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It’s good to worship with you again this morning … to come together and to once again open up our hearts and minds up to what God wants to say to us about the GOSPEL, and how God longs for the GOSPEL to make a difference in our lives and in the world.

As we come to God’s Word, the Bible this morning I want to share a quote with you from a book by I’ve been reading lately called Samson And The Pirate Monks, by Nate Larkin.  Nate is a man who struggled for years with lust and sexual temptation.  And in his words I’m finding great hope for myself and for all men, and an amazing story of how the GOSPEL, the good news of Jesus Christ, CAN MAKE REAL DIFFERENCES IN OUR LIVES.  Listen to some of Nate’s words about how his view of the Bible began to shift as the GOSPEL began coming alive in him and pouring out through him …

“For many years I had viewed the Bible as a preachers sourcebook, opening it only to follow a Sunday teaching, or to prepare one of my own.  But now, looking at the Bible from a new perspective, I began to see in its pages a sprawling story of love and redemption, people with flawed characters and pulsing with passion, a story in which, in the end, the only real hero is God.  Captivated by the story I resolved to read all the way through the entire Bible for the very first time … and there, quite unexpectedly, I encountered myself.”

So let’s open up our Bibles to MARK 12 and invite God to help us encounter Him and ourselves in these verses written describing more of the things that happened in Jesus’ life during the last couple of days before His arrest and his death on the cross.

vv. 18-23 contains one long, ridiculous question about the resurrection.  And the question comes from some Sadducees. Judaism had different groups within their religion, the way Christians have different denominations.  The Sadducees were one of these groups.  They were well educated, sophisticated, influential, and usually very wealthy.

MARK 12:18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 Some Sadducees (who say that there is no resurrection) came to Jesus, and began questioning Him, saying,

We read in ACTS 23:8 that the Sadducees didn’t believe in eternity, or in angels, or in spirits.  Instead, they believed that when a person dies, they just cease to exist … that they’re annihilated, and that their reward for loving and serving God is experienced only in this life.  Listen to what 20th-Century American New Testament scholar Leon Morris writes about the Sadducees in his commentary on MARK …

“Sadducees were the conservative aristocracy, the high-priestly party, worldly-minded and very ready to cooperate with the Romans, which, of course, enabled them to maintain their privileged position.”

The Sadducees were the other side of the coin from the Pharisees in most of their religious beliefs.  And because they didn’t believe in the miraculous, or in healings, or in angels, or in the coming judgment, or the resurrection, or eternity, they were “SAD-YOU-SEE”.  The Sadducees were the religious liberals of their day.  There weren’t a lot of them, but ironically, the Jewish priests living in Jerusalem, including the High Priest were very often Sadducees.  In fact, it was said that IN THIS DAY, EVERY RICH MAN WAS A SADDUCEE, AND EVERY SADDUCEE WAS A RICH MAN.

The Sadducees believed the first five books of the Bible (GENESIS, EXODUS, LEVITICUS, NUMBERS and DEUTERONOMY), collectively called THE TORAH, were inspired by God, but they didn’t believe the rest of The Old Testament was inspired.

Jesus taught a number of times about His own resurrection, and His words collided with the Sadducees’ beliefs about the afterlife … and so they came to Jesus with these questions that they’d probably used for years to try and stump the Pharisees.

The Biblical basis for their question is found DEUTERONOMY 25:5-6, where God established something that came to be called LEVIRATE MARRIAGE, from levir, the Latin word for brother-in-law.  This Jewish practice made sure that when a married man died childless, his brother would take the widow as his wife so a son and heir could hopefully be provided, and his family name and inheritance would live on.

MARK 12:19-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that IF A MAN'S BROTHER DIES and leaves behind a wife AND LEAVES NO CHILD, HIS BROTHER SHOULD MARRY THE WIFE AND RAISE UP CHILDREN TO HIS BROTHER.
20 There were seven brothers; and the first took a wife, and died leaving no children.
21 The second one married her, and died leaving behind no children; and the third likewise;
22 and so all seven left no children.  Last of all, the woman died also.
23 In the resurrection, when they rise again, which one's wife will she be?  For all seven had married her.”

The question the Sadducees asked was ridiculous – and was similar to trying to wobble someone’s faith in God by asking something like …

· “Did Adam have a belly button?”
· “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?”
· “If God can do anything, can He make a rock so big He can't lift it?”

