
Pastor Alex: 

Our Scripture reading this morning is probably my favorite passage in the entire Bible.  It’s the 

Greatest Commandment.  And this morning, we’ll be reading it out of Mark 12:28-31.  This 

comes just after Jesus is going back and forth with some Sadducees, some teachers of the law, 

and he’s overheard.  And we begin in verse 28.  “One of the scribes came near and heard them 

disputing with one another, and seeing that Jesus answered them well, he asked him, ‘Which 

commandment is first of all?’  Jesus answered, ‘The first is, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, 

the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your mind, and with all your strength.”  The second is this, “You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  There is no other commandment greater than these.’” 

 

Now, recently, I had the opportunity to do a funeral for a man who was well-loved by his family.  

And his family told me about his love for them and how he cared for them, how he worked hard 

for them, how he loved his community, how he was generous.  And they said, “But he didn’t go 

to church that often.  Can you still do his funeral?”  And I said, “Of course I can do his funeral.”  

And I can do that because he, in his life--well, first of all, because he’s a child of God.  But, 

second of all, because he in his life showed forth the greatest commandment, to love God, to love 

your neighbor.  This is the core of Christian teaching, and it’s based in love.  If I could get 

anything right about being a Christian, it would be these two commandments.  And that’s what 

this man did with his life.  He showed his family, he showed his community what it meant to 

love.  And if I had to choose between getting that part right and getting the going to church part 

right, I’d try to get the love part right first.  Now, ideally, we’d do both, right?  Hopefully church 

is encouraging you to love God and to love your neighbor.  But if you’ve got to choose, choose 

love.   

 

Now, when Jesus gave us this commandment, these two commandments, as our greatest ones, he 

didn’t pull them out of thin air.  He took them from his roots, his Jewish tradition.  They come 

from Deuteronomy and from Leviticus.  The first one comes from Deuteronomy.  And Mark 

does a really neat thing here.  He includes a wider context than some of the other Gospel writers.  

He begins with, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one.”  This verse is probably one 

of the most important in the Hebrew scriptures.  It’s called the Shema, which is the Hebrew word 

for “hear” or “listen.”  And it tells us that God is one, that God has created all things, and that 

there is only one united, unified, singular God over all things in the universe.  And then it says, 

as a response, we ought to worship God with all that we are, with our heart, soul, mind, and 

strength.  And the second commandment comes from Leviticus.  It comes in a passage that 

includes a wide variety of laws, but Jesus pulls this one out as if to say all of these laws, 

everything that we’ve received from Moses and are trying to follow, is based on this principle, 

that it’s trying to get at the need to love your neighbor as you love yourself.  And this is, I think, 

what is so important about Jesus’ teaching, that it is predicated on our ability to love ourselves.  

It’s assumed.  And that is something that I think is worth talking about, especially today.  I think 

that maybe it’s been an issue in the past, but I know it’s an issue today that there are a lot of 

people who feel that they cannot truly love themselves, who don’t feel the ability to value 

themselves, who work hard to help other people, but forget to take care of themselves.  And that 

is something that we need to learn.  We need to learn how to not value ourselves.  Think about 

what it’s like to be a kid.  Right?  You always go for the soda and the ice cream, and you want to 

play all the time.  And it’s all about, “What brings me the greatest pleasure?”  And then 



somewhere along the way as adults, we learn, yes, to take care of other people, to share, but we 

also forget, sometimes, that we also need to take care of ourselves.  And so, I think we need to 

relearn that we are worth loving.  And this is what Jesus is saying implicitly when he gives us 

this second commandment, that we love our neighbors inasmuch as we love ourselves.  We can 

love our neighbors inasmuch as we love ourselves.  And Jesus is able to say this because we 

know what he’s going to do.  He’s going to give up his life for each and every one of us.  So he 

knows and will act on the truth that each person, each one of us, is worth loving. 

 

[Break] 

 

So how do we do this?  How do we go about loving ourselves so that we can love our neighbors?  

I think it’s worth making a caveat first, and that is to say that there are powerful voices in our 

world telling us to only care about ourselves, telling us to be selfish, telling us to be greedy, 

telling us to look out for number one and not be compassionate to other people.  Obviously, 

those voices are not telling us the truth, and they’re tempting us to sin.  And so we need to follow 

Jesus’ teaching instead to love our neighbors, to be generous, to be servants of other people 

around us.  But on the other side of the extremes, there are so many voices telling us that we are 

not enough, that we’re not good enough, that we’re not loved enough, that we’re not important 

enough, and it’s important to say, too, that those voices are not telling us the truth.  I think, 

particularly in our society, we tie our sense of self-worth to things like our achievement or 

success, our earnings potential, the grades that we earn, the number of hours that we work, the 

number of promotions that we get.  And when you tie your sense of self-worth to those things, 

we’ve all felt this, it hurts because you’re constantly trying to compare yourself to other people.  

