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I wonder whether you have heard the story of the churchgoer who wanted to abolish the 

Old Testament. His argument was that Jesus said, “Hang all the Law and the Prophets.” 

Well, Jesus did say, “Hang all the Law and the Prophets”, but the problem with the 

argument was that the man quoted Jesus out of context. Jesus says these words when he 

is asked what the greatest commandment is, and his reply goes like this: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your 

mind and with all your strength. The second is, you shall love your neighbour as 

yourself. On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets. [Emphasis 

added]  Or in the version read, “These two commands are pegs; everything in God’s 

Law and the Prophets hangs on them.” 

You can’t abolish the Old Testament, then. Jesus said it contained the two greatest 

commandments.  Jesus was in a verbal jousting match with Pharisees and Saducees who 

are challenging his authority.  If Jesus chooses any of the many laws as the greatest, it 

might appear that he is disparaging the others.  Jesus responds with the well known 

creedal statement, a Jewish prayer, the Shema, “You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  And he adds the 

command to love the neighbour as yourself.  These, he declares, are the foundation of all 

the other commandments. 

“You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 

How do we explore these famous words? I suggest that if the basis of loving our 

neighbour is the way we love ourselves, then I’m going to start with what it means in 

biblical terms to love ourselves and work back to loving our neighbour from there. 

First of all, then, loving ourselves. It seems to me there are two equal and opposite errors 

into which we can fall in appreciating the assumption that we love ourselves. One is the 

assumption often made in our society today, and perhaps encapsulated by that dreadful 

series of adverts from the world’s largest cosmetics company, L’Oreal. Beginning with 

famous actresses closing the ads with the words, “Because I’m worth it”, they changed it 

in the middle of the last decade to “Because you’re worth it.” Then in 2009 they modified 

it again to “Because we’re worth it.” 

You get the message? I am so good and so deserving that I should have the very best. It’s 

something that in a different way leaders of industry and government have picked up on.  

Hefty salaries are defended because they give so much of themselves to the work.  

Sacrifices are made.  Extensive travel is required.  It makes them out to be so worthy and 

above critique.  But what about an attitude of self-examination, or to the possibility of the 

sin of self-indulgence. 

These attitudes do not give us an understanding of how God loves us.  

It would also be an error to go to the other extreme. It is what some people have called 

‘worm theology’. It is the approach that says, “Lord, I am worth no more than a worm, 

because I am only a terrible sinner.” It is an attitude to life that leads to low self-esteem 

and even self-hatred, quite the opposite of ‘Because I’m worth it.’ 

http://www.loreal-paris.co.uk/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L'Or%C3%A9al#History


At first glance this might seem to take seriously the Christian doctrine of sin, but it 

actually distorts the Christian view of God’s love for people. It makes it sound like the 

Cross of Christ is no more than the appeasing of an angry God, and not an expression of 

God’s sacrificial love in Christ. 

So – loving ourselves can neither be based on “I’m wonderful”, nor on “I’m terrible.” 

What can it rest on, then? I believe it requires a bigger picture of the way God views us, 

and when we appreciate that, we shall be free to love ourselves healthily. 

 

I’ve certainly come across this challenge being faced by people.  Here is an illustration I 

gleaned from the work of Christian counselor, Walter Trobisch: 

She was a beautiful Scandinavian girl. She had come to the hotel room of  Dr.Walter and 

Ingrid Trobisch for counseling, just one day after they had given a lecture at one of the 

universities of northern Europe. As they talked about her problems, one basic issue kept 

coming up – one that seemed to be at the root of all her problems. She could not love 

herself! In fact, she hated herself so much that she was only a step away from ending her 

own life. She had been raised in a very religious home. Her parents were sincere, no 

doubt, but they had given her a terribly distorted understanding of the Christian life. 

Because of what her parents and ministers had taught her, she was afraid of affirming any 

good thing about herself. She was afraid that self- appreciation would lead to pride, and 

pride would lead to alienation from God. So, for her, the life of faith required self-

depreciation – putting herself down! She believed that rejection of the self was the only 

way to God! 

 

That’s why her religious convictions led her to the brink of suicide. During the 

counseling session there in the hotel room, Dr. Trobisch led her to a mirror where he 

asked her to look carefully at her image. She turned away, unable to look at herself. He 

held her head gently but firmly and made her look into her own eyes. Obviously the 

experience was painful for her emotionally. Dr. Trobisch asked her to repeat after him: “I 

am a beautiful girl – I am a beautiful girl.” But she couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t do it - 

because in her eyes that was sinful. 

 

Where did we ever get the idea that to affirm ourselves, to appreciate ourselves is wrong? 

Certainly we didn’t get that from Jesus. When we read the gospels carefully, we discover 

that Jesus went around day after day looking for the good in people, pointing it out to 

them, and asking them to celebrate it. And, in the scripture from the 22nd chapter of 

Matthew, Jesus tells us to love our neighbors. How? As we love ourselves. Notice that 

Jesus does not say we are to love our neighbors instead of ourselves. We are to love our 

neighbors as we love ourselves.  