And it’s crazy … thinking that when a question like this is asked a light bulb is supposed to turn on in the heads of Believers and that we’ll suddenly realize, “Oh man, you're right!  My belief in God is all a lie!”  Maturing believers won’t fall for this kind of rubbish.  And this brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON

The faith of maturing Believers isn’t shattered by silly questions.  This is why God calls us to root our faith in Him, and in His Word, and why we need to get into God’s Word and invite it to get into us.

The Sadducees believed that when the body died, the soul died as well.  But the Bible not only tells us that the soul lives on when the body dies, but that the soul will be given a new body, a body fit for eternity - a resurrection body (ROMANS 8:23;  FIRST CORINTHIANS 15:42; PHILIPPIANS 3:20-21).

When our faith is built on EXPERIENCE, FEELINGS, and EMOTION then of course it’s going to be fragile and shaky … because our faith will only be as sturdy as the foundation it’s built on.  But when our faith is built on God, on God’s Word, on the life and ministry and on the words and works of Jesus Christ, and on the power of the Holy Spirit, we’ve got a foundation that will stand the tough questions and the silly questions, and that will survive through the good times and the hard times.  I love the admonishment the Apostle Paul gives us about this in FIRST CORINTHIANS 2:4-5 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 2:4-5 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

4-5 My teaching and preaching were not with words of human wisdom that persuade people – but with proof of the power that the Spirit gives.  This was so that your faith would be in God’s power and not in human wisdom.

And in MARK 12:24-25Jesus gives the Sadducees an answer to their question, but not without first bringing to light their misdirected theology …

MARK 12:24-25 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

24 Jesus said to them, “Is this not the reason you are mistaken, that you do not understand the Scriptures or the power of God?
25 For when they rise from the dead, they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.

A lot of people make the same mistake the Sadducees made when it comes to how they view heaven.  But Jesus is telling the Sadducees … and you and me … that in eternity, our lives will be lived in a dimension that we can’t even imagine right now. The Bible doesn’t give us an exact picture of what heaven will be like.  But …

One thing I know for sure is that heaven won’t just be a sanitized, supercharged version of life here on earth.  Heaven will be all together different than anything we’ve ever known, dreamed of, imagined, or hoped for.  I can guarantee you that once we get to heaven we won’t be disappointed in what we find, and we certainly won’t long for the lives we had here on earth.  

When Jesus said in v. 24 … that you do not understand the Scriptures or the power of God … I hear COMPASSION more than JUDGMENT in His words.  Jesus knew that because the Sadducees hadn’t built their lives on the truths of God’s Word that He couldn’t expect them to have the discernment it takes to know truth from error.  And likewise, until you and I encounter the power of God, then we’re going to doubt God’s ability to actually do what He promises us in the Bible that He will do.

The Sadducees believed in God in much the same way modern-day DEISTS believe in God.  DEISTS believe there’s a God, but they didn’t believe He’s directly involved in the workings of this world, nor do they believe that God is personally knowable, or that He’s set up His kingdom here on earth.  In other words, the Sadducees believed in God, but functionally, they lived like atheists, because the God they said they knew was POWERLESS and UNKNOWABLE.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here…

FAITH LESSON

When we have a lack of understanding of God’s Word, and of the power of God, we’ll buy into any false teaching that sounds good.

Many churches and Christians today find themselves erring on one side or the other of these two accusations Jesus makes against the Sadducees.  Either NOT UNDERSTANDING GOD’S WORD and then being wishy-washy in their theology, or NOT UNDERSTANDING THE POWER OF GOD, and so not trusting God to be able to do anything they don’t have the discernment or faith to understand.  Gang, as the people who make up this church, let’s become …

COMMITTED STUDENTS OF GOD’S WORD, and let’s become MATURING FOLLOWERS OF JESUS CHRIST WHO AREN’T AFRAID TO EXPLORE AND PARTICIPATE IN THE POWER OF GOD.

Notice in v. 25 Jesus says that in the afterlife, you and I as God’s people will be like the angels, that is, we’ll somehow be like angels.  How, we don’t know.  We’ll have physical bodies, but somehow they’ll be different than the bodies we have now in that they will be incorruptible and eternal.  In the next life we’ll not be angels, but we will be like angels.  I am looking forward to seeing what this will be like!

Hollywood gets this wrong in so many movies – people go to heaven, become angels, do some good deed like the bumbling angel Clarence in It’s A Wonderful Life and then get their wings.  So Jesus gives us some good instruction about what our resurrection bodies will be like in heaven, that we’ll be like angels, and then He also tells us something important about marriage.

