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YOUR HOPE IS TOO SMALL
(Mark 12:35-44)
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A. A New York business man was clipped by a car on the street. A benevolent bystander rushed to his aid, rolling up his own jacket and placing it under the man’s head as a pillow. Then he asked, “Are you comfortable?” The businessman replied, “I make a nice living.” 


Ordinarily, contentment is the best way to go. But sometimes complacency can masquerade as contentment. At times, when things really need to change, we should not be content with the status quo. We may have set our sights too low. We may have settled for something less than God’s design.


B. This was a problem for the Jews of Jesus’ day. They hated their circumstances. Like most of the peoples around them, they had been conquered by and were beholden to a foreign power. And that was especially egregious for the Jews because they were supposed to be God’s chosen people, living in supremacy over the nations. And yet, here they were, dominated and overruled by a foreign nation of Gentiles! It must have been hard to take, especially when they remembered that it was actually their own people’s addiction to idolatry that had landed them in this unhappy condition of oppression, paying tribute and taxes to their pagan overlords. 


For most, their hope was in God’s promised Savior, the coming Messiah. Now they probably thought that they had raised their hopes by looking to God’s champion, a great military strategist and ruler like the great King David before him. They had made themselves believe that when the Christ, the Messiah came, their enemies would be vanquished, and they would be vaulted into supremacy once again. 


C. And their hope was too small. They had set their sights too low. They had settled for only a minor improvement, when God’s promise was far more expansive and all-encompassing. And here in the waning hours of our Lord’s earthly ministry, shortly before he would go to the cross, our Lord offers three more comments to the public before he withdraws with his disciples for private instruction. One might think that these three brief statements were a parting shot against those who mercilessly peppered him with tricky questions in order to trap him.

But looking more closely, Jesus reveals that the “Messiah” they were looking for was a work of pure fiction, mere wishful thinking on their part, not because they were hoping for too much but because they were settling for too little. For as God’s true Messiah, Jesus came to bring a better kingdom that would endure throughout all time, offering life eternal and abundant. It turns out that their hope was too small. How big is your hope in Christ?
I. HOPE IN THE PERSON OF CHRIST.


A. The first statement by Jesus could be construed as a “gotcha” of his own, a tricky, unanswerable puzzle that heaped egg on the faces of those smirking scribes. But we must read it carefully, for it reveals much, much more. 


“35 And as Jesus taught in the temple, he said, “How can the scribes say that the Christ is the son of David? 36 David himself, in the Holy Spirit, declared, 

“‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, 

until I put your enemies under your feet.”’ 37 David himself calls him Lord. So how is he his son?” And the great throng heard him gladly.” They “heard him gladly,” I think, because they did not really grasp the dramatic wonder of his conclusion. 


The people of that day associated the coming Messiah with the triumphant kingdom of David, their hero. We heard this hope in some of what the sang when Jesus rode into the city on the first Palm Sunday: “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!” (11:10) Okay, Jesus says, let’s look closely at what David himself said about his coming successor. He said this, “by the Holy Spirit.” So, God himself affirmed it as well since it is recorded in Psalm 110 in his Word. And here it is: “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet.’”  It’s not as evident in translation, but in the original Hebrew, it reads: “The LORD (that is Yahweh or Jehovah, the covenant name for God) said to my Lord (which is the word, “Adonai” meaning “exalted Lord” or “Master,” most often applied to God himself). 


B. What’s puzzling is that David calls the Christ, the Messiah his “Lord.” But the Christ was (rightly) thought to be David’s “son” or descendant. And, of course, a “son” would be a mere human, and could not be greater than his most illustrious ancestor. So, if “David himself calls him Lord (virtually his “God,”) “how is he his son?” Do you see what he was implying? 


Their hope was too small! By aiming for a Messiah who only gave those vile Romans what for, a good spanking, and then sent them back where they came from, they were missing something truly amazing. For God himself had declared that the Messiah, this “Lord” (Adonai) would sit at God’s right hand while God put all of their enemies under his feet. And that goes way, way beyond anything David ever enjoyed or was promised by God. 


C. The promised Messiah and his kingdom would be in a class by itself, beyond anything they were thinking of or hoping for. It calls to mind the Apostle Paul’s description of the love of this Messiah for his dear church, in Ephesians 3:20-21: “Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” You see what that implies, of course. Our hope in Christ is always too small, for the reality is far more “than all we ask or think.” Jesus, God’s Messiah, the Son of God in human flesh, who was quoting and explaining this text to them was at that very moment far more than they could ever “ask or think,” far more than they had hoped for. God didn’t just send the Messiah: God WAS the Messiah! God came himself and was speaking to them.

C.S. Lewis addresses this point near the beginning of his essay, “The Weight of Glory.” 


“If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that to desire our own good and earnestly to hope in the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I submit that this notion has crept in from Kant and the Stoics and is no part of the Christian faith. Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling around with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.” (25-26) Our hope is too small.

