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May God’s love and mercy pursue you all the days of your life until you dwell in the house of the Lord forever.  Amen.

Gospel lesson:  Mark 12:28-34


One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating.  Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments which is the most important?”


“The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.


Love the Lord your god with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’


The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  There is no commandment greater than these.”


“Well said, teacher,” the man replied.  “You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him.


To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”


When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions.

The Word of God that I’m going to share with you that you will take home in your hearts today is the Gospel lesson that was read.  I am just going to read the one reply that Jesus made to that teacher of the law in Mark 12, verse 34:


When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ whose perfect life and death has done everything necessary for our entry into heaven before God, my friends:

I remember when I was back in college, we had a very intense week of exams – one right after the other.  And I remember one of my of my friends going into one of the classes to take that exam, and he got what we called “brain freeze” – he couldn’t remember anything.  So he put the same answer down for every question, and, of course, flunked.

We find Jesus here in one of the most intense exam weeks ever – Holy Week – where He is being tested again and again by one group after another.  And we are told that Jesus’ answers to all of these different groups that were putting Him to the test were so perfect that “from then on no one dared ask him any more questions,” which should come as no surprise because Christ is the wisdom of God and the power of God against which no man’s wisdom could ever stand.

The last question that was put before Jesus was by a teacher of the law.  He asked him, “Out of all of the commandments, which is the greatest?”  He could have very well been asking, “What does God expect from us?  What does God want from us?”  Jesus gave him the answer. And the answer is “Love”.  “Love God and love your neighbor.”

Well the scene for this takes place in Holy Week.  It’s on Tuesday of Holy Week, a day for which Jesus’ enemies have planned, plotted and schemed for months. All the major leaders of the Jews came at Him, one after the other.  They all ganged up on Him.  First were the Pharisees and the Herodians with their question on paying taxes to Caesar.  Then came the Sadducees, those high and elite people among the Jews who scoffed at the idea of a resurrection.  They brought their hypothetical question about this woman who had been married to seven brothers and which one would be her husband at the resurrection.  And, of course, Jesus said, “You do err because you don’t know the Scriptures and the power of God.”  He then put them in their place as far as the resurrection was concerned when He said, “Don’t you know what the Scripture says ‘I am the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.’  He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.”  

His answer was so good that a teacher of the law now came up and tested Him and brought this question:  “Of all of the commandments, which is the greatest?”  You see the teachers of the law loved to debate which was the greatest of the commandments.  No question would get them into hotter debates than this one.  You see, what they did was they took the commandments of God and they expanded them to 613!  Heh!  Can you imagine a confirmation class with that!  I’d like to see Luther with all his “What does this mean? for those 613 commandments.”  Well, Jesus didn’t enter into a debate with this man, but He did tell him the heart and intent of the law.  

What Jesus did was He answered him by quoting Moses in the Old Testament lesson in Deuteronomy 6.  He quoted what is known as the shema of the Old Testament.  That was the heart and core of what God’s law was all about.  This was a confession that the Jews who were devout would confess three times a day.  These were the words that would be written on the doorposts of their homes.  They would write them on little slips of paper and put them in leather pouches that they wore over their forehead – so important did they hold these words.  And in these words Jesus is giving them a summary of what the law is all about – the law that God wants engraved and written on our hearts and working in our lives before we impress it on our children.  He calls God by the Old Testament name Lord.  He is the God of promise, the God of free and faithful grace.  He is the God of deliverance, the God who is worthy of the best of our worship, our gifts, our love, and our obedience.  He is the God who deserves total love, commitment, and devotion on our part.

Jesus said, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.”  You notice how the “all’s” stand out here.  They are highly significant.  They leave no room for half-hearted effort on our part.  A lot of people will say, “Well, I love God.”  But when you examine their lives, the evidence is often missing.  This is the love for God: to obey his commands.  And his commands are not burdensome.  (1 John 5:3)  To love the Lord your God because it is your heart’s desire to – to love the Lord your God with all your hearts sincerely and authentically like Jesus says, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  (Matthew 6:21)  And God wants to be the most important treasure in your heart and in your life.

Love the Lord your God with all your soul - intensely, emotionally.  Love the Lord your God with all your mind - intelligently, and love the Lord your God with all your strength - passionately.  And who can say that they’ve lived up to the “all’s”?  When we examine ourselves under the microscope of God’s first three commandments and we realize that “all” means “all”, I realize that the only “all” in my life is the “all” where I fall short.  Well, Jesus goes on to quote Leviticus 19:18 where he says, “The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  And here Jesus gives us a perfect summary of the law, summed up in one word – the word LOVE.  

The Apostle Paul in Romans 13 gives us his commentary on what this means.  Beginning with verse 8, he says Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled this law.  The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandments there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  Love does no harm to its neighbor.  Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.  And who of us can honestly say “I’ve never harmed my neighbor”?  Who of us can honestly say “I’ve never harbored ill thoughts toward anyone else”?  How about those people that hurt you, treated you rudely, hurt you behind your back, the person that cut you off in the road, or the person who is in line in front of you with twenty items in a line that says “15 items or less”?  Come on now – you’ve been there, right?  Muttered underneath your breath “Don’t they know how to read and count?”  Who of us can say that our words have never cut like a knife into the heart of those we love or a friend or someone else?  

Look at what God’s Word says in Ephesians 4:29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.    Who of us can say that we’ve never had sarcasm, never said cutting, hurtful demeaning words; that the only thing that has come out of our mouth has helped, benefited, built up and made other people feel good?  We’ve all been guilty of this.  Who of us can say that we’ve always put our neighbor’s needs and concerns ahead of our own?