The Sadducees didn’t realize that marriage is for this life alone, and not for the life to come.  In heaven, God’s people will be close to each other, and husbands and wives in this life will love dearly and be close with one another in heaven, but they won’t be married to them in the same way we experience marriage here on earth.
A SIDE NOTE … This one verse makes impossible the “celestial marriage” Mormons teach.  Mormons teach that marriages performed in Mormon Temples will continue for all time and eternity.

I won’t go into all the other reasons that this Mormon teaching is false, but in the Temple marriage ceremony Mormon husbands are given a secret name for his wife that only he knows and which he can choose to SPEAK OR NOT TO SPEAK at the resurrection if he decides that he wants to resurrect his wife (or wives) to live with him forever.

Mormonism also teaches that when husbands call their wife or wives to heaven to live with them forever that they’ll rule over their own planet and that the wife will be eternally pregnant, populating their planet with spirit children.  And gang, all of this is error and is in direct opposition to what God’s Word teaches about marriage and loads of other things.

But let’s not miss the point here.  God thinks marriage is wonderful.  And the teaching Jesus gives us here doesn’t mean that your marriage here on earth is any less important just because it won’t still exist in heaven.  God invented marriage … Jesus honored marriage by performing His first miracle at a wedding … and God the Father thinks marriage is wonderful.  But there won’t be marriage in heaven.

I’ve loved being married to Teresa the past 29 years.  But just because we won’t be married in heaven doesn’t mean that Teresa and I aren’t going to still hang out with each other.  She’s not going to get rid of me that easily!  But we all need to know that there will only be ONE MARRIAGE, AND ONE MARRIAGE ALONE IN HEAVEN – and it will be between Jesus and His Bride, the church, you and me.

MARK 12:26-27 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

26 But regarding the fact that the dead rise again, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the passage about the burning bush, how God spoke to him, saying, ‘I AM THE GOD OF ABRAHAM, AND THE GOD OF ISAAC, AND THE GOD OF JACOB’?
27 He is not the God of the dead, but of the living; you are greatly mistaken.”

Jesus assures the skeptical Sadducees that there’s an afterlife, and that resurrection of the dead is demonstrated in God’s Word.  Remember, the Sadducees said they believed in the Bible, but only in the first five books, THE TORAH.  This is why Jesus chooses a passage about resurrection from the second book of the Bible, EXODUS, to help them see that the Bible is true.

If Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were no longer alive in heaven, then after their deaths here on earth, God wouldn’t say that He is their God, speaking in THE PRESENT TENSE.  He’d have to say He was their God, in THE PAST TENSE.  So Jesus used the truth the Sadducees had, as a way to bring them to the greater truth, which they didn’t yet have.  And this is exactly what Jesus Christ does with you and me.

ILLUSTRATION … When I was a kid I came to believe in God, that God was real and that I loved God.  But the thing I struggled to really believe until I was 21, and struggled to really accept and live into until I was in my 30s was that God truly loved me.

I knew God was real and that I loved God, but I just couldn’t grab onto the truth that there was nothing I COULD DO OR NOT DO that could make God love me any more than He already does … and that there was nothing I COULD DO OR NOT DO that could make God love me any less than He already does.

But God used the unconditional love of my friend Gayle Beebe, and of my parents, to show me that not only did I love God, but also that God loved me, and that nothing could change that.  And that was the truth that changed everything for me, and brought me into a deeper dimension of relationship and fellowship with God.

I dig how Jesus loves on these Sadducees and really takes their questions to heart, and answers them with Scripture.  He doesn’t ARGUE.  HE QUOTES THE BIBLE.  He doesn’t use PHILOSOPHY.  HE QUOTES THE BIBLE.  He doesn’t use CONJECTURE.  HE QUOTES THE BIBLE.  He doesn’t QUOTE OTHER AUTHORS.  HE QUOTES THE BIBLE.  There’s a time and a place for all those other options, but only after we go to God’s Word and see what it has to say to us in our hour of need, and after we’re seeking out God’s truth on any given topic.

Are you seeing how important it is for you and I to know God’s Word, to study it, and invite it to make it’s home inside of us?  I love how King David talks about this …

PSALM 119:98-100 (COMMON ENGLISH BIBLE)

98-100 [God] Your commandments [the words of the Bible] make me wiser than my enemies because they are always with me.  I have greater insight than all my teachers because I contemplate Your laws [the words of the Bible].  I have more understanding than the elders because I guard Your precepts [the words of the Bible].  [emphasis added]

And now, in v. 28, a Scribes asks Jesus a question about the greatest commandment in the Bible, and Jesus quotes DEUTERONOMY 6:5, which begins with a statement the Jews called the Shema, from the Hebrew word meaning to hear …

MARK 12:28-29 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

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;

The statement is found in DEUTERONOMY 6:4-9, 11:13-21 and in NUMBERS 15:37-41).  Yahweh is the proper name of God.  Elohim means God, as in GENESIS 1:1 … “In the beginning God (Elohim) created the heavens and the earth.”

