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The Jesus way - Mark 2:1-3:12
Tony Campolo tells the story in his book, “The Kingdom of God is a party” of a time he had flown into Honolulu and was unable to sleep. He went to an all-night diner and he overheard a group of prostitutes talking. One mentioned to the others that it was her birthday the following day. Another replied scornfully, “What do you want? A birthday party?” The first prostitute retreated into her defensive shell, “I’ve never had one in my whole life. Why should I expect one now?” It struck Campolo that it would be a good idea to conspire with the diner owner to throw her a surprise party the next night. A cake was baked and all was prepared. The cries of “Happy Birthday” from her friends and this stranger left her stunned. She was shocked that anyone would go to this much trouble just for her. She asked if she could take the cake home and then left with her prize. When she left, Campolo offered to pray for her, for her salvation, for her life to change and for God to be good to her. The diner owner was antagonistic, “You never told me you were a preacher. What kind of church do you belong to?” Campolo responded that he belonged to the kind of church that threw birthday parties for prostitutes at 3:30 in the morning. I love this story because it captures something of the Jesus way.
We said last week that Mark was excited by the Jesus story and he wanted us to be excited by the story he was writing. If “excitement” was the word to describe the opening chapter then “opposition” would best describe the next chapter. Mark recalls five incidents where Jesus is challenged about the Jesus way. Our response to the authority with which Jesus spoke and acted should lead us in one direction, to enthusiastically follow Jesus, yet there were others that would go in exactly the opposite. What I want to do this morning is look at some of the key themes that emerge from these five conflict stories and look at, “the Jesus way”. If we are going to be disciples of Jesus Christ how does what Mark says here impact the way we should live our lives today? There are three things I want to look at this morning, the openness of Jesus, the understanding of Jesus and the challenge of Jesus.
The openness of Jesus 
The first thing to look at was the openness of Jesus. Many of you will know the story of William Carey, founder of the Baptist Missionary Society. He was at a minister’s meeting of the Northamptonshire association in 1787 when he asked the question if the Great commission given to the disciples to go and make disciples of all nations was still binding. The infamous response of John Ryland Sr. was no: “Sit down young man. You are an enthusiast! When God pleases to convert the heathen, He will do it without consulting you and me.” In Carey’s day there was a reluctance to reach out to “these kind of people”. That was the context Jesus was ministering in. The culture of the day drew up strict boundaries, the holy and the unholy, the clean and the unclean, the righteous and the sinner. You were honoured if you were “whole” but shamed if you fell short in some way. It was argued, how could a holy God entertain those that were less than pure? The handicapped and diseased were shunned instead of helped. They believed God would only act on behalf of the righteous. Such degenerates were unholy and to be avoided at all costs. To touch such a person was to make yourself unclean. Then along comes Jesus. He was gathering around him all sorts of people as they encountered God’s grace and love. Jesus makes the Kingdom of God open to all. He breaks down every barrier. He heals the sick and eats with tax collectors and sinners. The Jesus way challenges us to be open, to examine ourselves and see if we erect barriers to people, and ask God to tear them down. We created a welcome poster in the entrance that greets every nation in their language because we want to be a church that is open to all.
At the heart of the objection of the religious people was their question of his authority to behave in such a way. As rulers it was them that defined the social norms. It was them who interpreted Scripture, they knew that only God could forgive sins. Their control was being challenged. It challenged them about who Jesus was (v.7) but as we see in the other accounts it challenges what they understood about eating with outcasts (v.16), the Mosaic Law (v.24) and fasting (v.18)  and Sabbath rituals (v. 3:4). Running through all this is a revelation of Jesus’ divinity. He heals the paralytic, something only God could do, there was no need to fast for God’s presence because God was among them, and Jesus’ revealed as the Davidic Messiah as he provides his disciples with food on the Sabbath. It could not be more blindingly obvious! Yet the religious people did not want to see or accept Jesus’ revelation. The Jesus way challenges us to be open to the obvious, the truth about the Jesus way, and not be closed as the religious people were,
Yet the interesting thing about the Jesus way is there is no coercion. Jesus clearly displays his authority. Why does he not assert it? As we go through these stories we see opposition increases until the thoughts of murder (v.3:6). We see opposition goes from the local experts (v.6) to the legal experts of the Pharisees (v.16) to the Pharisees and Herodians (v.3:16). We see that questions are thoughts to themselves (v.6), then to the disciples (v.16) and finally they challenge Jesus directly (v.18). Yet Jesus does not assert his authority. There is freedom and a complete respect of a person’s free will to choose for jesus or to reject Jesus. They may not like him but he loves them and is not hostile to them but deeply moved by their increasing hostility. The Jesus way means being genuinely open to the freedom of others to choose for themselves, for there to be no coercion but an honouring of people’s free will even if they choose less than the best.
The Jesus way shows us how genuinely open Jesus was.  It challenges us, to be open to people, to the truth and the free will that they have.
