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Whenever a new minister seeks to enter our presbytery, they are always examined 
by a committee and then asked a question on the floor of presbytery to be sure that their 
theology measures up. Most of the time, the questioning is fair-minded, but occasionally, 
a few use this as a chance to score some theological power by exposing anyone who does-
n’t believe exactly what they believe about God, and the church, and the world—which of 
course they view as heresy. When that happens, the questions are usually not innocent, 
and they seldom have definable, objective answers. They are meant to trap, to expose the 
candidate for the heretic the questioners fear the person may be. 

Chapter 22 of Matthew’s Gospel is often referred to as “Jesus’ Final Exam,” be-
cause Jesus keeps getting approached by experts in the law and is repeatedly asked diffi-
cult, tricky questions. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?”  “Whose wife will she be in 
the resurrection?” “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?” What some call a 
final exam, we Presbyterians might call an ordination exam. This is Jesus being grilled by 
the religious leaders, who hoped to do two things: to maintain the purity of the law of 
God as they understood it, and to expose Jesus as a trouble-making imposter who had nei-
ther understanding of nor respect for that law. 

So you’ve got to understand: Those who question Jesus are not so much interested 
in getting his answer as they are in getting him. They want others to see in Jesus what 
they see—that he is a trouble-maker through and through. That he doesn’t delight in the 
law of God, but rather that he defiles it. They want the Jewish people to realize that he 
doesn’t believe the law at all. They want the Roman authorities to realize that he’s a threat 
to Caesar. And, they want these things precisely because he is a threat to them and to their 
understanding of God. 

And that’s something we too often forget. The Pharisees and their cohorts weren’t 
out to get rid of Jesus because they hated their faith; they were out to get him because 
they loved their faith, and they were convinced that letting someone who understood God 
and the world in the radical way that Jesus did would destroy it. They honestly believed 
that their faithfulness to God demanded that they expose Jesus for the danger to the law 
they thought him to be. However misguided they may have been, the Pharisees’ intentions 
were in the right place. And, while at times I have my doubts, I would like to think that 
the same is true of those who ask the trapping questions on the floor of presbytery. 

Well the question Jesus is asked in today’s passage isn’t an easy one to answer: 
“Which commandment in the law is the greatest?” I can see Jesus sitting down to answer 
this multiple choice question, his sharpened number 2 pencil in hand, and flipping page 
after page of multiple choice answers. If the test were to list all of the possible answers, it 



would have 613 separate options. If the first answer is marked as “a,” then the 613th 
would be, assuming my math is correct, “w,” 23 times. Just imagine trying to sort through 
613 commandments—that’s what the Jewish scholars came up with when they counted 
the number of commandments in the law—just imagine trying to scroll through 613 pos-
sible commandments and being forced to decide which one is the greatest. 

Which is the greatest commandment? It’s not an easy question to answer. The other 
night I was trying to get Sarah, our three-and-a-half-year-old, to stop pushing the buttons 
on the TV. By about the fifth time that she maneuvered her way past my obstacles, and 
ignored my strong parental command to her, “Don’t touch the TV,” I finally called in help 
from a higher power. No, not Alayne. I pulled out my Bible and read to her from the law: 
“If someone has a stubborn and rebellious daughter who does not obey her father and 
mother, who does not heed them when they discipline her, then her father and her mother 
shall take hold of her and bring her out to the elders of her town at the gate of that place. 
Then they shall say, ‘This daughter of ours is stubborn and rebellious. She will not obey 
us.’ Then all of the men of the town shall stone her to death.” I tried to explain to Sarah 
that this was “time out” taken to its highest degree.” Already attuned to theological de-
bate, she quickly replied, “Daddy, that’s not the greatest commandment.” 

Which is the greatest commandment? Is it “Avoid foreigners” or “Welcome the 
stranger?” Is it “stone them to death” or “Thou shalt not kill?” Which commandment is 
the greatest? 

