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TENT POLES 
The greatest command, Matthew 22:34-40 
 
 
Amy and I bought a tent for our boys a few years ago. In their excitement (they were much 
younger then…), the boys wanted to set it up and begin using it. We unpacked the tent and laid 
it out, a flat, confusing form of synthetic materials with collapsible poles folded into two bundles. 
My boys knew it was a tent and could see things like the tent’s opening but did not know how to 
take what they had in front of them and make it into a functional tent until I showed them how 
the tent poles gave structure and meaning to the tent. Similarly, people often intuit the purpose 
of the Bible but, because they do not have its tent poles in their proper places, the Bible 
becomes a confusing mass of sometimes seemingly contradictory things. Fortunately, Jesus 
helps us identify some of those tent poles. He, for example, commented that the Bible contains 
“weightier matters”1 that deserve more attention (Matthew 23:23) and that the Bible contains 
some teachings that provide a foundation upon which other things must be built (Matthew 
22:34-40). This class continues our exploration of some of the Bible’s ‘tent poles’ that give 
structure and meaning to its contents. In particular, this class will discuss Jesus’ greatest 
commandment (Matthew 22:34-40). 
 

“The great and first commandment” 
• Matthew chapter twenty-one begins the third large section in Matthew’s account of Jesus – 

the final week of his life, the division within which we find Jesus’ ‘greatest commands’. 
o Matthew 1-2 introduces readers to Jesus by recording selected circumstances 

surrounding his birth that reveal his identity as the messianic king anticipated by 
Israel’s prophets (Matthew 1:1-2:12). 

o Matthew 3-20 dedicates itself to Jesus’ ministry, within which Matthew records Jesus’ 
teaching and activity that reveal his authoritative identity as the “Son of man”, the 
individual to whom God gives rule over the world’s kingdoms (Daniel 7:1-14; cf. 
Matthew 9:1-89; 3:1-17). 

o Matthew 21-28 records the last week of Jesus’ life, which begins with his ‘triumphal 
entry’ into Jerusalem and concludes with his death and resurrection. 

• Claims about Jesus’ messianic identity made in the first two sections of Matthew’s gospel – 
claims Jesus supported through his teaching and his actions (cf. Matthew 5:17-18; 7:24-27; 
9:1-8; etc.) – created escalating tensions between himself and the religious establishment 
(Matthew 21:45-46; John 7:24, 34). 

• Those growing tensions peaked during the Passover week, the last week of Jesus’ life and the 
focus of the third part of Matthew’s gospel. 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Jesus entered Jerusalem at the beginning of the week in a symbolic way that 
announced his kingly identity and the nature of his reign; a message embraced by the 
crowds who welcomed him as their messianic king (Matthew 21:1-11). 

o Matthew next records several of Jesus’ actions that announced his judgment on the 
Jewish nation and attributed guilt to the religious leaders (Matthew 21:12-46). 

o Jesus’ indictment motivated the religious leaders to gather together to plot his 
destruction, plans that included the question, “Which is the greatest commandment 
in the Law?” (Matthew 22:15-40). 

• The question that prompted Jesus’ ‘greatest commands’ targeted him with a theological 
rather than political attack (cf. Matthew 21:16-17, 34-35), likely seeking to leverage concerns 
about his relationship with the Law to discredit him (cf. Matthew 5:17).  

o The question posed to Jesus drew on common debates among religious leaders about 
which of God’s commands were ‘heavy’ or ‘light’, hoping to incite division among 
those who held differing views. 

o Jesus gave a two-part answer that identified the first and second greatest commands 
– “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39).  

§ Jesus drew together two commonly discussed commands – Deuteronomy 6:5 
and Leviticus 19:18 – that many believed offered the two main focuses of 
God’s law – one’s relationship with God and one’s relationship with others. 

§ While people generally agreed about the importance of the two commands 
Jesus mentioned (cf. Luke 10:25-28), Jesus was the first (so far as we know) to 
unite them together by focusing on the attitude of love rather than merely 
some tangible action(s). 

§ His answer to the question reveals that: 
• Jesus gave precedent to heart and motivation while Israel’s history 

revealed a focus on activity (the Jews certainly understood the 
importance of motive, but they defaulted to the more comfortable 
standard of activity, cf. Matthew 23:25-28). In fact, Jesus said that 
nothing would be correct in one’s life separate from proper motivation 
(Matthew 22:40; cf. Romans 13:8-10). 

• Jesus believed that one cannot separate their relationship with God 
from their relationships with people (Matthew 22:34-40; 1 John 4:7-
11). 

• Jesus believed one could not properly obey any of God’s commands if 
they did not first obey the greatest commands (Matthew 22:34-40). 

 
 
NEXT CLASS – “The great and first commandment” – the Pharisees 
Next class, Terry Duffy will explore the example of the Pharisees, whose record in the New 
Testament reveals what happens when one’s love of God focuses itself on things connected to 
God (His law, His people/church, etc.) rather than focusing on God Himself. 


