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Sermon: Mark 12:28-34 

 

Mark 12:29-31  "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 neighbour as yourself.' There is no commandment greater than 
these." 

 

Introduction 

 

1. If I use the term “BOGOF” I can assure you I am not being verbally abusive. 

Those of you who shop in Supermarkets will be aware that such letters 

represent, “Buy One Get One Free”. 

 

2. A Scribe got more than he bargained for. He asked one question and 

received two answers! All he wanted was to know which of all the 

commandments was the greatest – only one. But Jesus gives him a BOGOF. 

He gives him one commandment, and then as a “freebee” He gives him a 

second commandment. 

 

3. But why did Jesus do this? What is the connection between these two 

commandments in Mark 12:29 - 31? In the first place it is worth knowing that 

Jesus did not exactly give the Scribe the answer he was expecting. I think the 

Scribe wanted to know which of the Ten Commandments was the most 

important. But Jesus does not turn to Exodus 20 where you find the Ten 

Commandments. Instead, He turned to Deuteronomy 6:5 for the “most 

important of all” commandments. He then turns to Leviticus 19:18 for the 

“second”. Why did Jesus do this? 

 

4. The reason is simple. The Ten Commandments can easily be divided into two 

groups. The first four Commandments are vertical, objective and relate 

primarily to God. These four Commandments then are covered by the 

reference from Deuteronomy 6:5. Attention to God and His glory and honour 

must be our chief objective. 

 

5. Then the final six Commandments are horizontal and relate primarily to our 

relationship with other people. They concern lying; adultery; theft etc. These 
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six Commandments can therefore be summed up under Jesus “second” 

Commandment taken from Leviticus 19:18 “love your neighbour as yourself”.  

 

6. But the question is this. Why did Jesus do this? Why did He give this man a 

BOGOF? Why did He not stop at the first Commandment relating to the initial 

four of the Ten Commandments? Why did Jesus then go on to say, “The 

second is this….”? 

 

7. The reason is not so simple but it is of vital importance to us. You cannot 

separate the Ten Commandments; you cannot pick and choose between the 

two sections of the Commandments. If you think you are fulfilling the first 

Commandment summed up in the words of Deut 6:5 (Mark 12:30) then you 

must be prepared to fulfil the “second” summed up in the words from Leviticus 

19:8 (Mark 12:31). 

 

8. In other words, we are being told here what it means to say that we love God. 

If the question is raised, “What does it mean to love God”, what would be your 

answer? Many people might respond by saying, “I show that I love God by 

singing hymns and spiritual songs; or I praise God in my prayer; or when I 

expressly state that I love God”. Is this what it means? 

 

9. I do not deny that words can and should be used to express our love for God. 

But I find that this alone is insufficient. In John 14:15 Jesus said, "If you love 

me, you will obey what I command”. The same is repeated in verse 21, 

“Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me”. 

This was not new teaching, for similar words were spoken by Moses in 

Deuteronomy 7:9, “Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the 

faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those 

who love him and keep his commands”. Words alone will not do. John in his 

writings says, “love not in word only, but in deed and truth” (1 John 3:18).  

 

10. It is for this reason that Jesus joined these two passages of scripture together 

to form one single unit. You cannot have one without the other. To love God 

means more than public worship; it means action, it means to “love your 

neighbour as yourself”.  
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11. Now let us address ourselves to this statement in Mark 12:31 “You shall love 

your neighbour as yourself”. What does this mean in practice? 

 

 

1. Let us learn to love ourselves 

 

1:1 I take this to mean that we are to love our neighbour in the same way that we 

love our own selves. This may initially sound like a truism, because most of 

us would say that although would not want to be accused of narcissism – 

after the mythological story of Narcissus who fell in love with his own 

reflection in a pool – we would agree that generally we do look after 

ourselves. There is a common expression used when parting from a friend, 

“Look after yourself”.  

 

1:2 In practice many of us do really love ourselves. We feed ourselves; exercise; 

make sure we get sufficient sleep; earn money; enjoy entertainment; wear 

nice clothes; wash and bath; put on paint, deodorants and perfume. 

