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You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the 
wages of a laborer until morning. You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the 
blind; you shall fear your God: I am the Lord. 

You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: 
with justice you shall judge your neighbor. You shall not go around as a slanderer among your 
people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am the Lord. 

You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will 
incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, 
but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord. 

Leviticus 19:13-18 

 

 We’re beginning a new series today called “Neighbor,” and the reason for this series is because almost a 
year ago, we asked you what were some of the questions and topics you think would be formative for us to explore 
in worship.  

 Well, one of the most common answers fell into the wider category of: how should I live my faith out in 
public? Well, that’s a big question. And there are lots of smaller questions that go along with it. Questions like, 
how do I live with people I disagree with? How should faith speak into and speak out on controversial issues? 
What should it look like for a people that claim to follow Jesus to live out that faith in an arena that feels so 
charged and divisive? 

 You see? Even those smaller questions are big questions, but what we hope to offer is that all of them boil 
down to understanding what it means to be a neighbor and to love a neighbor. So through this series we’ll spend 
a few weeks in the Gospel of Luke, a few weeks in the Book of Romans. Then right in the middle of it, kind of 
as the centerpiece of it—and this is something I’m really excited about—our Youth will lead us in worship on 
February 6, and our senior speakers will share on this same topic.  

 But this week, as we start things off, we’ll look at the root of it, at the reason why we should seek to be a 
neighbor and to love a neighbor in the first place, reading a few verses from Old Testament Law in the Book of 
Leviticus. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 The Gospel of Matthew tells that one day when Jesus was in Jerusalem, a lawyer approached him and 
asked what the greatest commandment was, that is, what law was greater or more important or had more authority 
than the rest of them?  
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Kind of a loaded question, since it assumes that one law in God’s holy law to the people of Israel can in 
fact be greater than another. Jewish law, as it stood then, didn’t have what you might consider to be a Bill of 
Rights like we have in the American Constitution. There’s no part that says, “These are more important than these 
other ones,” so the question this lawyer asks Jesus is kind of loaded. Sure, maybe someone could have said the 
Ten Commandments, maybe the first one, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2-3), or the original covenant, 
but interestingly, Jesus doesn’t respond with one of the Ten Commandments.  

He doesn’t even dodge the question. He in fact comes right out and names the greatest commandment, 
citing two laws from two other parts of the Torah.  

First he says, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind,” citing a verse from the Book of Deuteronomy, and there’s a lot we could say about that one. He 
clarifies, “This is the greatest and first commandment.” 

But then he adds, “And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” And it’s at that 
point that you wonder, why does he add on to it? He’s already answered the question. He’s said what the greatest 
commandment is. Move on, and don’t mess with this lawyer who’s trying to trap you. But he adds this other one, 
not even from the same verse or same place in the law, but from a whole other section, a whole other book. “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself,” concluding with “On these two commandments hang all the law and the 
prophets.”  

And in doing so, he’s saying all the rest of the law, the Word of God, could be summed up by these two 
principles: love God, love neighbor. Anything, or any interpretation of the law that would lead you not to love 
God or love neighbor is not being interpreted or applied faithfully. 

Loving God is kind of hard to argue with, because of course you should love God. But loving your 
neighbor, why would Jesus say that’s such a big deal? Why would Jesus pluck that out of all the rest of them he 
could have chosen? Respect your neighbor, maybe. Respect your neighbor’s rights, even. Do right by your 
neighbor. Don’t do wrong by your neighbor. Leave your neighbor in peace, and expect them to do the same to 
you. Things like that, you know. Live and let live. Those things I could understand. Let me love God on my own, 
and you can do whatever you want.  

But he says love your neighbor. That’s a different sort of law. Because what if I don’t particularly care for 
my neighbor? 

When we lived back in Memphis, we had a small fenced in back yard, and the neighborhood was such 
that every house had small fenced in back yards, and they were just kind of stacked one right next to the other. 
You went into the backyard, you’d see your neighbors.  

And there was one neighbor I did not care for much at all. His name was Chase, lived right next door to 
us. A constant nuisance. Unpleasant to be around. Making noise at all hours. Even went into the backyard to 
relieve himself. It was a dog. I don’t mean to make light of it. I really did not like this dog. He was so territorial 
that if either of us was in the backyard for any reason, even though he saw us every day, he’d just start barking, 
not aggressive growling or anything, just barking, and wouldn’t stop barking until we went back inside. If we 
wanted to sit outside for fifteen minutes, then Chase would be barking for fifteen minutes. If we wanted to grill 
or have dinner outside, and we were out there for an hour, then Chase would be barking for an hour. If we got a 
stick and threw it for him to fetch, he would stop barking, fetch it, bring it back, and then resume barking.  
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When my neighbors first got him, I thought at first, he’ll get used to us eventually, because it’s us, two 
people that he would see every day. And because it’s me. Dogs love me. I’ll win him over eventually. Wrong. If 
we were outside, he was barking. And I came to loathe this dog, to the point that I wouldn’t even hide my contempt 
from, you know, my actual human neighbors. 

So I would be just fine with a commandment to respect your neighbor, to respect your neighbor’s rights, 
to do right by your neighbor, because it’d be straightforward enough just to leave Chase to his devices and to 
expect him to leave me to mine. But I’m not so sure about loving your neighbor, because that would mean I would 
have to love Chase, and Chase was just the worst. 

But that’s what Jesus singles out. Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself. 

