
Mark 12:28-34 The Great Commandment 

Americans are obsessed with who is the greatest. Who was the greatest president? What was the 
greatest movie? We are not new with that question. Jesus was asked, according to Mark 12:28 
“Of all the commandments, which is the most important?” Literally, “Which is the greatest 
commandment?” Jesus’ answer was, hands down, absolutely correct. No doubt about it. 

Putting this passage into its historical perspective, it was Wednesday of “Holy Week.” The 
Sunday before was “Palm Sunday.” Jesus proceeded to the temple where He threw out the 
money changers who were cheating the people with exorbitant fees for the things they needed for 
sacrifices or worship. Jesus declared that God’s house was to be a house of prayer. The tables 
were turned upside down and the blood pressure of the religious leaders went way up. 

Jesus then told a parable of unfaithful servants who killed the owner’s representatives and even 
his own son. The religious leaders who heard Him were seriously upset and wanted to have Him 
put to death. Read Mark 12:12.   

They had two obstacles to achieving their goal. First, Jesus was extremely popular with the 
people and the leaders certainly did not want to offend them. Second, under Roman law they 
could not put someone to death, only Rome had that right. They decided to get Jesus to 
incriminate Himself in a way that would either turn the people against Him or legitimately 
enable them to bring Him before Roman authorities.  

Mark 12:13-17 tells us that they sent men to question Him about paying taxes. They knew that if 
Jesus simply said they should pay taxes, the Jews would be furious since they hated paying taxes. 
If Jesus said “don’t pay,” the Romans would arrest Him. That failed. Jesus covered that without 
alienating anyone.  

Next the Sadducees asked Him about marriage in heaven. They asked that because they did not 
believe in the resurrection of the dead. That question was answered clearly and Jesus did not 
alienate anyone except the Sadducees, who had no comeback.  

Read Mark 12:28. The “teacher of the law” was a Scribe. They were the ones who recorded the 
laws of God and the various interpretations of them. In asking that question the intent may have 
been to get Jesus to give some new law from God, a law that would be interpreted as placing 
Himself above Moses. The people believed Moses was the greatest and if Jesus tried to step over 
him, then the crowd would turn against Him. Jesus did not put Himself above the Moses but 
rather supported the laws God had given unto Moses. 

That question sounds strange to us but it would not have been strange in Jesus’ day. The Hebrew 
text for the 10 commandments as recorded in Numbers has 613 letters in it. From that the 
religious leaders determined that there were 613 laws given by Moses. They divided those laws 
into 2 categories, 248 positive commands, and 365 negative laws. Of course, 613 laws are hard 
to keep so they further divided them into “heavy” laws and “light” laws, that is, laws that were 



definitely binding and those that could be fudged on a bit. Read Matthew 23:23 where Jesus 
discussed that with the religious leaders.  

To add to the confusion over the laws of God, the religious leaders were continually trying to 
further divide them into smaller groups, like the top 20. The thinking behind all of that was to 
determine which laws were essential to keep for redemption. The Scribe asking Jesus which law 
was the most important was asking Jesus to narrow all of those laws down to a bare minimum, 
just one.  

Read Jesus’ answer in Mark 12:20.   

His answer was directly out of the laws given by Moses. That first part, loving God, comes from 
Deuteronomy 6:4ff. and was known by every Jew. In Judaism that is known as the “Shema.” 
Shema is the first word of that confession, literally “hear.” Faithful Jews recite the “Shema” 
twice every day. It was also worn in a little box either on the forehead or wrist while one was in 
prayer. Most Jewish homes had copies of it in small boxes over various doors in the house. 

Jesus repeated what is at the heart of Jewish faith, there is only one God. The moment we begin 
to worship anyone or anything else other than Jehovah we no longer love Him alone. 

The word used for “love” a form of the Greek word “agape” which we know is a reference to 
God’s love for us. John McArthur described that word this way, it is the “love of intelligence, of 
the will, of purpose, choice, sacrifice, and obedience.”  

We are to love “The Lord our God.” The word for “Lord” is “Yahweh” or as it is often 
translated “Jehovah.” In the Old Testament it is written with all capital letters. It was the name of 
the one and only covenant God of Israel. The word translated “God” is “Elohim” and was the 
general word for the creator God and represented the all-powerful God who acted on their behalf. 

The scripture goes on to tell us to love God with “all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind and with all your strength.” One could look at each of these areas 
separately to see more closely what they refer to but in the end, it is probably best to see this 
simply as an expression of one’s total self. The love God asks from us is not a Sunday morning 
love but a 365/24/7 total love. 

Jesus went on. Read Mark 12:31. The command to love one’s neighbor as oneself is a direct 
quote from Leviticus 19:18. Loving God was clear to all Jews, although impossible to keep, 
which is why we needed a Savior. Loving one’s neighbor was not so clear. For example, Jesus 
was asked who one’s neighbor was because that was a debated issue. Jesus response was the 
parable of the Good Samaritan.  

The addendum “as yourself” has created some misunderstanding. Loving ourselves involves the 
realization that we have been created in the image of God, that we have been loved by God so 
much that we have been redeemed, and that we have been uniquely designed so that we are 



everything God wants us to be. This is intended to remind us of just who special we are to God. 
Recognizing that, we have a guide to the kind of love we are to have for family, friends, 
neighbors, strangers and even our enemies.  

These two commandments are a summary of the 10 commandments. The first commandment 
summarizes the first 4 of the 10 commandments while the second summarizes the last 6 of the 
10. 

The Scribe who asked Jesus the question responded, “Well said, teacher,” the man replied. 
“You are right.” He went on to add that this declaration by Jesus gave the commandments He 
gave were more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 

That ended the effort by the Sanhedrin to get Jesus to say something that would result in either 
the people turning against Him or the Roman authorities arresting Him. Read Mark 12: 34.  

Before Mark told us that, he noted that Jesus spoke to the Scribe and said, “You are not far 
from the kingdom of God.” I would love to know if that man ever made the important step of 
trusting in Jesus as Savior or if he forever remained not far but not in the kingdom.  

Probably the most dangerous place to be is “not far from the kingdom of God.” That is often 
the place where one knows the truth and may even think he is OK yet has never made that 
personal commitment to Jesus. It is too easy to have head knowledge and not made the heart 
commitment. The challenge is for those who may think they are close enough for it to count 
when in reality, an inch away is still away. 

A key question is “Am I in the kingdom because I have personally asked Jesus to be my Savior 
or am I just close but still outside?” If you aren’t sure, ask Jesus to be your Savior. Making that 
commitment a second time if you are in the kingdom is OK. Not making it once is not. 