Do you see the trouble Jesus is in? If he were to answer: “This is the greatest com-
mandment,” then his accusers would have ample room to say, “Aha, we’ve got you now. 
You didn’t say anything about this. Or this. Or this. Or this.” No matter which way he an-
swered, Jesus is trapped. 

So, Jesus, which commandment is the greatest? In some ways, Jesus took answer 
number 615. The first 613 multiple choice answers listed each individual commandment 
of the law. Number 614 was the standard “none of the above” answer. Which brings us to 
answer 615—“all of the above.” 

He said to him, 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.' This is the greatest and first com-
mandment. And a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets." 

Do you see what Jesus has done? With his answer, he has totally undermined the 
whole understanding of the law as nothing more than rules and regulations. As Tom Long 
points out, Jesus is saying that “the...law is about love, not rules, about really loving God 
and one’s neighbor, not about figuring out how to avoid stepping on cracks in the legal 
sidewalk.” 

This understanding of the law is what sets Jesus apart, and, really, what makes him 
so threatening to the religious leaders in the story and to us today. It’s this understanding 
of the law as what it means to really love God and neighbor that is the reason Jesus can 
reach out and touch a neighbor who is a leper, even though some would have said that do-
ing so broke one of the rules. This is why he could eat with sinners, even though it was 
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considered a breach of the commandments. To view the law not as a set of legalistic rules 
and regulations but as a call to love is to turn the church upside down, which is exactly 
what Jesus did then, and still does today. 

Imagine for a moment, now, what would happen if the litmus test question for the 
church became “Will you seek to love God and your neighbor the way Jesus did?” What 
if that defined our ministry—our mission? What if everything the church did in the name 
of the Lord was done out of a deep love for God and for neighbor—a love that stems not 
from our gyrations and manipulations of the will to make it happen, but a love that is 
rooted in and given life by the prior love of God for us and all people? 

Which commandment is the greatest?  It’s a tough question. But the answer Jesus 
gives is tougher still: Love God and neighbor. When he spoke those words, Jesus upset 
the “by-the-book” community and he still continues to threaten every neat, simplistic, 
time-honored answer we hope to give. It’s as if Jesus is saying to us, “No matter how 
many rules and regulations and statutes you craft, you will never be freed from your re-
sponsibility to love.” 

Maybe you’ve had it happen to you. Perhaps the law told you “an eye for an eye,” 
but you stopped the cycle of violence. 

Or the rule said “separate but equal” but you chose to eat together. 
Or the polity said “women should be silent in church” but you voted for a female to 

be an elder in this church. 
Love God. Love your neighbors. There’s no telling where that could lead. 
Are you beginning to see why the answer Jesus gives is not an easy answer? It re-

fuses to view the law of God as some neat set of legalistic responses about how to live 
and forces us to view life together through the lens of love of God and neighbor. And you 
better believe life is a lot messier that way. When the only option is to keep up with a liv-
ing God who keeps drawing the circle wider to welcome more and more in, life will never 
be neat or free from controversy. 

It should go without saying, but it won’t. To say that you ought to love God and 
neighbor in spite of what someone does is not to say that anything goes. As Douglas John 
Hall reminds us, that’s not what we in the church say. The church doesn’t ask what love 
of God and neighbor allows—it asks what does this love require? 

Obviously, the staggering economic crisis we find ourselves in now means that 
some of our neighbors are hurting more than they ever have. Some of us are as well. Let 
me encourage you to find a way to love your neighbor in a practical or out of sight way 
this week—a way that helps them know that they are not alone, but that they are loved by 
you and God. Perhaps that will mean inviting someone join you at your table for a meal. 
Or it could mean that you will simply take the time to walk through your neighborhood, 
and to pray for the people who live in each house. Or it could mean…I suspect you can 
fill in that blank in your own creative way as you respond to the nudging of God’s Spirit. 

So, which commandment is the greatest? Love God with all that you are, and love 
your neighbor as yourself. But be warned: if you do these things—really love God and 
neighbor—the world will never be the same again. Nothing will be simple ever again. 
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Perhaps that’s the price for a law not carved in stone, but instead written on the flesh of 
the human heart. 
 

4



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice





