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December 2, 2007 – Grace Covenant Baptist Church
.  This morning we look together at the last of Jesus’ public teachings before His death.  This is not the last time He will address those who sought to have Him put to death.  It is, however, the last time they would hear directly from Him what their souls so desperately needed for their salvation.  


We have seen in this chapter how Jesus dealt with what we might call the cultural worldview that existed in His time in answering the political, theological, and ethical questions put forth by various groups.  Each of their questions was a potential trap laid by these who hoped to catch Jesus in a distortion or contradiction of the truth.  The Pharisees and Herodians set a political trap with the question concerning the tax to Caesar (12:13-17); the Sadducees followed with a theological question concerning the resurrection (12:18-27); and the scribe approached Jesus with an ethical question concerning the greatest commandment (12:28-34).  In each of those cases, Jesus patiently let them ask their questions, again, questions that were to test Him, and gave a response that sprung their trap.  “After that,” Mark wrote,  “no one would venture to ask Him any more questions” (12:34).  They were through with Jesus; but Jesus was not yet through with them.

In our text this morning, Jesus closes His public teaching on the offensive using the same technique that they had used in coming to Him (not that His prior approach was in any way defensive).  He asked them a question, “How is it that the scribes say that the Christ is the son of David?” (v. 35).  He then answered the question, first biblically and then logically, leaving the pompous scribes no wiggle room whatsoever.  In addressing the scribes using this keen rhetorical device, Jesus showed that in things pertaining to the essentials of the faith, concerning the non-negotiable doctrines of Scripture, anything less than the teaching of the whole counsel of God by those in spiritual leadership could lead to spiritual disaster.  Those given the responsibility to rightly handle the Word of truth are held to a higher standard.  And they are responsible for how they lead those whom God has entrusted to them.
I.   The Limited Perception of the Scribes  (12:35-37)


 It should come as no surprise to us who have the total of God’s revelation of Himself that Jesus’ last words to these men would concern the doctrine of Christ, words about Himself.  Jesus had addressed their political, theological, and ethical questions.  Now He leaves them with the truth that they refused to understand.  Because of their hard hearts, the scribes, the transcribers and interpreters of the Word, had a limited understanding of the Messiah.  They only taught part of the truth concerning the person and nature of Christ.  So Jesus, in His last words to them, sets forth one last time the essential truth concerning His nature.  It is essential because any variance from the Scriptures clear acclamation of the Son has eternal consequences.


1.  Jesus as the Son of David (v. 35)


Jesus’ question was to get the scribes to focus on the very Scriptures they claimed to know so well.  And in this regard, they were correct in their view of the Son.  There are numerous places in the Old Testament that speak directly to the person and work of the Messiah that the scribes would have known from an early age.  For instance, in the story of David’s desire to build a house for God to dwell we have the following response from God through the prophet Nathan in 2 Samuel 7:
2 Samuel 7:11-13, 16 – 11 The Lord also declares to you that the Lord will make a house for you.  12 When your days are complete and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your descendant after you, who will come forth from you, and I will establish his kingdom. 13 He shall build a house for My name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. . . 16 Your house and your kingdom shall endure before Me forever; your throne shall be established forever.


Nathan, speaking for God the Words of God, attested that there would be a descendant of David through whom the kingdom would forever be established.  The Psalmist also spoke of this Son:

Psalm 2:7-8 – 7 I will surely tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to Me, “You are My Son, today I have begotten You.  8 Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, and the very ends of the earth as Your possession.”
Psalm 89:3-4 – 3 I have made a covenant with My chosen; I have sworn to David My servant, 4 I will establish your seed forever and build up your throne to all generations.

The prophet Isaiah also proclaimed this wonderful promise:

Isaiah 9:6-7 – 6 For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. 7 There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness from then on and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will accomplish this.

And hear the prophet Jeremiah:

Jeremiah 23:5-6 – 5 “Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord, “When I will raise up for David a righteous Branch; and He will reign as king and act wisely and do justice and righteousness in the land.  6 In His days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell securely; and this is His name by which He will be called, ‘The Lord our righteousness.’”


From these verses and others in the Old Testament, the scribes knew that the Messiah must be a descendant, a son, of David.  The scribes would say, “Of course, Jesus, this is how we say that Christ, the Anointed One, the Messiah, is the Son of David.  Our Scriptures plainly tell us this is true.”   Therefore, the scribes had no problem agreeing with Jesus on this point.  But Jesus then throws them a curve.


