News for ARPC II (Mark 10:17-31)

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 26-27 June 2001.

17 As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. "Good teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?"

18 "Why do you call me good?" Jesus answered. "No one is good--except God alone.

19 You know the commandments: `Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.'"

20 "Teacher," he declared, "all these I have kept since I was a boy."

21 Jesus looked at him and loved him. "One thing you lack," he said. "Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me."

22 At this the man's face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.

23 Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, "How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!"

24 The disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said again, "Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!

25 It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God."

26 The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, "Who then can be saved?"

27 Jesus looked at them and said, "With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God."

28 Peter said to him, "We have left everything to follow you!"

29 "I tell you the truth," Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel

30 will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields--and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life.

31 But many who are first will be last, and the last first."

Let go of riches and follow Jesus.

Introduction

Have you ever watched a movie which disturbed you? Have you ever watched a movie which really disturbed you? 

I watched a movie like that. It was a movie which disturbed me a lot. The movie was about a psychiatrist. He meets a boy who keeps seeing ghosts and people dying around him. Throughout the movie he tries to help this boy overcome his condition. But right at the very end of the movie, you discover that the psychiatrist has actually died and he himself is a ghost and the boy does actually see ghosts and people dying around him.

I’m sure you’ve seen that movie. It was called the Sixth Sense.

When I went home, I kept thinking: “Why did that movie disturb me so much?” “Why was I so disturbed by the ending?” Then I figured it out. You see, we are disturbed when things that we assume to be true actually turn out to be untrue. What really disturbs us is our fundamental assumptions are shown to be false. What we assume to be real is actually fake.

That was why I was disturbed by the movie. I assumed the psychiatrist was alive but he was dead. I assumed the psychiatrist was real but he was a ghost. I assumed the boy was seeing things but he actually did see ghosts and people dying around him. 

Today I want to share with you what I think is the most disturbing incident in the bible.

Background

From last week, the book of Mark can be roughly divided into 2 parts:

1st half of the book of Mark asks the question: Who is Jesus? Who is this man? All of the action is centred on the region of Galilee. Jesus teaches with authority, He heals, He casts out demons. Question on everyone’s lips is “Who is this man?”

By the end of Chapter 8 that question is finally answered. In Mark 8:29, Jesus asked Peter the disciple “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” Peter answered, “You are the Christ." With this statement, with this recognition, with this revelation of who Jesus truly is, immediately the narrative changes. The story turns in a new direction. The plot moves on.

1.  Whereas before, Jesus did public ministry in Galilee, now he leaves Galilee. Now he makes his journey southward to Jerusalem.

The question on peoples' lips is no longer “Who is this man?” But the question on peoples' lips is “What has this man come to do?” “What has Jesus come to do? “What has the Son of Man come to do?”

Jesus answers this question by prophesying of his future in Jerusalem. He must suffer. He must be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, He must be killed and after three days rise again.

3 times Jesus prophesizes:

1.  Caeserea Phippi

2.  2nd time, as he travels through Galilee to Capernaum

3.  3rd time as he make his way up to Jerusalem

At each of these prophecies, Jesus follows a pattern.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus explains what it means to follow him.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus teaches what it means to be his disciple.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus instructs on what it means to be a believer in him.

Last week, we looked at Jesus’ words after his 2nd prophecy from 9:30-50.

Today, I want us to continue to look at Jesus’ teachings on: what it means to follow him, what it means to be his disciple, what it means to believe in him after his 2nd prophecy.

Read 10:17-22. I’m going to tell in the story in the 1st person.  Pretend I am the rich man. Pretend I have just come on stage to give my testimony. Sad and Wondering, Put on Bath robe, Slower Pace and Lower Tone.

1. Riches can be an obstacle to following Jesus. 10:17-22

i.  Who was this man? (Purpose of showing just how admirable this man is)

Let me tell you the story of the most disturbing day of my life.

Great wealth

It was day like any other day. It was early in the morning when I got up. As I do every day, I got up to make sure that the workmen were doing a good job. I walked around making sure that all the crops was well watered, animals were being fed and the produce was being prepared for sale at the markets.