And then we hear Jesus say, “Love your enemies.” Love my enemies! I’m having a hard time with those people I like!  Right?  You notice how Jesus ties these two commands into one.  At the end He says, “There is no commandment greater than these.”  They are inseparable; you cannot do one without doing the other.  And that’s what 1 John 4 teaches us in verse 20.  He says, If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  And he has given us this command:  Whoever loves God must also love his brother.  You cannot do one without doing the other.  

When we look into the full-length mirror of God’s law, we see how inadequate our efforts have been and how imperfect our love for God and others has been.  We feel the crushing weight of our sin and guilt and the curse of God that is on us.  Galatians 3:10 tells us All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written:  “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”  

And we look at our lives and we realize no matter how good we have been, no matter how many of these commandments we have observed, if we’ve done only one wrong (like we heard in James, 2:8-10, right?), we’re guilty of breaking it all, and we are convicted as law-breakers.  (This is demonstrated with a balloon on which are the numbers 1-10.  A pin is stuck into only one number, but the whole balloon breaks.)  Isn’t it wonderful that Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us; for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.”  (Gal. 3:13)  He became the curse we earned for our sin.  He removed the curse from our life by becoming a curse on the cross in our place.

Well, the teacher of the law, as he listened to Jesus’ reply, responded, “Well said, teacher.  You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him.  To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  He understood the meaning and intent of God’s law.  He knew his Scriptures well.  Maybe he was thinking of Samuel’s reply to King Saul when Saul disobeyed God.  He said “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord?  To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.” (1 Sam. 15:22)  Or maybe he was thinking of Hosea 6:6 - I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.  

He understood about believing and obeying, and obeying because we believe.  He understood that it is not a matter of “I have to”, but “I want to” – a major shift and change in peoples’ thinking.  He got the heart and core in intent that God wants our hearts filled with faith and aglow with love.  He got it - almost.  His study of the law had led him this far – much farther than most of his contemporaries who were stuck in a legalistic approach to God’s Word and law.  He knew that is wasn’t about rules and rituals and rites and ceremonies.  It isn’t religion – it is relationship with God that counts and that matters.  

And standing right there before this teacher of the law was a man who wanted to establish an eternal relationship with him. Jesus looked at him and said, “you are not far from the kingdom of God.”  He was close; but close is not close enough.  He was good; but good is not good enough.  Christianity is not like a game of horseshoes, friends, where we make a stab at it, and sometimes we get close – that’s a point.  (These examples of close are demonstrated by pitching horseshoes at a post.)   Every once in a while we even get a leaner – there’s 2 points.  And, on those rare occasions, (at least when I’m doing it), you get a ringer, right? - 3 points.  (You see, I always thought you should get a point if you hit somebody!)  But you know what?  God says, “If you’re going to play the game of Christianity, get a ringer every time.  Anything less isn’t satisfactory.”  And all the good and all the efforts and all the attempts to please God or satisfy him will fall short.  That is why, my friends, Christ was born of a woman, born under law (Gal 4:4), like we’re under the law to redeem those under law, to satisfy God, to keep the law in our place, which Jesus did perfectly for us.  

And, we’re told that Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.  (Rom. 10:4)  And you and I, coming with our sin and our guilt under the curse, get credit for Christ’ work.  His righteousness is now given to us, and we are the righteousness of God.  In his eyes when God looks at you; he sees not sinners, but saints, people who have been washed by the blood of the Lamb.  The curse that was on Christ and the blood that flowed from Him is what washes us of our sins.  

We have been cleansed from all past sins because of Jesus Christ.  And we’re told this incredible truth in the book of Colossians 2:13b,14.  We’re told that God made you alive with Christ.  He forgave us all our sins, having cancelled the written code (the Old Testament laws), with its regulations that was against us and that stood opposed to us; He took it away, nailing it to the cross. Not only was Christ nailed to the cross, but so were you.  Your sins were nailed there with Him, and the law was nailed there with Him; and it stops there, so that you and I walk away unpunished.  

Yes, our love and obedience is imperfect, but God’s love for you and me, my friends, is a perfect love.  And we’re told that perfect love drives out fear because, fear has to do with punishment.  (1 John 4:18)  I want you to know that you do not have to be afraid of standing before God, unashamed and unafraid, on the Day of Judgment, which is either when Christ comes or you die; because there is no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus (Ro 8:1). You will stand before God uncondemned, unpunished, because the punishment has already been paid for by Christ.  Isn’t that great news!  This is what Jesus was offering that man here.  Not far – that law could only take you so far.  Galatians 3:24 tells us that the law is a schoolteacher to lead us to Christ.  And there He was standing in front of him – “I can take you the rest of the way”, Jesus was saying to that man.  And Jesus is saying that to you and to me today.  “You can’t get there.  You may get close, but you will always remain on the outside.”  But because of Christ and what He has done, you are not on the outside; you are in the kingdom of God, thanks to Him.  And now he has given you the power and the motivation to look at his law in a whole new light.

Now because he loves us, we can love others.  That’s where we get the power and the strength to love our spouse like we’ve never loved them before, to love even those unlovable people in our life – those hard and difficult people that get under our skin – because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the power of the Holy Spirit, whom he’s given us along with our faith in Jesus Christ.

Yes, the answer, my friends, is love.  Our imperfect love is overcome by the perfect love of God in Christ, and now we are given the power and the desire to love God and others.  Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard and keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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