THE GOLDEN RULE VS. THE SECOND GREAT COMMANDMENT
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It is easy to confuse two moral maxims that occur in Jesus’ teachings. The first is the golden rule: “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” This occurs in the Sermon on the Mount and several times elsewhere in the Bible (and in other religions). The second maxim is known as the “second great commandment.” This occurs when Jesus cites two commandments as the greatest.[footnoteRef:1] Jesus quotes the greatest commandment from Deut 6:5, which is part of a passage known as the Shema:[footnoteRef:2] “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” He then quotes the second greatest commandment, from Lev 19:18: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” [1:  The scene appears 4 times in the gospels, and small variations occur among the occurrences. Jesus’ interlocutor varies: a rich young man in Matt 19:16-22; a Pharisee in Matt 22:34-40; a scribe in Mark 12:28-34; an expert in the law (νομικός, nomikos; NRSV “lawyer”) in Luke 10:25-28. Also, the mentions of the two greatest commandments vary. In Matt 19:16-22, Jesus cites the second commandment but does not mention the first. In Matt 22:34-40, Jesus says to love God with all your heart, soul, and mind. In Mark 12:28-34, he says to love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. In Luke 10:25-28, a lawyer (not Jesus) says to love God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind.]  [2:  The Shema is Deut 6:4-9, so-called because it begins, “Hear, O Israel,” and shema is Hebrew for “Hear.” Because Deut 6:7 says to recite Deut 6:5-6 “when you lie down and when you rise,” the shema developed into a prayer recited by Jews morning and evening. The shema as a prayer recites three passages: Deut 6:4-9; Deut 11:13-21; and Num 15:37-41.] 


The golden rule occurs in the Bible 7 times. (Exod 23:9 and Lev 19:34 do not state the golden rule per se but indicate its principle.)

Exod 23:9, “You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.”
Lev 19:18, “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.”
Lev 19:34, “The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the native-born among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.”
Tob 4:15a, “And what you hate, do not do to anyone.”
Sir 31:15a, “Judge your neighbor’s feelings by your own . . .”
Matt 7:12, “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you, for this is the Law and the Prophets.”
Luke 6:31, “Do to others as you would have them do to you.”

The second great commandment occurs in the Bible 8 times.

[bookmark: _Hlk147481491]Lev 19:18, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself . . .”
Matt 19:19b, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
Matt 22:39, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
Mark 12:31, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
Luke 10:27, “You shall love . . . your neighbor as yourself.”
Rom 13:9, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
Gal 5:14, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
James 2:8, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself . . .”

Though the golden rule and the second great commandment sound very similar, they are not identical.

To apply the golden rule, you must first determine whether you would want a given action to be done to you. If you would, then you may do that action to another. (The negative is also implied: if you would not, then do not. Notice that Tobit 4:15a cites the golden rule in its negative form, which is sometimes called the “silver rule”: “And what you hate, do not do to anyone.”)

The second great commandment is more demanding than the golden rule. Whereas the golden rule activates only intermittently (when one is contemplating doing an action to another), the second great commandment is a constant intention. Love, in its broadest sense (as Aquinas pointed out), is an inclination of the will toward something or someone (as in “I love pizza”). But love as ἀγάπη (agapē, Latin charitas) is a willing of the good of others. With the second great commandment, the golden rule’s self-referential use of your own desires is abandoned; you are no longer the measuring rod or yardstick of your actions. The second great commandment demands more than doing to others what one would like, and no more. The second commandment inculcates an attitude of benevolence (Latin bene good + velle to will, from which voluntas, the will, derives): one should have a good will toward others at all times.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  According to Buddhism, one should have a good will not just toward others, but toward all things. The second precept in the Buddha’s “noble eightfold path” is “right intention,” which traditionally includes the intention of renunciation, the intention of non-ill will (which includes benevolence toward everything), and the intention of harmlessness.] 


In “love your neighbor as yourself,” “neighbor” might be a figurative reference to everyone other than yourself. But literally it means those living near you: your friends and relatives. It could exclude those who are more distant—an “us versus them” mentality. That is how it seems to be meant in the first occurrence in the Bible of the second great commandment, Lev 19:18: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself . . .” Jesus, however, gives the second commandment a wider application. Immediately after the second great commandment is stated, Jesus’ interlocutor asks, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replies with the parable of the Good Samaritan, in which the Good Samaritan extends charity to a stranger.

