these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets (22.37-40).  The answer unfolds in three 
ways that show how to avoid confusion regarding God’s commandments: 1) Love for God is the 
secure foundation; 2) love for man is the practical (inevitable) result, and 3) love (for God and 
man) guides biblical understanding. 
 1B. Love for God is the secure foundation 
 1) Jesus cites Deuteronomy 6.5. Moses gave these words on the heels of the second 
giving of the Ten Commandments (Deut.5.7-21). Deuteronomy is the second giving of the Law 
(“the second law); it is a single sermon of Moses just before his death. The famous text on 
wholehearted love is within Deuteronomy 6:3-9:   3 Hear therefore, O Israel, and be careful to do them, that it may 
go well with you, and that you may multiply greatly, as the LORD, the God of your fathers, has promised you, in a land 
flowing with milk and honey.  4 "Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.  5 You shall love the LORD your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.  6 And these words that I command you today 
shall be on your heart.  7 You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your 
house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise.  8 You shall bind them as a sign on 
your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes.  9 You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and 
on your gates (Deut. 6.3-9).  
 2) Note the difference in wording between Christ and Moses in the use of mind by our 
Lord instead of might (or strength) by Moses.  
 Moses: You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 
 Jesus: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 
This difference occurs within the context that unpacks the nature of love: it has a deep internal 
character that involves the heart, soul, strength (Moses), and mind (Jesus). Probably, the easiest 
way to solve the surface problem in the wording here between Moses and Jesus is to concentrate 
on the fact that these words do not give us some kind of faculty psychology. It will help to 
compare this text with other passages on the immaterial side of what makes us who we are as 
human beings. For example, on first reading, we might think that Paul informs us that the 
immaterial aspect of our being is twofold when he says, 3 Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you 
completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 
Thess.5.23). However, if we compare the Lord’s words with Paul’s, then we know that we would 
end up with the impossible conclusion that our immaterial makeup has not two but three 
components (heart, soul, and spirit), then four (heart, soul, spirit, and mind), and then five (heart, 
soul, spirit, mind, and strength), an so forth. Therefore, it is much better to preserve the basic 
material-immaterial (body/soul) distinction and reaffirm that a human being is a body/soul or a 
material-immaterial unit. Here, the immaterial aspect of our being is a unity that is complex and 
that Scripture describes in a number of ways that reflects that complexity. To put it simply, this 
means that heart, soul, spirit, mind, and strength refer to the same thing. They all refer to the core 
of what makes a human being human; they all refer to the center and essence of our being in its 
depth and fullness.  
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 Thus, on one hand, to use mind instead of strength is merely to refer to the same thing 
with a slightly different emphasis. On the other hand, the compounding of descriptive words is a 
way to emphasize the wholeness of man in the depth of his being. Therefore, the duty that Jesus 
calls the first and great commandment is so profound, so demanding, so rich, and so 
comprehensive that it requires that man serve God with all his powers and abilities from the 
depths of his heart.  
 Without question, inescapably, and forcefully, Jesus tells us that a profound wholeness 
applies to the internal character of love.  
 Furthermore, we must conclude therefore that the commandment that comes first above 
all other commandments, the commandment that is superior to all other commandments (if we 
are going to rank them), is the commandment to love God in this way from the depths of your 
very being in all that makes you human. That means that you have the obligation to love the 
Lord with all your powers of intellect, emotion, will, and conscience, It means that you have the 
duty to take up your work in life in the service of God with strength of mind, power of will, 
openness of conscience to Scripture, and thus with all your heart. If this is the center of your 
outlook on the commandments, then you will have no difficulty transcending Pharisaic 
confusion.  
 In the end, Jesus not only answers the tricky question of the Pharisees, but He makes this 
confrontation into a teaching event in which He calls sinners to turn away from themselves and 
to God in the wholeness of what makes them human. This is where true humanness shines in the 
brightest light of day. Here is the way of life: turn away from yourself, turn to the Lord of the 
covenant, entrust yourself to Jesus as your risen Lord, and eternal life is yours (cf. Rom. 8.9-10). 
Without this heart for God, man is lost in the wilderness of the world outside of the Garden of 
Eden. This leads directly to the next point because without this heart for God man becomes a 
threat to his neighbor.  
 2B. Love for man is the practical result 
 Next, Jesus builds His answer on Leviticus 19.18. The context in Leviticus is revealing, 
"When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right up to its edge, neither shall you gather the 
gleanings after your harvest.  10 And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of 
your vineyard. You shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner: I am the LORD your God.  11 "You shall not steal; 
you shall not deal falsely; you shall not lie to one another.  12 You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane 
the name of your God: I am the LORD.  13 "You shall not oppress your neighbor or rob him. The wages of a hired 
servant shall not remain with you all night until the morning.  14 You shall not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block 
before the blind, but you shall fear your God: I am the LORD.  15 "You shall do no injustice in court. You shall not be 
partial to the poor or defer to the great, but in righteousness shall you judge your neighbor.  16 You shall not go around 
as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not stand up against the life of your neighbor: I am the LORD.  17 "You 
shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin because of 
him.  18 You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD (19. 9-18).  
 The text mentions some sample duties that include some very practical actions and 
attitudes. These actions and attitudes are inseparable from love and from love for God because 
God identifies Himself as the Lord, as covenant Lord. This means that He is the “I Am.” He is 
the existing one who is self-existent and who thus bestows blessing on us by pure grace without 
dependence on our goodness. Thus, in the call to love our neighbor (you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself: I am the LORD), there is an example put before us to follow; this example focuses on God’s 
goodness to us as the basis and motivation for our doing of good to others. The inseparability of 
the second command with the first is everywhere apparent; His goodness stirs up our love for 
Him and He tells us, and shows us by example, to channel that love toward others. Thus, the way 
out of rabbinic confusion on the commandments is the way of love for others as an inseparable 
outflow of love for God.  
 3B. Love for God and man guides biblical understanding 
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 Scripture gives us knowledge of God and it gives insight into what He requires of us. We 
do not learn by listing a large set of implications that we give divine status; that will end in pious 
but legalistic confusion. We depend on Scripture to learn the will of God; it is our resource, and 
by it, we must always test and retest our thinking.  
 However, the point of emphasis here is on the fact that our knowledge of these things 
depends on love, love to God, and love to others. This does not make us forget context of a book 
and of the history of redemption for good understanding, but it reminds us that the art of 
interpretation has a love dimension. Here are three ways that the Bible depends on love:  
 1) All interpretation will be in vain and worthless without love, cf. 1 Cor. 13.  
 2) The very task of interpreting must include the search for loving application. We are to 
be learning for living and we must do this within the context of two guiding principles: love for 
God and love for our fellowman.  
 3) The search for learning is corporate. Learning corporately, with others in dialogue, 
means our speech must have a seasoning of grace and love (Col. 4.6, Let your speech always be 
gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person). We are to speak the 
truth in love and keep jabs of disrespect out of bounds (Eph. 4.15 …speaking the truth in love, we are 
to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ).  
 You cannot remain concerned simply about yourself and involved merely with yourself 
and your own family. What do you do outside of your family with respect to the church and 
world in general? You need to revisit this aspect of your life. How consumed are you with your 
own things and with only what is good for you and yours? You stretch to family members, but 
what do you do for the neighbor and, especially, what do you do for the church? Accordingly, 
Paul says, So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the 
household of faith (Gal. 6.10).  
 The Lord’s citation of Leviticus points us, as always, to context. That context shows that 
love for God is inseparably related to love for man (flows there like a strong river). Thus, the true 
essence of love begins with God and continuing with God spills over inescapably to others. Love 
to others has an internal dimension just as there is an internal dimension to our love for God 
(such as hold no grudge toward your neighbor). Your focus, per Jesus on Leviticus, must be on 
the covenant family. You will then seek the good of all men, but especially of the household of 
faith. The vertical dimension is here forcefully in the words of God identifying Him as covenant 
Lord: I am Lord. As the “I am” and self-existing one, He graciously enters covenant on behalf of 
fallen sinners. To love Him, we must remember His covenant faithfulness to us in our 
undeserving condition and follow His example in our conduct toward others.  
 
