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September 7, 2008
“Licensed to Live, Heal and Save”
Mark 3:1-6

“The Presence of the Future: Experience Life in a Greater Dimension Today!”

Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark
(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)

How do you view church: a place of boredom or joy?  Irrelevant or relevant?  Frustrating or encouraging?  Agitating or stimulating?  Debilitating or empowering?  A waste of time or necessary?  Trivial or meaningful?  A place to avoid or a place you look forward to going?  Is church a place with lots of rules that enslave you or a place with lots of truth that frees you?  Church can be any of these extremes.  Many avoid church because church is a negative to them.  Others can’t live without the church because they find love, hope and wonderful relationships there.

How do you view God?  Is your god mean, vindictive, indifferent, petty, angry, malevolent, abusive, tyrannical, oppressive, cruel, harsh, out to get you or just plain absent?  Or do you see the God who is kind, merciful, attentive, patient, benevolent, supportive, wise, helpful, wanting you to succeed and to find meaningful, healthy and purposeful lives?
When I travel on a plane, I sometimes don’t like to tell people what I do.  When talking to the person sitting next to me, they invariably ask my profession.  When they hear I am a pastor, they often tell me how church has been harmful to them and why they don’t want to go to church.  I tell them I would not want to go to that kind of church either.  Or they tell me why they don’t believe in God.  After hearing the description of the god they believe in, I tell them I don’t believe in that type of god either.  Then I try to help them understand what a real church should be like and who God really is for them.  The difference between a bad or a good church depends upon the God that church believes in.  The difference between a bad or a good church depends upon how the people of that church treat each other.  We have a choice in whether we will be a bad or a good church.
At one time, the people of Israel loved worshipping God.  They rejoiced in their privileged relationship with Him.  King David found meaning in the Law of the Lord.  In Psalm 19 we read, “7The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul.  The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple.  8The precepts of the LORD are right, giving joy to the heart.  The commands of the LORD are radiant, giving light to the eyes.  9The fear of the LORD is pure, enduring forever.  The ordinances of the LORD are sure and altogether righteous.  10They are more precious than gold, than much pure gold; they are sweeter than honey, than honey from the comb.”

By Jesus’ time, things were very different.  The people had religious leaders who could care less about what God wanted.  They desired only what they could get for themselves, using the people to serve their selfish cravings.  Under their leadership, the people floundered in despair, discouragement and defeat.  The people needed freedom from these harmful religious teachers and their empty rules and regulations.  They needed someone to bring them back to knowing the joyous, satisfying life with their personal, caring God.  Jesus came to do just that, but that also meant He would have many battles with those religious leaders.  Let’s read about one such conflict.
1Another time He (Jesus) went into the synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there.  2Some of them were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched Him closely to see if He would heal him on the Sabbath.  3Jesus said to the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.”  4Then Jesus asked them, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?”  But they remained silent.  5He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.”  He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.  6Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.

Jesus had many battles with the Pharisees over the Sabbath.  Simply stated, the Pharisees used Sabbath laws to force people to live by their interpretation of God’s Law.  The original Sabbath commandment was (Exodus 20:8-11) “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  9Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God.  On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates.  11For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day.  Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.”   God’s people appreciated that command.  They did not have to work seven days a week.  It meant they could thank God for His creation, for providing for them and working so hard for them.
In Isaiah 58:13 (NLT), we hear how the Sabbath was a day to enjoy, "Keep the Sabbath day holy.  Don’t pursue your own interests on that day, but enjoy the Sabbath and speak of it with delight as the LORD’s holy day.  Honor the Sabbath in everything you do on that day, and don’t follow your own desires or talk idly.”

Then questions began to arise over what was and what was not work they could do on the Sabbath.  Over the centuries, the religious ‘experts’ decided these questions down to the smallest detail.  They told you how many steps you could take, what you could carry, what you could pick up from the ground, what you food you could prepare and eat, and on and on the new regulations spouted from these leaders.  For instance, here is a discussion on what was allowed on a Sabbath for drinking from a water source.  “A man may catch water dropping from a spout on the roof, within ten hands from the ground; but from a projecting spout he may drink in any manner (he chooses).  He may catch it with his hands but with the mouth it is not allowed!  If he should catch the water with his mouth it is like carrying things from private into public ground.  A man may stand in private ground, raise his hand upwards of ten spans to the spout which is less than three spans from the roof and drink the water out of his hand; but he must not place a cask or his mouth underneath the spout.”  What if you had to come to me to figure out what you could drink from your refrigerator on a Sunday?  This kind of minutia making went on forever.  They became so caught up in the letter of the law that they forgot the meaning behind the Law.  The Law to not work on the Sabbath became oppressive to the people as it became a full time job to not break the Sabbath.
Jesus came to set things back to God’s original purpose.  He said this about the Sabbath, Mark 2:27 (NIV) “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  The Bible tells us to take Sabbath breaks.  We need days, weeks and longer times of rest.  We now call them weekends and vacations.  We take Sabbath breaks after working many years.  We call those Sabbaticals – a word in our language directly from this word Sabbath.  Pastor David just completed a Sabbatical, and so did I.  We both came back refreshed and ready to minister again.  God knows we need rest.  I feel sorry for those who don’t know this today.  They treat weekend days like any other day and keep working.  Or they run themselves ragged in weekend pursuits.  They don’t rest, they recreate to exhaustion.  They need a rest day from their weekend.  And they never take time to thank God.  They don’t realize that God provides, sustains, protects and is there for them.  So they keep working and never take a break.  Sabbath was made for humans, not for humans to serve the Sabbath.
When Jesus saw this man in need, He helped him on the Sabbath.  He cured his withered hand so the man could have full function of it again.  Clearly Jesus was doing good on the Sabbath and that was right before God.  And here is the deeper significance of this miracle for that man and for us – the deepest rest we can find, the ultimate break from our striving to work out our own lives and futures is to let Jesus work all that out for us.  Jesus is the Lord of the Sabbath.  Jesus is our eternal Sabbath rest.

