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“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,
and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment.”—Mark xii. 30.

Our Saviour said, “ This is the first and great commandment.” It is “ the first”
commandment—the first for antiquity, for this is older than even the ten com-
mandments of the written law. Before God said, “ Thou shalt not commit
adultery, thou shalt not steal,” this law was one of the commands of his universe;
for this was binding upon the angels when man was not created. It was not
necessary for God to say to the angels, “Thou shalt do no murder, thou shalt
not steal;” for such things to them were very probably impossible; but he did
doubtless say to them, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart;”
and when first Gabriel sprang out of his native nothingness at the fiat of God,
this command was binding on him. This is “the first commandment,” then, for
antiquity. It was binding upon Adam in the garden; even before the creation of
Eve, his wife, God had commanded this; before there was a necessity for any other
command this was written upon the very tablets of his heart—* Thou shalt love the
Lord thy God.”

It is “ the first commandment,” again, not only for antiquity, but for dignity,
This command, which deals with God the Almighty must ever take precedence
of every other. Other commandments deal with man and man, but this with man
and his Creator. Other commands of a ceremonial kind when disobeyed, may involve
but slight consequences upon the person who may happen to offend; but this disobeyed
provokes the wrath of God, and brings his ire at once upon the sinner’s head. He
that stealeth committeth a gross offence, inasmuch as he hath also violated this
command; but if it were possible for us to separate the two, and to suppose an
offence of one command without an offence of this, then we must put the viola-
tion of this commandment in the first rank of offences. This is the king_ of com.
mandments; this is the emperor of the law; it must take precedence of all those
princely commands that God afterwards gave to men.

Again, it is “the first commandment,” for its Justice. If men cannot see the justice
of thatlaw which says, “ Love thy neighbour,” if there be some difficulty to under-
stand how I can be bound to love the man that hurts and injures me, there can be
no difficulty here. “Thou shalt love thy God"” comes to us with so much divine
authority, and is so ratified by the dictates of nature and our own conscience, that,
verily, this command must take the first place for the justice of its demand. It
is “the first” of commandments, Whichever law thou dost break, take care to
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keep this. If thou breakest the commandments of the ceremonial law, if thou dost
violate the ritual of thy church, thine offence might be propitiated by the priest,
but who can escape when this is his offence? This mandate standeth fast. Man's
aw thou mayest break, and bear the penalty; but if thou breakest this the
penalty is too heavy for thy soul to endure; it will sink thee, man, it will sink
thee like a mill-stone lower than the lowest hell. Take heed of this command above
every other, to tremble at it and obey it, for it is “the first commandment ”

But the Saviour said it was a “great commandment,” and so also it is. It is
¢ great,” for it containeth in its bowels every other. When God said, “ Remember
to keep holy the Sabbath-day;” when he said, “ Thou shalt not bow down unto
the idols nor worship them,”—when he said, “ Thou shalt not take the name of the
Lord thy God in vain,” he did but instance particulars which are all contained in
this general mandate. This is the sum and substance of the law; and indeed even
the second commandment lies within the folds of the first, “Thou shalt love thy
neighbour,” is actually to be found within the centre of this command, * Thou shalt
love the Lord thy God;” for the loving of God would necessarily produce the loving
of our neighbour.

It is a great command, then, for its comprehensiveness, and it is a great com-
mand for the immense demand which it makes upon us. It demands all our mind,
all our soul, all our heart, and all our strength. Who is he that can keep it, when
there is no power of manhood which is exempt from its sway? And to him that
violateth this law it shall be proven that it is a great command in the great-
ness of its condemning power, for it shall be like a great sword having two edges,
wherewith God shall slay him. It shall be like a great thunder-bolt from God,
wherewith he shall cast down and utterly destroy the man that goeth on in his
wilful breaking thereof. Hear ye, then, O Gentiles, and O house of Israel, hear
ye, then, this day, this first and great commandment: “ Thou shalt love the Lord
thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and
with all thy strength.”

I shall divide my discourse thus—first, What saith this commandment unto us®
secondly, What say we unto it?

L And in discussing the first point, WHAT SAITH THIS COMMANDMENT UNTO US?
we shall divide it thus. Here is, first, the duty—¢ Thou shalt love the Lord thy
God;” here is, secondly, the measure of the duty—* Thou shalt love him with all
thy heart, mind, soul, strength;” here is, thirdly, the ground of the claim, enforcing
the duty—because he is “thy God.” God demandeth us to obey, simply upon
the ground that he is our God.