The actual phrase “Love your neighbor as yourself” comes from the Book of Leviticus. If you’ve never 
heard of it or read it, it’s one of the books of the Torah, one of the books of law. It can be pretty dry, because for 
the most part it’s a lot of “You shall do this” and “You shall not do that,” but it can be pretty powerful when you 
dig into it—maybe we’ll do a series on Leviticus one day. 

The section from which this commandment to love your neighbor as yourself comes, though, the 19th 
chapter, is part of what’s known as a “Holiness Code,” meaning it’s all under the umbrella living righteously, 
living in a godly way. If you were to go to the beginning of the 19th chapter, you’d find these words, “You shall 
be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” That is to say, you shall be set apart, and the laws and commandments 
that follow forms something of a set of markers by which the people of God could be set apart as something 
different, something distinct from the way the rest of the world operated. 

In the part we actually read, vv. 13-18, you may have heard a few things that sounded pretty 
straightforward and good. “You shall not defraud your neighbor,” in v. 13. Got it. “You shall not render an unjust 
judgment,” in v. 15. Totally. “You shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor,” in v. 16. That escalated quickly, 
but still, totally on board.  

And then in v. 17, it starts to up the ante. “You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin.” Well 
that’s not just action anymore, that’s getting into litigating emotion, but okay, don’t hate your kin. Hating is bad. 
I get it. 

Until finally in v. 18, it reaches what you might consider to be a summation of it all: “but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself,” and that’s what Jesus cites when he answers the question, “What is the greatest 
commandment?”  

But there was a part that Jesus left out. Did you hear it when we read the whole passage a little bit ago? 
There’s a certain phrase that pops up a few times, three times in fact just in these six verses, and even more times 
in the rest of the chapter. Did you hear what it was? “I am the Lord.” 

In v. 14: “You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind; you shall fear your God: 
I am the Lord.” Then in v. 16: “You shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am the Lord.” Then finally 
in v. 18: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”  

At first it seems like it’s coming out of nowhere. It’s just added in without any other explanation. A list 
of do’s and don’t’s, and then interjected at regular intervals the refrain of “I am the Lord.” But then if you think 
about it a bit more, it’s as if God’s offering that as a reasoning behind each of these laws. It’s not a complicated 
reason. Why follow this law? “I am the Lord.” Why shouldn’t you defraud your neighbor or render unjust 
judgments? “I am the Lord.” Why love your neighbor? “I am the Lord.”  
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We’re entering—or maybe we’re already well into—the phase of parenting where we’re past just keeping 
our boys alive, but for the older one at least, getting into behavioral training and correction. Do this. Don’t do 
that. And along with that, I can feel us crossing the threshold of what I feel is a time-honored tradition: giving 
your child the self-evident explanation for a rule or a boundary, “Because I said so.” I haven’t said it yet, but I 
can feel it coming.  

And I’m not proud of it. Because I remember, perhaps like many of us, never being satisfied when I was 
a kid when I got that reason from my parents, and I remember telling myself, maybe like many other parents, you 
know, if I become a parent, I’m not going to do that, and there’s no shortage of study out there on what could be 
better, more constructive ways to guide, correct, and redirect behavior in children. But in the chaotic hours at the 
end of the day, and Frances and I are trying to put the boys to bed, and Jack is resisting going upstairs, sometimes 
that feels like the shortest distance between two points, “Because I said so.”  

And I mention that because at some level it feels like that’s kind of what God is saying here. “Don’t 
defraud your neighbor.” Why? “I am the Lord.” “Because I said so.” Don’t render unjust judgments?” Why? “I 
am the Lord.” “Because I said so.” Even in the summation of the whole thing, this positive, beautiful statement: 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” Why? “I am the Lord.” “Because I said so.”  

Does that sit uneasily with anyone else? Kinda does for me. That this commandment that Jesus singles 
out is grounded not in an ethic of the dignity or worth of another human being or the collective good or some 
other rationale for moral behavior, but rather in some divine version of “Because I said so.”  

And that’s why as we begin this series here, because as we explore what it means to love one’s neighbor, 
we should look more deeply at where that commandment came from, in particular because I think there’s more 
behind God’s saying, “I am the Lord,” something much more powerful, life-giving, and grace-filled than simply, 
“Because I said so.” What if it meant something more like, “Because that’s who I am.”  

Don’t defraud your neighbor? Why? “Because that’s who I am.” Don’t render unjust judgments. Why? 
“Because that’s who I am.” Love your neighbor as yourself. Why? “Because that’s who I am.” The reason for it 
is grounded in who God is, in his character, in his work. 

And this is why that’s so powerful to me. It means that this commandment to love one’s neighbor as 
yourself is no longer based on who we are or who our neighbor is. First and foremost, it’s based on who God is. 
And that is so important for us to remember, because as we talk about what it means to be a neighbor and to love 
our neighbor, we will be tempted along the way to think in terms of do’s and don’t’s, with all of it based on our 
own worth or our neighbor’s worth, when ultimately that’s not the case. It’s based in who God is and what God 
has done, and the worth that we have because of who God is and what God has done, not on who we are in and 
of ourselves or what our neighbor has done. 

There’s something freeing about that, but also challenging. It means my love of my neighbor doesn’t 
depend on whether I feel like a loving guy at the moment. It means it definitely doesn’t depend on whether my 
neighbor is a barking dog next door, whether I deem my neighbor as lovable in the first place. It means that the 
call to love one’s neighbor is grounded in the character of the Almighty God, who out of love gave of himself, 
gave his only Son, dying on a cross for us, who calls us to love not as an edict from on high, but as an invitation 
to do as he does. Love your neighbor. Why? “Because that’s who I am. And that’s what I have done for you.” 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


