
GETTING PRIORITIES RIGHT
Mark 12:13-17, 28-34

When you think about many of the decisions you make in life, a lot of the time, it is a
matter of setting priorities as to what is really important to you.  In fact, the more I think about
that statement the more I believe that we could use the term “all” in place of “many.”  Having said
that, I would admit that many of our actions occur as a result of “who we are” and we don’t
consciously make a decision of behaving one way or another.  For example, I do not steal because
I am not a thief. I don’t kill people because I am not a murderer.  I don’t cheat on my wife
because I am not an adulterer.  

If I am offered a bowl of ice cream, then I have to make a decision based on my priorities. 
What is most important to me?  Is it the temporary pleasure of enjoying the taste of the ice cream
more important than the effect of eating it will have on my waistline?  We could go on and on
with an unending list of examples.  The bottom line is that we set priorities routinely.  We have
developed a value set that influences the decisions we make.  To complicate the matter, we find
that we have certain obligations that we expected to fulfill and there may be conflicts created
when we try to satisfy all the obligations and that calls us to examine our priorities as these
decisions are being made.  

We can find some help in looking at how Jesus handle questions about what we are to do
and what priorities we are to have in life.  The questions were in a general sense related to our
obligations to the government, obligations to God, and obligations to other people.  

Obligations to Nation
13 Then they sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Him in order to trap Him in a statement. 14 They came and
said to Him, “Teacher, we know that You are truthful and defer to no one; for You are not partial to any, but teach
the way of God in truth. Is it lawful to pay a poll-tax to Caesar, or not? 15 “Shall we pay or shall we not pay?” But
He, knowing their hypocrisy, said to them, “Why are you testing Me? Bring Me a denarius to look at.” 16 They
brought one. And He said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” And they said to Him, “Caesar’s.” 17

And Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And
they were amazed at Him.  Mark 12:13-17 (NASB95)

The question of a hierarchy of authority is still with us today.  Paying taxes to a
government does not normally cause a moral dilemma.  However, if the government is sponsoring
immoral programs, then we might raise a question such as “is it right for a Christian to pay taxes
to a government that sponsors (uses tax money for) abortion of babies?”  We might also ask, “is it
right for a Christian to pay taxes to a government that sponsors (uses tax money for) promoting
homosexual lifestyles?”  For a Christian in a democracy, these may be the wrong questions.  The
wrong action for the Christian is not so much that of paying the taxes but having allowed the
situation to come to such as sorry state of affairs as to have the question be raised at all.  Had we
been alert and on guard and involved in government all along -- if we really cared and were not
caught up in our own apathy, then we would not have a government that sponsors abortions and
promotes perverted lifestyles.  By our neglect, we have entrapped ourselves with an untenable
situation of being obedient to those in authority over us and having to support immoral behavior
with the taxes we pay.

We must be very careful to not concentrate or focus too much on that which belongs to 
the government and completely overlook that which belongs to God.  If Christians (or those claim
to be) had tithed then the rise of “big government” would not have happened.  There would have



been no need for entitlement programs because the administration of “welfare” could have been
handled by the church.  Such ministry programs would have provided access to people to share
the gospel with them and to restore them to a place of sufficiency rather than keeping them
dependent on government programs.

Obligations to God
28 One of the scribes came and heard them arguing, and recognizing that He had answered them well, asked Him,
“What commandment is the foremost of all?” 29 Jesus answered, “The foremost is, ‘HEAR, O ISRAEL! THE LORD
OUR GOD IS ONE LORD; 30 AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL
YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH.’  Mark 12:28-30 (NASB95)

In Jesus' day scribes were teachers and interpreters of the Law of Moses.  They were
familiar with what the Scriptures said.  This scribe may have been trying to check out the
orthodoxy of this new Teacher that was stirring up the people. 

Jesus knew that He was being tested with that question.  Jesus' reply should have given
the lawyer confidence that Jesus was orthodox in that He was not bringing some radical new
teaching, but simply applying the Scriptures to real life.  The answer that He gave the lawyer,
“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is One" was quoted twice each day by the devout Jews.  The
next phrase “You shall love the Lord...and your neighbor as yourself" was quoted each Sabbath in
every synagogue and was, therefore familiar words to all that were listening to the exchange that
was going on between Jesus and the lawyer.  Many churches quote the Apostles' Creed every
Sunday and some Baptist churches will read a Church Covenant statement every Sunday.  If we
are not careful, then these can become just words and they will lose their meaning and the impact
that should lead us to take action. 

Mark is the only writer who included the Shema as part of the answer Jesus gave to the
lawyer.  I don’t usually think of the Shema as a commandment as much as an affirmation of faith
that Jehovah is the only true God.  If we consider this a commandment, then we can appreciate
the truth that we have a responsibility to listen and heed the word of God.  The starting point is to
understand and apply the fact that there is only one God and His name is Jehovah.  That statement
which literally says “Jehovah is One” could also be telling us that God has integrity in that He is
always consistent and does not change and He is at One with Himself.  

By including the Shema immediately before the commandment to “Love the Lord . . .”
Mark may have been identifying Who is the Lord we are to love.  There could also be an inference
that by loving the Lord we would be resolved to be like Him in “who we are” and in what we do. 
Since the Lord is One (with regard to being true to His character and having integrity), then we
are to be as He is in integrity and have behavior that is consistent with our beliefs.    

Obligations to Others
31 “The second is this, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’ There is no other commandment greater
than these.” 32 The scribe said to Him, “Right, Teacher; You have truly stated that HE IS ONE, AND THERE IS NO
ONE ELSE BESIDES HIM; 33 AND TO LOVE HIM WITH ALL THE HEART AND WITH ALL THE UNDERSTANDING AND WITH
ALL THE STRENGTH, AND TO LOVE ONE’S NEIGHBOR AS HIMSELF, is much more than all burnt offerings and
sacrifices.” 34 When Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, He said to him, “You are not far from the
kingdom of God.” After that, no one would venture to ask Him any more questions.  Mark 12:31-34 (NASB95)

After having established the “identity” of God (the One true God whose name is Jehovah)
and having established the correct relationship with Him (love Him with all our being), then and
only then are we in position to have a proper relationship with other people.  There is an
implication in this statement that we need to have a proper relationship with ourselves.  A lot of



folks have internal conflicts in that they have self esteem issues.  We could say that some people
do not like themselves.  Many who seem to be “crosswise” with other people are usually those
who have a lot of unresolved emotional issues.  Such issues are evidence that their relationship
with God is not all that should be.  

Assuming that we do have a proper self image of who we are in Christ, then to love our
neighbor as we love ourselves will take care of all the interrelationships that are covered in the
second half of the Ten Commandments.  

It would appear that the lawyer was part of the Pharisees plan to discredit Jesus when he
initiated the questioning.  However, he agreed with the correctness of Jesus' answer and may have
been swayed in his beliefs.  Notice that Jesus gave an evaluation of the scribe’s response saying
that he was getting close to what the Kingdom of God was about.  However, just knowing it is
not enough.  Doing or practicing is the evidence of our belief.  

In Mark’s account, the questioning ended at this point; however, Luke’s account had one
additional question and that was “Who is my neighbor?”  

SUMMARY
In looking at how Mark presented the questions that were posed to test Jesus, we see the

central question is related to how we view our obligation to God.  How the other two obligations
(government and other people) are view will be primarily influenced by the how we understand
the central question.  If we get that right, then the other two obligations will fall into proper
relationships as the priorities are set in light of putting God first.  As Jesus had stated on another
occasion, “Seek, first, the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these other things will
take care of themselves.” 


