The Temple
(pt. 5: Greatest Commandment)

Welcome and Announcements
Good morning, everyone. Thank you for being here today. As you continue to visit, feel free to get some coffee. Restrooms are right down the hall. Make yourself at home.
As we begin, I want to share a few announcements with you:
· x

PrayerTime: x
x

Sermon Introduction
We continue to consider Jesus’ teaching in the temple during Passion Week. Having engaged with the religious leaders over his credentials and shared a parable about how they treat prophets who speak against their point of view, and having jarred with the Pharisees and Herodians over paying the imperial tax and the Sadducees over the resurrection, Jesus is questioned by one of the teachers of the law about the most important commandment. It seems that this unnamed religious leader is more genuine than that of other inquisitors. He seems to be deeply interested in learning about the prioritization of what deserves his focus and dedication as a follower of God.
Here, Jesus is put in a challenging position because everyone has their view about the most important of God’s commandments. Whatever he chooses is likely to rub others the wrong way. Yet, Jesus is very purposeful here and quotes the Shema.

Video: x

Worship: x
 
Scripture: Mark 12:28-34
28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”
29 “The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 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: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these.”
32 “Well said, teacher,” the man replied. “You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him. 33 To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”
34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions.

Love God
The teacher of the law was probably a synagogue elder who instructed students in the Hebraic school of bet midrash, a school for elite young men who memorized the law and the prophets and became experts in the scriptures. He comes to Jesus and asks him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”
Jesus responds by quoting the Hebrew Shema:

Scripture: Deuteronomy 6:4
שְׁמַע יִשְׂרָאֵל יְהוָה אֱלֹהֵינוּ יְהוָה אֶחָד׃
(Shama, Yisrael, Adonai Elihenu, Adonai ehad.)
4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.
Listen up, Israel! Yahweh is our God. Yahweh is the one and only [true God].