The singular word for God in Hebrew is El.  If there were two Gods being referred to, the word would be Ella.  Three or more God’s would be the word Elohim.  So how can something be three or more, and yet be only one?  It’s God-math, because only when God does the math in this verse does it work out.  Only in God can Jesus be both God AND with God.  The Bible is clear:  One God in three Persons:  God the Father, God the Son Jesus Christ, and God the Holy Spirit.

And Jesus sums up the two greatest commandments:  Love God and love people.  He says that all Ten Commandments and all the Law of God can be placed into these two categories.  Watch for the two parts of our MISSION here at 2nd Street as we read these verses … BECOMING MORE LIKE JESUS CHRIST BY LOVING GOD, AND LOVING PEOPLE …

MARK 12:30-34 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

30 AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, 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.”
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.

You didn’t think that when we wrote our MISSION statement here at 2nd Street that we just pulled the words LOVING GOD and LOVING PEOPLE out of thin air!  This is what matters to us because this is what matters to God.  When the Scribes asked Jesus this question, they were testing Him to see if He’d show disregard or neglect for some specific part of the Law of Moses.

But instead of promoting one command over another, Jesus redefined the Law IN ITS ESSENCE by saying Love God with everything you have and love your neighbor as yourself.  Oh friends, do you see here that what God really wants from us is LOVE?  Listen to me, we can obey God without LOVING Him, but when we make the choice to fall in LOVE with God, we’ll follow Him, and His LOVE will begin flowing through us to others.
ILLUSTRATION … The Jews had 613 commandments from the Old Testament Law that they were to memorize and religiously obey.  365 of these 613 commands were NEGATIVE commandments (“You shall not …”) — one for each day of the year.  And the other 248 commandments were POSITIVE (“You shall …”) — one for each of the two hundred forty-eight generations from Adam to their day.

In PSALM 15, King David reduced this list of 613 commandments down to 11 and there must have been some dancing in the streets that day!  And then in MICAH 6:8, Micah reduced that list of 11 commandments down to 3.  Way to go Micah!  And now, here in MARK 12 Jesus reduces that original list of 613 commandments down to just 2.  And then in GALATIANS 5:14, the Apostle Paul would reduce it down one more time to 1:  JUST LOVE.  I love how Eugene Peterson puts MARK 12:33 in THE MESSAGE …

MARK 12:33 (THE MESSAGE)

33 [You will] love God with all your passion, intelligence, and energy, and love others as well as you love yourself.  Why, that's better than all offerings and sacrifices put together! [emphasis added]

And when the Scribes heard Jesus’ answer, they stood there with their mouths wide open, knowing that Jesus had given the best answer that could be given.  Because even THEY KNEW that a thousand empty burnt offerings aren’t more to God than a single act of love done in God’s name to a hurting, wounded person reaching out for a connection with God.  And I love how Jesus then affirms the Scribe by saying, “You’re not far from the kingdom of God”.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON

Anyone who truly and intelligently relies on God’s Word will eventually come to know God deeply and passionately.

I’m going to camp on one more thing here for a couple of minutes before we wrap up this morning’s teaching.  When Jesus recited the greatest of the commandments here, He repeated the word all four times.  What aspects of life was Jesus talking about when He called us to LOVE HIM WITH ALL OUR HEART, WITH ALL OUR SOUL, WITH ALL OUR MIND, AND WITH ALL OUR STRENGTH?  How much of all is all?  Well, here’s how a typical American who lives to be 75 years old will have spent his or her life …

37% 	Working
27% 	Time Off
17% 	Retirement
11% 	Kindergarten to 12th Grade
7% 	Before School
1% 	In Church

In light of this use of time, when does a person love the Lord God like Jesus commanded us to?  If it’s limited to what we do for a couple of hours or so on Sunday morning, and assuming that one goes to church every Sunday for 75 years, then over a lifetime, worship takes up a mere 3,900 hours, or 0.9 percent, of one’s waking life.
Is that what Jesus or the Apostle Paul had in mind?  No, not at all.  JESUS CHRIST IS TO BE THE LORD OF ALL OF LIFE — not just on Sunday mornings, but on weekdays, too, including time at work and play.  Furthermore, Jesus is Lord not only of our time, but of our money, and of all of our possessions as well.  Unfortunately, many Christians – especially in the West have developed some pretty dangerous attitudes in these areas that push God out to the fringes of life.  Let me tell you about three of the MYTHS that have developed in our culture by us pushing God into the margins.