1. To begin, then. This command demands a duty. That duty is, that we should
love God. How many men do break this? One class of men do break it wilfully
and grievously; for they hate God. There is the infidel, who gnashes his teeth
against the Almighty; the atheist, who spits the venom of his blasphemy against
the person of his Maker. You will find those who rail at the very being of a
God, though in their consciences they know there is a God, yet with their lips
will blasphemously deny his existence. These men say there is no God, because
they wish there were none. The wish is father to the thought; and the thought
demands great grossness of heart, and grievous hardness of spirit before they dare
to express it in words; and even when they express it in words, it needeth much
practice ere they can do it with a bold, unblushing countenance. Now, this com-
mand beareth hard on all them that hate, that despise, that blaspheme, that malign
God, or that deny his being, or impugn his character. O sinner! God says thou
shalt love him with all thy heart; and inasmuch as thou hatest him, thou standest
this day condemned to the sentence of the law.

Another class of men know there is a God, but they neglect him; they go through
the world with indifference, *caring for none of these things.” “Well,” they say,
“it does not signify to me whether there is a God or not.” They have no par-
ticular care about him; they do not pay one half so much respect to his commands
as they would to the proclamation of the Queen, They are very willing to
reverence all powers that be, but he who ordained them is to be passed by and to
be forgotten, They would not be bold enough and honest enough to come straight
out, and despise God, and join the ranks of his open encmes, but they forget God;
he is not in all their thoughts, They rise in the morning without a prayer, they rest
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at night without bending the knee, they go through the weck’s business, and they
never acknowledge a God. Sometimes they talk about good luck and chance,
strange deities of their own brain; but God, the over-r\gling Go_d of' Providence,
they never talk of, though sometimes they may mention his name in flippancy, and
so increase their transgressions against him. O ye despisers and neglecters of God!
this command speaks to you—< Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy
heart, and with all thy soul.” . .

But I hear one of these gentlemen reply, “ Well, sir, I make no pretensions to reli-
gion, but still I believe I am'quite as good as those that do; I am quite as upright, quite
as moral and benevolent. True, I donot often darken the door of a church or chapel,
1 do not think it necessary, but I am a right good sort; there are many, many
hypocrites in the church, and therefore I shall not think of being religious.” Now,
my dear friend, allow me just to say one word—what business is that of yours?
Religion is a personal matter between you and your Maker. Your Maker says—
“Thou shalt love me with all thine heart:” it is of no use for you to point your
finger across the street, and point at a minister whose life is inconsistent, or at a
deacon who is unholy, or to a member of the church who does not live up to his
profession,  You have just nothing to do with that. When your Maker speaks to
you, he appeals to you personally; and if you should tell him, “ My Lord, I will
not love thee, because there are hypocrites,” would not your own conscience con-
vince you of the absurdity of your reasoning? Ought not your better judgment
to whisper “Inasmuch, then, as so many are hypocrites, take heed that thou art
not; and if there be so many pretenders who injure the Lord’s cause by their lying
pretensions, so much the more reason why thou shouldst have the real thing,
and help to make the church sound and honest.” But no; the merchants of
our cities, the tradesmen of our streets, our artizans and our workmen, the
great mass of them, live in total forgetfulness of God. I do not believe that
the beart of England is infidel. I do not believe that there is any vast ex-
tent of deism or atheism throughout England: the great fault of our time is the
fault of indifference; people do not care whether the thing is right or not. What is
it to them? They never take the trouble to search between the different professors
of religion to see where the truth lies; they do not think to pay their reverence to
God with all their hearts, Ob, no; they forget what God demands, and so rob
him of his due. To you, to you, great masses of the population, this law doth
speak with iron tongue—* Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.”

There are a class of men who are a great deal nobler than the herd of simpletons
who allow the sublimities of the Godhead to be concealed by their carking care
for mere sensual good. There are some who do not forget that there is a God; no,
they are astronomers, and they turn their eyes to heaven, and they view the stars,
and they marvel at the majesty of the Creator. Or they dig into the bowels of the
earth, and they are astomished at the magnificence of God’s works of yore. Or they
examine the animal, and marvel at the wisdom of God in the construction of its
anatomy. They, whenever they think of God, think of him with the deepest awe, with
the profoundest reverence, You never hear them curse or swear: you will find that
their souls are possessed of a deep awe of the great Creator. But ah! my friends,
this is not enough: this is not obedience to the command. God does not say thou
shalt wonder at him, thou shalt have awe of him. He asks more than that; he says
*Thou shalt love me!” Oh! thou that seest the orbs of heaven floating in the far
expanse, it is something to lift thine eye to heaven, and say—

