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Most Christians can tell you the two great commandments: Love God and Love Neighbor. These commandments were received directly from our Lord Jesus. In the synoptics Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus gives us these words, “love your neighbor.” In John’s Gospel, Jesus says, “love everyone.” 

This commandment of Jesus has always bothered me because if it is taken literally, which is what the church does, then we must love one another. Practically speaking, is that ever going to occur? Would it be possible to love everyone you know? 

One issue is what happens if you are dealing with a person for some time, who turns around one day and cheats you. I worked with a gentleman on a project that I told him up front could be squashed by the hierarchy of the organization I was representing. He decided to invest some money into the pre-sales process. Everything was on track for approval until I received a phone call and was told that the top executive of the organization said “no.” I had to break the news to the gentleman. Two years later I received a call from the organization I represented telling me that they were being taken to court because the gentleman said that he was never paid for his work. I knew this person for over 20 years. I purchased many items in his store. Well that ended. How can I love him after he tried to cheat the organization saying that I lied to him that he would be compensated, thus defaming me?

The answer is, “I cannot.” I will never visit his store again nor have anything to do with him. I cannot love him. I will never go out of my way to hurt him, or speak poorly of his business dealing, and I forgive him as Jesus says. But I can tell you I can never love him. What I really want is justice and perhaps vindication.

After working in the church for twenty years as a pastor, I have seen church people, who swear they follow Jesus Christ, who hate each other. I have been a part of church proposals which would result in a major change in mission direction which received 90% of the congregation vote, only to watch the 10% do whatever they could to discredit the leaders who believed in the change. I have been the pastor of such a church, and the church people who lost the vote berated me personally and had parishioners fabricate stories to get me to leave because of the 90% vote. These people then turned around and said that they are followers of Jesus Christ. How can people in church be cruel to their pastor, who Jesus Christ sent to them, and then claim to be a disciple?

Many of my pastoral colleagues would tell you similar stories. Love between lay folks and certainly love between lay folks and their pastors does not always exist. I have been on the receiving end of some cruel church people. How can they call that love?

Probably you agree with me right now. The hardest thing for me was how cruel church people can act. I came to know Jesus Christ when I was 37 years old. Before then, I heard from my wife about the fights that occurred inside the church she attended. I would rather not become a part of the church, so I got the pastor of her church to baptize me on a Sunday afternoon. In the United Methodist Church, a baptized adult automatically becomes a full member of the church. I would rather not be a member. A few members of that church had orchestrated an underground movement to get the pastor removed. I knew the pastor for over seven years and respected him. One of his last acts as pastor of the church was my baptism. 

The Lord Jesus Christ called me to proclaim the Gospel. For some reason, unknown to me but obviously powered by the Holy Spirit, I felt a new sense of believing that the love of Christ was shared by all the people in the church. Thus, they would live by the two Great Commandments. 

So, what does “love your neighbor” mean? If it means to truly love everybody, then we are all in trouble. The premise presented here is that “love your neighbor” means “justice to your neighbors.”
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Analysis from the Hebrew Scriptures
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The analysis must start with the concept of “love your neighbor” that is defined in the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament). To understand what the people thought in Jesus’ day must include an examination of what the sages of the day said and what the Talmud and Mishnah say about this subject, which has been integrated into the following analysis. 

To have a good starting point, we must see where the Lord Jesus directs us. In Matthew 22:39 Jesus tells us to love our neighbor by quoting Leviticus 19:18. When Leviticus chapter 19 is examined, it appears that verses 9 through 17 are the definition of what loving your neighbor means. Chapter 19 is about ritual and moral holiness. Moral holiness concentrates on interpersonal skills. When the preposition for the word (the Hebrew letter vau) “and” appears in the Hebrew, it has been added to the English translation below:


[Exhortation] 9 'Now when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very corners of your field, nor shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 AND 'Nor shall you glean your vineyard, nor shall you gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the needy and for the stranger. I am the LORD your God.



[Exhortation] 11 'You shall not steal, nor deal falsely, nor lie to one another. 12 AND 'You shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD.



[Exhortation] 13 'You shall not oppress your neighbor, nor rob him. The wages of a hired man are not to remain with you all night until morning.



[Exhortation] 14 'You shall not curse a deaf man, nor place a stumbling block before the blind, but you shall revere your God; I am the LORD.



[Exhortation] 15 'You shall do no injustice in judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge your neighbor fairly.



[Exhortation] 16 'You shall not go about as a slanderer among your people, and you are not to act against the life of your neighbor; I am the LORD.



[Exhortation] 17 'You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him.