Deuteronomy is a book that is set in the latter days of Moses’ life. The Hebrews stand on the borders of Canaan about to go into the land, but they will have a new leader, Joshua. Moses is about to climb to the top of Mount Nebo, look into the land of promise and die. Yet, before he passes the baton to Joshua, his apprentice, he gathers the people together and reiterates the heart of the Hebrew Law. In the previous chapter, Moses relisted the Ten Commandments. Then, he summarizes the commandments by stating this important command—the Shema.
Moses commands the people to not just hear the words he is about to speak; they are to listen with the intent to obey.  To whatever degree they heed God’s warnings and follow God’s ways will determine how things go for them.  They will be successful in their conquest and establishment as a people with land if they follow God’s directions for them. Failure to do so will result in hard times. It is not so much that God will punish them when they disobey and reward them when they do obey as it is that when they do what is right, they will experience the benefits and when they do what is wrong, they will experience the consequences of their actions.
The name, Israel, is a compound word. The end of the word, “el,” is a general name for a god. The first part of the word is a form of the verb, sawraw, which means to contend with an opponent and to come out the winner. Think of reeling in a big fish. When the fish hit your line, you contended with it and hopefully came out the victor. Or, if you take on a new task at work or a hard class at school, you enter into contention with the project and hopefully pass the class or complete the project.  This is sawraw.
The name is first given to Jacob after wrestling with God in Genesis 32. Jacob goes on to have twelve sons, who become the forefathers of the twelve tribes of Israel (with two exceptions: 1) The Levites are scattered throughout the land in various cities, and 2) Joseph’s two sons each get a tribe—Manasseh and Ephraim. 
Because the Hebrews strive to pay respect to God’s personal name, Yahweh, they do not speak it or even write it. They will insert the less formal name, Adonai, meaning “my Lord” when they are reading scripture. Yet, twice in this short verse, the personal name of Yahweh is used.
Yahweh is what we will call the personal name for God, just like my personal name is Patrick. You have a personal name, which indicates you from others. So there were many gods in the ancient world and each had their own name, so to differentiate the God of the Hebrews from other gods, he is given the name, Yahweh. Yahweh comes from the Hebrew verb, hayah, which in English is the verb, “to be.” 
English is a melting pot language that takes from many different cultures. What has stuck, at least in recent centuries is that when the to be verb is translated in past tense, we use “was,” when it is in the present tense, we use “is,” and when it refers to the future tense, we use “will be.” Similarly, the Hebrew verb can refer to any of these tenses, so when the Hebrew think of God as Yahweh, they are in essence saying that he is the God who “was, is and always will be.” In other words, he is the God who created all things, who continues to reign today over creation, and who will extend beyond what we know as time.
Because the Jews believed God’s name to be reflective of his kadosh or holy otherness, they wanted to show respect to his name by not verbally uttering or even writing it. They will insert the less formal name, Adonai, meaning “my Lord” when they are reading scripture. Yet, twice in this short verse, the personal name of Yahweh is used.
The name becomes even more complex. The name is made up of only four consonants.  Original Hebrew did not have any vowels.  YHWH is known as the Tetragrammaton or the four letters.  In order to remind Jews of to say Adonai rather than Yahweh, when the vowels were added to the Hebrew Bible in the centuries after Jesus, the vowels from Adonai were inserted into the consonants of Yahweh.  From this came the word, Yahowah, or as it is more commonly known from its German spelling, Jehovah.  Hence, the biblical writers never intended Jehovah to be a name for God.  What they did intend for us to remember and understand is that Yahweh is the God who was, who is, and who always will be and he is worthy of our Shema and our worship.
The term translated as God is a form of Eloheim.  You may recall how Eloheim speaks of God as the supreme ruler of the divine council of heavenly beings. Here, a first person plural suffix is added to make it “our God.” This is a statement of personal declaration.  The Hebrew people declare that Yahweh is their God.
The last word of the verse is the most debated.  Ehad can speak of the number one and it is most often translated that way.  Hence some suggest that this is Israel’s declaration of monotheism, but as we have seen throughout previous series, the Hebrew people did not deny the existence of the gods of their neighbors. What they did was acknowledge the supremacy of their God above the other gods. He is distinct, unique, kadosh. There is none like him.  So, in my opinion, Moses’ statement is that Yahweh is the one and only God that the Hebrew people will serve.
Jesus goes on to quote Deuteronomy 6:5: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” Let’s look at each of these words, quickly.
In Hebrew, there are two basic words for love. One is “hesed,” which refers to the loyal devotion and commitment of the lover towards the beloved. This word is oftentimes used to express God’s love for us in the Hebrew Bible. God created us, accepts us, sustains us, and cares for us amidst all of our shortcomings and imperfections. This is “hesed.” That is not the word used in Deuteronomy 6:5. The words used, here, is “ahavah.” I encourage students taking Hebrew to remember it by saying, “I have ahavah,” because the two words sound similar (“I have” and “ahav” or “ahavah”). This word speaks more about the bond that is established between two people, whether that is in a friendship, a marriage, or in our relationship with God.
Lev (which in the passage is “lebabka” meaning “your heart) does not refer to the organ that pumps blood throughout our bodies to oxygenate the cells. Rather, it refers more to the metaphorical “heart” that as Westerners, we tend to use as an expression of emotion. However, the ancient Hebrews did not have an understanding of what we tend to call the mind. So, when they are speaking about the heart, they are also referring to our mental capacities to think, evaluate options and make decisions. Hence, I’ve translated it here as “all of your inner being.”
The next phrase, “all of your essence” or your soul. This is the Hebrew word “nepesh,” and it was the Hebrews way of expressing something that was really beyond comprehension in that day and in many ways it still is beyond our full grasp. Whereas “lev” or heart speaks of your emotional, intellectual, and decisional capabilities (what you feel, think and decide to do), nepesh is an expression of the uniqueness of that for each of us. One way to capture this is to speak of our personalities. We each look at life differently and have varying bents to how we choose to engage in life. These natural inclinations are part biological and built into our DNA and part environmental or built into our life experiences. We all see life and experience life differently, and that is part of how God made us and how we are to show our devoted love to God.
Lastly, Jesus speaks of strength. . Although the last word of the verse is commonly translated as “strength,” this is more of a Greek understanding than a Hebrew one. The term that is used here is “me’od” and it is an adverb that is typically translated “much” or “very.” For example, when God creates the universe, each day is described through an evaluation of what is accomplished in that period of time, and God says that it is “tov” or good, but when God gets to the completion of everything that he makes, he says that it is “me’od tov,” or very good.
So, why do translators translate “me’od” here as strength? Well, it is really hard to translate an adverb that doesn’t have a noun associated with it. Hence, it is not uncommon to supply a noun, but the noun you use carries its own connotations and to say that we are to love God with all of our “muchness” doesn’t really sound good in English. I supply the term “capacity” here, but you get the idea. It is suggesting that we not look to find the bare minimum to give to God, but rather are to give God our best, our all, and our wholeness.
What is especially interesting is that Mark has Jesus inserting an additional term: mind. This term is not in the Hebrew Shema. The Greek term is dianoia, and it typically refers to our thought patterns and faculty to understand deeper truths. So, it may be that Jesus inserts this here to further elaborate the point. We need to have open minds when we come to Jesus because he may not fit the mold of what we anticipate. For the people of his day, this was in the kind of Messiah he would be, and for us it may be in how God works in our lives.


