
 
 

April 11, 2021     -     “The Great Command”     -     Mark 12:27-34  
 

OPEN 

 
I hope you have been living in the hope of the resurrection.  Like the women 
who discovered an empty tomb, you might be “trembling and bewildered” (Mark 
1:8) yet the resurrection of Jesus is still true!  It is of first importance – along 
with Jesus’ death and burial it is core to the Gospel – see I Corinthians 15:1-4.  
 
I vividly recall my high school science teacher, who would pray at the start of 
class.  But first he would offer a little nugget about the Christian life – all of 
them good.  But what stuck with me was how each was that one single truth 
that if we could just get that it would unlock so much for following Jesus! 
 
This week we consider “the greatest command” found in Mark 12 (see also 
Matthew 22 and Luke 10).  Jesus was asked by a scribe what was the most 
important command of God to obey. 
 
We began this current series of sermons with the launch of Jesus ministry 
which gathered the unrighteous but also angered the self-righteous.    
 
We examined miracles, parables, and lectures of Jesus which ramped up to 
His death, burial, and rising from the dead (Mark 15,16).  Now we are circling 
back to passion week.  This was the interval between the joyful reception into 
Jerusalem and the mocking crowd at Christ’s crucifixion.  In other Gospels this 
covers several chapters.  Mark covers this week’s events in chapters 12-14. 
 
Religious leaders persisted in trying to discredit Jesus and He rebuked them 
with the parable of the tenants (see Mark 12:1-12).  Herodians questioned 
Jesus about taxes (see Mark 12:13-17); Sadducees about marriage in the 
afterlife (see Mark 12:18-27).  These were smokescreens for their self-
deception.  It was at this point that Mark recorded an exchange with a “teacher 
of the law” who asked Jesus about the greatest commandment.  
 
 

DIG 

 
Let’s look at three aspects of the great command as explained by Jesus. 

ONE:  What is the root of this command?      verses 27-28 
 
The “set up” for this conversation is found in Mark 2:27-28.  Jesus challenged 
the misguided understanding of true, resurrection power which God brings into 
the life of His followers. 
 
What is at the root of the greatest command?  When you pull up a root you 
must get all the way to the depths.  The root here is not just a reference in the 
Torah.  It goes to the very heart and character of God.  Notice the “toggle” 
mentality in this question: “Of all the commandments, which is the most 
important?”  Does this mean, “If I had to fail at most, which should I not 
neglect?” 
 
Jesus’ answer contained “source material” - see Deuteronomy 6:4-5.  This text 
is just the core of the Shema (Hebrew liturgy includes Deut 6:4-5; 11:13-21; and 
Num 13:37-41).  The Shema is “named after the first word of the verse, which 
means ‘Hear’…a confession of faith that is recited by pious Jews every 
morning and evening”.  (TEBC Volume 8, Frank Gaebelein, ed., Zondervan, 
1984, 737)  Examination of the Shema itself and the surrounding passages 
reveal two powerful “tap roots” to the answer which Jesus gave. 
 

• God is Singular – just as Israel was surrounded by pseudo-gods, are 
today also.  A false god only has the power of its following. See I 
Corinthians 8:5-6 which almost functions as a “NT echo” to the Shema 
affirmation of God’s singular, unrivaled, exclusive existence. 

 

• God is Savior – there was more going here than God arbitrarily 
commanding adoration.  God is the Covenant creator and keeper.  He 
was calling His people to walk in the fullness of His redemption – see 
Deuteronomy 6:23;  7:7-8;  8:10-11 

 

What irony!  Those who recited the Shema morning and night could not see 
Jesus for who He is – the Word made flesh!  N. T. Wright says, “All the signs 
are that the earliest Christians very quickly came to the starling conclusion that 
they were under obligation, without ceasing to be Jewish monotheists, to 
worship Jesus.”  (The Challenge of Jesus:  Rediscovering Who Jesus Was 
and Is, IVP, 1999, 106) 

 
 
TWO:  What is the scope of this command?      verses 29-31 
 
In these verses we read the answer of Jesus to a question that seems sincere 
enough.  Rabbis of Jesus’ time debated which of 613 individual commands 
were “great” or “little”.  Notice carefully that Jesus led with the truth of God’s 
character, not human capability to obey! 
 
Nevertheless, the reply of Jesus is large in scope, including two commands – 
to love in both the vertical and horizontal dimension. 
 



 

• God’s love to us is complete so our love to Him can be nothing less 
 
Christians are commanded to love God with our entire being – heart, soul, 
mind, strength (note that Deut 6:5, Matt 22:37 exclude “mind”).  Rather than a 
new level of self-righteousness, this command is focused on God’s character 
and capability to rescue us! 
 
Jesus made this clear when He recited:  “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the 
Lord is one.” (v.29a) 
 
Practically, loving God is a response to the Father’s love which is resourced 
by the Holy Spirit and is a reflection of the Son.  As N. T. Wright suggests, 
“The mission of the church…can be summed up in the phrase ‘reflected glory’.”  
(124)   
 
 

• God’s love to us is undeserved so love to others reflects God’s grace 
 

When followers of Jesus respond love to God’s grace, it must extend to loving 
others – see Leviticus 19:18.  The link between receiving and extending God’s 
grace is illustrated in the parable of debtors – see Matthew 18:23-35. 
 
John explained that our love for God and loving one another cannot be 
disconnected – see I John 4:7-12. 
 
 
THREE:  What is the impact of this command?      verses 32-34 
 
Though this story is found in all synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke), only 
Mark records verses 32-34.  The scribe answered, “Well said, teacher”.  Was 
he being patronizing or authentic?  His summary of Jesus’ answer only 
contained “heart, understanding, strength” (v.33).  We don’t know his heart. 
 
What we do know is that he confessed great truth - obedience to God’s 
command is more essential than ritual – see I Samuel 15:22.  We find the 
same truth in Paul’s rhetorical questions in I Corinthians 13 – “if I…but do not 
have love…” 
 
So, Jesus said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  What we 
learn in verse 34 is that you can be a monotheist but lost!  You can recite the 
Shema without loving God or neighbor. 
 
Remember, Jesus was fending off the attack of the self-righteous.  He 
presented Himself as the Ransom and the Redeemer, not empty religion.  The 
great commandment and the great commission work together! 
 
 

REFLECT 

 
Believers are involved in the great commandment - but not as a test of moral 
capability!  The command elicits dependence upon God’s grace - “great is the 
mystery of godliness” (I Tim 3:16)! 
 
If the great command was about human performance, we would only be “not 
far from the kingdom of God”!  But the great command draws us into a place of 
reliance upon the redemption of God.  As a result, we are empowered by the 
Holy Spirit to love God with our total being. 
 
The great command helps answer, “What must I do?”  Mark Buchanan writes, 
“At the heart of Jesus’ ministry was a holy must…A true must both constrains 
and liberates.” (Your God Is Too Safe, Multnomah, 2001, 104) 
 
Think of it!  The great commandment constrains us into relationship with God.  
Additionally, it liberates us to live for Him in the way that will bring glory to Him 
and good to our lives. 
 
The “holy must” of loving God keeps us on track within His Kingdom – loving 
God and loving our neighbor.  It also liberates us from the demands and 
distractions of this world. 
 
 
To think about… 
 

• When you hear the call to love God, do you focus on His 
grace and mercy or your ability to obey? 

 

• Why do people settle for performing religious ritual without 
sincere love for God? 

 

 
 

 