 

1:3 But, there are many who do not love themselves. Psychologists and 

Psychiatrists will say that it is important for us to have a good positive self 

image. I believe this is correct. Sadly, some folk have a poor self-image and 

are very over critical of themselves. They see themselves as being poor 

mothers or fathers; bad parents; not good partners and all they do is poor in 

their sight; see themselves as unable to reach an acceptable standard. Such 

thinking can lead to depression.  

 

1:4 I am aware that the Bible speaks about recognising the presence of sin in 

ourselves. Job speaks of how he “despises” himself; Paul cried out “wretched 

man that I am” and in Romans 7 he says, “I know that in me dwells no good 

thing”. Yes, this is true and we are humbled and should not think more highly 

of ourselves than we ought to think. Pride is a dreadful sin.  

 

1:5 But, the Bible also reminds us that there is a positive side. First, we are made 

in the image of God. This is important. There is something positively good in 

all of us – Christians and non-Christians. I can recall the late Dr Francis 

Shaffer describing the time when, after a lecture, he met with a young man 

who could then be described as a “beatnik”. Shaffer said, “You are wonderful 
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and beautiful person”. The young man was startled at this. But Shaffer went 

on to remind him that he had been made in the image of God and in the 

words of Psalm 139: 13 he said, “you are wonderfully and fearfully made”.  

 

1:6 Christian, think on this. When you look in the mirror what do you see? Try and 

look beyond the visible image and see that you are made in the image of 

God. It might be an image that has become tarnished with sin and the Fall, 

but there are strong elements of the original image still there. Yet there is 

more. This image has been and is in the process of being restored and one 

day will match the image of Christ (Eph 4:24, Rom 8:29).  

 

1:7 We can go even further, as a Christian person you are special. You were 

chosen before the foundation of the earth; you have been re-born; redeemed; 

washed from your sin and made into a child of God through adoption. Here is 

something of which to be proud. As you walk through this life you lift your 

head up; you do not slouch in fear and shame. God took hold of you through 

grace; He has re-created you (Eph 2:10). Paul says, “..we have obtained  

access by faith into this grace in which we stand” (Rom 5:2). We stand; we 

are proud of our position in grace. There is much reason to love ourselves.  

 

1:8 I suggest, therefore, to love oneself is not unspiritual or unbiblical. But, the 

text in front of us does not stop there. It adds something of a challenge to us.  

 

2. Let us learn to love our neighbour as we love ourselves 

 

2:1 What does this mean in practice? Let us begin with Philippians 2:4 “Each of 

you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of 

others”. I am aware that these words are spoken to the Church and may be 

considered to refer only to fellow Christians. But I suggest in the light of the 

words from Mark 12:31 they can be extended to include a wider part of 

society. 

 

2:2  In some ways this is self explanatory. We all have specific interests and 

needs whether they are physical or emotional. We have problems and 

difficulties to face in families, relationships and work. There are financial 

problems and health problems.  
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2:3 But so do other people. Our trouble is selfishness; being only concerned with 

ourselves; our needs; how we can and should be happy and contented. It is 

sad to see how quickly people become angry when they are not at the front of 

the queue, or if their needs are not treated as a priority. You see it in 

Churches and in the wider community. This is often the cause of breakdown 

in marriage – partners failing to consider the interests of the other person. 

Children are brought up to fight and struggle in life to ensure that they get 

what they want. It is portrayed in films and on the news; it appears in the 

higher and lower spheres of society and nationally. Greed; self and personal 

satisfaction even at the cost of bringing misery to others.  

 

2:4 Perhaps the words in Philippians are an explanation of the command to “love 

your neighbour as yourself”; “Each of you should look not only to your own 

interests, but also to the interests of others”? You do look to your own 

interests, but you must not stop there. There are the interests of others. 

 

2:5 I highlight another NT statement which was originally written to the Church 

but in principal could be extended. Romans 15:1-2  “We who are strong ought 

to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. 2 Each of us 

should please his neighbour for his good, to build him up”. The teaching is the 

same. It would appear that within the Church selfishness was rampant. 

