
Lenten Study 2019 #5 
The First Commandment and Who is the 

Greatest 
 
 
Gathering  
 

Prayer 

 
We pray to you, O God: be our helper and protector. Save the afflicted, have mercy on the lowly, raise up 

the fallen, help the needy, humble the proud, return the lost, feed the hungry, release the captive, heal the 

sick, revive the weak, and comfort those in fear. All this we ask for the sake of the world you love, and in 

the name of the one you sent to save us: Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Prayer of Clement of Rome 

 

Take time to share any observations or new understandings of the class' spiritual journey as they have 

observed the Lenten Season. Today our lesson explores the great teachings of Christ.  

Scripture Readings  
 
Jesus Heals and Cares for People 

 

Mark 12:28-34 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
28 

One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he 

answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 
29 

Jesus answered, 

“The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 
30 

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.’ 
31 

The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 

commandment greater than these.” 
32 

Then the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you 

have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there is no other’; 
33 

and ‘to love him with all the 

heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as 

oneself,’—this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 
34 

When 

Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 

After that no one dared to ask him any question. 

Mark 9:33-37 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

33 
Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you 

arguing about on the way?” 
34 

But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one 

another who was the greatest. 
35 

He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever 

wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
36 

Then he took a little child and put it 



among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 
37 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in 

my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

Seeking Understanding  

 Hebrews 11:13-16 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

13 
All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw 

and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, 
14 

for 

people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 
15 

If they had been 

thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had opportunity to return. 
16 

But 

as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be 

called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them. 

A theme in the Bible is that we are sojourners, foreigners and exiles, pilgrims, citizens of heaven, 

and people who long for a better country. This is another theme of Lent. Ash to ash, we are 

dying, and this world can not be our home because we and creation are passing away.  

This forces us to be foreigners in this world. If we are foreigners and exiles, it means that we are 

different than the dominant culture of this world. We speak differently, with words of grace and 

faith. We have different values which lead us to turn the other cheek, we seek to treat others 

better than ourselves, greatness is based on servanthood, we seek for God and not money or 

power. We have a different purpose, which is to lose our life to God and not save it with the 

trappings of this world.  

Ultimately, for us to live as strangers and foreigners in this world, we must have an 

overwhelming vision of God and God's love for us. This vision must inspire in us a passion for 

God that is greater than the cravings of our primal selves. If we are not careful, we can fall in 

love with this world, and we begin to make it our home.  

Discuss: 

 How is your life fundamentally different as a Christian as opposed to those you know 

who are not? 

 Is the difference simply one of intention and belief, or is the different manifested in the 

way we prioritize our life and the actions we perform each day? 

 

Read and Reflect: 1 Peter 2:9-11 

 In what way has God's grace to you in Christ informed your living in a world that sets 

itself against the ways of God? 

 

That brings us to our first scripture lesson which we often hear called the Greatest 

Commandment. 

 

Mark 12:28-34 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 



28 
One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he 

answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 
29 

Jesus answered, 

“The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 
30 

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.’ 
31 

The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 

commandment greater than these.” 
32 

Then the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you 

have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there is no other’; 
33 

and ‘to love him with all the 

heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as 

oneself,’—this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 
34 

When 

Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 

After that no one dared to ask him any question. 

 

The first thing to note in this scripture passage is that in the Gospel of Mark the scribe who came 

to ask Jesus a question did so with humility. In the Matthew version of the Great Commandment 

story, the scribe asks the question to "test Jesus."  In the Mark passage, the scribe affirms Jesus' 

answer and adds the phrase, "these are more important than all whole burnt offerings and 

sacrifices."  Jesus encourages the scribe to keep going toward the truth because the scribe was 

almost there. 

 

This scribe came to Jesus with humility and genuine intrigue. This is the attitude we observe 

during Lent. Lent is a time to humble oneself and learn. We ask questions in prayer, and we 

study to edify ourselves.  

 

The Greatest Commandment is to love Godpassionately, with all of your being, with abandon. 

This love is the key to being able to live in holiness and compassion in this world. But, how do 

we become passionate about God?  I believe that the only way we can become passionate about 

God is to step out in faith and begin to walk intentionally with God in our everyday life. Our 

faith can not be cultivated for an hour on Sunday morning and expect our passion for God to be 

aroused. Here are three ways you can deepen your passion for God. 

