Hebrews 4:12-16

12 Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.13And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account. 

Jesus the Great High Priest
14 Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession.15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested* as we are, yet without sin.16Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

Mark 10:17-31

17 As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’18Jesus said to him, ‘Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.19You know the commandments: “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honour your father and mother.” ’20He said to him, ‘Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.’21Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money* to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.’22When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.

23 Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, ‘How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!’24And the disciples were perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, ‘Children, how hard it is* to enter the kingdom of God!25It 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.’26They were greatly astounded and said to one another,* ‘Then who can be saved?’27Jesus looked at them and said, ‘For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.’

28 Peter began to say to him, ‘Look, we have left everything and followed you.’29Jesus said, ‘Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news,*30who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life.31But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.’ 

Don’t Go Away Sad
I thank God that you are here this morning, in this sacred place, where God’s word is spoken and pondered and cherished and embraced. The author of Hebrews describes the word of God as “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” The word of God challenges us and exhorts us. And while it offers us the great news of salvation, it reminds us that we are always in God’s sight; everything we do, everything we think, is known and judged by God. 
It’s not easy to stand in the light of God’s judgment. Too many people dread it, fear it, and attempt to evade it. But as a Christian, you know that you cannot avoid it. Before God, “all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account.” We are Adam and Eve in the Garden. We cannot hide from God any more than we can hide from ourselves. 
And yet that is what many try to do; they try to hide from God. Fewer and fewer people in this country claim any affiliation with a religion. Perhaps they’ve had a rough experience with a church or mosque or synagogue. Perhaps they’re disappointed in the way religion has been presented to them – and we as Christ’s Church should be humbled by their disappointment. We should ask ourselves, “How well (or how poorly!) have we communicated God’s love to these children? How well do we communicate the word of God to them? How well do we know it ourselves?” Too many people in too many churches have diluted the Word of God, or simply moved so far from it that they no longer know what the true purpose of the church is; the blind lead the blind down alleys that take them nowhere near the living God. Too often those within the church, or the mosque or the synagogue, are themselves hiding from God worshiping idols, distorting God’s word to match their own agenda, so that when the stranger enters the door in search of God they leave empty.
One illustration of how the Word of God has been distorted to detriment of Christ’s Church is the tragic profusion of the “prosperity gospel.” There are people who rationalize that God, who in his infinite love wishes us to infinitely prosper. It is a valid argument, right? My prosperity is correlated directly to God’s love for me. We often hear a similar logic in our nationalistic ethos; the reason we are such a wealthy nation is that we are a Christian nation. God has blessed us with abundance because of our Christian faith! You’ve heard it, and many have bought into such logic. We’ve used this argument to justify greed and oppression. After all, if our wealth is the result of God’s love, poverty must be the result of God’s wrath. The poor are cursed by God. Hence we’ve justified our pursuit of wealth while patting ourselves on the back for our generosity. 

This is why I’m glad you are here, listening to today’s gospel reading, because apparently there are a lot of people who have not learned the lesson from this rich man in today’s lesson. The Gospel of Mark describes him as a man with many possessions. Matthew’s gospel says that he’s a young man. Luke’s says he’s a ruler, a prince. The point is that this is a man who we are likely to envy. This man may be the fulfillment of the American Dream, wealthy, young, probably drives a nice sports car, lives in a nice neighborhood. And he’s a good person!  He’s not trying to deceive Jesus when he says he is honest, fair, faithful to his wife, respectful of his mom and dad, and had been this way since he was a youth. It sounds like he grew up in a household where he learned such values. He probably studied hard and is well-educated. He probably has a stable income, a bright future. He’s at the top of his game.
So why does he come to Jesus? Everything seems to be going well for him, but something just isn’t right. Mark says that he didn’t just walk up to Jesus; he ran! He’s in a hurry to catch Jesus before he leaves town. And he falls to his knees when he arrives. Why would this guy, who is the envy of most people, need anything from Jesus? To paraphrase Mick Jagger, why can’t this guy “get no satisfaction”? Why do so many folks who by all appearances have everything they could ever want, who are living the good life, come running to the church? Why is it that even as we do all the good and moral things, even as we practice generosity and civility, we still desperately hunger for something else? Shouldn’t it be enough to be a nice person? There are, after all, many rich and powerful and righteous people who fail to recognize that something is missing in their life. They have found satisfaction with the material blessing and their own moral code, and for them the church has nothing of interest to offer them. Why can’t this guy just be happy?

