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“NOT FAR FROM THE KINGDOM OF GOD”
(Mark 12:28-34)
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INTRODUCTION

A. A small boy was roasting his first hot dog at the campfire while his amused father looked on. He dipped the hot dog in the ashes and dirt several times. One end remained cold while the other actually caught fire. As the father was reaching for a new hot dog to replace the ruined one, the boy approached him with a smile and said, “Here Daddy, I made it for you!” And the father ate it with pride. The boy’s real purpose was to please his father.

We’ve been examining the exchanges between Jesus and his critics in the hours leading up to his condemnation and crucifixion. And here we discover our Lord’s real purpose in submitting to all these accusations and criticisms. We find something remarkable and quite telling in our text for today. 


B. One of the sworn enemies of Jesus, a scribe, suddenly grew in his appreciation for Jesus and the wise answers he gave to his detractors. So, he came with a question of his own, and this time not a hostile, “gotcha” question but a sincere inquiry. 


“And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus answered wisely again, in a thoroughly biblical and God-centered response: “29 Jesus answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 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.’ 31 The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

These two commandments are often referred to as the “summary of the law.” They fit neatly the pattern of the Decalogue or Ten Commandments, the first four addressing love for God and the last six the love of neighbor. We would be wise to understand the law in these terms. Some have imagined that Jesus here relaxed the demands of the Ten Commandments. In the last century, the liberal church developed what was called “situation ethics.” Its basic principle said that in every situation, you simply “do the loving thing.” It pretended to follow these two commandments, the summary of the law. But “the loving thing” was left undefined: whatever one felt like at the moment. Our Lord never intended to relax or reduce the perfect commands of God. Actually, the summary of the law, loving God and neighbor is a higher standard. One can outwardly keep most of the commandments, never officially murdering, committing adultery, stealing from others, or bearing false witness in a court of law. But the summary requires all that, all Ten be kept flawlessly from the heart, with true and sincere love! 

C. And all that is remarkable. But I want to focus on the aftermath of this Q & A, for it reveals our Lord’s real reason for allowing his interrogation by these hostile groups. “32 And the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one, and there is no other 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 oneself, is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 34 And when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”


Do you see what has happened? This man, this expert in the law, this man who would ordinarily be answering questions, not asking them, with great pomp and pride, this man was already half converted! And this is what Jesus was doing in all the grilling he exposed himself to. This was evangelistic work. He was seeking to win the lost! 


Proverbs 26:12 states: “Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool than for him.” Up to this point, the people who fired questions at Jesus were all “wise in their own eyes,” a hopeless situation according to the proverb. But here was a man who was realizing that there was One wiser than him.  

D. Here is Jesus the Evangelist, and in the toughest place to do that great work. It is sometimes said that evangelism in the South is harder because you have to get people lost before you can get them saved. Everybody’s a “Christian” there. And here was Jesus, evangelizing in the epicenter of religion among those whom everybody agreed were the holiest, most religious of all. 
I. WE MUST UNDERSTAND THAT SHARING THE GOSPEL IS THE HIGHEST LOVE. 


A. An interesting detail, often overlooked, is that while Jesus was declaring the greatest commandments as loving God and labor, he was also obeying and fulfilling the greatest commandments. He was loving God and loving neighbor. Many Christians seem to have the attitude that sharing the gospel is rude, unkind, disrespectful, being a nuisance, and bothering people. When you flag down a car on a foggy night because the bridge up ahead has collapsed, it may seem like you are being a bother, until the driver comes to realize the situation.


B. There is nothing more loving than sharing the gospel! Think of it: accomplishing the gospel was the epitome of God’s love for sinners. “For God SO [don’t miss that intensifier, “SO”] loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son….” “8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Now, if achieving the gospel is the highest display of the love of God, then certainly sharing that gospel message, patiently explaining salvation in Christ and calling for faith and repentance, has to be the highest form of our love for others. 

Jesus asked that piercing question: “What shall it profit a man if he should gain the whole world and yet lose his own soul?” (8:36) I see people all around me who are eagerly, earnestly, enthusiastically (dare we say, religiously?) trying to gain the whole world. Jesus was loving God and neighbor. He was practicing what he preached by loving his enemies and seeking their highest good:  joining the forever family of God. I don’t want to lay a trip on you, but by this measure, how well are you loving your neighbor, your family members, fellow students or co-workers? Honestly, they probably will not gain the whole world. But without Christ, they certainly will lose their own soul. Secondly…

II. WE MUST LIVE “QUESTIONABLE” LIVES.

A. Did I get your attention? By “questionable,” of course, I do not mean morally ambivalent lives that rightly open the door to the charge of hypocrisy. I mean exactly what was happening here. Jesus lived such a remarkable life that he was constantly being peppered with questions. And the questions, if they were sincere as in this instance, and our Lord’s answers led to the opportunity for the self-examination of the questioner, and the consideration of the better way. 


B. The Apostle Peter seems to be reflecting this dynamic when he wrote this in 1 Peter 3:15: “but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect….” 


