
Sunday 22nd August 2021 
The Great Commandment. 

 
Deut. 6.1-9, Mk. 12.28-35, 1Jn. 5.1-5  
 
Many denominations and groups in the UK are in the process of responding to the 
ongoing decline in attendance and membership, and also the changes in peoples’ 
attendance at Church events as the pandemic rumbles on. Many congregations have 
people who have just got out of the habit of attending, others who prefer the recorded or 
Zoom meetings. Then there others who have found their health take a dip in the 
lockdown. Some have found that conditions they have lived with have got significantly 
worse over the last 18 months and are now unable to get out and about as much as 
before.  
 
In the Church of Scotland, there is a whole reorganization in process, and an important 
aspect of this is the recasting of vision and practices to follow the vision. Some 
denominations have borrowed the mission statements from other denomination, even 
though these come from groups which are also largely in decline. This is one way of 
doing it I suppose, but the issue is this, will the vision of others or central offices be 
adopted and owned by each member of the congregation? A vision statement is only as 
good as people are convinced of its worth and commit to it.  
 
I wonder, without looking at some bit of paper, how many of us could recite the vision 
statement of our current congregation or denomination. I would struggle a bit with this, 
because I don’t find our vision statement unambiguous, nor do I have personal 
conviction of its authority, nor is it something I would stake my life on. 
 
Vision is important, because each one of us must have a personal vision which we can 
devote ourselves to. The Bible says that ‘without a vision the people perish’. Without a 
vision of some sort, which can be modified and made clearer as we pursue it, how can 
we know if how we live is pleasing to God, and is worth expending our time, energy and 
money on? 
 
Given that vision is important and that it must be clear and unambiguous, it seems 
strange to me that most visions smack more of something dreamed up in a committee 
meeting, or borrowed from elsewhere so that we can have something to present on our 
letter heads! I think this way, because it is my conviction that Jesus has given His 
Church very clear and explicit instructions, commandments and concise statements 
which should be our primary vision. If we adopt these, then we still have to discover the 
strategies for accomplishing the vision whether a personal or a denominational one.  
 
I am convinced utterly that when Jesus commands, He is giving His vision for the 
Church which He will build, and not the ones that men and women construct, and there 
is a difference between these two entities. The value of taking Jesus words and 
commands as our personal and group vision is that firstly, this vision is authoritative. 
Jesus is the highest authority. He has been given all power and authority in heaven and 



earth, and so there is no higher vision than that which is spoken by the Son of God and 
the son of man. Given the authority of Jesus, He has the greatest entitlement and 
authority to give the vision for His Church - that body of redeemed sinners for whom He 
shed His blood. If we doubt or disbelieve these facts about Jesus, then we are in 
essence denying the Gospel, and we should consider if we are believers at all! It is as 
serious as that. If we do not accept Jesus words as authoritative, then we are acting as 
if there is no divine authority at all, and then there can be no authoritative vision 
anywhere or in anything! Furthermore, we should ask ourselves if the person giving the 
vision is trustworthy, in that, vision is meant to be held to with all our being. Can we trust 
the giver of a vision to have seen the end from the beginning and the beginning to the 
end? In other words, does the vision caster see how it will be executed, and can they 
help people like you and me to be able to respond to it.  
 
It is possible to follow an impossible dream. For example, I may have a vision of being 
blue eyed, blond, six feet tall and built like a gladiator. Guess what, it will never happen. 
However if the vision is concise, intelligible, and clear, then believers can seek to follow 
it. 
 
My case today is that Jesus has indeed given us a clear and unambiguous group of 
fundamental vision statements, spoken by His own lips and recorded in Scripture for all 
of us to read and consider.  
 
Last week, without saying it, I presented briefly one of the components of the vision. It is 
clear, it is demonstrated in the history of the Church, and it is what God has brought to 
the fore in the Early Church and in all the revivals that are recorded in Church history. 
The first component of the Vision Jesus has given to His church and people in every 
generation is found in Acts 2.42. 
 
The believers, ‘devoted themselves to the Apostles teaching, fellowship, the breaking of 

bread and prayers.’ 
 

These four things are the next layer of stones built upon Christ, the headstone and the 
corner stone. It seems to me that in the absence of these being the ‘normal Christian 
Church,’ what we have is a house built on sand and that the rain has been falling for a 
long time and is getting heavier by the day! As in Jesus words at the conclusion of the 
Sermon on the Mount, the building on the sand is in great peril, and its fall is inevitable 
unless these foundation stones are restored to their vital place. 
 
