5

Mark 12 13-17, 28-34
One of things I’ve noticed with today’s kids is that we’re raising a generation of expert negotiators.  They want to know EXACTLY what the parameters are of a given situation, or instruction.  They want to know exactly what it is they can’t do, so they are as free as possible to do what they can do.  They constantly push the limits to give themselves as much freedom as possible. If something seems too restrictive to them, they’ll try to negotiate the limits till they are more satisfactory.

Take for instance school assignments.  I used to set one assignment a term for my students when I was teaching high school.  I’d set the topic, the length, and the due date.

“Can it be any shorter and still be acceptable, “ I’d be asked.  “Are extensions allowed?” I’d be asked.  “How much extra time will you give us if we get desperate?” Always pushing the limits. Always negotiating greater freedom.

Take the speed limit! When we first moved to Goulburn many years ago I remember asking someone what the speed limit was on the road to Canberra.  “110” I was told – “but you can get away with about 118, before they’ll book you.” Always pushing the limits.

Jesus was asked about rules and limits on a number of occasions.  The law was the focus of Jewish life. The Pharisees had taken the Ten Commandments, and weaved about them a network over 600 prohibitions.  Their thinking was, that if they over-compensated by making stricter laws that the people must keep, there was a far greater chance they wouldn’t break the core laws.  But it placed an incredible burden on the people’s shoulders.

The Pharisees and teachers of the law separated the law into ‘weighty’ and ‘light’ commandments, and were constantly debating which ones were which, and therefore which were the most important commandments to keep.  The law was a millstone around their neck.

One of the teachers of the Law, impressed by how Jesus had answered the tax question, brought to him this question, “Which is the greatest commandment?”  His question no doubt had behind it the motivation that was behind so many questions regarding the law – and that was, how could they live more easily with this millstone around their neck?  Perhaps they could stretch the limits.  Perhaps there was an easier way.

I wonder if sometimes, we find our Christian walk a little like that?  Restrictive, or a burden? If we look deep within, is there perhaps a desire for “freedom” from the laws and prohibitions we try to live by?

At one point in my journey with God – I think I was about 12 or 13 – I tried to live by certain rules in my relationship with God.  Most of them centred around prayer.  I knew God wanted me to pray and give thanks, so every evening when I went to bed, I would say the Lord’s prayer, and then this great long prayer of thanksgiving for the world and all its beauty.  I’d start with the mountains, and work down to the sea, covering all the plants and animals I could think of.  I felt I had to do it to please God – but it was a burden.  Sometimes, I’d take a shortcut, and say the little grace prayer I learnt somewhere - you know- “Thank you for the world so sweet, thank you for the food we eat, thank you for the birds that sing, thank you God for everything.”  Except I felt that I was being really slack if I said that one too often. It was my search to be set free from this burden that actually led me to a vibrant and living relationship with Jesus. 

Now, the desire to pray was a good and healthy thing.  But I was trying to conduct my relationship with God according to a set of rules, and it was burdensome.

What was Jesus’ answer to the Pharisee’s question?

It was 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."

There was not one greatest commandment – there were two. And they summed up the entire law!!  Jesus had taken over 600 laws that the devout Jew attempted to live by, and reduced them to a couple of sentences.  How could he do this?

What Jesus did was to point not to a single individual law that was greater than all the others, but to go to the central tenet of the law.  Its spirit.  Its essence.  It’s very centre.

Jesus was saying that the very crux of the law is our love for God.  A love that needs to be at the very centre of everything – love that embraces not just our mind, or our emotions, or our physical being, but embraces the whole of us.  Our total being.  And when that love is the centre of our relationship with God, it is so all encompassing, that it cannot do anything else except find its expression in a completely committed love for our fellow human beings. If we love God with such totality, such abandonment – we find that we have already fulfilled the law.  Paul tells us in Romans 10, that  Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.

That is why those two commandments are inseparable.  

What God asks of us is a love of total abandonment.  A love that is so deep, so committed, so trusting – so total – that all else is insignificant by comparison.  And so it was that Jesus said to his followers on another occasion, 26  "If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters--yes, even his own life--he cannot be my disciple.”

A living example of this type of love is found in the Book of Ruth – our Old Testament reading for this morning.  Remember it?  An Israelite woman called Naomi found herself widowed and destitute in a foreign land. Not only had she lost her husband, she’d lost both her sons as well. In her grief and poverty, she decided that she would return to her homeland where she had family.  As much as she loved her daughters in law, she didn’t want to ask them to leave their families – and so she tried to persuade them to remain in Moab.  One daughter in law did, but the other, Ruth said she would go with Naomi, no matter what.

Listen to what she said:

"Don't urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried.”
Naomi’s love for and commitment to her mother in law Ruth, was such that she was prepared to completely abandon herself to her – to give Ruth her total allegiance.

Such love and commitment speaks strongly to us in our busy, materialistic culture.

Ruth’s declaration of commitment wasn’t a negotiation, it was an abandonment.  So it must be with us.

How easy it is for us to say to Jesus,

 “I will follow you” but to still give our primary allegiance to our culture – our work, our sport, our recreation.

 To say, “I will follow you” but still put other relationships before God – so that he is less important than friends and family.

 To say “I will follow you” but still place our trust in other things – such as our income, our property, our super,  - our “stuff”.

The trap is – we may read a story like Ruth, listen to sermons – read books  - and become convicted or our shortcomings in our relationship with God! BUT instead of abandoning ourselves to God, we make new resolutions – new rules – that we determine to live by.  And of course we fail.  And we feel restricted. And our Christian life loses its power and its vibrancy.

So what does God require of us?  Certainly not to negotiate harsher and stricter rules to live by, so that we don’t offend him.

God requires this:  Love me - with all of your being.  

He’s not talking about a warm, fuzzy feeling.  He’s not talking about gritting our teeth, and saying ok – I’ll go to church twice on Sundays; I’ll give a tenth of my income to the church; I’ll give up all my recreational pursuits, and spend two hours a day in prayer; I’ll help the poor and the destitute; ……

Jesus is talking about a love that evidences itself in total abandonment to him.  A willingness to come before him – and surrender everything we know – everything we desire – everything we cling to – to Jesus.

But hang on – isn’t that the same thing?

If we surrender all to Jesus, won’t we have to do all those things?   Won’t have to meticulously obey all his rules?  Won’t life be a drag?  Won’t it be restrictive?

No.

Naomi’s response to Ruth was one of love and trust.  Not duty.

God has shown the most amazing love for us by going so far as to suffer and die for us. No one could love us more deeply, more tenderly.   We need to look into our own hearts, and find room to respond – in love.

WE don’t need to say to ourselves, “God loves me so much – I must be more faithful; or God gave his life for me, so I need to be more disciplined in prayer; or God loves me so much – I really need to be more generous in my giving to the church (though don’t let me discourage you on that one!)  - just kidding….

God doesn’t want our response to him to be a determination to follow more rules.  He simply wants US.  He wants us to give ourselves completely to him, to ask him to full us afresh with his Spirit, and to place ourselves, ready and waiting at his disposal.  

The net result might be that a number of things will change in our lives – but they will change because God fires us up to do them.  They will be things will joyously want to do because we love him so much.  We’re told in Philippians 2:13 that “God is working in you to make you willing and able to obey him.” Do you see the difference?
One way is law – the other way is grace.
They to even obeying the greatest commandment is grace.  God will do it through us, if we will abandon ourselves to him.
Let’s pray.