2.  Jesus as the Son of God (vv. 36-37)


“David himself said in the Holy Spirit, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at My right hand, until I put Your enemies beneath Your feet.”’”  Jesus takes them again to the Scriptures and quotes from one of the most quoted Psalms in the New Testament (Psalm 110:1).  The scribes correctly understood this to be a Messianic prophecy.  But it was not the prophecy itself that gains our attention as much as Jesus words, “David himself said in the Holy Spirit.”  Jesus believed in the inspiration of Scripture and here attests the authority by which David spoke these words.  The prophecy in Psalm 110:1 is an inspired text.  Therefore, the scribes needed to heed what David spoke on that occasion.  Jesus was saying, “Yes, scribes, you are correct.  This is a prophecy concerning the Messiah, the Lord, and you would do well to remember all that David spoke on that occasion.  You do well to understand the prophetic meaning concerning the kingdom, the Messiah, and His triumph over His enemies.  But what, scribes, did David himself proclaim in these words?  Have you rightly interpreted it in its fullness?”


Having set forth the Scripture, Jesus then throws the curve, interjecting the logic that flows from a correct understanding of the prophecy, “David himself calls Him ‘Lord’; so in what sense is He his son?”  Jesus is not denying that He was in fact the son of David.  However, the little phrase, “in what sense is He a son?” shed more light on the subject, light that the scribes had failed to see.  The “sense” that Jesus refers to is a logical assessment.  How can the Messiah be both David’s son and his Lord if He is merely human?  David’s son could only be his Lord if He existed before him and after Him.  Kent Hughes notes:

There was no mental slight of hand here. It was a good question! Given their Davidic understanding of Messiah, and their admission that this is a Messianic prophecy, they could think of no answer. Jesus was using the Scriptures, which they were supposedly such experts in, to explode their limited idea of the Messiah! It would take a divine/human being to fulfill the Scriptural requirements for Messiah.


That was what the scribes, and all their religious friends, had failed to understand.  They had no problem limiting the work of Messiah to this world, as a human King sent forth by the Father to overthrow their political and religious enemies on this earth.  But to hail Him as deity, as God Himself, was more than their callous hearts could admit and it would remain veiled to them as long as they stubbornly resisted the person and ministry of Christ.


Mark is careful to note the reaction of the crowd to Jesus’ question to the scribes, “the large crowd enjoyed listening to Him” (v. 37).  The crowd probably understood no more than the scribes did at that moment, but they apparently enjoyed watching the scribes squirm.  Jesus had once again left the religious leaders speechless.  Jesus had them, and there was nothing they could do according to the truth.  So they reacted in the only way a wicked heart could: they denied Him, they denied His teaching, and they denied His work – to the point of having Him crucified mercilessly on the Cross of Calvary for His claim to be the Son of God.


Jesus asked them, “In what sense is He a son?”  The answer to that question is the very heart of the message of the Christmas season.  The answer proclaims the incarnation of the Christ child, the son of David and the Son of God.  Jesus did not answer the question for the scribes, but He knew the answer!  Sinclair Ferguson shares this truth and with it the message of Christmas, “David’s Lord was the eternal Son of God; David’s Lord became his ‘son’ when he was conceived in the womb of Mary and was born in Bethlehem, the city of David.”
  That is the message of the Messiah that the scribes needed to know.  It is the Messiah that lost people everywhere today need to know.  It is the same message yesterday, today, and forever.  Jesus Christ is the Messiah, man of very man and God of very God!  Do you understand that message today?  Or is you perception of Christ limited like those of the scribes?  If you only understand Christ partially, then notice the following words from Jesus in our text.

II.  The Damning Example of the Scribes (12:38-40)


I want to reiterate that this narrative ends Jesus’ public ministry to the Jews.  They have rejected Him.  What would Jesus leave them with?  If He were to receive counsel from many Christians today, they might encourage Him to stress His love for them.  They might discourage Him from appearing “judgmental,” reminding Him how it is wrong to judge others.  But counsel such as this reveals the spiritual damage that can occur when one does not teach the whole counsel of God.  Such an approach would be to distort the gospel and the nature and character of God and Christ.  These men had plainly rejected Christ as the Messiah.  They needed to know the result of their rejection.  So Jesus leaves them with two final things.