“These are thy glorious works, Parent of good,
Almighty, thine this universal frame,
Thus wond’rous fair; thyself how wond’rous then!
Unspeakable, who sit’st above these Heavens
To us invisible, or dimly seen
In these thy lowest works; yet these declare
Thy goodness beyond thought, and pow’r divine,”

'Tis something thus to adore the great Creator, but ’tis not all he asks. Oh! if' thou
couldst add to this—“ He that made these orbs, that leadeth them out by their hosts,
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is my Father, and my heart beats with affection towards him.” Then wouldst
thou be obedient, but not till then. God asks not thine admiration, but thine
affection. “ Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart.”

There are others, too, who delight to spend time in contemplation. They believe
in Jesus, inthe Father, in the Spirit; they believe that there is but one God, and
that these three are one. It is their delight to turn over the pages of revelation, as
well as the pages of history. They contemplate God; he is to them a matter of
curious study; they like to meditate upon him; the doctrines of his Word they could
hear all day long. And they are very sound in the faith, extremely orthodox and
very knowing, they can fight about doctrines, they can dispute about the things of
God with all their hearts; but alas! their religion is like a dead fish, cold and stiff,
and when you take it into your hand, you say there is no life in it; their souls
were never stirred with it; their hearts were never thrown into it. They can con-
template, but they cannot love; they can meditate, but they cannot commune; they
can think of God, but they can never throw up their souls to him, and clasp him in
the arms of their affections. Ah, to you, cold-blooded thinkers—to you, this text
speaks. Oh! thou that canst contemplate, but cannot love,—* Thou shalt love the
Lord thy God with all thy heart.”

Another man starts up, and he says, “ Well. this command does not bear on me;
I attend my place of worship twice every Sunday; I have family prayer. I am very
careful not to get up of a morning without saying a form of prayer; I sometimes
read my Bible; I subscribe to many charities.” Ah! my friend, and you may doall
that, without loving God. Why, some of you go to your churches and chapels as
if you were going to be horsewhipped. It is a dull and dreary thing to you. You
dare not break the Sabbath, but you would if you could. You know very well that
if it werenot for a mere matter of fashion and custom you would sooner by half be
anywhere else than in God’s house. And as for prayer, why it is no delight to you;
you do it because you think you ought to do it. Some indefinable sense of duty
rests upon you; but you have no delight in 1t. You talk of God with great pro-
priety, but you never talk of him with love. Your heart never bounds at the
mention of his name; your eyes never glisten at the thought of his attributes; your
soul never leapeth when you meditate on his works, for your heart is all untouched,
and while you are honouring God with your lips, your heart is far from him, and
)(;n‘xj are still disobedient to this commandment, “ Thou shalt love the Lord thy

od.

And now, my hearers, do you understand this commandment? Do I not see
many of you seeking to look for loop-holes through which to escape? Do I notthink
I see some of you striving to make a breach in this divine wall which girds us all.
You say, “ I never do anything against God.” Nay, my friend, that is not it: it is
not what thou dost not do—it is this, “Dost thou love him?” ¢ Well, sir, but I
never violate any of the proprieties of religion.” No, that is not it; the command is,
“Thou shalt love him.” “Well, sir, but I do a great deal for God; I teach in a
Sunday school. and 8¢ on.” Ah! I know; but dost thou love him? It is the heart
he wants, and he will not be content without it. “Thou shalt love the Lord thy
God.” That is the law, and though no man can keep it since Adam’s fall, yet the
law is as much binding upon every son of Adam this day, as when God first of all
pronounced it. “Thou shalt love the Lord thy Ged.”

2. That brings us to the second point—the measure of this law. How much am I
to love God? Where shall I fix the point? I am to love my neighbour as I
love myself. Am I to love my God more than that? Yes, certainly., The measure
is even greater. We are not bound to love ourselves with all our mind, and soul,
and strength, and therefore we are not bound to love our neighbour so. The
measure is a greater one. We are bound to love God with all our heart, soul, mind,
and strength.

And, we deduce from that, first, that we are to love God supremely. Thou art to
love thy wife, O husband. Thou canst not love her too much except in one case,
it thou shouldst love her before God, and prefer her pleasure to the pleasure of the
Most High. Then wouldst thou be an idolater. Child! thou art to love thy parents;
thou canst not love him too much who begat thee, nor her too much who brought
thee forth; but remember, there is one law that doth over-ride that. Thou art to
love thy God more than thy father or thy mother. He demands thy first and thy
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