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Intersected from Outside Time and Space
Last Sunday, we explored the Pharisees’ foiled attempt to trap Jesus by asking him a question.  His answer forces them to look more deeply at themselves whereupon they quietly go away.  Matthew then reports that “The same day some Sadducees came to him, saying there is no resurrection,” and to prove it, they also ask him a question.  Jesus begins his response by saying to the Sadducees, “You are wrong, because you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God.”  He then lays out his line of thought in support of the resurrection and the crowds are astonished at his teaching.
I include this to set the context for today’s gospel.  When the Pharisees hear that Jesus has silenced the Sadducees, they gather together.  Sometimes we think it was everyone against Jesus but that was later in the week.  Right now it is the Pharisees against the Sadducees and the Sadducees against the Pharisees, and so on and so forth with a multitude of different groups.  I suspect it is a little like Washington D.C.  

They hate each other and love it when their rival gets frustrated.  They are like Democrats and Republicans in competition.  They unite later in the week when both sides of this Tweedledum Tweedledee combo unanimously condemn Jesus—but they are not there yet.  Now the Pharisees are gathering together amused over what just happened to the Sadducees.  I can just hear them yucking-it-up with how Jesus silenced those Sadducees.  The Pharisees foster their unity by standing above and over against the Sadducees.  
They are pretty sure they can do better than those Sadducees in their next encounter with Jesus.  After all, they are more disciplined, sober and serious about their religion.  They are experts on the Law.  The Sadducees, on the other hand, are the political and religious elite who collaborate with Rome and do quite well because of it.  And, as to theology, the Sadducees don’t need resurrection because they have all they want now. The idea of resurrection carries with it the prospect of profound change and they don’t want change, they want stability, with themselves precisely where they are! 

From the Pharisee’s point of view, the Sadducees have sold themselves to the devil and lost their grounding in Torah, the Law, the Word of God.  The Pharisees, unlike the Sadducees, spent their lives studying the Law and its application.  They are confident as they approach Jesus with their question on scripture.  
“When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him (Jesus) a question to test him.  Teacher, which commandment in the Law is the greatest?”  While Matthew says it is a test question, I don’t see the barb in it.  It doesn’t sound that hostile to me but maybe I am missing something.  

Jesus’ answer is straight forward and immediate.  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  It is the absolute beginning point for our Judeo-Christian faith and I am sure they find no fault with it.  
The surprise comes in Jesus’ addition of a second commandment that he says is equally important to the first.  They hadn’t asked for two!  And it is this second one that makes them uncomfortable.  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  They had been gathering themselves together around loving themselves more than their neighbor.  They assumed superiority to their neighbor and certainly felt superior to those Sadducees.
 “On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” Jesus says. Jesus condenses everything into two commandments and they feel queasy about the second because it somehow goes against the grain of their togetherness as a group.  He is criticizing the glue holding them together.  The glue is their belief that they are better than their neighbor.
This conversation with Jesus unsettles them and the text now points out, in verse 41, that they are actually still in the process of coming together.  That sense of group unanimity and cohesion built on being better that feels so reassuring has still not been achieved—so they are feeling insecure when Jesus asks them his question.  “What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose son is he?”  They are biblical scholars; they should know the answer to this.  This is the kind of question they spend their time sorting out.  

They give the technically correct answer, “The son of David.”  The follow up question contains Jesus’ challenge.  “How is it then that David by the Spirit called him Lord, saying, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet”’?  If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?”
David, by the Spirit, calls him Lord.  What do you make of the phrase, “by the Spirit?”  For me, that phrase takes it out of the realm of time and space and puts it in the arena of transcendence.  There is something going on here that is way bigger than King David, in fact, bigger than us all.  It is like a trance where the person in it is in touch with something that is eternal and timeless. “By the Spirit” suggests a message coming in from the beyond.  And I think that is how Jesus meant it to be taken.
I think Jesus is subtly pointing to a vast eternal plan (to quote Fiddler on the Roof) coming from outside the jurisdiction of the Pharisees, the Sadducees or any other human group.  This plan has something to do with the Messiah, David’s son but also much more than that.  It has to do with God’s Son, who has entered human history, who existed before David, and now stands before them with his question.  Even David, by the Spirit, pointed to his son, the Messiah, as his Lord.  
The Pharisees now find themselves as silent as the Sadducees before them.  Our text says, “No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.”

This vast eternal plan is what Paul refers to as “the gospel” in our morning’s epistle.  In this earliest of New Testament writings, Paul says “we had courage in our God to declare to you the gospel of God in spite of great opposition.”  
For Paul, the gospel centers on the death and resurrection of Jesus.  He believes the crucifixion gives humanity a picture of itself and humanity does not want to see that picture.  The resurrection points to what God has done to get us beyond our stuckness in death in all its forms but we won’t appreciate it until we recognize our need for an exit and that nothing else works.
All Paul can do is tell his beloved people that he has no hidden motives.  He just wants them to continue to find and embrace this Good News that he has found and that is changing his life.  He is not lying, he is not tricking them into something, and he believes he has been approved by God with the message of the gospel—this message that comes from outside time and space.  He writes, “As you know and as God is our witness, we never came with words of flattery or with a pretext for greed; nor did we seek praise from mortals, (other people) whether from you or from others, though we might have made demands as apostles of Christ.”  We could have pulled rank and used our authority but we didn’t.  We didn’t want to manipulate you in any way but we do want you to find it more and more and grow into it more and more.
Instead of coercion and manipulation, we chose another path, a path we think consistent with our Lord.  “We were gentle among you, like a nurse tenderly caring for her own children.”  We were gentle among you, (“gentle” is a word we don’t hear much these days.  It is a word that is growing in value in my vocabulary.  I am appreciating it more and more as I mature in my faith.)  
Paul, this one time warrior, now describes himself as “gentle.” That is how much he as changed.  He is gentle like a nurse and not just any nurse but a nurse caring for her own children.  What a beautiful metaphor.  And the nurse is feminine, for the pronoun is “she.”  Saul become Paul, Saul who approved of Stephen’s stoning and watched it, now refers to himself as a nurse nursing her own children—that’s how much he cares for the people at Thessalonica.   In fact, “So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us.”  
We have been intersected from outside time and space by the gospel of Jesus our Lord.  Let us continue to explore it together in gentleness.  Amen.
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