All of which leads to the second part of our thinking, the part where the rubber hits the 

road – loving our neighbours. Now I don’t know about you, but when we are faced with 

something as stark and absolute in the Scriptures as ‘love your neighbour’, this is 

probably the time I want to start questioning about the meaning. We know that some of 

the rabbis set complicated definitions about who was a neighbour and who wasn’t. We 

know, too, that this wasn’t the only time he faced this issue, since the lawyer who heard 

him proclaim the need to love one’s neighbour then wanted to justify himself by asking, 

‘Who is my neighbour?’ In Luke’s version of this story, Jesus tells that most shocking of 

parables about the Good Samaritan. Leviticus puts it bluntly in the first place, and Jesus 

won’t let anybody get out of the implications. 



Why should it be that Leviticus and Jesus allow no limitations or exceptions on the 

definition of ‘neighbour’? Could it be ultimately that the same things which apply to us 

about God’s love for us also apply to every single human being? I think so. 

In other words, it is not just me who is made in the image of God. You are, and everyone 

is, even our enemies, whoever they may be. All people are offered redemption in Jesus 

Christ. The Holy Spirit is courting all people to find faith in Jesus and follow him. 

Everyone has the same extraordinary dignity in the sight of God. 

And that means anybody in need is our neighbour when it comes to the command to love. 

We can’t pick and choose simply the people who appeal to us, or who are like us. It 

includes the people we are ambivalent about, and even those we actively dislike. Our 

neighbours include our enemies. 

This week the results of the 2016 census were released.  In Toronto now the majority of 

its residents have been identified to be from visible minorities.  So, it is pretty obvious 

that my neighbour will come from a different background than me.  And in fact one of 

the couples who just moved in our neighbourhood fits that description.  He, Ash is from 

India and he was raised as a Hindu.  He is an experienced airline pilot working towards 

Canadian certification.  His wife, Blossom, he met in Canada, but she too is from India 

and was raised as a Roman Catholic.  She works as a dental assistant.   

Here is a quote from Madeleine L’Engle that makes a suggestion, “The best way to help 

the world is to start by loving each other, not blandly, blindly, but realistically, with 

understanding and forbearance and forgiveness.”  Realistic love means to see things as 

Jesus sees them and love what is there, not what we choose. 

What all this talk of loving our neighbour as ourselves comes down to in the end is about 

being Christlike. Loving our neighbour as ourselves is about seeing people as Christ sees 

them. It is about having Christ’s heart for them. It is about thinking and acting like Christ. 

This week through one of the people in the congregation I learned about, Hannah Lee 

Taylor.  She is now 21 years of age.  Her zest for life extends to her love of people, 

nature, writing, and drawing.  She is the published author of ‘Ruby’s Hope, a beautifully 

written and illustrated children’s story that inspires hope and caring, and empowers its 

readers to get involved and make change at any age. 

     When Hannah was 5 years of age, she saw a man eating out of a garbage can on a 

frozen winter day.  Hannah was immediately filled with sadness and questions.  “Why, 

why, why?” she asked.  “If everyone shared what they had, could that cure 

homelessness?”  Since that defining moment Hannah has learned about hunger and 

homelessness.  Where society sees a problem, Hannah sees a person.  

     By 8 years of age, Hannah had founded The Ladybug Foundation Inc., a registered 

charity, and had become the innocent face of the homeless, seeing their plight with the 

clarity of a child and speaking out for them across Canada, and elsewhere in the world, to 

one person at a time and to groups as large as 16,000.  Hannah has spoken to more than 

175 schools, organizations and events.  Hannah believes that everyone deserve a rof over 

their head and enough food to eat, as basic human rights. 

     Through Hannah’s efforts, well over 3 million dollars has been raised directly and 

indirectly to assist projects across Canada providing shelter, food, and safety for 

homeless people.  Hannah has visited many of the shelters she supports.  At a teenage 

shelter in Toronto, Hannah experienced a moment that she will never forget.  As she was 



leaving the shelter, hugging each child, one of the quietest children stepped back from the 

back and said, “Until today I thought no one loved me.  Now I know you love me.”   

So if we want to know what love of neighbour looks like, then view Jesus healing Simon 

Peter’s mother-in-law. Or see him crossing boundaries to talk to a Samaritan woman or 

heal a Roman centurion’s servant. 

Yes, Jesus looked at people as made in God’s image. He saw the damage caused by sin 

and by those being sinned against and sets out on his mission of redeeming love. When 

he returns to heaven from that mission, he bestowed the gift of the Holy Spirit on those 

who put their faith in him and follow him. 

He has the right, then, to tell us to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute 

us. He had the right to remind us not only to greet only our own brothers and sisters. 

Walking this way may not be the easiest and even seem impossible. But Jesus gives us 

the power to do so through the gift of the Holy Spirit. And he gives us motivation to love 

neighbours, even our enemies, when we consider how much he loves us and how much 

he has forgiven us. 

Thus may we have the grace to live differently in our world.  
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