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My first sermon at St John’s was on self-love. That was in 2017. As 
I emphasized then, it is the neglected aspect of  the love-command by 
our Lord Jesus. Then, last year I went on to speak on the second 
aspect that is love to neighbour, and used the parable of  the Good 
Samaritan for reference. I also said in that sermon that I hoped I 
would one day complete the trilogy on love to God. The last is in fact 
the most difficult because it deals with our love to God. Hence, in this 
talk I shall quote a few sayings from reputable sources to give more 
weight to this sermon. 

 
Let me first provide the biblical understanding of  the 

love-command as an introduction to what I will say later in the 
sermon. 

 
First, on the greatest commandment, which one may rephrase as 

“love-command,” let us notice some differences as recorded in the 
synoptic gospels (Matthew 22:35-40; Mark 12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28). 
Luke puts it in the mouth of  a ‘lawyer’, which doesn’t mean that Jesus 
didn’t teach it, but suggests that it might be known among certain 
sections of  the populace. Mark’s questioner asks for the command 
which is ‘the first of  all’. In Matthew this is rephrased: ‘which is the 
great commandment in the law?’ It suggests among Rabbinic teaching, 
a distinction is made between great and little commands. This could 
imply that the love-command took priority in cases of  conflict. 

 
However, there are also suggestions that the love-command has a 

universal inclusiveness. Matthew’s conclusion, ‘On these two 
commandments depend all the law and the prophets’. St. Paul, who 
says that the love-command ‘summarizes’ or ‘sums up’ every other 
command (Romans 13:9), also says that the whole law ‘is fulfilled’ in 
this one text (Galatians 5.14) and, even more strikingly, that anyone 
who loves ‘has fulfilled the rest of  the law’ (Romans 13:8). 

 
The question raised by the Pharisees about the greatest law 

provides the best understanding that, in order to know the moral law 
of  the Old Testament, we must attend to the principles of  order which 
are to be found within it. Supreme among the principles of  order 
which unify the obligations of  the moral law is the so-called 
‘summary’ of  the law, by which Jesus taught us to find, in one text 
from Deuteronomy 6:5 and another from Leviticus 19:18, the two 
commands on which ‘depend all the law and the prophets’. What kind 
of  precedence is it that is claimed for these commands?  
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Two contrasting views can be discerned in the New Testament 
references to the love-command. On the one hand, it is thought to 
have precedence by virtue of  its inclusiveness: all other commands are 
present within it. It ‘sums them up’ or they ‘depend upon it.’ On the 
other, it is suggested that the love-command takes priority over other 
commands, such that it should be preferred (as mercy is preferred to 
sacrifice) in a conflict of  claims. It is ‘the first’ or ‘the great’ command. 
Clearly these two ways of  understanding its precedence imply 
different conceptions of  its definitions.  

 
As a renowned Christian ethicist remarks: ‘If  it is to overrule other 

commands, it must have a high degree of  definiteness and specificity; we must 
be able to say, with some clarity and objectivity, “This is the loving course of  
action, even though that is the just (or prudent, or courageous) course.” If, on 
the other hand, love includes the other moral demands within its scope, it must 
be correspondingly indefinite, permitting the requirements of  justice, prudence, 
courage and so on to determine the specific forms which love will take in 
practice.’ 

 
Now let us come to the specific love to God. In the mid-20th 

Century, a great book called ‘Amor Dei’ appeared. Let me quote what 
the author has written: ‘Reduced to its simplest terms, the existence of  love 
in a human being means that the eye of  the spirit has opened to the sunshine 
of  good. A man has seen that which is good, and seeing it has delighted in it. 
His delight is acceptance, and what is accepted is a gift; he must ask who is the 
giver and why should anything have been given to him. The only answer to 
that question is love. He sees that the gift of  good can be nothing but the 
expression of  love, and that love itself  is greater than any or all of  the gifts in 
which its activity is displayed. If  greater, then more to be desired; and if  he can 
desire above all things the gift of  love, if  he can truly cast out of  his heart all 
that is contrary to love, then love will be given to him, and he will have power 
to return it to the giver. In such fruition of  a supreme good there is supreme 
delight, and the delight itself  is radiant, ‘diffusive of  itself ’, creative.’ 

 
Some people may say, I know who I am; I can show you who is 

my neighbour. But who is God and where is He? And how can I love 
Him? God may not be as three-dimensional as we are and as our 
loving neighbour, but our love to God can be described with three 
great D words.  

 
According to Christian tradition, the ‘love of  God’ is neither 

reducible to a ‘pathological’ emotion, nor to a creative potency, such 
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as between husband and wife, nor to a sense of  moral obligation. Its 
range and efficacy can be defined as delight, desire, and devotion. It is 
delight because beauty in all its form and colour is the garment of  
God’s loveliness. It is desire because the great depth of  God’s truth is 
a constant reminder of  man’s lack of  knowledge and a constant call to 
exploration and adventure. It is devotion because God’s goodness 
cannot be worshiped except by sacrifice.  

 
All the claim of  God is incommensurable with the claims of  our 

fellow-men and women; for the love of  God is more, though it is 
never less, than personal love. No Christian philosophy can think of  
God as ‘a person’ among others, whom we may come to know and 
add to the number of  our friends. We can only speak of  friendship 
with God without danger if  we remember at every moment its 
unlikeness as well as its likeness to all human friendships.   

 
All Christians will agree that the aim of  religion is union with God, 

and that there can be no union with God which is not surrender of  the 
will to His purpose of  love. But we cannot believe that God’s purpose 
is fulfilled so long as He is served unconsciously by men and women 
who neglect or deny His real sovereignty. That is to say: It is possible 
to love what God loves, to set forward his Kingdom of  righteousness, 
without loving God. It is not possible, however, to love God without 
the faith that God is love. There is no such thing as personal 
relationship without consciousness of  the relationship, no such thing 
as love that is not aware of  its object; and therefore true religion must 
not only reconcile men and women to God, but also make them know 
that they are reconciled. 

 
The Christian Gospel offers this reconciliation, the message of  

forgiveness which is the assurance of  God’s love, to Faith. It says, 
‘Believe that you have received, that God is gracious to you, that there 
is ‘nothing between’ - and you will abide in His love. 

 
 


