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Sermon notes
Mark 10:17-31

The Rich Young Man

As we enter into today’s reading we need to put it in context of where is comes in relation to the rest of the surrounding text.  This discourse between Jesus and the “Rich Young Man” comes in an itinerary which sees Jesus journeying from Bethsaida to Caesarea Philippi where he predicts his impending death,  the transfiguration on the mountain and then onto Capernaum.  All the way Jesus was teaching and giving clues to his real identity.

Chapter 10 begins: “Jesus then left that place and went into the region of Judea across the Jordan”.
Here the people and the Pharisees quizzed him about Divorce and He had to remind the disciples not to prevent the lowliest in society i.e. the children from coming to see him.  This has significance when thinking about the conversation which follows.

Just as he sets out on his way he is confronted by a young man running up to him, falling on his knees in front of him and asking

What should he do to inherit eternal life?

A striking encounter for anyone!

A bit of explanation here:  Some translations use the wording “The Age to Come” rather than eternal life.  Many 1st Century Jews believed something would happen to usher in a new age, an age bringing justice, peace and freedom for Israel.  When you consider the Jewish history, it is not surprising that everyone hoped for a better age to come.  In our days of recession we can sometimes catch ourselves either longing for the “Good old days” of the past or hoping for a better future.
As Jesus carried out his ministry it is good to be reminded that his followers were looking for an event that would bring in a time of prosperity, when prophecies would be fulfilled, the dead raised to life and the world as they knew it would be refreshed.  So the way people identified this was to talk in terms of the Present Age and The Age to Come.

No wonder when this young man fell at Jesus’ feet he would have immediately taken him seriously.  Had he not been trying to teach everyone about his Messiah ship and the fact that he would be put to death to usher in a new age?  Here was a young man almost asking just the right questions.  At last someone was listening!

The story of the Rich young Ruler is universally seen as very important.  Matthew, Mark and Luke all report it in some way at varying points of Jesus’ ministry. The Young man wanted to know how he could be part of this new age to come. Why?  Matthew tells us he was young; Luke that he was a Ruler; hence the story has become known as “The Rich Young Ruler”.

It would be easy to read into the story that the young man was asking how he could be sure of going to heaven when he died.  What in fact he was asking about was when God made the whole world new, how could he be part of that blessing?

Naturally the religious leaders of the day would be keen to catch Jesus’ answer to the man’s question.  How could they catch him out?  They were always asking questions like:
“Should we pay taxes to Caesar?”

“Why do your disciples pluck grain on the Sabbath?” etc.

Jesus knew the man’s question was sincere and needed an honest answer.

“You know the commandments, Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honour your father and mother”.

Interestingly, all these commandments relate to how we interact with other people. None of them refer directly to our relationship with God.  Jesus speaks to the heart of how we relate to God.

The Young Man has kept all the commandments and knows them well

Verse 20 “Teacher all these I have kept since I was a boy”

You can almost sense the nods of approval from the Pharisees and bystanders as they hang on the words!

If the young man has kept the Law and still has a sense of incompleteness then Jesus realises the man’s point of need.

Verse 21:  “Jesus looked at him and loved him”.

How profound a statement is that?  How would you feel if you knew Jesus was looking at you and loving you?

He knows the heart of the problem.

Verse 21 again:” One thing you lack go, sell everything you have and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven.  Then come, follow me.”
Jesus spoke right to the heart.  He knows that the young man can obey rules.  He knows that he prides himself on being a good ruler, but also that he places his security in his wealth and riches not in God.

Jesus suggests that man gives all he has to those who are unable to reciprocate – the poor!
We all know that money in itself is not a bad thing.  It is the love of money that compromises us.

Luke 16 says: “No servant can serve two masters.  Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve both God and money.”

Not only does Jesus suggest the young man give away his money, but also his possessions, his status and influence, his power,  his leadership in the community and probably his standing in his family.

These words not only upset the rich young man, but they make us feel uncomfortable too! Why should they?
How would you feel if you were asked to do the same?

Jesus is pointing the way to the Kingdom and shows us that it isn’t about following rules and regulations.  He is saying observing the Law will make you an upright, decent citizen of Israel, but if you want to be my disciple you lack something.

This is what makes us feel uncomfortable.  For centuries the church has survived on the work of many of its members who are upright, decent citizens, but who have never gone on to become disciples of Jesus.  Church goers rather than disciples. How do you feel about this observation?
Jesus knew the man’s heart and he knew that if he asked him to carry out any request connected to the Law he would obey it without question – but when it came to what the man held most dear – his wealth – this would prove a stumbling block, he would not fully surrender everything to God.

Luke 14 says: “Anyone who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple.”

Luke 9 says: “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.”
Jesus knew that the young man placed other things higher than knowing God.  The story exposes a raw nerve in us because not only was the man asked to dispose of all he held dear, but that this was a pre-requisite to following Jesus as a disciple!

Jesus looked at the man and loved him and wanted him to travel along with him as a disciple; but verse 22 tells us:

“At this the man’s face fell.  He went away sad because he had great wealth.  Jesus looked around and said to his disciples:

How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!”

The crux of the story for us is are we being asked to sell up everything and become an itinerate missionary?  Maybe!  This is between you and God.  What we do know is that the story reminds us that anything that gets in the way of us following Jesus is what we need to deal with.  Is there anything in our life which is hindering our walk with God? In other words what is your ‘wealth’ that you struggle to give up?  How can I do better?  How can we grow stronger as a church? 
Could the man have followed Jesus without divesting himself of what he held dear?

Can anyone?

I finish with a story!

There is a legend told about a fairy that came to a man and told him she would give him anything he asked, and he asked for a newspaper, a copy for that very day a year from then in advance.  Right away, like that, the fairy gave it to him!

Quickly he turned to the financial page and ran his fingers nervously down the list of stocks and shares, and leaping from the chair he shouted: “Hooray! I’m worth 15 million!”  Then the page dropped, and he saw the obituary column, and he gasped, “I died two days ago!”  

You know the moral of the story I don’t need to explain!

Let’s pray!

Father God, I like to think I am doing all I can to be a follower of Jesus, but I know that there are things in my life that prevent me from allowing you to help me be a disciple.  Please help me to put you first in my life and give everything to you.  Please show me the things that hinder me and help me to put them right. Amen