Quote: Ezra Taft Benson, former president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and US Secretary of Agriculture
“To love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength is all-consuming and all-encompassing. It is no lukewarm endeavor. It is total commitment of our very being-physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually-to a love of the Lord.”
The point: x

x

Worship: x
Worship: x
Video: x

Preview Discussion x

Love People
Jesus doesn’t stop with the Shema. He quickly adds a second commandment to it. I think it is important to see that Jesus is not giving us a first and second commandment, where the second is less valuable or important than the first. Rather, he is quickly attaching the second into the first and making them one commandment. He says, “The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (v. 31). Here, Jesus is quoting from Leviticus 19:18, but he only quotes the second half of the verse. Here is the verse in total:

Scripture: Leviticus 19:18
Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.
While the second part is explicit, the first part is assumed. Remember, he is talking to someone who has memorized the Law and the Prophets. He would know the entire verse, chapter and book. This is in a section of Leviticus on justice and how we should treat other people. Jesus, himself, will apply this verse in his death. He will not seek revenge but pray for God to forgive those who have wronged him (Luke 23:24). 
It is important to note that Jesus equates loving others with loving God. Our love for God is known through our love for other people. This is not just for the people we like and get along well with. It is directed at our interactions with everyone. Are we willing to see them, hear them, and validate them.
This actually doesn’t begin with our love for others but our love for ourselves. We cannot fully love others, if we do not have a self-love, compassion, and kindness to ourselves. Unfortunately, I oftentimes treat others better than I treat myself. This passion for discipline and excellence in me gets in my way of experiencing fulfillment and meaningful life. So, I have to keep working on loving me and seeing myself as loveable. As I grow to love myself, I am better able to love and care for others around me.
The teacher affirms Jesus’ answer to his question, validating that there is no other true god but Yahweh, who we are to love with all of our being through loving and providing for our neighbor just as we do ourselves. He concludes that this is more valuable than burnt offerings and sacrifices made in the temple.
This leads to Jesus affirming the man for his wisdom and saying that he is not far from the kingdom of God. This is not a statement of eternal salvation. It is a statement affirming that he is near to the path that will give him meaningful life here on earth if he lives according to these commandments: love God, love others.
Mark gives us a parenthetical narrator comment at the end of verse 34. He says that from that point on no one dared to ask Jesus questions. Jesus had won the verbal fight and his opponents backed off to strategize how they would undermine and get rid of Jesus. As we will see next week, this shifts the spotlight to Jesus to speak to the people some final instructions in the remainder of chapter 12 and all of chapter 13. Jesus will have the last word in the temple.

As we wrap up today, I encourage you to think about what loving God, loving others, and loving yourself looks like for you. How can you live these out in your daily life this week.

The Gospel Through Artwork: x
x

The point: x


Discussion Question: x

Worship: x

Pastoral Blessing: 
x
God bless. Thanks for being here today. 