 

(1) We must develop a personal relationship with Godin other words, we must become 

intimate with God. If not careful our faith can be only what we learn about God, our faith can 

become nothing more than ritualism. I find myself sometimes in the study of scripture and in 

prayer going through the motions. I make myself stop and say. Hello Lord. I love you. And I 

simply stay still, not praying, not studying. Sometimes I will sing a hymn. Trying to hit the reset 

button and reconnect. God is personal and not an idea or a set of principles that we try to achieve 

or satisfy.  

(2) Remember God's faithfulness in the pastWhile we may have a Damascus Road 

experience at our conversion, developing a relationship takes time. God has proven to be our 

great reward and shield. Take time to reflect on God's goodness and faithfulness. As the old 

hymn says, "count your blessings, name them one by one."  One thing that has strengthened my 

blended family is the trips we take together and my wife's and my insistence that we eat together 

at the dinner table as often as possible.   These become memories I cherish, and I think about 

these memories from time to time just to refresh myself on how much I love the people God has 

brought in my life. These memories set fire to my love for them.    



(3) Turn your relationship and memories into actionsTake marriage for examplewe 

make vows to one another that go something like this, "to have and to hold, from this day 

forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to 

cherish, till death do us part, according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I pledge myself to 

you." 

Now imagine a marriage that didn’t take these vows seriously (unfortunately this happens too 

much.) Love develops between spouses over time. The faithfulness and acting out of these vows 

over time creates a deep love between spouses.  

This passionate relationship with God then leads us to love God's creation. When we fall in love 

with God, we fall in love with all God loves. We begin to view all people in love because that is 

how God sees people.  

In fact, Jesus equates loving people with loving God. You might also remember Jesus' teaching 

about "whatever you have done to the least of these, you have also done to me."  God takes our 

treatments of other humans very serious.  

 

Read and Discuss: 1 John 4:19-21 

 Probably every one of us has had issues with prejudice or people in your life you find it 

very difficult to love or even like. How do you reconcile your thoughts of that person 

with our lesson today? 

 

Share: Give the class a time for testimony. Ask them to share how their relationship with God 

has deepened as they have grown older.  

 

Our second lesson for today focuses on applying the Greatest Commandment to our everyday 

living and attitudes about how to live. If we are overwhelmed with a passionate love of God, 

then being the greatest in the world just does not matter as much to us any longer.  

 Mark 9:33-37 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

33 
Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you 

arguing about on the way?” 
34 

But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one 

another who was the greatest. 
35 

He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever 

wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
36 

Then he took a little child and put it 

among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 
37 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in 

my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

 Our Confession of Faith contains a statement about being able to serve all people in freedom. 

(COF 6.01) 

 

6.01 Through Jesus Christ, God frees persons from the shackles, oppression, and shame of sin 

and sinful forces, from the guilt and penal consequences of sin, and enables them to have free 

access to God. This freedom, rooted in love, not fear, enables persons to become who God 

intends them to be, to bear witness to their Lord, and to serve God and neighbors in the 

vocations of their common life. 

https://www.cumberland.org/gao/confession/confess.htm#6.01


 

This is a beautiful statement about how we can become a servant of all people without worrying 

about whether we are getting noticed. We are assured of our position in Christ. We do not need 

to conflict with others to climb the ladder. What greater position can we attain than a child of 

God? 

 

Jesus illustrates this point by inviting a child to be amongst him and the disciples. The child is 

not worried about the position of authority, but I bet the child enjoyed the embrace of Christ. 

Likewise, a child is to be loved, simply because they are children. Not for their greatness or 

ability, because children have little greatness and ability when compared to worldly standards.  

 

We can live as aliens and strangers in this world because we have been freed from having to 

create meaning or importance for ourselves. We can simply live for the glory of God in how to 

live and treat others.  

 

Read and discuss: John 13:1-20. 

 Notice how John words Jesus' motivation for washing the disciples' feet in verse 3-5. 

(NRSV)  How does knowing that we have been given all things in Christ allow us to live 

differently in the world compared to those who do not know their position in Christ? 

 What areas of life does this conviction affect?  Think in terms of relationships, giving of 

resources, giving of time, or even worrying about the future. 

 

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands and that he had come from God 

and was going to God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around 

himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe 

them with the towel that was tied around him. 

 

Jesus was not a king who lorded it over his subjects. He was able to be a servant because he 

knew his position. Jesus had nothing to prove, nothing to lose so he could practice compassion. 

He didn’t have to protect himself because he belonged to God and God had given him all things. 

 

Discuss:  

 One purpose for Lent is to intentionally clear away the clutter that keeps us from seeing 

God clearly. Share with one another times when, though you were a believer, your 

understanding of God deepened and you were able to see more clearly God's majesty or 

love. 


