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Lesson 7 – The Great Commandment: How has God called us to love our neighbors? 

Intro  

- We have been discussing how God has designed the church to feed and care for His 

sheep.  But He also calls His church to be His ambassadors to this world.  

- We saw that the Great Commission revolved around proclaiming the good news of the 

finished work of Christ to the world and then to bring those who believe into the 

Church. 

- However as God’s ambassadors we are also called to serve our neighbors.   

- How does this Great Commandment differ from the Great Commission?  How does 

God’s command to serve look in relation to His call to proclaim the Gospel? 

What is the Great Commandment? 

- To love God and our neighbor 

Mat 22:35-40  
36 "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?"  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 neighbor as yourself.'  40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments." 
 

 To whom is it given? 

- All humanity via being God’s image-bearers.  

Psalm 19:1-4   
The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  2 
Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.  3 
There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard.  4 Their voice goes 
out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world. 
 
Romans 2:14-15   
14 (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by 
the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, 15 
since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their 
consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even 
defending them.) 
 

- We do not need to be Christians to know this command because it is written on the 

hearts of all humanity.  
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- Obviously Christians are the only ones that can keep it in its proper design: out of love 

for God. 

How do we avoid blurring the Great Commission and the Great Commandment? 

- There are two kinds of mercy commanded in Scripture: Diaconal and Individual 

- The Diaconal is designed to minister to the church and thus is an unfolding of the Great 

Commission’s understanding of ministering the Word. 

o This is the kind of mercy commanded of the church corporate as seen in Paul’s 

obsession for taking up a collection for the saints in Jerusalem who were 

suffering (Rom 15:25-29; 1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 Cor 8:1-9:15). 

o This is also the kind of exhortation that he gives in Gal 6:10 “Therefore, as we 

have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to 

the family of believers.” 

o Some have argued that Heb 13:1-2 argues against this: “Keep on loving each 

other as brothers.  Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some 

people have entertained angels without knowing it.” 

o However, because of the “brotherly” language here, this was an exhortation to 

be available to Christian strangers, most likely, those in need during 

persecution.1 

o The same is true for the activity that Christ commands in Matt 25 

Matt 25:37-40 
37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry 
and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?  38 When did we 
see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  39 
When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'  40 "The King will 
reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these 
brothers of mine, you did for me.' 2 

                                                 
1 Paul Ellingworth, The Epistle to the Hebrews: New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993), 694-695; Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1977), 5651-563; F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews: New International Commentary on the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1990), 369-371; William Lane, Hebrews 9-13: Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 
47b (Dallas, TX: Word, 1991), 509-513. 
 
2 See, John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2005), 1031-1033; D. A. Carson, Matthew: Expositor’s Bible Commentary,  vol. 9 revised ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2010), 667-669; David L. Turner, Matthew: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2008), 610-611; Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1999), 604-606; R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew: New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 964-965; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14-28: Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 33 b (Dallas, 
TX: Word, 1995), 744-745. 
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o Now none of this should be interpreted as saying that the Christian individual 

is called only to serve Christians!  As we’ll see, individually, we ought to be the 

Good Samaritan to anyone we have to ability of helping, Christian or not.   

o But none of those individual acts of service equal the Great Commission: that is 

reserved for this idea of Diaconal service, because it is one of the ways that the 

Church is built up and preserved.  

o The Great Commission is about growing and feeding the Church with the 

Gospel; this cannot be confused with the Great Commandment which is about 

loving and serving others as all humans are called to do. 

- Individual mercy is essentially outlined for us in the parable of the Good Samaritan and 

is part of the Great Commandment’s notion of loving our neighbor.  

- But when mercy ministry outside the church is confused with the Great Commission, 

then we think we are spreading the gospel without proclaiming what Christ has done.  

Michael Horton 
The Church is no longer able to reach out to the world effectively with the Gospel 
because it itself is not properly evangelized.  Instead of being the resalinization plant 
for the people of God who are then scattered into the world throughout the week, 
where they can actually serve non-Christians, the Church itself loses its distinctive 
ministry and the salt loses its savor.  At the same time, loving our neighbor easily 
becomes a pretense for evangelism instead of being the rightful claim of an image-
bearer of God (believer or unbeliever) on my time, energy and support.  It’s easy in 
this line of thinking either to replace evangelism with social work or to use the latter 
merely as a carrot for conversion.  Again, this not only turns the gospel (“evangel”) 
into our work; it assumes that loving and serving our neighbor has to be justified on 
the basis of the Great Commission.3 
 

- When this love is not genuine, but rather a “carrot” for evangelism, its phoniness is 

quite evident and that leads to the kind of suspicion that many have about Christians.  

- But when we are properly shaped by the Gospel, we will, as individuals have a greater 

care for those around us, a greater desire to reach out to them, love them and meet 

their needs.  This love is not seeking anything but to glorify God by loving them.  

- Thus Christians are WAY better suited to keep the Great Commandment because they 

can do so both externally AND internally.  

                                                                                                                                                 
 
3 Michael Horton, The Gospel Commission: Recovering God’s Strategy for Making Disciples (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2011), 227.  
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- But this should not prohibit us from partnering with non-Christians in such acts of 

service and justice. Since all humanity is called to this kind of activity why not engender 

as much support for such causes as possible? 

- We shy away from this only because we often confuse this Great Commandment 

activity with the Great Commission.  

How can we avoid divorcing the Great Commission and Great Commandment? 

- We must realize that God never desires any notion of individualistic monastic types of 

spirituality 

- God commands that our response to the Gospel be one of love of Him and service to 

neighbor.  As Luther said often, “God doesn’t need your good works, but your neighbors 

do.” 

- In order for Christians to give and serve the way that the Great Commandment is 

ultimately designed to function is that they must be transformed by the Gospel. 

 
 


