
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 23, Year B  

The Text: Mark 10:27-31

“Who wants to be a millionaire?” Obviously a lot of people, judging by how many people watch that television program and how many apply to be contestants. A wrong answer can leave a participant rather sad. But how many happy millionaires do you know? How many have you seen bubbling over with exuberant joy and constant gratitude? For all their wealth, they often seem insecure. Perhaps they have reason to feel so. Fortunes can be lost so easily.

The story in today’s Gospel reading leaves many of those who read it uncomfortable. For some readers, this is an encouraging story, showing that “all things are possible with God”; for others it is a discouraging incident. It can lead us to ask why Jesus makes such radical demands on someone who could have, with all his resources, been such an asset to Christ’s cause. Our Lord’s actions and words often amaze us. His words make it hard for us to treat them neutrally. Jesus constantly aims at a strong response from us, when we hear Him speaking to us.

The man of means in today’s Gospel is in a hurry. He feels he’s lived an exemplary life and is proud of it. But he’s starting to get worried by growing signs of his mortality and the fragility of human achievement. He comes running to Jesus wondering if he’s heading in the right direction, perhaps worried that he’s missing out on something vital. So bubbling over with enthusiasm, he asks Jesus life’s most important question: “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

Our Lord’s reply surprises us. He’s unimpressed by the rich man’s compliment. Jesus tests his idea of goodness. Only God is good, and Jesus is God’s goodness incarnate. Jesus is more than a good teacher. Jesus is God’s goodness in action in our midst, showering on us more good things than we could ever earn. If the rich man really believed that Jesus is good, he would have acknowledged the goodness of Jesus’ words about giving to the poor. There’s no higher good than following Jesus. 

Our Lord then goes back to basics: “Are you living according to the Ten commandments?”  This man of means was expecting something more inspiring than that! Self-righteously, he replies: “All these I’ve kept since I was a boy!” He may have kept the letter of the law by avoiding doing wrong, but he missed the God-centred focus of the first table of the Law and the neighbour-focussed nature of the last seven of the Ten Commandments. His approach to doing what’s right was self-centred. 

This man’s great deficiency is that his possessions possess him. They mean so much more to him than following Jesus. He is in bondage to his idols. And yet the greatest surprise of this encounter with Christ follows when “Jesus looked at him and loved him!” To look at someone face to face as Jesus does, is an offer of warm acceptance. It implies a gesture of affection, like holding someone’s hand. This is one of the most comforting statements in the New Testament. The rich man is one of the few persons in St. Mark’s Gospel that we’re specifically told that Jesus loved. Jesus doesn’t only love us when we do what’s right, what’s good or helpful. He loves us at all times and in all situations, even when we fail to obey Him. Jesus loves someone who’s about to walk away from Him. In the book of Romans we hear that it was “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”

Jesus sees something admirable in the man’s sincerity and warms to him even in his bondage to his money. Even those who depart from our Lord are still loved by Him! At the same time, there’s something strong and challenging about His love for us. In love, he preaches the Law to the rich young man and to us to show us our sin. Christ’s love is a transforming love. It won’t let us stay as we are, hanging on to habits and ways of living that threaten our relationship with our Lord. So he calls us to repent of our sins. Christ’s love for us comes in His call to follow Him, so that we can experience His forgiveness, goodness and love each new day. Follow Jesus, because He has so many blessings He wants to give us, both for time and for eternity.

“One thing lets you down”, Jesus tells this potential disciple. There are idols that God needs to dethrone for him. There are idols that God needs to dethrone in our lives, too. The idol may be the idol of wealth or self or of other people or things. 
God needs to dethrone whatever isn’t Christlike in our lives to make room for all the heavenly treasures Christ wants to give us. The more we have, the easier it ought to be for us to be generous. Money and possessions test our devotion to God. How we handle money trains us how to handle things of greater value. Today’s Gospel exposes the dangers of trusting in anything but God. We need to ask ourselves: “Is there anything I have that I rely on more than I rely on God?” 

Jesus wants repentance. Five verbs tell us what He wants the rich man to do – to go, to sell, to give, to come, and to follow him. The man is shocked at the drastic measures required of him by Jesus. Eternal life involves following Jesus. He goes away sad.

Today’s text is a warning for everyone who loves something more than Jesus. Yet Jesus indicates that it is impossible for human beings to change themselves. “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God… With man this is impossible, but not with God. All things are possible with God.” 
The blessings Christ gives us now—the blessings of sins forgiven, peace, hope, grace, comfort and companionship—far outweigh any sacrifices we might have made for Him. Our Lord’s radical summons to us comes with His promise of present and future blessings. To those who have lost brothers or sisters in this life, Jesus gives new brothers and sisters to us in His church, to care for us, to love us and to pray for us. 

Christian autobiographies and diaries contain the reports of Christians who feel they have received immeasurably more than they have given to God. No missionary sacrificed more for our Lord than did David Livingstone. He sums up his life’s work in this way: “In all my life, I never made a sacrifice.” Rather than seeing his hardships as a sacrifice, he saw only the privilege of serving his Lord, Jesus Christ.

In the rich young man of today’s Gospel, we see the poverty of wealth; in Christ we see the wealth of poverty. “For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that by His poverty you might become rich.” (2 Corinthians 8:9)

May our lives always be enriched by our Lord Jesus Christ. And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.


