The Nineteenth Pentecost

October 11, 2009

Text:  Mark 10:17-31

Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Thank goodness for our Gospel today.  Very neatly and simply, it solves all of our budget problems at Lord of the Hills Church!  Jesus tells the rich man:  go, sell what you own, and give the money away!

There, of course, is the solution!  If all of our 230 families would sell….just their homes, let’s say….and let’s even take a lowball estimate of the average equity we might have in our homes – let’s say, $25,000.  So if we all sold our homes and gave the equity proceeds to the church, we’d end up with….$5,750,000!  Problem more than solved!

Except, of course, we’d have a new problem:  230 homeless families.  So each of us would be looking for some other person to take Jesus’ command seriously, sell their home and give us poor the money….which would create more poor people, who would need other rich people willing to become poor….and it all becomes a vicious circle.

So by our wonderful human logic we are able to conclude how terribly impractical Jesus’ command is here in our Gospel, and we have thereby taken ourselves off the hook.  Aren’t we smart!

Well, maybe not so smart.  Because that is exactly what the rich man tries to do in our Gospel story:  he tries to take himself off the hook.  And Jesus’ intention here, you will see, is to put him on the hook…..Jesus’ intention is to hook him, to get him to belong to Jesus.  Our Gospel story today is all about obedience.

In fact, would you like the conclusion ahead of time?  The theme for the whole sermon?  Only those who believe are obedient, and…only those who are obedient believe.

We’ve heard that theme before, haven’t we?  It’s lifted straight out of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s great book, The Cost of Discipleship.  Bonhoeffer, of course, being the German Lutheran pastor who lived the obedient life of discipleship, in his opposition to Adolf Hitler – lived and died the obedient life of discipleship.

A man runs up to Jesus, falls on his knees to the dusty ground, and says, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  He wants to hear the opinion of a good human teacher.  

Jesus immediately sees through his question, sees it to be a question centered in the human self, a man looking for the personal opinion of some human master because the revealed will and command of God is not enough.  The man is looking for a way out, not a way in.

“Why do you call me good?” Jesus asks.  “No one is good but God alone.”  Rich man, you may think you are talking to just some human teacher, but actually you are talking to God Himself!  Are you prepared to hear Jesus’ answer as an answer from God?  It won’t be just some human teaching that you can then decide whether or not to accept.  But instead you will be hearing from the Divine Teacher, and you will be hearing a word that closes off all other questions.  Once Jesus gives his answer, the only option left to you will be obedience or disobedience.

Jesus points the man to the Ten Commandments, specifically the second part of the Ten Commandments, that is, all the ones that give directions on how to relate to the neighbor:  don’t murder, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, don’t defraud, honor your father and mother.

Why just the second group of commandments?  Why just the ones having to do with the neighbor?  Because what Jesus really wants here is for this man to belong to him!  He’s not looking for just some external obedience to the commandments, not just a doing what they say – well, I cheated no one today so everything must be hunky-dory – but he’s asking for a relationship to the neighbor.  

And do you know why?  Because when we relate to our neighbor in love, we are relating to Jesus Christ himself!  When we belong to our neighbor in love, we belong to Jesus Christ himself!

The man responds, “Teacher, I have kept all these commandments since I was young.”  And you and I, good Lutherans that we are, want to say, “What planet is this guy from?.....hypocritically or foolishly making himself out to be a saint when in fact we all know he is a sinner just like all the rest of us.”  

The fact of the matter is, this rich man has allowed the commandments of God to guide his actions, but not himself.  But God wants him – all of him! – and not just his external observation of the commandments.  When the commandments send him to his neighbor, they are really aiming to send him to God.  Like I said earlier:  when we relate to our neighbor in love, we are relating to Jesus Christ himself; when we belong to our neighbor in love, we belong to Jesus Christ himself.

Then comes the most astonishing verse of all….verse 21:  Jesus, looking at him, loved him.  Jesus now is doing the very thing to the rich man that the rich man is not able to do to him:  that is, love him!  Jesus loves this man; he counts him as one of his own; he does not want to be without him; he wills to be there just for him.  For whom else is Jesus there but for the disobedient?  Whom else has God loved from eternity…but the lost ones?

So when Jesus goes on to tell him the one thing that he lacks, he loves this man!  What the man lacks is that he does not love his neighbor, he does not belong to Jesus.  It is only at this particular point in the story that we learn that the man is rich….he had many possessions.

When Jesus commands the rich man to sell everything and give it away, what he is really demanding is that this man should break away from all the other lords of his life and be obedient to God alone.  And that he cannot do.  He does not possess his possessions….they possess him!  What he has really has him – in the very way in which God would have him, and alone should have him!  This man is looking for ways to be let off the hook, while Jesus is looking only for a way to hook him to himself forever!

The other command which Jesus issues to this rich man is to “come, follow me.”  Do you see how this command is not just command but is at the same time love and grace?  It is a command which is also an offer!  When Jesus summons the man to follow Him, He offers him nothing less than Himself!

We don’t know what happened to this man later.  What we know for sure is that Jesus loved this man.  Nor did the love of Jesus for this man end when he went away sad and grieving, still clinging to his possessions.  Jesus’ love and grace went with him, and who knows?  Maybe he did not resist and disobey forever.

But Jesus does say, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.  Which prompts the disciples to ask the question all of us are thinking:  Who then can be saved?  And then the wonderful answer that is all gospel, all good news:  For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.

Do you remember C.S. Lewis’ comment on this?

All things are possible.  It is even possible to get a large camel through the small eye of a needle.  That’s possible.  But it will be extremely hard on the camel.

Which leads us into the hard part of this sermon.  What about our situation?  How is Jesus calling us today?  Well, let’s admit first of all, shall we, that we are the rich man?  How is Jesus calling you and me today?

Well, we could certainly point out that Jesus called others in the New Testament without calling them to leave everything behind.  For example, there was the paralytic; he received forgiveness and healing.  There was Lazarus; he was raised from the dead.  Jesus did not call either of them to leave their work and follow him, but instead he left them at home with their families and their jobs.

But do you see what we are doing, people, when we move in that direction?  We’re doing what the rich man did.  He tried to get himself off the hook, when what Jesus wanted all the time was to hook him completely and forever to himself.  And that’s exactly what Jesus wants of us, too:  for us to belong to him, for all of us to belong to him, to be hooked to him forever and ever.

Remember the theme we borrowed from Dietrich Bonhoeffer?  Only those who believe are obedient, and only those who are obedient believe.  You can’t have the first proposition without the second; you can’t have the second without the first.

Only those who believe are obedient.  Yes, of course, that is true; we Lutherans especially know that that is the good news of our justification by faith.  But:  if we divorce obedience from faith, then we get the practical question:  when must obedience begin?  That was the dilemma of the rich man….he wasn’t willing to begin the obedience.

Only those who are obedient believe.  We have to admit that this second proposition, too, is true.  Without this preliminary step of obedience, our faith will only be pious humbug and lead us to a cheap grace, not the grace which is costly, the grace which cost our Lord Jesus his life.  Faith is only real when there is obedience, never without it; faith only becomes faith in the act of obedience.

The two propositions must be taken together:  Only those who believe are obedient, and only those who are obedient believe.

The hymn we are about to sing, Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing, joins the two together in the correct way.  Listen to verse three:

Oh, to grace how great a debtor

Daily I’m constrained to be;

Let that grace now like a fetter –like handcuffs!
Bind my wand’ring heart to thee.

Jesus, looking upon you in love, calls you to follow him.  He doesn’t want just a part of you, he wants all of you.  And don’t try to get yourself off the hook because his intention is to hook you to himself forever.

