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“THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT” 

 
Readings: 1 Thessalonians 1. 1-10; Matthew 22. 34-40 

 

 
As many of our churches in Scotland face uncertain times with ageing congregations and diminishing numbers, 
and here at Max West we are not spared these problems, we look round the churches in our communities and 
wonder if we can survive.  But really that ought not to be our first priority.  As Christians we have answered 
Christ’s call to “Follow Me” as individuals, and to live as closely as we can in the image of Christ and to try to 
build with Him a closer replica of God’s Kingdom here  in our corner of His world.  
 
What a task!!  And yes the Church is where we will find our strength among our fellow believers, where we will 
corporately join to worship God, to praise Him, to thank Him for all His benefits to us, to bring the burdens of 
our hearts to His feet and leave them safely with Him.  But we must walk out of the door of our hallowed 
buildings and take our faith and zeal outside into the world in which we live. 
 
What should our priorities be?  How do we know what is required of us as we try to live God’s way in this 
progressively ungodly world?  But in all honesty has it ever been otherwise?  The Jews were a tiny minority 
people living in a powerful and pagan culture. They tried to faithfully keep to God’s Laws in the 10 
Commandments given to them by God through Moses - a very good framework for a just society on which our 
own society is still based.  It was hard to keep to the ever expanding Law meticulously and as we read from 
Matthew this morning…after listening to some of Jesus’ teaching, an expert in the Law tried to pin Jesus down 
to identify which of all the Laws was the most important for them to adhere to.  Give us your priority he asked. 
 
Jesus answer was “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind. This is 
the first and greatest commandment.  The second is equally important.   You must love your neighbour as 
yourself.  All of the other commandments are summed up in these.” 
 
Love is a word much used and frequently abused in our daily language. We use it to describe a huge spectrum 
of our feelings, from saying we’d love an ice cream on a hot day, to our relationship with God. 
That word encapsulates the most beautiful, the most painful and the most difficult to sustain of all human 
emotions.  And yet the Bible uses that word to inspire the highest aspiration of the human soul…to LOVE God. 
 
What are we meaning when we talk about Love?  Paul in that familiar and beautiful passage in his letter to the 
Corinthians tells us that we may possess everything else the world has to offer but if we do not have love we 
have nothing. 
Without love, life is lacking something vital. 
Love to be Given as well as received…..for Jesus in his answer to the lawyer reduced the whole of the 
complicated Jewish Law to one sentence on Love:  
Love the Lord your God with all your heart and Love your neighbour as yourself. 
 
Can Love really be the link to make the eternal triangle between God and humanity and between fellow human 
beings? 
 
If Christ was prepared to die on the Cross to prove it then we as Christians need to look seriously at what such 
love means for us.  
 



Firstly, notice that when Jesus said “Love God” he was actually quoting from Scripture, from Deuteronomy 
from the direct instruction given by God to Moses, and it is part of the SHEMA the basic essential creed of 
Judaism.  It is the sentence with which every Jewish service of Worship begins, even to-day. 
“Hear O Israel the Lord our God is one God and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your might.” 
 
It is the first sentence which every Jewish child is required to commit to memory.  It emphasises the priority of 
God in the lives of a people of God.  
I wonder what sentence we would choose as the prime sentence for our children to-day to commit to memory 
as the guide for their lives? 
 
To give our heart and soul and might, means total commitment. 
This is to be a love which dominates our emotions, a love which directs our every thought and a love which 
inspires and energises our actions. 
Now that IS serious stuff!! 
 
We know today that even to get our people to come to worship is difficult enough…but an invitation to attend 
a Bible study or Prayer meeting is greeted with apprehension. There is a gnawing feeling that this might mean 
we are going a bit over the top about religion.  Most folk hang on to their faith as if it were private and that 
they intend to stay in control of it! 
 
But look at God’s requirement. He wants to possess us body and soul in a life committed to Him.  Not just the 
pious few, but every single one of us! 
 
Yet He wants our commitment to be made freely, for even God will not DEMAND our Love.  Love can only be 
given freely when our desire is strong enough to make us want to please and serve the object of our love above 
all else.   
 
Above all else, what a shakeup of priorities that would mean for us all and yet what a bench mark for living that 
would give us. 
 
Then the second priority Jesus gives is… “And you shall love your neighbour as yourself…” 
 
God first…because it’s only as we love God that we are able to love our fellows.  Often it’s only through the 
eyes of God’s love that we are able to recognise the image of God, the Creator of all in unlikely human beings! 
 