The understanding of Jesus
The second thing to look at is the understanding of Jesus. There is a terrible joke and in these politically correct days I am sure we are not allowed to tell Irish jokes. We love the Irish. But how do you confuse an Irishman? You put a spade and shovel up against the wall and tell him to take his pick! The Jesus way show a depth of understanding that challenges us to see if we are as understanding. 
Jesus operates with discernment. We read in verse 8 that Jesus perceived in his spirit what some of the local scribes were thinking. Was this a hunch? A case of good intuition? Or was this through direct revelation of the Holy Spirit? Or was it a bit of both? The text does not make clear but what it does say is that he knew what they were thinking without having to be told. He was discerning. If Jesus needed to operate with discernment then it is something that we will need to we are to do things the Jesus way. Some of us may be more intuitive than others, some may be hopelessly undiscerning, but God’s people should operate with discernment. Discernment is a spiritual gift and open to all. If Jesus operated with it we need to ask for it. It’s the Jesus way.
Jesus operates with great wisdom. The scribes knew what Jesus had said, they knew that only God can forgive sin. Jesus was potentially in a bit of a predicament. If they challenged him and the words that came out of his mouth caused them to accuse him of blasphemy it might be over for him before his time had come. Instead, Jesus does not repeat what he has said but heals the man. Only God could heal so Jesus was making the same statement in a different way. Wisdom knows what to say in a particular situation. It is the practical application of knowledge. Jesus was wise in the way he spoke and acted. Wisdom is a spiritual gift and if we lack it we are encouraged to ask for it (James 1:5). It’s the Jesus way.
The key to wisdom and discernment is a relationship with the Father. The disciples are questioned about fasting. Jesus does not want to condemn fasting. The whole point of fasting was to draw closer to God. Yet God could not be any closer than they could wish for. The trouble was they could not see their prayers had been answered. The passage warns that you can  pursue a relationship with God and completely miss it! They are insensitive to the presence of God. The Jesus way is to be sensitive to the presence of God in our lives and what God is doing around us.
The Jesus way shows us how understanding works. It works through discernment and wisdom because we are sensitive to God. It challenges us to see if we are living as Jesus lived.
The challenge of Jesus
[bookmark: _GoBack]The last thing we need to look at is the challenge of Jesus. No-one likes conflict. Conflict can come in many forms. It may be person against person as in the Hunger Games where Katniss must fight her fellow contestants in order to survive. It may be person against nature as in the Jaws story. It may be person against self as we battle with self-doubt or others mental anguish. It might be person against society as in “To kill a Mockingbird” where the main character defends a black person against the false charge of rape in a deeply prejudiced 1930’s southern America. It may be person against technology as in the Matrix films. It may be person against the supernatural as The Birds. We may read the stories, watch the films be we do not like to be personally involved. Jesus is open and a respecter of free will but he is also a deeply challenging person.
We read in 3:4 that the Pharisees would not answer Jesus’ question. You might think that is just them being a bit churlish but there is something significant going on. Jesus engages in something called a challenge-riposte debate. There were social conventions to how this went.  A claim would be made and a challenge issued, “Is it lawful…” The people challenged would form a riposte and then the public would decide who the winner was. The danger in this game was that there was a winner and a loser. The loser brought shame on the people that they represented. The Pharisees did not answer or accept the challenge because, in effect, they were saying that Jesus was not their equal. It was beneath them to reply. Jesus has done everything to convince them of his authority, he wants them to become followers, he ups the ante in this form of public challenge, how are they going to get to the right answer and understand Jesus to be who he is when they will not even admit he is their equal, much less that he is God. The Jesus way is not to be scared and back away to confidently hold our ground. It does not give us permission to be obnoxious, remember the Jesus way is discerning and wise, but it does mean we will not just simply role over when things become hostile.
The challenge is the irony associated with the final words of this challenge. The Pharisees go out and plan to kill Jesus. Jesus had not broken the Sabbath. He had not stretched out his hand to heal the man and thus done work, it was the man who had stretched out his hand. They believe that they are honouring God but they are dooming themselves by trying to kill Jesus. The irony is that Jesus saves them, or offers the possibility of salvation, by dying for them. Their very act has the exact opposite of what they desire. The Jesus way is always to return good even when great evil is shown towards us.
The last thing to note is the response. We read of people coming to Jesus. Yet Jesus wanted more than them coming. He wanted them to become followers. So he invites Levi to follow him. You don’t just come and have a look at him but you follow him. He wanted him to be dedicated and not just curious. The interesting thing to note is that there is no movement to his detractors. The crowds come but the Pharisees are just there. The only movement mentioned is when they go out. It is their final response. What does it mean to follow? The crowd pressed in to get close to Jesus for what they could get. The demons knew Jesus walked with authority and fell down and did what he commanded. The crowds reacted to what Jesus did, the demons to who Jesus was. Jesus wanted the crowds to do more than react to what he did, but know who he was and become a disciple and follow. The Jesus way is to become a genuine follower.
The challenge of Jesus is to not roll over in the face of opposition, but return good for evil, as we faithfully follow the Jesus way.