And that leads us to the second declaration of Jesus. 
II. HOPE IN THE CHARACTER OF CHRIST.


A. The scribes, the experts in the law, were the official leaders of God’s people. As an aside, it reminds us that the supreme authority for the people of God in any age, is God’s Word, of course, for God’s Word is what God has said. It is as authoritative as God himself. 


The scribes, along with the Pharisees, were the teachers of the Word of Israel. Jesus expands on this in Matthew 23:1-3: “1 Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 "The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat, 3 so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice.” 

And here’s his indictment of the “works they do.” “38 And in his teaching he said, ‘Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes and like greetings in the marketplaces 39 and have the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 40 who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.’” He was pointing to their obvious pride and hypocrisy. 

B. Now, we could take this at face value and find a good, legitimate lesson on integrity. Everybody can see pride in others, but cannot see their own pride. And everybody distains hypocrisy. In fact, it is a common ploy in the media to catch someone who portrays themselves as righteous but has fallen into some sin. Perhaps you recall the time Vice President Mike Pence casually remarked that as a rule he did not go out to dinner alone with any female (other than his wife, of course). Some in the media made a valiant effort to see some scandal there, but, well, what would it be? So, everybody knows pride when they see it and despises hypocrisy in others. There is a good, legitimate lesson on avoiding these vile practices here. But if we take one step further, we will see the greater message our Lord relates. 

C. Jesus was not like those scribes. And they knew it, too. There was nothing tin-plated about him. I read somewhere that the word “sincere” means “without wax.” Unscrupulous potters would dab a bit of wax on their products to cover cracks or blemishes. They were not what they appeared. As we just discovered, Jesus himself was not who they thought he was. No, he was much more! He was the genuine article, the real deal, far beyond anything they had expected. Once again, their hope was too small. And we must expand our hope in Jesus, for he is both sinless and utterly trustworthy. Hope in the person and the character of Christ, and…
III. HOPE IN THE COMPLETED WORK OF CHRIST. 


A. Here is the third observation by Jesus. “41 And he sat down opposite the treasury and watched the people putting money into the offering box. Many rich people put in large sums. 42 And a poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which make a penny. 43 And he called his disciples to him and said to them, “Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. 44 For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.”


Did you, like me, have your Sunday School teacher prepare an offering box with a horn or funnel on top to illustrate this? And into this funnel-box did she noisily pour several handfuls of dimes and quarters (a small fortune to a second-grader in that day!), and then allow each student put in our small pennies, literally to “add our two cents”? 


B. Jesus was not here suggesting that many, large gold and silver coins were actually of lesser market value in that day than tiny copper ones. What he was saying was that God has a different system of assessing value, a system that begins first with the heart of love for God and then looks to the percentage, the true costliness of the gift to the giver, to assess the relative worth of the offering. If you are of limited means, always begin with your joyful love for the Lord and gratitude for his benefits in Christ, and then give what you can. And, you know, if you have more substantial resources, same thing. 

Realistically, comparatively, this is a church of good givers. Now, I make it my invariable practice to never know who in the congregation gives what, and I honestly do not know and do not want to know, on principle. But I see the financial reports of total giving each month at our session meetings. So, here in our Lord’s final observation from Mark 12, we find a good, legitimate lesson on giving to God from a heart of gratitude. But there is so much more. 


C. For in a matter of hours, our Lord himself would, out of his poverty, give everything he had as a sacrifice to cover our dreadful sins. In Philippians 2, the Apostle Paul wrote this:  


“5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 9 Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

That’s the Son of God! That’s the work of the Messiah. That reveals his triumph, his great work: a faithful heart of love that would give his all, that we could know true peace, reconciliation with God, and life abundant and everlasting.

CONCLUSION

You see, our hope is too small. We were asking for a better situation in this life, when Jesus, the Son of God, David’s Son and David’s Lord, came to rescue us from certain death and doom from God’s righteous, unspeakable wrath we so justly deserve. And he gave his all, to restore us to our Creator, that we, through his poverty might become rich in the truth wealth of our inheritance in the age to come. 
1. Stricken, smitten, and afflicted, 
See Him dying on the tree!
'Tis the Christ by man rejected; 
Yes, my soul, 'tis He, 'tis He!
'Tis the long-expected Prophet, 
David's Son, yet David's Lord;
By his Son, God now has spoken, 
'Tis the true and faithful Word.

2. Tell me, ye who hear Him groaning, 
Was there ever grief like His?
Friends through fear His cause disowning, 
Foes insulting His distress?
Many hands were raised to wound Him, 
None would interpose to save;
But the deepest stroke that pierced Him 
Was the stroke that Justice gave.

4.  Here we have a firm foundation; 
Here the refuge of the lost;
Christ, the Rock of our salvation, 
His, the name of which we boast.
Lamb of God, for sinners wounded, 
Sacrifice to cancel guilt!
None shall ever be confounded 
Who on Him their hope have built. J
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