People were out to please just themselves; get what they could, careless of 

anyone else. Again I suggest that this is one of the major problems within 

families. It is also a significant problem within Churches. Society is the same. 

Everyone is out for themselves; what they can get out of life; to please and 

satisfy themselves.  

 

2:6 In practical terms you could make a list of all the things that you do that 

reflects how to you “love yourself”. Then you begin to think how you apply this 

first to your own family, marriage, children; and then to the Church and then 

to the wider community. “Love your neighbour as yourself”. 

 

2:7 You see this is taught in scripture in other ways. For example take Galatians 

6:10 “Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, 

especially to those who belong to the family of believers”. Yes, especially to 

the “family of believers”, but this does not stop us doing good to “all people”.  
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2:8 If we want an exposition of this verse we need to turn back to Leviticus 19. 

Looking at verse 18 we see again Jesus’ words, “you shall love your 

neighbour as yourself”. But verses 9-17 gives us a practical list of what must 

be done to and for the neighbour. This of course is couched in OT culture, but 

it does show us how loving the neighbour is seen in practical terms.  

 

2:9 Although we may find ourselves agreeing with this in principle, we might find it 

hard to be motivated. Self always dominates and selfishness is ingrained 

within our natures. However, we could be motivated by looking at the 

supreme example 

 

 

3. Let us be motivated by the greatest of all examples 

 

3:1 For this we need to turn back to Philippians 2 and read from verse 5-8. 

Having given his teaching in verse 4 about looking at the interests of others, 

Paul now proceeds to show us how Jesus put this into practice.  

 

3:2 Here is the picture. Jesus, the Second Person of the Trinity chooses not to 

hold on to his prerogatives in glory, but lays all to one side and adds the form 

of humanity to Himself. He is found born into this world as a slave and finally 

is humbled to the cross. Why does He do this? He does it because He is 

concerned about the long-term eternal interests of His people. Here is the 

One who did not “look to His own interests” but rather to the interests of 

others. Our interests constituted our need to be forgiven; made right with 

God; escape an eternity in hell.  

 

3:3 Here is the One who truly fulfilled the commandment, “love your neighbour as 

yourself”. The same is taught in that passage in Romans 15:1-3 We who are 

strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. 
2 Each of us should please his neighbour for his good, to build him up. 3 For 

even Christ did not please himself ”. If He had sought only to “please Himself” 

then we would never had had a Bethlehem, or a Calvary or an empty tomb 

with the promise of His return.  

 

3:4 It was Jesus who said, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, 

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). There it 
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is. This is our example. This is the epitome of what He meant when He said, 

“love your neighbour as yourself”. There would have been no salvation; no 

promise of eternal life, no hope beyond the grave.  

 

3:5 If the question is raised, “Who is my neighbour?” we would, of course, turn to 

the parable of “The Good Samaritan” (Luke 10:25-37). By so doing we would 

realise that this parable was all about racism. The Jews hated the Samaritans 

as much as the Gentiles. The world at that time was divided into two groups. 

The Jews and all non-Jews irrespective of their nationality, language, culture 

etc. Just two groups. It also went like this; the Jews and the world. The 

“world” typified all non-Jews. But in this story a Samaritan comes to the aid of 

a Jew – he breaks into the racial barrier. When the NT spoke about God 

loving the “world” and Christ dying for the “world” it was the writer’s way of 

saying that salvation was for Jews and non-Jews. 

 

3:6 When Jesus came onto this planet He was hailed by a Samaritan as “the 

Saviour of the world” (John 4:42). He came to “love His neighbour” as typified 

in the parable of the Good Samaritan. His death was for “the Jew first and 

also for the Gentile”. Who is the “neighbour”? It becomes anyone from any 

race, culture, language or background. Why? Because Jesus came as the 

“Saviour of the world”.  

 

3:5 This has to be our motivation. If He could do it – so can we.  

 

3:6 But, there is one last question which needs to be addressed.  Why should we 

do this? Why is it necessary that we should “love our neighbour as 

ourselves”? Is it really important? 