Implications and Applications 
 Unavoidably, we have already entered the arena of implications and applications. Still, 
we can comment on three things. 
 1) Jesus teaches that commandment keeping is practical with deep roots in God’s grace 
and goodness. From Leviticus 19, He urges duty upon us by divine example. Swearing falsely 
involves both a breach of love to the neighbor and the profaning of God’s name at the same time. 
The text gives employers a principle of timely payment of wages. Hatred in the heart is a clear 
violation of love. Reasoning frankly with your neighbor is part of the opposite of hatred and the 
duty of love lest you sin. Surely, this includes openhearted dialogue and communication with 
substance. Pointedly adjoined to the command of love is the duty of not taking vengeance and of 
not bearing a grudge against members of the family of God. Commandment keeping is not 
confusing, not if you take it up with love in your heart for God that overflows to others. 
 2) Love governs application. For example, love for God and others must govern debates 
about baptism; we have to be careful when we apply the principle that unity without truth is not 
genuine unity. Truth is important, but love must govern the pursuit of truth and cause us to try to 
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build bonds of love by seeking middle ground wherever it may truly exist. We cannot 
compromise truth in this process. We cannot seek middle ground between contradictory beliefs. 
For example, belief in man’s total inability to believe the gospel and belief in free will are 
contradictory because free will claims that man in his natural state has the ability to believe. 
However, in the debates over baptism, we have the peculiar fact that a NT sign of Christian unity 
and love (of loving unity, of unifying love) is water that divides, sadly. Regarding baptism (and 
communion), it is distinctively incumbent on us to test the water in the middle between Baptists 
and Paedobaptists. For this, I suggest that both parties of this debate have much more to do along 
the lines of a policy of acceptability. This is necessary because of love regarding a sign of 
Christian love and unity as Ephesians 4.1-6 teaches.  