I think this is particularly true for high school students.  I mean, think about being a junior or a 

senior, and you’re hearing these messages that, “You have to get the grades.  You’ve got to get 

your GPA up.  You’ve got to get good scores on your ACT and SAT.  You’ve got to take AP 

classes so that you can score well on those, and then do extracurriculars and service hours.  And 

take all of that, and if you don’t have that, you won’t be able to get into the best college.  If you 

don’t get into the best college, you won’t get the best degree, and then you won’t get the best job, 

and then you’ll be locked into poverty forever, so get good grades.”  That’s terrifying.  That’s so 

much pressure.  And I remember feeling that pressure.  It’s a real thing.   

 

I remember hearing the message, at least implicitly, that all else being equal, if I don’t work as 

hard as the people around me, then I will not get the opportunities that they get.  And here’s what 

I’ve learned since then, all other things are never equal.  In fact, sometimes they’re decidedly 

unequal.  And many of us have been learning that recently, especially from our neighbors of 

color who are teaching us that, not only are unequal situations tied to negative sense of self-

worth, but also to bad economic outcomes, increased poverty rates, lower education levels, 

worse health outcomes.  So these are real, unequal situations.  And the false narrative here is 

that, “I have to compare myself to everyone else assuming that all things are equal.  And when I 

don’t stack up, it’s my fault.  When I don’t stack up, it’s because I’m not worth as much as 

them,” and that is false.  We all face unequal situations, some to greater degrees than others, 

some for different reasons than others, but none of us is the same as any other person.  And when 

we fail to take that into account, we begin to think that we can compare our achievements and 

use that to define our sense of self-worth.  And here’s the thing, at the end of the day, the most 

important voices in our lives are not the ones who compare us based on our outcomes, our 



achievements, our success.  The most important voices in our lives are the ones who love us for 

who we are.  Those are the ones that we ought to be listening to.   

 

I hear many voices also telling me that I’m missing out.  And I think this is particularly true on 

social media.  Maybe you’ve experienced this, too, that I’m, you know, not taking this vacation, 

or wearing this outfit, or, you know, being this skinny, or doing whatever it is that the trend is on 

social media this week.  And if I’m not doing all of those things, if I’m not “in,” then my life is 

somehow not as exciting, not as interesting, and not as valuable.  And I think that’s a really 

dangerous message and also just, honestly, a little strange that my life is worth less because I’m 

not doing the latest TikTok dance on, like, the top of Mt. Fuji or something, which I hope doesn’t 

define my sense of self-worth because you don’t want to see me doing a dance on TikTok.  But 

regardless of that, Jesus’ teachings are so counter to that whole narrative.  We should not be 

defining our sense of self-worth based on whether we’re getting all of the experiences that 

everybody on social media thinks we ought to be getting, that we’re doing all the things 

everybody thinks we ought to do.  Jesus’ teaching says that the most important thing you could 

do is to love God and to love your neighbor.  Are you doing that?  Are you doing that with your 

everyday life?  You don’t need to go somewhere special in order to achieve that.  And you miss 

out on that when you don’t value your own life enough to begin with, when you don’t believe 

Jesus’ message that you are loved.  Now, Christians are notorious for ignoring that part of our 

faith, the part that tells us that all people are worthy of love.  And Christians have, in the past, 

glorified suffering, glorified putting ourselves down.   

 

Jesus tells us elsewhere to give up our families for his sake.  He tells us to take up our cross and 

follow him.  He tells us to be willing to lay our lives down for our friends.  And Christians have 

interpreted that, especially in situations of domestic violence, to mean that we should put up with 

suffering, that we should put up with injustice, and that we shouldn’t try to make the world a 

better place, that we should put ourselves down for the sake of other people who are obviously 

better than us.  And I think that is wrongheaded, and I think it’s caused a great amount of 

damage.  And it’s part of our need, as Christians, to repent, to turn from those ways and look 

towards something better.  Sometimes suffering and pain are part of our Christian journeys, 

that’s true.  But I have a hard time believing that when Jesus came to earth to suffer and die on 

the cross, that suffering and death was his goal somehow.  No, instead his goal was to 

communicate to a violent and broken human race that God loves us, that we are worthy of God’s 

love.  And so when suffering and pain are a part of our Christian journeys, we, too, have to 

recognize that they’re not the goal of our journeys.  But the goal of a Christian journey is to 

follow Christ, to embrace and experience God’s love, and to share that love with the world.  And 

the truth is, that, in order to be able to do those things Jesus tells us to do, to lay down our lives 

for our friends, to take up our cross and follow him, to follow him no matter what else happens, 

in order to do those things, we have to begin from a point of love for ourselves.  We have to 

begin with knowing the truth that First John tells us, that we love because God first loved us.  

We have to begin knowing that, “Jesus thought my life was worth dying for.  And Jesus thinks 

my life has value,” and that, “Jesus calls me alongside him, not beneath him, but alongside him, 

to share his love and his message with the world.”  And that’s an amazing calling.  That’s an 

amazing trust, an amazing responsibility.  And so we have to acknowledge that.  I think it’s so 

important to acknowledge that we are worthy of love, that we are worthy of God’s love.  The one 

God, who rules all things, loves us.  And then, taking that as our core, we step out into the world 



sharing that same sense of love, sharing that message that God loves you, too, just as much as 

God loves me.  And what a beautiful thing it would be if we could do that with every waking 

moment.  Amen. 