Ruler

That morning, I got up a bit later than usual because we had a late meeting at the local council the night before. There are so many decisions that need to be made these days. But I guess when you are called to represent the people, you have to do the right thing by them.

Young

But why should I complain? After all, I am the youngest member of the council. If everyone can stay up, so can I.

Well, the day was going along as usual when I heard that this man Jesus had come across the Jordan to Judea. Surely, you’ve heard of this man Jesus. He is a great teacher. Some say an even greater teacher than Rabbis and the teachers of the law. People say He does great miracles. He heals people of incurable diseases. He casts out demons.

My friends, you know me, I take my religion very seriously. So when I heard that this great teacher was actually in Judea in the city, I told my manager to look after everything while I set off into the city to look for him. I ran down the road and I finally caught up to him. I got down on my knees before him.

I know that people might think it strange that me, a wealthy man and a ruler of the people, would get on my knees before Jesus, but it was the only right thing to do. I recognized that this man Jesus was a great teacher. A prophet. Some even said he was the Christ sent from God.

ii.  What assumption did this man have about salvation and eternal life?

You know I have always felt confident of my ability to be right with God. You know how seriously I take the law. But you know I always felt that I was lacking something. Something more I should been doing. Maybe Jesus could tell me the one great deed that I could do to settle things with God once and for all.

I am not being boastful, but I think that if ever there was a man who did enough good things to please God then it was me. From a boy, since my bar mitzvah when I was 12 I have kept all the laws. So I got down on my knees before Jesus and asked him: “Good teacher what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

iii.  Why did Jesus stress the demands of the Law?

The teacher said: “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone. You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.'"

When Jesus said that, sincerely, really sincerely in my heart I felt that I had done all these. So I answered Jesus, "Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy." At the time, I spoke the truth. I was confident that I had kept the commandments. I was sure I was right with God. But know what I think of it now? My heart pains me. I’m not so sure.

“Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—except God alone." I thought I was “good”. I thought I kept the commandments. I thought I kept the law. I thought that the teacher was a “good” man. He was a prophet. He was a good teacher. But yet Jesus had said that no one was good except God.

Now I know. Now I understand. He was trying to show me that I couldn’t be good by keeping the law, He was trying to show me that I was powerless to keep the law, He was trying to show me how I wasn’t good. But in my youthful excitement, I didn’t understand, I didn’t know what he meant.

iv.  What was the real hindrance that held him back?

Then Jesus said, “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 was saying to me that I could not get eternal life by my own works. I could not inherit eternal life by the law, being a good person. Only God was good. I could only inherit eternal life by following Jesus. He was saying that only by following him could I inherit eternal life. Finally, I had the answer to how I could have eternal life. All I had to do was to follow him. 

I have never been so sad in my life. How could I give up everything to follow the teacher, this Jesus? My farms, my crops, my business, the properties. I just couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t do it. I was very sad. I just turned away and went home.

My friends, it was the most disturbing day in my life. All my life I assumed I was serious about spiritual matters but I wasn’t. All my life I assumed God was the most important thing in my life but He wasn’t. All my life I assumed that eternal life was the most important thing in my life but it wasn’t.

Jesus' words showed me that my desire for spiritual things, my desire to seek God, my quest for eternal life--they were mere ornaments or decorations, they were like glass balls you hang on a Christmas tree. They were only the icing on the cake, they were like the colour in water, they were like the gravy to a meal.

In the end, Jesus’ words showed me that spiritual things were not the most important things to me. My own possessions and acquisitions were the most important things, my earthly treasure was my only treasure.

And what is even more disturbing? I didn't know it till the words of Jesus, like a knife in the hands of a skilled surgeon, exposed the cancer in my heart. I didn’t know I had this tumor in my soul. But in the end, I couldn’t let go of riches and follow Jesus. I couldn’t turn away from my riches and follow Jesus. I couldn’t give up my riches and follow Jesus. I had eternal life in the palm of my hand but I couldn’t close my hand around it. I could have had it all but I let it slip away. 