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been 
called,  2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love,  3 eager to maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  4 There is one body and one Spirit- just as you were called to the 
one hope that belongs to your call-  5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,  6 one God and Father of all, who is 
over all and through all and in all. 

 3) Love is the answer to its own high standard.  
 How can anyone ever fulfill this remarkably high standard? 
 We seem to have the way out of confusion. We have a focus. Love is the guiding light, 
love for God is the supreme foundation, and love for man is the necessary result. However, we 
should think some more about the remarkably high standard of love. We are to love God with all 
our heart, soul, mind, and strength. We are to love others as we love ourselves. “This is all too 
impossible” may well be our response. Therefore, we may seek to soften things by claiming that 
Jesus is being metaphorical.  
 Well, it is true that Jesus often uses metaphor, and in this case, He does compound the 
expressions to drive home His point. Still, in the end, the demand is clear. He is speaking of the 
fundamental commitment that you and I must make to enter His kingdom and find greatness 
within it. We must love God and others with child-like humility and vulnerability. We must 
acknowledge our weakness and sinfulness at every step along the way. Therefore, we must give 
our very selves away to the Lord to be His and then in daily repentance we must earnestly and 
diligently strive to keep His commandments while we cling ever so firmly to the Lord Jesus as 
our mediator to God and our resource of forgiveness. Thus, how do we fulfill this high standard 
of love? We do so as sinner-saints by the love, grace, and mercy of Jesus Christ our risen Lord.  
 

His love demands my life, my soul, my all 
To the risen Lord Jesus be all glory now and forevermore, amen. 

 
 