Professor William Barclay in his commentary on this passage says: “Take away the love of God and we become 
Angry and Unteachable mankind.  We become Pessimistic and Unimprovable mankind and callous about those 
whom we are reluctant to even call our fellow mankind”! 
 
It isn’t easy to love one another neither in the Holy Land nor so many of the places in this world where 
neighbour cannot live in harmony with neighbour.  It’s even difficult to love those nearest and dearest to us.  
One in three marriages to-day falls apart because the love which began it cannot be sustained. 
 
In a book which I read recently about Mother Theresa there was the story of a young nun in her order who was 
finding it desperately difficult to minister to the rag-bundles of humanity dying in the street of Calcutta until 
she began to see in them the image of God.  She rushed in one day beaming with joy and exultation exclaiming 
“I have just been washing the sores of Christ!” 
 
The task had been transformed into a labour of LOVE through her love for Christ. 



Perhaps it’s only possible to love awkward humanity through our love for God for such love is not nebulous 
sentimentality.  Our commitment to God is to be practised in action in the care of our neighbour. 
 
Love is the greatest badge of the Church.  It is the ONE thing above all else which makes it evident to those 
looking at us that we are followers of Christ. 
 
In that lovely letter of which we read the beginning this morning, Paul was writing to the newly begun tiny 
church in Thessalonica.  He had preached there for only three Sabbaths and yet it had been enough to begin a 
church there.  He was anxious to see if they were still able to survive. 
He begins “to the Church in Thessalonica…You who belong to God the Father and to Jesus Christ”.  Do we 
sometimes pay only lip service to that forgetting that there is no Church without God…we run it sometimes as 
if it were a human organisation and wonder why we fail so miserably to attract new members! 
 
After only three weeks of instruction, of course this new church was making mistakes and Paul needed to put 
them right a bit, but look how he begins. 
In Love he begins with praise. We always give thanks to God for you…for your enthusiasm and tenacity…we 
constantly remember you in our prayers…. Surely we must always pray for one another in church and at home.  
Prayer is our support and uplift. 
 
We always remember the work you have done.   When we look round at our progressively ageing 
congregations, do we remember to give thanks for all the work which has been done and to give a word of 
praise for ongoing work and commitment? 
To-day when we acknowledge with gratitude the work done in Max West by Sandy Geddes, our assistant 
minister, we remember with especial gratitude his faithful pastoral work of visiting the older or housebound 
members of the congregation, taking the love of Christ into their homes and hearts. 
 
Someone once said profoundly when asked how it was possible to encourage new people into Church “they 
will not be preached in with great sermons but they will be loved in by care and friendship”.  Love is the Key. 
 
Beloved in the Lord…Paul calls the Thessalonians....what a phrase.  When we meet to share in the Lord’s 
Supper the preamble in the Order Book begins “Beloved in the Lord” 
What a privilege for each of us to be so chosen and loved. 
 
He goes on “Having heard the Good News of the Gospel you have become IMITATORS of the Lord... despite the 
antagonism against you”.  To be IMITATORS of the Lord is to begin to behave as Christ would behave and the 
effect of that Paul tells them is 
“You have become an example to all in Macedonia.  The Word of the Lord went forth from you like a trumpet.” 
From Macedonia the Christian faith spread like wildfire across Europe to reach us here in Britain.  If it has got 
stuck so badly here now, do we wonder why? 
How far have we become “Imitators” of the Lord? 
When we ration our Love and commitment to God, His effectiveness in us and through us is diminished. 
 
If Paul were writing to us in our churches here, what would his word to us be? 
Is our love for God truly the driving force behind all our living?  Is our love for our neighbour so apparent that 
those looking at us in the Church might say of us as was said of the early believers “Look how these Christians 
love each other?” 
 
Do we make that obvious? 
How are we witnessing to our love of God and of each other, to the neighbourhood in which we live? 
Jesus told the Lawyer that the key to our priority in pleasing God, is LOVE.  



God our first Love and then that Love helping us to take that further into loving our neighbours and so fulfilling 
the requirements of our faith. 
 
God sent His son to this human world of His to show us the extent of His love for us. 
It was a love which took Jesus to the Cross.  In the light of that, how will we rate our commitment to Him?   
“Love one-another as I have loved you.” 
 
 