What I am about to write is predicated on two simple and intelligible and trustworthy 
facts. They are that Jesus statements are absolutely trustworthy, and that they are 
completely authoritative. 
 
The second component of Jesus’ vision for His Church is found in Matthew and Mark. 
We will look at Mark’s account. It is the record of a nobler teacher of the law who is 
concerned to put the most important things first. Some of the Jewish teachers taught 



that the most important thing was the sacrificial system, however, Jesus brought that to 
a close by His death.  
 
 
Mark 12 and verses 29-30. 
 
‘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.’ 
 

This is called the Great Commandment, and there is a second part as well. I would put it 
to every Christian, this command is both a pure obligatory command, but is also a high 
and supremely worthy vision to invest our lives towards. It is a direct word from Jesus, 
affirmed by Him as the greatest of the commands, and is binding upon every believer 
and every group and denomination that has or will ever exist. I am convinced that there 
is no better vision than this and to spend our lives following it. It does not mince its 
words, it is clear and specific, and while some will attempt to water it down of argue with 
it, it comes from Jesus Himself, and for me, that settles all questions. There is still the 
step of discovering how to do it and the actual doing of it. A vision to be worth its name 
must be clear, must be followed and must be lived out in this world.  
 
This verse is a restatement by Jesus of a passage in Deuteronomy chapter 6, the 
chapter after the Ten Commandments, so here there is continuity between the Old 
Testament and the New. This vision and command has always been the will and 
purpose of God, it embraces all of the Scriptures. 
 
The verse begins with a statement of God’s utter uniqueness. The Lord is one also can 
be written, the Lord our God is one Lord, the only Lord. Israel’s God, and the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is the only God there is. Christianity is an exclusive 
faith. Any other god is lesser than the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. Only 
Christ can claim to have dealt with the world, the flesh and the devil, and this by His 
death and resurrection.  Any and all other gods are gods in name only, but there is an 
infinite distance between God and any others, real or imagined, or fabricated from the 
minds of man. 
 
This great Lord is ‘our’ Lord. Here is a statement of covenant, of personal commitment 
of God to Israel and God to His people, His Church, His called out ones. It is personal 
encounter, knowing, owning and being owned of God. Unbelievers cannot know 
anything of this, because all depends on having that personal relationship which can 
say, ‘our’ God, or ‘our Father who art in heaven.’ We must be children of the Father, 
born again from above by the Holy Spirit to say these phrases in truth. Hence this 
command is binding on every Christian. 
 
The command is to love God, and we can only love God when we have seen, be it 
weakly, that God has first loved us. Furthermore, He has loved us so that He sent His 
one and only Son to die in our place so that we could be given Christ’s place of access 
to the Father. This love may have a sentimental aspect at times, but it is a call to love 



God with His own unconditional love. The nearest natural parable of this love is that 
between a husband and wife and between parents and children. We love them from the 
core of our beings, even when they annoy us or anger us, our love for them is deeper 
and more fundamental. This is a parable of the love God has for us, and works in us, 
when we believe, to respond to God. We love God because He first loved us. This God 
reveals to us by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Love with all our hearts. The Old Testament King James version uses phrases which 
today have been altered or become out of fashion. For example for a very deep and 
profound compassion, the Bible speaks of Bowels of compassion. This is the 
compassion that is a gut feeling, a deep feeling which arises within us that is almost a 
physical feeling. To love God with all our hearts is such a statement. It means to love 
God from the deepest core of our beings, and can in fact also indicate that we love God 
with every faculty of our beings which includes mind and soul. These, in a sense are 
given as an emphasis of the totality of our beings which are to love God. Note that it 
says ‘all.’ This does not mean that we do not engage in anything else and just sit in a 
cave loving God at the expense of house and home, but it means that when we are at 
rest, our minds and affections will gravitate back to God. Love for God with all our inner 
beings is that we value, esteem, desire and have the strongest of affections for God 
Himself. We will, like David, love to be in His presence. We will consider this more and 
more as our greatest joy. Do we find our thoughts turning towards God at various times 
through the day? If so, if it is longings for more intimacy with Him, or being astonished at 
the grace He has extended to us in saving us, then this is an indication of love in our 
core, in our hearts, for God. 
 
