
The Greatest Commandment 
 
 
 
This sermon was given by Rev’d Len Abrams on Sunday 26th October.  
The Gospel reading for the day was Matthew 22:34-46.  See also 
Leviticus 19 and Micah 6:8 

 
Loving your neighbour is not for the faint of heart  
 
In 1996 in a small town in Michigan, USA, a march had been 
arranged by the Ku Klux Klan.  Tensions were high as hundreds of 
young people from the town turned out to protest the presence of the 
KKK.  Suddenly the crowd came across a middle-aged white man 
sporting a Nazi tattoo and a Confederate T-shirt who was separated 
from the main KKK group.  The crowd chased the man and 
descended on him when he fell, beating and kicking him in a mob 
fury.  Then out of the crowd a teenage girl, horrified by what was 
happening, threw herself on top of the man, shielding him with her 
body.  The mob frenzy was broken and the man was saved.  A 
photographer captured the amazing event and said "She put herself 
at physical risk to protect someone who, in my opinion, would not 
have done the same for her."  On that day a black American teen-
aged girl - Keshia Thomas – was neighbour to an unknown Klansman 
who she had never met, and has not met since.  Some years later a 
young man came up to her and thanked her in a shop – he said “he 
was my dad.” 
 
Loving your neighbour – really doing it – is not for the faint-hearted. 
 

When the Pharisees tried to undermine Jesus (in today’s Gospel 
reading), by asking which is the greatest commandment, Jesus 
responded that it is ‘Love God with all your heart, mind and soul’, and 
that there is another like it: ’Love your neighbour as yourself’ – on 
these two, he says, ‘hang all the law and the prophets’.  This is a 
theme which Jesus reinforces through all his teaching and actions, 
reinforcing at the same time the essence of the law and the prophets.   



One of my favourite passages in the Bible echoes exactly this – it is 
Micah 6:8 –  

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;  
and what does the Lord require of you  
but to do justice, and to love kindness,  
and to walk humbly with your God?  

 
What is interesting and important about this passage is that it clarifies 
further what is meant by “love your neighbour”.  The Lord requires of 
us both to LOVE KINDNESS and to DO JUSTICE.  This has a 
personal element to it – kindness, care, support, love on a one-to-one 
level; but there is also a corporate, social, communal element to it 
through the love and implementation of JUSTICE.  This is how 
individuals or groups of people are protected and cared for by society 
and the nations.  Throughout scripture and through Jesus’ life it is 
abundantly clear that this refers especially to the ‘under-dog’, the 
poor, the oppressed, the powerless and the foreigner.  
 
The commandment to love your neighbour as yourself is not at all 
new.  In the Hebraic tradition it goes right back to Leviticus 19:15-18.  
The concept of moral reciprocity goes further back in ancient history 
(and is encountered in all the main civilisations and in at least 13 of 
the world’s major religions).  As the “Golden Rule” it was used as a 
test to develop legal and ethical systems.  For example, how do you 
treat prisoners of war?  The answer lies in how you would like your 
enemy to treat you as a prisoner.   
 
So, on the one hand we have the remarkable, spontaneous, 
outrageous and inspiring act of someone like Keshia Thomas: 
protecting someone who was arguably her enemy, and putting 
herself at risk to do so.  She said that part of her response was from 
her Christian faith and part was from having suffered violence herself.  
  
On the other hand we have the call to DO JUSTICE in our society 
and amongst the nations.  I cannot help thinking, at the anniversary 
of the Great War and in the shadow of the Second World War, 
through which over 55 million people lost their lives largely as a result 
of the abandonment of the principles of Christian and common 
justice, that we are once again at a perilous place.   
 



There may be some strange rulings in the name of Human Rights 
occasionally coming out of Europe but the big picture is that, out of 
the ashes of the conflagration of total war, a legal structure was 
established to entrench Justice as a bulwark against this ever 
happening again.  I believe that “Loving my neighbour” involves 
ensuring that I have done all I can do in a democratic context to 
ensure we DO JUSTICE in our society in England, the UK and 
Europe.  Being a follower of Jesus does not allow me the luxury of 
my own private little spiritual life – I have to DO JUSTICE.  I worry 
that jingoistic nationalism is dulling our sense of justice. 
 
I want to tell one more short story.  Many years ago I was a Military 
Policeman in the South African Defence Force before I became a 
conscientious objector.  We had a Charge Office connected to a set 
of detention barracks – a military prison.  There was a young man (I 
was only about 18 myself) who had been arrested on AWOL – he 
had been Absent Without Leave.  He was a homosexual and had 
been arrested at his boyfriend’s home.  He had been waiting for two 
weeks for his trial and, although I had not had anything to do with 
him, I came across him on the morning of his trial in the Charge 
Office and I briefly wished him well and that he got a fair deal.  He 
was sentenced to two weeks which he had already served so he was 
released that day.  That evening he came up to me in the mess and 
thanked me for the only kind words he had heard for two weeks in 
that hellhole.  Now I don’t think I did anything very special that day 
but what I have never forgotten is how important TO SOMEONE 
ELSE a passing word of kindness may be. 
 
When Jesus was asked for the greatest commandment he gave two 
– love your God and love your neighbour. The second is “like” the 
first in the sense that it is the same as or inseparable from the first.  
We cannot first love God and then love our neighbour – the two are 
counterparts of each other.  When someone says they love God it is 
not possible to look into their hearts and get a measure of this: 
however (and here is the rub, good people), as loving God and loving 
our neighbour are the counterparts of the same thing, we can get an 
insight into how much we love God as a reflection of how much we 
love our neighbours – and that includes our enemies.  Jesus said 
exactly this in that glorious but very troubling passage in Matthew 25: 
 



37Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see 
you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something 
to drink? 38When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, 
or needing clothes and clothe you? 39When did we see you 
sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 
 
40“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for 
one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did 
for me.’ 
 

So, as we get up tomorrow to live a new day in the love of God, we 
do so by loving our neighbour.  From the apparently trivial – letting 
that person filter into the traffic in front of you (even if they don’t say 
thank you!), to going out of your way to help that mother with a crying 
child pick up her dropped groceries.  Love God by making that phone 
call you have been putting off.  Love God by saying that passing word 
of kindness.  Speak to your estranged sibling.  
 
Do all this with intention, deliberately and with joy.  If necessary, 
throw yourself over the body of your enemy to protect them. 
 
Loving God and loving our neighbour is not for the faint-hearted – it 
is, by the grace of Jesus, for us all. 
 

Amen 
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