This ends my story. The story of the most disturbing day of my life.

Transition

The rich young ruler had asked the question “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus had given him the answer “Sell everything you have and follow me.”

All his life, the rich young ruler had sought eternal life. All his life, the rich young ruler had sought the answer to his question. Now he had the answer: “Just follow Jesus.” But the rich young ruler couldn’t do it.

That’s really disturbing, isn’t it? All his life he assumed he was serious about spiritual matters but Jesus' words showed he wasn’t. All his life he assumed God was the most important thing in his life but Jesus' words showed He wasn’t. All his life he assumed that eternal life was the most important thing in his life but Jesus' words showed it wasn’t. They were mere ornaments or decorations, they were like glass balls you hang on a Christmas tree. They were only the icing on the cake, they were like the colour in water, they were like the gravy to a meal.

He couldn’t let go of riches and follow Jesus. He couldn’t turn away from riches and follow Jesus. He couldn’t give up riches and follow Jesus.

That is really disturbing.

What are riches for us? What are riches for Singaporeans today? Difficult question, because it is different for every single person.

A man or woman could have the 5 C – cash, car, condo, club membership, credit card – and they would not stop him from following Jesus. Another man or woman could have 1 C – cash – and that would be enough to stop him or her from following Jesus.

For the rich young ruler, his riches were his crops, his fields, his businesses, his properties. They were enough to stop him from following Jesus.

Riches are any desire for material things that get in the way of following Jesus. Riches are any earthly treasure that is an obstacle to following Jesus. Riches are any greed for material wealth that is a barrier to following Jesus. That means that it is different for each person. It can be anything big or small.

For one person, riches for us could be that desire of a bigger house or new car which leads us to take that job that prevents us from coming to church or attending bible study. For another person, riches could be the DVD home theatre system or Gucci bag that the person spends every waking minute fantasizing over it, dreaming about it, imagining it, so that the things of God and Jesus recede and fade into the background. For another person, riches could even be the security of an increasing investment portfolio or savings plan so that ultimately that security is not found in following Jesus but his bank balance.

Illustration

My lecturer in theological college once posed this question to us: “If Jesus were to come right now, would you be disappointed?” Would you be disappointed because you couldn’t enjoy the retirement or the holiday you planned? Would you be disappointed because you couldn’t enjoy driving the new car you bought? Would you be disappointed because you couldn’t enjoy living in the house you bought? Would you be disappointed because you couldn’t enjoy playing golf at the club? 

If that is so, then maybe for you, these things have become riches which are stopping you from following Jesus-- these things have become riches which are barriers for you following Jesus. Search your heart now and ask yourself: Do you have any riches in your life which are stopping you from following Jesus?

For the rich young ruler, his riches were his crops, his fields, his businesses, his properties. They were enough to stop him from following Jesus. When he realized it, his face fell. He went away sad because he had great wealth. Jesus and his disciples are left in the middle of the road. 

This is what happens next. Read Mark 10:23-27

2.  Riches cannot earn merit before God 10:23-27

Why was the rich young ruler was so confident when he spoke to Jesus? Why did the rich young ruler think that he could inherit eternal life? Why did he think that he could be right with God?

The Jews believed in a prosperity gospel. They took parts of the OT and said that if you were rich and prosperous, you were blessed by God. If you were rich, you could build up future merit in heaven. If you were rich, you would get rewarded by giving to the poor. Wealth was a mark of God’s favor. If you were rich, you had an advantage. If you were rich, you had a blessing. If you were rich, you had an additional help in your journey to eternal life.

If anyone would be sure of going to heaven, it would be the rich man. The rich young ruler was confident because he felt that he was favored by God. He could do good works to gain merit with God. He could build up merit to be right with God.

Yet Jesus said that it was hard for the rich to enter God’s kingdom. Jesus was saying that riches were not a blessing but a handicap. Jesus was saying that riches were not an advantage but a disadvantage. Riches were not a help but a barrier to entering God’s kingdom.