MYTH 1 / ONE SEVENTH OF OUR TIME BELONGS TO GOD

Some Christians talk about Sunday as the Lord’s Day, a day for church and doing God-stuff.  And that might be the case if Christians worshiped from sunup to sundown.  But for most people Sunday worship means an hour-long service before an afternoon of watching sports on TV or doing a host of other activities.  And so this “day of worship” is effectively reduced to less than one-twentieth of the week.

Gang, this was never what God intended.  Originally, SABBATH REST was viewed as the completion of the week, not a break or a separation from the workweek.  It was a time for review, celebration, and restoration.  And yet by Jesus’ day there were major distortions regarding the Sabbath, as for most people it had become a day of legalistic ritual.  And into this distortion of God’s original intent, Jesus seeks to restore Sabbath as a day of worship and compassion (LUKE 6:1–11; JOHN 5:1–18).

Dedicating all of our time to God doesn’t mean apportioning so many hours to family, so many hours to a job, and so many hours for us, with a little left over for God.  All 168 hours of the week, all 52 weeks of the year, and all of the years of a lifetime belong to God and are on loan to us to manage for Him and for His purposes.

MYTH 2 / TEN PERCENT OF OUR MONEY BELONGS TO GOD

Some Christians believe that God expects them to give a flat 10 % of their income to church and other ministries.  But the reality is that the Christian church in American survives on people giving about 2.3% of their money in tithes and offerings.  I don’t know how we do it, other than the old 80/20 formula holds true for the church just like it does in so many other areas of life – that 20% of the people do 80% of the work, whether that means the giving or the serving … the numbers hold about right.

But gang, the underlying principle that needs to be considered is that God has given us the ability to earn money, so actually all 100 % of our earnings belong to Him.  I touched on this two weeks ago when I taught through MARK 12:1-17 … that you and I ARE CALLED BY GOD TO MANAGE OUR MONEY — not just what we give away, but what we keep, too — according to God’s values.  Tithing was intended as a discipline to remind God’s people that ALL OF WHAT WE HAVE OR EARN BELONGS TO GOD.  

Originally a voluntary activity (GENESIS 14:13–24; 28:20–22), tithing was intended for the care of others and as a representation of the worship of God (DEUTERONOMY 26:1–19) … tithing was never intended to replace obedience to all of God’s commands (MATTHEW 23:23–24).
MYTH 3 / ONLY SOME REAL ESTATE BELONGS TO GOD

A lot of Christians have fallen into a dangerous pattern of identifying a few buildings as the Lord’s property — religious institutions like churches, schools, and church-owned hospitals.  And then by implication, they think that all other real estate is just theirs to do with as they please.

But the truth of the matter is that Scripture opposes that view.  The Apostle Paul says in COLOSSIANS 1:16 that all things were created through Him and for Him … and in FIRST CORINTHIANS 6:19 he writes that our bodies are God’s temples … and in COLOSSIANS 3:17 God calls us to serve Him in everything we do.  And friends, herein lies the path to blessing, peace, and truth … and Jesus Christ has come to break our bondage to anything less than this sacred truth and reality.  And it’s only when we’re equipped by God’s Holy Spirit within us and instructed by His written Word, that WE CAN LIVE WHOLLY FOR THE KINGDOM OF GOD.

Friends, God has demonstrated His love for us by sending His Son, Jesus Christ to die on a cross, dying in our place, paying the penalty for our sins.  Will you choose to love Him and live for Him?

[bookmark: _GoBack]So let’s give God ALL OUR TIME.  And let’s give God ALL OUR MONEY.  And let’s give God ALL OUR REAL ESTATE AND ALL OUR OTHER POSSESSIONS.  Yes, God will allow us to maintain possession of much of what He’s entrusted us with – but with the perspective and the understanding that it all belongs to Him and that when He has need of it, we must turn it over more fully to Him.  Oh, what a freeing way to learn how to live, this will become … living with open hands before God and before one another, instead of with tightly closed fists.  For like the old saying so aptly says, “God can’t fill hands that are closed, but only hands that are opened up.”

Blessed be the Word of the Lord.

NEXT SUNDAY … GREGG LAMM WILL TEACH THROUGH MARK 12:35-44.  INVITE SOMEONE YOU KNOW WHO ISN’T YET PART OF A CHURCH FAMILY TO JOIN YOU … AND COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING!
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