The Great… Commandment

READ: Matthew 22:36-40

Consider: The pomegranate has long been a symbol of the Jewish nation. According to Jewish tradition, the number of seeds in a pomegranate is equal to the number of Laws that have been provided for God’s people to guide their lives. If you’ve ever eaten a Pomegranate, then you know that this connection means that there’s a whole bunch of laws to follow. A group of scientists recently wanted to test this tradition, and so they dissected 206 pomegranates gathered from around the world and counted their seeds. The pomegranate with the least number of seeds contained 165; and the one with the most contained 1370. Yet, Jewish scholars have consistently claimed that there are 613 laws (248 positive and 365 negative – that’s a “no” for every day of the year!). So I thought that it was very interesting that the average number of seeds in all those pomegranates was… 613.

613 laws was considered far too many for the average Jew to keep track of, much less obey; and so the Jewish scholars divided these laws into “heavy” and “light.” If a Jewish person could keep the important ones, then they didn’t have to worry too much about the trivial ones. It’s a practical approach, and made it so most Jews could consider themselves as living with the Laws of God. One problem with this approach is that God isn’t so practical. According to the Apostle James, “Whoever keeps the whole Law, and yet offends in one point, is guilty of them all.” (James 2:10). Of course, the other problem is that most Jews couldn’t even keep the big 10 that had been given to them at Mt. Sinai, much less all the “heavy” laws.

It would also put man in charge of determining which laws to keep and which ones to ignore, and putting man in charge of setting his own standard for morality is never a good idea. Later on, Jewish scholars noted that the "heavy" commandment about honoring parents (Ex 20:12; Deut 5:16) and the "light" commandment about the bird's nest (Deut 22:6-7) included the same promise, “Do this and you will live,” Jewish scholars decided that “live” meant in the world to come and concluded that God would reward equally for obedience to any of commandments. They fully recognized by Jesus’ time that those who merely honored the highest standards of their religion would fall short of entering the kingdom of God (Mt 5:20).

A summation of the law, as Jesus did in the “great” commandment, does us little good. We still fail to keep it. Fortunately, Jesus came to seek and save those who fail. It is only by Jesus’ transforming power that we can be set free from law of sin and death, and are able to live by the law of love.

Prayer: Jesus, Redeemer, Lord, and Friend; we desire to love as you love. Help us love ourselves, our neighbors, and You above all. Alleluia.