That is why the disciples were amazed. In their minds, they could not understand how it would be hard for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God.

But now Jesus presses the point further. But now, Jesus raises the bar even higher. Jesus increases the level of difficulty. Look at v25. Before, Jesus says it was hard for a rich man to enter into God’s kingdom, but now he says it is impossible.

Illustration

I am holding a needle in my hand. This is the eye of the needle. Can you imagine I tried to go through the eye of this needle? Impossible, right? Ridiculous! Hopeless!

The camel was the largest animal in Palestine.

Picture

Can you imagine if a camel tried to go through the eye of the needle? What is this a picture of? It was a picture of impossibility, it was a picture of ridiculousness, it was a picture of hopelessness.

If the disciples were amazed that it was hard, difficult, problematical, for a rich man to enter God’s kingdom then they were even more amazed now.

Now it was impossible for the rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God. Now it was ridiculous for the rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God. Now it was hopeless for the rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God.

If the rich man couldn’t be saved then who could?

Look at how Jesus answers in v26-27. What is Jesus saying? Jesus says that it is impossible for him to save himself. It is ridiculous for him to save himself. It is hopeless for him to save himself. The rich man cannot save himself. The rich man can’t save himself by giving to the poor. The rich man can do any good work with his riches. Trying to save himself is like a camel trying to go through the eye of a needle.

What Jesus is saying is that it is impossible for any man to save himself. You and I, we cannot save ourselves.

Let’s think of this man again. The rich young ruler represents the picture of the perfect man. He is presented as the best the humanity can offer. If any man is going to inherit eternal life through his own works it is this man. He is morally upright since childhood. He is rich and blessed by God. He can use his riches to build up merit with God by doing good works. But yet Jesus says that it is impossible for him to save himself. It is ridiculous for him to save himself. It is hopeless for him to save himself. The rich man cannot save himself. The rich man can’t save himself by giving to the poor. The rich man can do any good work with his riches. Trying to save himself is like a camel trying to go through the eye of a needle.

Salvation can only come from God. It comes from God alone. Jesus says “All things are possible with God.” Salvation can only come from God. God has ordained that Salvation comes only from following Jesus. Eternal life comes only from following Jesus. We are saved only by following Jesus. That is why Jesus asked the rich young ruler to follow him. And therefore there can be no obstacles in following him. There can be no barriers in following Jesus.

Read 10:28-31.

3.  Following Jesus demands giving up everything. 

Jesus' words are uncompromising: Since salvation and eternal life come only from following him, there can be no barriers to following him. 

Following Jesus means giving up everything. It may mean giving up our homes, our brothers, our sisters, our mother, our father, our children, our fields.

Jesus is not asking that we literally have to give up our homes, our brothers, our sisters, our mother, our father, our children, our fields, but that following him occupies the first place in our hearts. He must have first priority in our lives. He must be the most important thing in our lives.

What occupied first place in the rich man’s heart? It was his riches, his wealth. And what was the result? He lost his eternal life. 

What occupied first place in the disciple’s hearts? It was following Jesus. They had left everything to follow him. And what was the result? They were promised eternal life.

What occupies first place in your heart? Riches or following Jesus? What takes first priority in your life? Riches or following Jesus? What is the most important thing in your life? Riches or following Jesus? Are you willing to let go of riches and follow Jesus? Are you willing to turn away from riches and follow Jesus? Are you willing to give up riches and follow Jesus? Which camp do you fall into? Can you stand and say like Peter: “We have left everything to follow you.” Or are you like the rich young man whose face fell and who went away sad.

Question on Disturbing

You know why I think that the story of the rich young ruler is so disturbing? You know why this story disturbs me so much?

It is because it is not a parable that Jesus told, but it concerns history. This man lived and breathed, ate and drank, worked and slept 2000 years ago. The disturbing thing is that he is so much like us today. Like him, we assume we are serious about spiritual matters.  Like him, we assume we are serious about eternal life. Like him, we assume we are serious about serving God. We can come to church every week. We can come to DG every week. We can be a deacon or an elder. But ultimately, our assumptions are wrong. What we presume to be true is actually false. What we presume to be real is actually fake.

