John 1:1
Matthew 22:36




 is the vocative masculine singular from the noun DIDASKALOS, which means “Teacher.”

“‘Teacher,”
 is the nominative subject from the feminine singular interrogative adjective POIOS, which means “what sort of; what, which?”  With this we have the feminine singular noun ENTOLĒ, meaning “commandment.”  Next there is an ellipsis of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: [is].”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the feminine singular adjective MEGAS, meaning “great,” but used in a superlative sense,
 meaning “greatest.”  Next we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the masculine singular noun NOMOS, meaning “in the Law.”

“which [is] the greatest commandment in the Law?’”
Mt 22:36 corrected translation
“‘Teacher, which [is] the greatest commandment in the Law?’”
Explanation:
1.  “‘Teacher,”

a.  The Jewish lawyer/scribe and Pharisee addresses Jesus with the polite acknowledgement that Jesus is a teacher or Rabbi (rabbi is the Jewish word, meaning ‘teacher’).


b.  This is the same address used in:



(1)  Mt 8:19, “And after coming, a single scribe said to Him, ‘Teacher, I will follow You wherever You might go.’”



(2)  Mt 9:11, “And the Pharisees, after seeing [this] kept on saying to His disciples, ‘Why is your teacher eating with the tax-collectors and sinners?’”



(3)  Mt 12:38, “Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered Him, saying, ‘Teacher, we want to see a sign from You.’”



(4)  Mt 17:24, “Now after they came into Capernaum, those who collect the two-drachma tax approached Peter and said, ‘Does your teacher not pay the two-drachma tax?’”



(5)  Mt 19:16, “And behold, a certain one, after coming to Him, said, ‘Teacher, what good thing shall I do, in order that I might have eternal life?’”



(6)  Mt 22:16, “And they sent their disciples to Him, along with the Herodians, saying, ‘Teacher, we know that You are truthful and teach the way of God in truth, and do not care what anyone thinks; for You do not regard the face of men.’”



(7)  Mt 22:23-24a, “On that day Sadducees came to Him, ([the ones] saying resurrection does not exist), and questioned Him, saying, ‘Teacher, Moses said,…’”


c.  You will notice from this list of uses of the title, some people used it in their approach to Jesus with evil intent and others with honest, genuine inquiry.  The fact that this lawyer came ‘testing’ Jesus tells us that the title was used with evil intent—the intent to throw Jesus off guard before asking the entrapping question.  The trap is this: Should Jesus give any other answer than the one He gives, He will be accused of blasphemy by putting something/anything else ‘before the Lord your God’.

2.  “which [is] the greatest commandment in the Law?’”

a.  The question seems innocent enough and sounds like something a first grade Jewish student would ask his Rabbi.  This man was a scribe and lawyer; he was no first year seminary school student or even a first year Saturday school student (Jews were not Sunday school students).  This man had learned the great commandment from his mother long before he was five years old and began his daily education from his father.


b.  The question is a ‘trick’ question, because to give any other answer than the one Jesus gives is to violate the statement in Dt 6:5, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”


c.  The scribe/lawyer hoped Jesus would refer to something in the Ten Commandments of Ex 20 and ignore the statement in Deuteronomy.  Notice the phrase “in the Law.”  This phrase refers to the entire first five books of the Jewish Old Testament, which includes everything from Genesis through Deuteronomy.  The lawyer didn’t just ask about the commandments in Exodus, but everything throughout the Torah.  This made Dt 6:5 a greater commandment than any other commandment in the rest of the Torah or “Law.”
3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “We have every reason to believe that he asked the question in sincerity and with a humble attitude.”
  I totally disagree with this statement.  It was a trick question; he was testing Jesus.  The word ‘testing’ refutes any idea of sincerity or humility.

b.  “This question was being debated among the religious leaders at the time and various commandments were being championed as the greatest.”


c.  “The Pharisees had a veritable plethora of laws, two hundred and forty-eight positive commandments and three hundred and sixty-five negative ones, six hundred and thirteen in total.  The question ‘which of these is the most important?’ was hotly debated between the schools of Shammai and Hillel, the ‘big’ rabbis.  That is the background to this ‘testing’ of Jesus.  The test or trap was the Pharisaic hope Jesus would be borne along on the crest of the public popularity He was currently enjoying and assert His own authority as superior to that of Shammai and Hillel in an attempt to establish Himself as a worthy leader.  In so doing, they reasoned, He could put Himself above the Mosaic Law, and that, in Jewish jurisprudence, was blasphemy, a crime punishable by death.  Furthermore, we must remember that the confrontation between the Pharisees and Jesus started two years earlier on just this topic, for it became evident when Jesus rejected their traditions governing behavior on the Sabbath.  So they thought they could easily lead Him into speaking against the Mosaic Law and thus commit blasphemy, and consequently incur the death penalty.  After all, their object was to kill Jesus; so their testing was directed to that end.  There are several undercurrents beneath this question; for in addition to the point discussed above, it was a standard test of orthodoxy, for if any religious leader denied it, he was branded a heretic and could be executed for heresy.  Here the test was made in conspicuous public. The accepted answer was Dt 6:5, but this is preceded by the charge in Dt 6:4, ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord your God is one.’  It seems that this was their scheme; they were attempting to maneuver Jesus into reasserting His oneness with the Father; for at the previous feast in the temple He had said, ‘I and the Father are one’ (Jn 10:31), which they saw as a breach of Dt 6:4. Remember, that incident concludes with the Pharisees attempting to stone Jesus, so it is not possible that they could have overlooked the significance of His claim to be ‘one with Father.’”


d.  “His question seems innocent enough but reflects an intra-Jewish debate on how to rank and/or summarize all of the scriptural commandments and on whether such ranking is in fact possible at all.  Moreover, given Jesus’ radical views on the law, an open-ended question such as this would surely elicit some remark by which Jesus would indict Himself.”


e.  “Throughout this series of attempts to entrap and discredit Jesus there is the outward form of politeness.  The rabbis divided the commandments in the law into the light and the weighty.  They did not mean that some commandments were so slight that they could be neglected.  All the commandments were God’s, and therefore all were to be treated with full seriousness.  But obviously some commandments were more important than others; the command to do no murder is more important than that which prohibits boiling an animal in its mother’s milk (Dt 14:21).  That opened up the way for speculation as to which of all the 613 commandments that the rabbis found in the law was to be regarded as the greatest of them all.  This is another question that must have looked to the questioner as though it should give matter for argument and controversy no matter what answer Jesus gave.  There is no objective yardstick for measuring one commandment against another, so that whatever commandment Jesus selected for the first place would certainly have been placed lower by others.  The lawyer was initiating a discussion that might lead anywhere and that in his view would certainly provide a strong possibility of damaging Jesus’ reputation.”


f.  “The chief point to these Pharisees was the fact that the Sadducees rejected all the Pharisaic commandments that were not plainly written in the Law, all those that were only the tradition of the fathers.  This was one form of their skepticism.  Would Jesus side with the Sadducees?”
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