1.  The indictment (vv. 38-40a) 


Luke has almost the same passage that Mark recounts (Lk. 20:45-47) and Matthew gives a portion of this with many things in addition (Mt. 22:5-7; Mt. 23).   All three reveal the hypocrisy of the religious leaders in their actions and lifestyles.  Mark relates three specific charges against the scribes that highlight their hypocrisy.  Sinclair Ferguson notes that these things in varying degrees will be true of all false teachers.


First, they were ambitious men.  They looked for the honor of men rather than the honor that only God can give.  They were attracted by power, walking around in “long robes” (v. 38).  They sought the adulation of men, seeking “respectful greetings in the marketplaces” (v. 38).  These men sought public notice, desiring to hear others speak of and submit to their place of authority.    They were intoxicated by power, not recognizing that absolute power (which they did not have, but assumed) corrupts absolutely.  Instead of helping those entrusted to them to know, trust, and serve God and Christ, they used their position to further their own self-centered ambitions and their own reputations.  This was their problem with Jesus.  Others were following Him and from the very beginning they had sought to have Him removed.  They were sinfully ambitious men.


Second, they were proud men.  They loved to have the best seats at the table, the “chief seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets” (v. 39).  They wanted to sit at the head of the table.  They wanted a seat on the stage.  They wanted to sit at the right hand of those who held the greatest authority.  “For appearance’s sake,” they offered “long prayers” to be noticed (v. 40).  All this was in stark contrast to what one of their own scribes had just heard from Jesus, how man is to have a love for God and men that is marked by obedience to the law they professed to know and teach, and presumably keep.  Instead, their actions showed they had put love for self at the top of their to-do list each day, however much in their spiritual pompousness they tried to disguise their motives with their long prayers.


Third, they were greedy men.  Mark said they “devour widows houses.”  They made widows, whether they be rich or poor, their prey.  Having no husband to make decisions for them, these men were more than willing to fulfill that role.  Masquerading as servants of God, these men misled the widows and robbed from them to fill their own coffers.  We will see next week how spiritually shortsighted these men were when we see Jesus’ blessing the offering of one of these poor widows and rebuking those of the rich.  The widow had a chosen place in the body, and the actions of these men towards them Jesus saw as despicable.  


2.  The penalty (v. 40b) 


Jesus assailed the ambition, pride, and greed of these men and others like them who persisted in their phoniness, “These will receive greater condemnation.”  This is a terrifying pronouncement with no exceptions!  Those who teach are held to a higher standard because the spiritual condition of others is entrusted to them.  James emphasized the higher standard by which those who are in positions of spiritual authority will be judged, “Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment” (James 3:1).  


As a parent this weekend I experienced in a very small way the importance of entrusting a loved one to another.  We took a college visit to the University of Mobile with our daughter Bailey on Friday and made a deposit for her to attend school there.  Bailey was convinced that this was the place for her to spend the next four years of her life.  Of course, the final decision was not hers.  But Lori and I too were convinced of the direction of the university.  More than that, we sensed a real sincerity in their talk.  We were impressed that Bailey’s livelihood was more important to them than making a name for the University of Mobile.  In a conversation with the president, I told him that they were now responsible, not just for her education, but her soul as well.  The reason we chose the University of Mobile is because as parents we believe that they offer the best opportunity for Bailey to grow, not just in her intellect, but in her faith as well.  


This in a small way reflects the importance of those in spiritual authority.  God has entrusted His children to those He has called to be leaders.  Those who preach and teach are held to a higher standard because the spiritual well-being of His children is in their hands.  I will admit that I feel the enormity of this task quite often.  But what kind of pastor would I be if I did not?  That was the problem with the scribes.  They were living for the things of this earth with no concern for their spiritual calling or eternity in mind.  Jesus said, “These will receive greater condemnation.”  (See also Mt. 5:20 “For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.”)

C. S. Lewis pointed out many years ago, Jesus Christ is either a liar, a lunatic, or He is the Lord.  If He is a liar, then disregard Him and His supposedly good news in the gospel.  If He is a lunatic, then laugh at the Cross as the good riddance of a deranged man.  But if He is Lord as all of Scripture claims, son of David and Son of God, the only Messiah, then you have no other course in life but to follow Him.  Whose son is Jesus Christ?  How you answer this question ultimately means everything in life and eternity.
Conclusion

1.  Beware of those who teach only part of the truth at the expense of the whole truth.


2.  Beware of those who draw attention to themselves and not to Christ.

� R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, vol. 2, 123.


� Sinclair Ferguson, Let’s Study Mark, 204.


� Ferguson, 205.