Our Christianity, our following Jesus, could be like his experience. Our following Jesus, it is mere ornament or decoration – like a glass ball on a Christmas tree, it is only the icing on the cake, it is purely the colour in water, it is like the gravy to a meal. Our following after Jesus could just be a small part of our lives. Our following Jesus could be just 2nd, 3rd, 4th or even 5th priority in our lives. But the most important thing in our lives is still our money, our riches, our wealth.

And the really disturbing thing is that you could be sitting here today and you may not know it. We could just be sitting here thinking that following Christ is the most important thing in my life and not know that it is not. 

Not much money. Well some of you here might say to me, "It’s okay, I don’t have that problem." I don’t have that problem because I don’t have that much money anyway. I’m not like that rich young ruler. But I want to say to you: It doesn’t matter how much money you have, it doesn’t matter how little money you have. What matters is how important it is to you. What matters is whether your riches are more important than following Jesus. Are you willing to let go of riches and follow Jesus? Are you willing to turn away from riches and follow Jesus? Are you willing to give up riches and follow Jesus? 

I found this cartoon the other day, and this cartoon really gets to the heart of the problem.

Cartoon

Problem

Doesn’t matter how much money you have, doesn’t matter how little money you have. The problem is how much it is in the center of your heart. Following Jesus should be at the center of our heart not money. Following Jesus should be the only thing in your heart not money.

Conclusion

Illustration of Venture Capitalist

I have a friend. He was a Christian. He comes from a Christian household. His mother and father are Christians. We used to go to the same church. He works for a venture capital fund. And he makes more money than you and I can dream of.

Do you know what a venture capital fund is? It is when rich people come together and pool their funds to finance other people with promising ideas. They come together to finance other people who have potentially very profitable ideas.

Let's say you want to start a gold mine in the middle of nowhere, or you want to start an internet company or invented a new drug but you got no money. My friend’s job is to look for people like you and give you money. His project team will review your proposal and if it looks good, they give you the cash for a percentage of the profits.

Amounts my friend can earn are astronomical

-         a project team gets 10% of the profit

-         Company that they financed made $45 million

-         Do you know how much 10% of 45 million is?

-         4.5 million dollars ? on one project

-         10 people on the project that is $450,000 per person for this project.

-         Friend is my age

But my friend, he doesn't go to bible study anymore because he never has the time. He often doesn’t go to church. And I am not sure if he is truly a Christian anymore.

PAUSE

Let me ask you a heart to heart question: You must give me an honest answer.

Secretly in your heart would you want to be in my friend’s position? Would you like to make $450,000 on one project? How long would it take for you to earn $450,000 in your current job? Would you like to be in my friend's position just for a day?

PAUSE

If there is even a possibility of your answer is yes, then I have to ask you: Why are you thinking like that? When you think like that, aren’t you like the rich young ruler? Haven’t you put money before following Jesus?

That is really disturbing, isn’t it?

You assume you are serious about spiritual matters but secretly, deep down inside, you are not. You assume you are serious, that following Jesus is the most important thing in your life, but secretly, deep down inside, you are not. You assume you are serious about eternal life but secretly, deep down inside, it is not.

Your Christianity, your following Jesus, it is mere ornament or decoration – like a glass ball on a Christmas tree, it is only the icing on the cake, it is purely the colour in water, it is like the gravy to a meal. In the end, following Jesus is not the most important thing to you. Could what you assume to be true actually turn out to be untrue? Could what your fundamental assumptions be false? Could what you assume to be real actually be fake? Could you be thinking that Jesus is the most important thing to you but really, truthfully your own possessions and acquisitions were the most important things, your earthly treasure was your only treasure.

If Jesus is speaking to you today, if his words are like a knife in the hands of a surgeon exposing the cancer in your heart, then he is saying to you: let go of riches and follow Jesus, turn away from riches and follow Jesus, give up riches and follow Jesus.
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