[Exhortation] 18 'You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people,

[Summary of Exhortations] but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD. (Lev. 19:9-18 NAU)



A conclusion is that the exhortations of verse 9 to 17 are given in a summary exhortation, verse 19, to love your neighbor. If you want to follow the command of Jesus to love your neighbor, then you need to follow the exhortations given to us in Leviticus. 

Let’s look at the following two Hebrew words: 

The Hebrew word for love is: אָהַב

The Hebrew word for justice is: אֹהֵב​[1]

Since the point system, Hebrew vowels, are not a part of the original writing of the Torah, then the word in verse 19 could be “love” or it could be “justice.” Love and justice share the same Hebrew root and letters. 

In Psalm 37:28 the word for justice is used instead of love. 


NAU Psalm 37:28 For the LORD loves justice And does not forsake His godly ones; They are preserved forever, But the descendants of the wicked will be cut off.



WTT Psalm 37:28 כִּ֤י יְהוָ֙ה׀ אֹ֨הֵ֤ב מִשְׁפָּ֗ט וְלֹא־יַעֲזֹ֣ב אֶת־חֲ֭סִידָיו לְעוֹלָ֣ם נִשְׁמָ֑רוּ וְזֶ֖רַע רְשָׁעִ֣ים נִכְרָֽת׃

If the LORD loves justice, then it can be concluded that the LORD wants to see justice between people. When a “lemma” or “search on form” on the Hebrew word for justice from Psalm 37:28 is done, the result includes the entries for the word “love” and “justice.” 

This could indicate that love and justice are linguistically connected. Hebraic cultural concepts can be connected to each other by the different words coming from the same Hebrew root word. If the lemma search is going to the root word, then there is a cultural connection. Therefore, love of neighbors and justice for neighbors are being interconnected. 

What this tells us is the concept of justice between people and love between people are equivalent concepts. To love your neighbor is to ensure that you are just with your neighbor. 

How can one be just with one’s neighbor? The LORD tells us how to do this in Leviticus 19:9-17. Therefore, when Jesus said, “love your neighbor” chapter nineteen of Leviticus came to mind to His original listeners.
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The Sages of Jesus’ Time
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The great sage Hillel, who lived 50 to 70 years before Jesus, said that you can learn the full meaning of the Torah while standing on one foot. “What is hateful to yourself, do not do to your fellow man. That is the whole Torah; the rest is just commentary. Go and study it.”​[2] Note that Hillel did not say that we are to love our fellow man. If you offer justice for yourself in all matters, then you should ensure that your dealings with other people are fair and just. 

Therefore, if you would rather not be cheated, lied to, or treated poorly, then do not do it to others. That is justice for all. “Jewish law includes within it a blueprint for a just and ethical society, where no one takes from another or harms another or takes advantage of another, but everyone gives to one another and helps one another and protects one another. Again, these are not merely high ideals; the means for fulfilling these ideals are spelled out in the 613 commandments.”​[3]

So, the Sages of Jesus’ day would have viewed the idea of loving one’s neighbor as not cheating, lying or treating him/her poorly. 

Love your neighbor is an action, not an emotion.
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What did the Rabbis say?
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‎  וְאָֽהַבְתָּ֥ לְרֵעֲךָ֖ כָּמ֑וֹךָ 

The focus is on these three Hebrew words. They are almost always translated as “love your fellow as yourself” or “love your neighbor as yourself.” The Sages created various rules on this verse. For example, this precept requires that the least painful death be used for capital offenders (Kesubos 37b and Sanhedrin 45a). The sage Ramban​[4] said that it is impossible for all but the saintliest person to feel literally the same love for others that they feel for themselves.​[5]

Ramban said that the Torah demands that all people must have the same opportunity to be successful and prosperous. Therefore, whatever your desire is for success, you must be ready to offer it to everyone else. To do this, we must treat each other with the utmost respect and consideration. “It is human nature to say that we wish others well, but we want less for them than for ourselves. The Torah says no.”​[6] We must learn that we must want the same goodness for all people that we want for ourselves. 

The Alter of Slobodka​[7] said, “The commandment is to love others, as you love yourself.” Just as you love yourself instinctively, without looking for reasons, so you should love others, without reasons.​[8]

The HaKsav V’HaKabbalah was written by Yaakov Tzvi Kolenberg and is collection of wisdom about the Torah. It offers a list of realistic examples of how one can fulfill the commandment to love your neighbor:​[9]

	Your affection for others should be real, not feigned.

	Always treat others with respect.

	Always seek the best for them.

	Join in their pain.

	Greet them with friendliness

	Give them the benefit of the doubt.

	Assist them physically, even in matters that are not very difficult.

	Be ready to assist with small or moderate loans and gifts.

	Do not consider yourself better than them.


To treat other individuals with respect and fairness is practicing
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