Let me explain this another way.  The Jews then and now observe the Sabbath on Saturday.  We worship on Sunday.  Why don’t we worship on Saturday?  In the beginning, God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh = Saturday.  Then, a problem came into the world.  Humans thought they could live without God; that they could order their own lives and decide for themselves what was right; that they could work out their own future and salvation.  From that moment on, the creation that was very good broke down deeply.  Ever since, the Bible recorded human attempts to find peace with God again and rest in Him, but all human attempts fail in our brokenness.  Christianity is not a religion.  A religion is a human made sets of rules and beliefs.  By definition, human made rules and beliefs can never help us get to God because they are human made.  Jesus was, is and always will be unique - the only One sent by God the Father to us to show us who God is and what God wants from us.  That is why Jesus is the only Way to God the Father.  (John 14:7)  Only God could fix the world, so He sent His only Son through whom He had originally created the world to repair it.  Jesus went back to work to recreate God’s original creation.  He worked even on the Sabbath to restore us back to loving God.  Jesus’ work culminated on a Sabbath in the dark, empty tomb when He buried our sins and their consequences.  He rose on the new first day of the week = Sunday.  So His followers worship Christ on the first day of the new week of life, the Lord’s Day - Resurrection Day.  Jesus helps us start over with a new week in a new life.  Jesus is our Sabbath rest from sin and strife so we could live anew in Him forever.  The Pharisees never understood this because they were so trapped by their trivial teachings.  Let’s not lose sight of this greater truth.
Here is a definition of legalism to watch out for today - when people want to do things for or concerning God that He did not tell them to do.  Did you know there are still old laws on the books in many places in America today that are just ridiculous?  They are the law, but they are ridiculous.  In Wheeler, Mississippi, young girls are never allowed to walk a tightrope unless it's in a church.  In Blackwater, Kentucky, tickling a woman under her chin with a feather duster while she's in church service carries a penalty of $10.00 and one day in jail.  In Idanha, Oregon, no one can eat unshelled, roasted peanuts while attending church.  No citizen in Leecreek, Arkansas is allowed to attend church in any red-colored garment.  Swinging a yo-yo in church or anywhere in public on the Sabbath is prohibited in Studley, Virginia.  And turtle races are not permitted within 100 yards of a local church at any time in Slaughter, Louisiana.  (Robert W. Pelton in The Door)
Here is the trouble with legalism and modern day Pharisees:  They know about God but they do not follow God.  They enforce the law without following the intent of the law.  They enslave people rather than set people free.  The Bible message to us today is clear and simple.  Are we modern day Pharisees or are we followers of Jesus?  Are we keeping people from God by forcing on them our religious regulations and traditions, or are we helping people find God?  Jesus was licensed by His Father to heal and free those bound in legalism.  Now He sends us out as His followers, as His Church with a license to share this healing and freedom to those bound in legalism around us.  We are to point them in Jesus’ direction for healing and joy in life.
Are we in any way taking the life and joy out of knowing Jesus?  Let’s stop doing any of those discouraging things.  Instead let us ask, how can we encourage life in Christ?  We will do our part when we choose to be a church where Jesus is central to all we do.  We will do our part when we choose to be a church of joy, relevant truth, encouraging help, stimulating and empowering wisdom full of meaningful life.  We will strive to be a church that people want to attend because they discover here the Savior that frees them to live.  Will you help us become the Church Jesus wants us to become?
Let us pray: Amazing Lord Jesus, we can’t begin to understand why You love us so much.  You gave up the comforts of heaven to come into our dark, evil world full of suffering.  You lighten our lives by Your presence.  You confronted and defeated evil.  You suffered so we would not have to suffer.  You sacrificed for us so we could enjoy the benefits.  Thank You for our new lives in You.  Thank You for Your saving work on our behalf.  Thank You for all You did for us through the cross and the resurrection.  We praise You today as our Savior and Lord.  Amen.