We are to love God with all our souls. 
Our soul is the faculty we possess which has self-awareness and the capacity to think, it 
is where we perceive the experiences of our daily lives. In Psalms it is said that the soul 
rejoices in God our rock and fortress, and elsewhere we hear the cry of the soul which 
is cast down by illness, troubles, grief over failure and sin, and these types of 
unpleasant life experiences. We are to learn to, and to train to, bring our souls back to 
looking to God as our source of life. We are to do this so that even in trials, 
disappointments and when we just cannot seem to sense God’s presence or fathom 
what God is doing with us, we do not faint. The Book of Job and the history of Joseph 
tell of the trials of two who were afflicted in their souls. In Psalms we read that David 
spoke to his soul. He asked ‘why are you cast down O my soul? hope in God, for I shall 
yet praise Him’. 
 
To train our souls to be content in whatever condition we find ourselves is not an Anne 
of Green Gables thing. When a cynic was challenged to do a Green Gables thing and 
look for a thing to be glad about, he replied that he was grateful to God that every day 
was not as bad as the one he was presently living! 
 
‘With all our souls’ means that we do not take the sense of trial or joy as a final point, 
but we always move further to consider and tell our souls that because we are God’s 
children, He is always in and about all the matters of our days. The Lord is my 



shepherd, do we know this is true? Then when we are cast down, follow the Good 
Shepherd!  
 
 
We are to love God with all our minds. 
Christianity is not anti-intellectual. Some of the greatest minds have belonged to 
Christians, but they have used their mental powers in meditation on what the Scriptures 
say, and not on speculations. The early Saint Anselm is quoted because he taught that 
it was by faith that he understood. The book of Hebrews tells us that it is by faith that we 
understand that the worlds were created by the word of God. In other words, our minds 
and faith are to be companions on the road. Our mental capacity is unable to 
comprehend the fathomless heights and depths of God, but faith takes us further. Both 
are needed, as long as we remember that faith is best held first and our minds to 
accompany us, but faith is the stronger faculty when dealing with the things of God. 
 
We are grateful to the great Christian thinkers who have aided the Church when errors 
and foolishness have come upon us. The fuller our grasp of the Scriptures and our 
understanding of them, the more we will be astonished at the greatness of God in His 
design to save us. Theology, the study of God used to be regarded as the queen of the 
sciences, and happy the people who still find it so! 
 
We are to love God with all our strength. 
This also is a challenge, especially as we get older, weaker and more tired and, dare I 
say, we may tend to become cynical with age and experience. I can remember throwing 
a swimming race because I suddenly hit a moment of what seemed a great weariness, 
so I dropped down to a slower pace to get some ease. What usually happened is that 
you would expend as much energy as you could knowing that an end point would come 
when you could breathe more deeply and rest and recover. Rest is not for the duration 
of the race, but rest comes after! The rest of the victor is sweet. 
 
Think of those Olympic sprinters who made it to the 100 meter final. After that final, 
there is nothing else to do, therefore they do not pace themselves to keep something 
back for some other event. They run as if their lives depended on it, as if they would 
never run again. It is no good to come in fourth in the final and then tell the interviewer 
that you have the energy to do it all over again, it all has to go into that single 100 
meters. 
 
None of us naturally live this life, and there is a difference between loving God with all 
our strength and burning out. The Christian life for most of us has been a long distance 
race and not a short sprint, but it could be described as living each day and week as if it 
were our last. This requires that when we run, we run, and when we rest, we rest. This 
will have significant consequences of how we live and how we use our time. 
 
All of these four components of what it is to love God will have significant consequences 
on how we live. Today our society seems to be almost swallowed up in the quest for 
happiness with a toxic self-absorption, selfies and all that. 



 
1 John 5 verse 3 tells us how we can sense if we are truly loving God or not. Love 
delights to obey God, and the obedience of love is a joy and not a burden. The beloved 
delights to please and obey their lover. Jesus said that He delighted to do God’s will. 
This is a clear evidence that we are on the path and on the journey to loving God with 
all our hearts, souls, minds and strength. It is from this that we will be able to love our 
neighbors’ as ourselves. It happens in this order and none other, we cannot rightly love 
others if we do not firstly love God.  