Remember that the author of Hebrews said that the Word of God is sharper than any two edged sword, piercing the soul, dividing soul from spirit, judging our thoughts and intentions? The Word of God makes us uncomfortable because it exposes us to God’s very nature. And when we see God’s nature is, we see what our nature should be, and we know that something is wrong. We have to give this rich young man some credit; at least he knows that something is wrong. He’s studied God’s law and he has kept the commandments that Jesus mentioned: “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.” But wait a second: Aren’t there ten Commandments? He’s only covered six of them, the ones on Table Two.  What about those on Tablet One? What about having no other God before you? What about having no idols? 
Did you know that if we lived exactly the way God wanted us to live there would be no need for any laws? The Ten Commandments were just God’s way of telling us, “This is how I created you to live.” Basically you love your neighbor and you love God. And when anything stands between us and our love for God or our love for our neighbor, something is wrong, and the Holy Spirit lets us know it. Here, standing before this rich young man, is God Incarnate, the Christ, inviting this man to rid himself of all things that would stand between him and the divine, here is Jesus, loving this man, calling this man, welcoming this man into the very kingdom that has been eluding him, and beckoning this man to get rid of everything that stands between them. 
Many of us wish that there was a third option here. We would rather Jesus say, “Go sell ten percent of what you own and give it to the poor, then come back here in a week, or a month, or a year, and we’ll talk some more.” Or, “Go and hire a property manager, and get a good home security system so that your possessions are protected, then come follow me.” Or “Go and enjoy your wealth, your possessions, and leave everything to the poor in you last will and testament, then come follow me.” But none of these are satisfactory answers. None of them are loving answers. Because God doesn’t want only part of your life; he wants all of it. If you want to have the kind of relationship with God that he wants you to have, if you want to love God the same way that he loves you, you cannot let anything come between you and him.
How would you feel if your spouse told you, “I want to live with you 183 days a year,” or “I will be completely committed to you twelve hours a day”? Is that the kind of marriage we want? Is that the kind of God we want? Or “Come and dwell in my kingdom for three weeks in July.” We must understand if we want a relationship with God, if we want to fully experience his love, his grace, his presence, we must follow Jesus. Ladies, I have heard people say that you cannot be “sort of” pregnant. Well neither can you be “sort of” a disciple of Jesus. Jesus says, “follow me,” and because he loves us he doesn’t give us any other option. “Give up all the ‘things’ that you love, give the proceeds to those who really need help, and follow me.” 
And don’t pass up the invitation ever! Jesus is getting ready to hit the road, to head to some other village, to invite others to follow him. It won’t do this rich young man any good to say, “Jesus, can you give me some time to think about this? Why don’t come spend a few days in my mansion while I ponder this?” Jesus will have none of this! He invites you today, and you may never come any closer to him. We may tell ourselves, “I’ll get around to it one of these days.” We may tell ourselves, “next year,” or “next month” or “next week, but do you believe that your resolve will be greater next week or next month or next year?  
I know that many of you share my feelings; when people come to the church, struggling as this rich man struggles, and they ask in their hearts, “what must I do to gain eternal life?” the church offers them the answer; come join us in following Christ! And when those people turn down that invitation, it grieves us as it grieves Jesus when this rich young man went away. His possessions won – he could not let go of them and he had to face the tragic truth he didn’t want what Jesus was offering. He was lost, and a loving God grieves as a loving church grieves. It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle…

 Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword! We feel the blade piercing us until we cast down our idols and follow the living and active God! And every minute that we live is a minute of grace. The Word of God also tells us that with God, all things are possible. Let us hold onto those words in faith, and follow Jesus, so that we may live the full, joyful, and eternal life that God wants to give us.
Let us pray,

Eternal and loving God, 

You have created us to dwell in your kingdom eternally, yet we would cling to those things that will only leave us feeling empty. By your holy Word, expose our sin and folly to us. Pierce our spirit with your wisdom that no idol would come between us. We thank you that your love is uncompromising, and we pray that you would change our hearts so that our love for you would just as perfect. In Jesus Name we pray. Amen.
