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Sermon: Jesus looked at him and loved him…

Before the internet, when I was a child, my parents had this book from Reader Digest called ‘How to do just about anything’ (anyone else have that book?). It was hundreds of pages, from how to put up a shelf to sewing on a button and so much more. It was our ‘go to’ book when the toilet got blocked, I think it even got an outing when my parents built an extension on the house! Now of course today people use the internet for many of their pressing questions. And so inspired by our reading from Mark today, and for a little bit of fun, I typed in: ‘how can I get eternal life?’. 

In seconds a whole host of internet videos and articles popped up in response. In our culture, the height of achievement is to be self-sufficient, that with the right mind set we can do anything we set out mind to.  

For the man in our reading from Mark, he too had a history of achieving great success, certainly financially as he’s described as having great wealth. In Matthew’s account of the story he also describes him as a young man, and Luke’s account describes him as a ruler. The overriding impression is of a high-flyer, a man who has it all, power, authority and money. And he was a good man, he tells of how he kept to the rules. 

All he needed was just one more thing, a ticket to heaven – a guarantee that he would get eternal life. 

So upon hearing that Jesus was passing by he ran before him and fell on his knees, determined to be heard. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”. Jesus was the best, his reputation as a teacher went before him, surely, he would affirm him and confirm that ticket to heaven. 

But Jesus sees though the false modesty, “you know the commandments” he said. And indeed the young rich man, knew what God required of him, he’d kept those commandments since he was a boy. 

But as the Jewish professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies, Amy-Jill Levine, points out ‘keeping the commandments is not quite the same as living the commandments. The man on his own may have done all that was expected of him, but he did not think beyond himself.’  

And this I believe, goes to the heart of the teaching of this story and unites the readings from today. 

God’s people are, and always have been, a community. And built into the commandments themselves is an assumption that we interact with each other, we have relationships, be it: mother and father who we are to honour, stranger or neighbour who we are to love. So in keeping the commandments, and in living life, we cannot simply focus on ourselves, othering those around us. Thinking only of what we have, and need, and want, with no regard to the needs of others. 

In the UK the government estimate that 1/6 people live in relative poverty[footnoteRef:1]. Research suggests that in Israel, in the 1st century, the rate of poverty was more like 9/10! [footnoteRef:2] [1:  SN07096.pdf (parliament.uk)]  [2:  (PDF) Poverty in the first-century Galilee (researchgate.net) Poverty in the first-century Galilee – DOAJ] 


And what I find really interesting in Mark is that, out of the commandments that Jesus chose to use, to illustrate the rich man’s obligations, was ‘Do not defraud’. Not a commandment from the big 10 but rather one that underpins so much of what scripture has to say about our relationships and interactions with our community. 

The Commandments and Hebrew scripture were strong on socioeconomic justice, going further than the rules of the land. In our reading from Amos we hear about God’s judgement for sin against the nations, with Israel bearing the brunt of the prophecy. 

God calls out the practice of levying tax on the poor when the rulers have plenty, oppressing the innocent and taking bribes, depriving the poor of justice, and calls for the repentance. Amos repeating the words ‘Seek the Lord and live’(V5,6) and ‘Seek Good, not evil’ (V14,15) over and over. 

In a society that is so focused on the self; self-help books, protecting our own self-interest, ‘where charity starts at home’ even when it’s not needed. The rich man represents us all. 

‘What must I do to inherit eternal life?....’ What must I do to be good enough to get to go to heaven?

But take note, and here’s the good news - Jesus looks at the man and he sees him. The reading from Hebrews reminding us that ‘the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.’ (V12).  

And Mark tells us that Jesus, God’s ultimate expression of the Word, loved him. 

Even with his lack of self-awareness and focus on self-interest. Even when he fails to live the commandments, to love his neighbour as God has loved him, even in his failure to give wholeheartedly, Jesus loves him. 

And so Jesus tells the man (who seems to have everything) what he lacks; ‘” 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”’. Jesus sees that the man has done all he can, what he needs now is the Grace of God. And it is in following Jesus that we receive that grace and are given the keys to eternal life. 

The readings are a wonderful reminder that it’s not what we do that gets us into heaven. We must do our best, but God knows and sees the secrets are our hearts, our hidden sins and our stumbling blocks. Yet God loves us.

So God sent his only son, to live amongst us here on earth. To live in that poverty-stricken land, to be tempted as we are tempted, to live in the community of God’s chosen people. 

Hebrews describes Jesus as our great high priest, one who gave up everything, who sacrificed his very life out of love. So that we might ‘approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need’.
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