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Mark 12:28-34 The Greatest Commandment 

 

Discussion: Can you think of an occasion when you were surprised by the unexpected 

openness of someone you had thought would be hostile? 

 
 

Mark 12 Matthew 22 
The greatest commandment 
28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard 
them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given 
them a good answer, he asked him, ‘Of all the 
commandments, which is the most important?’ 

 The greatest commandment 
34 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the 
Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 
35 One of them, an expert in the law, tested 
him with this question: 36 ‘Teacher, which 
is the greatest commandment in the Law?’ 

29 ‘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.”  

 37 Jesus replied: ‘“Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with all your mind.” 38 This is the first 
and greatest commandment. 39 And the 
second is like it: “Love your neighbour as 
yourself.”  

There is no commandment greater than these.’  40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on 
these two commandments.’ 

32 ‘Well said, teacher,’ the man replied. ‘You are 
right in saying that God is one and there is no 
other but him. 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.’  

 

34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, 
he said to him, ‘You are not far from the kingdom 
of God.’ And from then on no one dared ask him 
any more questions. 

 

  
Comparison 
• This scene occurs only in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew, while Luke (10:25-28) 

prefaces the parable of the Good Samaritan with these words.82  

• Matthew reports the encounter as a “test” and does not include the amicable nature of 

the discussion between Jesus and the scribe, who commends Jesus’ response.83,84 

• In Mark, Jesus informs the scribe that he is “not far from the kingdom of God” and that 

people no longer dare to ask Jesus further questions after this.  

 52 
 



Bible Study of Mark’s Gospel 
 

 

Page 238 

Context 
• On this occasion, Jesus was approached by an individual scribe rather than a group. 

While this was a favourable encounter with an individual scribe, as subsequent verses 

(Mark 12:38-40) will show, the opposition by the scribes to Jesus would lead to his 

denunciation of them.85    

• The language implies this was part of a non-stop challenge and debate in the temple, 

immediately following the previous controversies with the Sanhedrin, the Pharisees and 

the Sadducees.86  This informs us it was probably still the third day of Passover Week. 

 
Figure 57: The Third Day of Passover Week 

Key Points 
• While we tend to focus on the Ten Commandments, there are 613 commandments in 

the Torah, of which 365 are prohibitions, and the remaining 248 are positive.87 Rabbis 

differentiated between what they referred to as the “heavy” commandments and those 

they considered “light”.88 The heaviest commandments were uncompromising in their 

application and invited the severest penalties when broken. As part of determining the 

school of thought to which a rabbi belonged, it was common practice to ask them to 

declare which they thought to be the weightiest commandments or ask them to 

“summarise the Torah in a nutshell”. The Talmud and the Mishnah (Oral Traditions) 

developed throughout the Second Temple period and provided answers to many of 

these questions. 

• While the scribe asked for only one commandment, Jesus responded with two, and 

their combination would have appeared novel to those listening.89,90  

“4 Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 Love the LORD your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength”. Deut. 6:4-5      

 

“…love your neighbour as yourself…”.  Lev. 19:18      
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• While these are taken from the Torah (which would have satisfied a similar enquiry by 

the Sadducees), it is interesting to note that Matthew’s account states that all the Law 

(the Torah) and the subsequent scriptures (the Prophets) depend upon these two.91 

• The first quotation is known as the Shema, spoken twice daily by pious Jews.92 When 

Jesus quotes this, both Gospels include “with all your mind”, which relates to the will as 

much as it does intelligence. The Shema in Matthew lacks the “strength” aspect.93 

• The scribe is pleased with Jesus' response, and in repeating what Jesus said, he added 

his thoughts on their importance over all the burnt offerings and sacrifice rituals. These 

are references to: 
22 “Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying 

the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of 
rams. 1 Samuel 15:22 

 
11 “The multitude of your sacrifices—  what are they to me?” says the LORD. 

“I have more than enough of burnt offerings, of rams and the fat of fattened 
animals; I have no pleasure in the blood of bulls and lambs and goats. 

17Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the 
fatherless; plead the case of the widow. Isaiah 1:11,17 

 

6 For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgement of God rather than burnt 
offerings.  Hosea 6:6 

 
6 With what shall I come before the LORD and bow down before the exalted God? 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? …  8 He has 
shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act 
justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.  Micah 6:6,8 

 
In summary, all our duties or sacrifices must yield to prioritising and maintaining a right 

relationship with God and others.94 The two commandments are inseparable.95 

Apostolic teaching continues this (Rom. 13:8-10, Gal. 5:14, James 2:8).96 

• The closing remarks by Jesus were as striking. The conversation had been about the 

Torah, not the Kingdom of God or eternal life, and yet Jesus speaks with an authority 

higher than the scribe, informing him that “he is close”.97 This would have provoked 

reflection on the part of the scribe.98 One open-minded scribe shows what might have 

been.99   

Discussion: What does “loving your neighbour as yourself” look like in today’s world.  

 
 


