Mark 12:28-37 Then one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning
together, perceiving that He had answered them well, asked Him, "Which is the
first commandment of all?" ?° Jesus answered him, "The first of all the
commandments is: 'Hear, O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is one. *° '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.' This is the first commandment. *' "And the
second, like i#, is this: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other
commandment greater than these." ** So the scribe said to Him, "Well said,
Teacher. You have spoken the truth, for there is one God, and there is no other but
He. ** "And to love Him with all the heart, with all the understanding, with all the
soul, and with all the strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself, is more than
all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices." ** Now when Jesus saw that he
answered wisely, He said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." But
after that no one dared question Him.

The Gospel creates Love!

- Close only counts in horseshoes!

- The Gospel saves!

In baseball, you have bases, four of them to be precise. The
goal is to touch each base, and if you touch all four in order, you
score a “run”. This is why, if you hadn’t thought about it, it is called
“base”ball. The idea is to get safely around the bases, but while you
are out there, you are only safe with your foot on the base. If you
are not touching the base and they tag you, you are out. It doesn’t
matter how close you are. If you are fifty feet or only one inch
away, you’re still out. Close doesn’t count unless you are playing
horseshoes. Close doesn’t count in baseball or in getting into the
kingdom of God.

Jesus says of the man in our text that he was not far from the

Kingdom of Heaven. This man had come as far as a man can come
on his own. He had come right up to the doors of Heaven, and yet
close only counts in horseshoes. He wasn’t in the kingdom of God
so he was outside of it. He wasn’t in Zion, so he wouldn’t be saved.
He may have been not far away but he might have well been worlds
apart. What was he missing that kept him outside? Let’s look.

This man was an expert in the law. He comes to Jesus with
a question - what is the greatest commandment of all? This might
seem like an odd question to us, but to the pharisees and Sadducees
and rabbis, it was of the outmost importance. These Jewish leaders
had come up with 613 commandments all taken from God’s Word.
Undoubtedly at times, these laws would overlap and conflict. For
example, what should you do if your neighbor fell in a hole on the
Sabbath? Should you work to get him out and ignore the Sabbath
law, or should you keep the Sabbath law, leave the man in the hole,
and ignore the laws about loving your neighbor. It was about such
things that the rabbis and scribes were constantly bickering. They
argued about which laws took precedence over others. Some

thought that laws about the Sabbath took precedence over all others.
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Some thought that laws about sacrifice took precedence over all
others. This expert was looking for Jesus’ opinion.

Jesus, quoting from Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 7, tells
this man that all God’s commandments are summed up and
embraced by two. The first is there is only one God, and we are to
love this God with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our
might. The second flows from the first. We are to love our
neighbor, who was created in God’s image, as we love ourselves.
This scribe is moved with the wisdom and truth of Jesus’ answer
and declares that keeping these two commandments is more
important than any amount of sacrifices.

How wise this man is. He had figured out what only a few
have figured out on their own. He had figured out that God, in the
end, didn’t care about sacrifices or works. God cared about the
heart. A person could offer a hundred bulls to God or a million
dollars and God wouldn’t care at all if the heart wasn’t in the right
place. A person could feed a million homeless people and God
would hold it against them if their heart wasn’t in the right place.

Someone could do these things because they felt obliged to, not

because they wanted to. They could give an offering to the Lord to
show off their wealth, not in thankfulness to the Lord. They could
give an offering to the Lord because it was what they did every
week, not out of love. They could spend their whole life helping
others because it made them feel good and brought them the
admiration of men, instead of helping others in love for the Lord.

This man had figured it out. God doesn’t want empty
offerings from you. The whole world is His. He doesn’t want empty
works from you. They are filthy rags. He doesn’t want empty
prayers or empty hymns from you, given distractedly or with half a
heart. God wants us to love Him. What God wants is for us to love
Him above all things and in our love for Him, to love others as
ourselves.

The law had led this scribe that far, further than most people
ever get. The Law led him to the point where Jesus Himself said
that he was near the kingdom of God, and yet close only counts in
horseshoes. He might as well have been trying to build a tower to
the moon. He might have well been drowning in a frozen pond. The

air is only a few feet away, but between him and that air is ice that
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he is never going to get through. He was going to drown. He was
going to be damned a few feet away from life and freedom. The
Law can bring you to the gates of Zion but it can’t bring you in.
That is a scary picture. Yes, being trapped under the ice is scary, but
even more so, being trapped outside heaven, close but still damned
to death and hell. His wisdom and studying of the law might have
shown him what he needed to do, but it didn’t give him the power to

do it. If God commanded you to love a tree with all your heart and

all your mind and all your soul, could you do it? No, you couldn’t.

Love isn’t something you can make yourself do. What the law

commands is love, but the law doesn’t give us the power to do it.

So what about you? Are you safe? Do you love the Lord? If
you love the Lord, you are safe in Zion’s walls, you won’t be
punished for your sin, you won’t be cast away from God to spend
eternity rotting with Satan, knowing you made the greatest mistake
of your life and you will pay for it for eternity. So are you safe? Do
you love the Lord? Do you love God like the woman in Luke 7?
Luke 7:37-38 And behold, a woman in the city who was a sinner,

when she knew that Jesus sat at the table in the Pharisee's house,

brought an alabaster flask of fragrant oil, and stood at His feet
behind Him weeping; and she began to wash His feet with her tears,
and wiped them with the hair of her head,; and she kissed His feet
and anointed them with the fragrant oil.

Perhaps you are beginning to worry. Perhaps you are
doubting whether you really love the Lord, wondering if you are
safe in Zion. Have you been bringing God empty hymns and empty
prayers, empty deeds, and empty offerings? Perhaps you are telling
yourself then that you are going to try harder. You are going to try
harder to love the Lord with all your soul, with all your heart, with
all your might, and to love your neighbor as yourself. If that is what
you are telling yourself, stop. This is the way of frustration and
despair. You are setting yourself up for failure and to despair of
being saved. You can’t make yourself do what the Law commands.
You can’t make yourself love God or love your enemy. And most
important of all you can’t love perfectly as the law demands.

It is hearing about and believing in Jesus that creates love

for God and from that, love for our neighbors. The Love of God was

at first put in your hearts by the Holy Spirit working in the Gospel,
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and it is this same way that the love of God and our neighbor
increases. Faith comes by hearing, hearing the word of God

(Romans 10).

We read earlier in Psalm 119 “I will praise You with

uprightness of heart, When I learn Your righteous judgments. A

upright heart is one in which there is no deceit. The Psalmist is
saying that he will only offer true praises when he learns God’s
righteous judgments. The righteous judgments of God brought the
punishments for your sin down upon Christ. The righteous
judgments of God declare that you are not guilty. The righteous
judgments of God, that by the blood of Christ, you are worthy to
enter eternal life. These righteous judgments fill us with faith and
hope and love so that we might offer true praise of God that comes
from our hearts.

This goes for everything in our lives as Christians. We will
offer prayers and offerings and works and songs with an upright
heart, which means works and praises and prayers and offerings that

aren’t empty, but ones that please God, when we learn God’s

righteous judgments. Faith and love come from hearing the Word of
God. You can’t make yourself love God, that’s ridiculous. Although
we may find ourselves constantly trying it anyway. The Gospel
brings you love for God by telling of His love for you. Turn to the
Gospel. Turn there to find and receive what this scribe was missing.
Faith and love in your Savior- Jesus son of David, son of God. 1
John 4:9-10 "In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that
God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might
live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He

loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.’

Amen
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