A “questionable” life in this sense sparks questions because, well, you are different, unusual, your life and demeanor are uncommon and extraordinary. The immediate context from 1 Peter 3 is in regards to the response of the believer who is unjustly suffering for the sake of Christ. “Why are you doing this?” Even more, “What do you see in Christ that is worth such a hassle?”

And now anymore, even in a Bible-belt area like ours, living a consistent life of faith and repentance, of joyful obedience to Christ will stand out. It will make you unusual, uncommon, extraordinary. Living in glad respect for and deference to God’s commands will bring about the fruit of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control, the very “questionable,” question-provoking character of Jesus himself. 


C. Beloved, if we live consistently with courage in suffering, contentment in the station God has placed us in the world, and with constant gratitude to God, well, it will raise a lot of questions. For such a life is so strange and abnormal, so atypical, even bizarre, that people will want to know. 


And that means that…

III. WE MUST HAVE A READY ANSWER. 


A. Jesus didn’t answer every question. He knew when a loaded question was aimed at him, the shell in the chamber, the hammer cocked and ready to fire before the appointed time. But Jesus happily answered most of the questions, in fact, all but the first in this sequence. And his answers apparently cracked the hard shell of this scribe, and he was drawing near. He was perceiving the surpassing majesty of the Son of God. 

Honestly, the heart of Jesus’ answers was himself. He was the Son who would be killed by the tenants and cast out of the vineyard. He was the one whose image was stamped onto every person, demonstrating that they rightly belonged to him. He himself would prove to the Sadducees the resurrection by rising from the dead, he who was himself the resurrection and the life. And he himself was the true Lawgiver and Judge who could rightly interpret the heart his own law which he had delivered to Moses on the mountain. 

We should take a hint. Jesus is the answer. He is the answer to every question in one way or another. We are not the answer. We know the answer. The answer is at work in us and hopefully on display through us, but we are not the answer. 


B. That’s why we have to use words. Some church leader long ago said, “Always preach the gospel. If necessary, use words.” Honestly, that’s a simplistic, misleading misunderstanding of the good news, the message which alone is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes. It assumes that the answer, the gospel, is our better conduct, our superior behavior. But that answer, without the explanatory words accompanying it, would only lead people to envy or to attempting to clean up their act or improve their behavior, working their way to heaven. 


We are not the answer. It’s not that Christians are better than non-Christians. It’s not our works. It’s not even our faith, that we have more faith than others. No, it is the object of our faith. It is Jesus. 


C. A few years ago, I gave a summer seminar or sharing the gospel with others. And I asked a question: “Can Christians truly live according to our faith? Can we live consistently with what we profess to believe?” I saw many heads shaking in the negative. And I responded, “Yes, Christians can live consistent with our faith. In fact, only Christians can live consistent with what we profess to believe. What do we profess? Do we believe that we are sinless, always faithful and obedient? No, that’s a different religion. We believe that Christ has won our justification for us and has reconciled to God. And we believe that his Holy Spirit indwells us and is making us new. We believe that while this life lasts, we will continue to stumble and sin, and that we can then repent and find forgiveness and renewal and restoration in Christ.”  


And, Beloved, only followers of Jesus Christ can live consistent with what we profess. Jesus is the answer. All our confidence, all our hope, all our life in this world and the next is lodged in him. 

D. One more point about Jesus’ answer that we must not miss. “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 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.’ 31 The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” Do you do that? Are you able to accomplish that? I have not loved God or neighbor as this high calling demands for five unbroken seconds in my life. This may be the reason why Jesus told the scribe that he was “not far from the kingdom of God.” He was close, but he was not there yet. He did not yet own God as his king, nor did he enjoy God’s protection and provision. What was missing? It was the realization and the heartfelt confession that he himself was a lawbreaker. As diligently as he had studied the law, so that he was an expert in the law, as scrupulously as he had attempted to keep the law, he had failed utterly. He was a lawbreaker. 

We know nothing more of this particular scribe. I like to think that he followed Jesus, even to the cross, to behold the manner of his death. I like to think that he heard about his resurrection, that he then heard the apostles’ preaching and came to realize that he was that lawbreaker, and that the Law-keeper, Jesus had gone to the cross to pay the penalty for his sins. I like to hope that I will see him some day and hear the story of his continued, expanding realization that Jesus was right about everything, and that he had been saved the same way that Jesus has saved me.
CONCLUSION


But I want to conclude in this way. This confirmed unbeliever and enemy to Jesus, the scribe, was suddenly moved to think again about him. And he came to some realization that there was more to Jesus than meets the eye. 


And you may think you are confirmed in your unbelief, attempting to keep the Son of God at arm’s length. But you’ve been listening, and you’ve been thinking that perhaps there is more to Jesus than you thought at first. 

My Friend, it’s time to think again. And while you are thinking, it’s time to put your faith in him. And you will find that he is faithful. He is the answer. He is your answer. And in him you can find rest, for he is the answer to your every quest. J 
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