 

4. Let us learn why we must love our neighbours as ourselves. 

 

4:1 In the first place notice that the words of Jesus are a command. This is not a 

suggestion or a piece of friendly advice. We cannot and dare not treat such 

teachings with indifference.  

 

4:2 Secondly, such teaching coming from the OT is authoritative. It is the 

command of Yahweh. Even if it is found in the OT it is just as relevant. But, 

there is more. It is endorsed by Jesus Himself. Jesus has put His seal of 
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divine authority on this teaching. The Father and the Son are promoting this 

behaviour. 

 

4:3 Thirdly, as I suggested at the beginning, it is when we love our neighbour as 

ourselves that we demonstrate our love to and for God. It is not sufficient to 

merely say that we love God. This has to be demonstrated in action.  

 

4:4 But I want to take it a step further. It is by our attitude towards this command 

that we demonstrate whether or not we are Christians. Here are the two most 

fundamental commands in the whole of scripture. It is impossible to separate 

them. If we say that we are right with God through our faith in the Lord Jesus 

Christ, in other words claim that we are children of God, that we are adopted 

into His family, that there is a relationship between us and God, then it must 

be proved by the way we live, and therefore by our response to this 

command.  

 

4:5 You might want to accuse me of suggesting that salvation is by works and 

argue that the bible clearly teaches a person is saved without works by grace 

through faith in Christ. I agree. But, even the Reformers who stated that 

“Justification is through faith alone without works”, went on to say that it was a 

“faith that is not alone”. They taught correctly that a living and saving faith 

must be companied by works.  

 

4:6 The works, and obedience to this command to “love our neighbour as 

ourselves”, is certainly not the ground upon which we are saved. But it is the 

evidence by which we know and prove that we are saved.  

 

4:7 Listen to the teaching of 1 John 2:3 “We know that we have come to know 

him if we obey his commands”. It could not be plainer than this. The 

commands! Are we a people seeking to obey “his commands”? Do we want 

to obey “his commands”? Are we willing to “obey his commands”?  

 

4:8 Let me be really blunt. If we think we are going to heaven when we die, it will 

all depend on how we face “his commands” and in particular “love your 

neighbour as yourself”. Works in the Christian life are essential. James said, 

“Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). We will finally be judged on our 
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works – not because works can save us, but because they are the final 

demonstration of the reality of our faith in Christ.  

 

Conclusion. 

 

1. As we conclude notice how insightful was this Scribe. When he heard the 

answers Jesus gave to his question he made a very significant statement that 

received the approval of Jesus. He said in verse 33, “To love him with all your 

heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your 

neighbour as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and 

sacrifices." Now, remember this was stated by the Scribe in the Temple area 

(Mark 11:27), the very place where hundreds of sacrifices were taking place.  

 

2. I doubt if the Pharisees and Sadducees would have like this man’s 

comments. But the prophets of the OT would have gladly applauded his 

insight. The problem with Israel was that it put too much emphasis upon the 

external rituals and ceremonies and not enough on the ethical and moral 

teaching of the Commandments. The task of the prophets was to re-enforce 

the moral aspect of the Commandments. They often told Israel that God was 

no longer interested in their feasts, sacrifices and prayers whilst they were 

living sinful and disobedient lives (Isaiah 1:10-18, Amos 5:21-24). 

 

3. This Scribe in Mark realised that. He realised that obedience to the moral 

code was of more importance “is much more than all burnt offerings and 

sacrifices”. When Jesus heard this He said, “"You are not far from the 

kingdom of God." What a statement to make of one of the religious Scribes. 

 

4. But what does this say to us? It tells us that all our worship, prayers, bible 

study, preaching, baptism and communion services really amount to nothing if 

we are disobeying this command to “love our neighbour as ourselves”. You 

see we can say the same as the Scribe, “to love God..to love our neighbour 

as ourselves is much more than all our Church attendance, ceremonies, 

prayer meetings etc”. If you can say that – not omitting Church, prayer 

meetings, bible studies etc, - then Jesus would see that “you have answered 

wisely”.  
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Richard Lee.  20 February 2012.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


