NINETEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST          MARK 10: 17-22      OCTOBER 11, 2009

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     LET’S SAY YOU WANTED TO GO TO TACOMA.  WOULD YOU HEAD NORTH OR SOUTH? WELL, YOU CAN DO WHATEVER YOU WANT BUT IF YOU WANT TO GET TO TACOMA YOU’D BETTER HEAD SOUTH OR YOU MIGHT END UP IN EVERETT.  OK.  LET’S SAY YOU WANTED TO GO TO LEAVENWORTH FOR A VISIT.  WOULD YOU TAKE A FERRY TO THE WEST?  OR WOULD YOU GO EAST?  WELL, YOU CAN DO WHATEVER YOU WANT BUT IF YOU WANT TO GET TO LEAVENWORTH YOU’D BETTER HEAD EAST OR YOU WILL END UP IN BREMERTON INSTEAD.  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE.  IF A PERSON WANTS THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE…WELL, THEY CAN DO WHAT THEY WANT BUT THEY WON’T END UP WITH ETERNAL LIFE…BUT ETERNAL DEATH.  FOR THERE IS ONLY ONE WAY:  JESUS CHRIST.  BUT PEOPLE THINK THERE ARE MANY WAYS TO THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE INCLUDING THE HIGHWAY MARKED:  “I AM A GOOD PERSON”.  THAT’S WHAT OUR TEXT IS ALL ABOUT THIS MORNING AS JESUS ANSWERS THE QUESTION:  “WHAT IS THE ROAD TO ETERNAL LIFE?”
I.  THERE IS INDEED A VERY POPULAR HIGHWAY TO GOD THAT IS BUILT BY HUMAN EFFORT.

     A.  THIS WAS THE ROAD THAT THE RICH MAN WAS ON.  HE PLACED HIS HOPE OF HAVING ETERNAL LIFE ON HIS BEING A GOOD PERSON.  AND HIS OPINION WAS REINFORCED BY THE FACT THAT HE WAS WEALTHY.  HE HAD LOTS OF MONEY AND “STUFF”.  WHAT’S THE CONNECTION?  WELL, ALL HIS MONEY AND “STUFF” WAS THE PROOF THAT GOD WAS PLEASED WITH HIM AND THE WAY HE LIVED.  IN OTHER WORDS HIS HIGHWAY TO GOD WAS BEING A GOOD PERSON.  YOU CAN SEE THIS IN THE QUESTION THAT HE ASKED JESUS:  “GOOD TEACHER, WHAT MUST I DO TO INHERIT ETERNAL LIFE?”  SEE?  HE WAS ON THE HIGHWAY TO HEAVEN MARKED:  “I AM A GOOD PERSON”…AND HE WAS BUILDING THIS HIGHWAY BYHIS OWN EFFORTS, HIS OWN GOODNESS, BY HOW HE LIVED.  FOR WHEN JESUS TOLD HIM TO KEEP THE COMMANDMENTS THIS RICH MAN SAID:  “TEACHER, ALL THESE I HAVE KEPT FROM MY YOUTH.”  REALLY? NO, NOT REALLY.  AND THIS IS THE PROBLEM THAT JESUS TRIED TO FIX.
     AH, BUT THIS RICH MAN’S HIGHWAY IS VERY COMMON.  MANY PEOPLE THINK THAT THEY CAN GET TO GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE BY BEING A GOOD PERSON.  THIS IS THE WAY OF THE WORLD IS IT NOT?  YOU HAVE TO WORK FOR WHAT YOU HAVE.  YOU HAVE TO DO SOMETHING. THAT’S WHAT LIFE IS ALL ABOUT.   DO YOU WANT TO BE SUCCESSFUL?  WELL, THEN YOU HAVE TO STUDY HARD IN SCHOOL…OR YOU WILL FAIL..OR WON’T GET A GOOD JOB.  OR YOU HAVE TO WORK HARD AT YOUR JOB SO YOU CAN WORK YOUR WAY UP …OR YOU WILL GET FIRED OR SOMEONE ELSE WILL PASS YOU BY.  BUT HERE’S THE PROBLEM….IT DOESN’T WORK THIS WAY WITH GOD.  
     B.  AND THE REASON IS VERY SIMPLE:  WE CAN’T BE GOOD ENOUGH.  WE CAN’T BE NICE ENOUGH.  GOD IS NOT HAPPY WITH OUR BEST EFFORT BECAUSE IT IS NOT GOOD ENOUGH.  AS A MATTER OF FACT THE WORLD DOESN’T EVEN ACCEPT TRYING YOUR BEST.  HOW MANY PEOPLE GET FIRED FROM JOBS EVEN THOUGH THEY TRIED TO DO THEIR BEST?  HOW MANY ATHLETES GET CUT FROM THE TEAM BECAUSE THEIR BEST WAS NOT GOOD ENOUGH?  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD.  IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO CONSTRUCT OUR OWN WAY TO GOD.  FOR IT ALL COMES DOWN TO WHAT IS MEANT BY “GOOD”.   THE RICH MAN CALLED JESUS “GOOD TEACHER” AND WHAT WAS JESUS’ RESPONSE? “WHY DO YOU CALL ME GOOD?  NO ONE IS GOOD EXCEPT GOD ALONE.”  DID YOU GET THAT?  “NO ONE IS GOOD EXCEPT GOD ALONE.”  WE WILL GET BACK TO HOW THIS APPLIES TO JESUS IN A MINUTE BUT FOR NOW, JESUS WAS TELLING THIS MAN THAT HE WAS NOT GOOD…AND THUS, DESPITE WHAT THE MAN SAID, HE HAD NOT KEPT THE TEN COMMANDMENTS THE WAY GOD WANTED THEM TO BE KEPT:  PERFECTLY.  NOW LET’S GET PERSONAL.  SINCE ONLY GOD IS GOOD THIS MEANS THAT I’M NOT GOOD AND NEITHER ARE YOU.  NOW WHEN YOU THINK OF YOURSELF AS A GOOD PERSON IT KIND OF HURTS TO HEAR THAT WE ARE NOT.  BUT JESUS IS TEACHING US THAT WE MUST SEE OURSELVES AS GOD SEES US…NOT GOOD.  THIS IS IMPORTANT…FOR IF YOU AND I THINK THAT WE ARE GOOD…THEN IN ORDER TO HAVE ETERNAL LIFE WE WILL RELY ON BEING GOOD INSTEAD OF JESUS…AND WE WILL END UP IN HELL.  A FEW VERSES AFTER OUR TEXT JESUS SAYS TO HIS DISCIPLES:  “HOW DIFFICULT IT WILL BE FOR THOSE WHO HAVE WEALTH TO ENTER THE KINGDOM OF GOD” (MARK 10: 23, ESV).  THE DISCIPLES WHO WERE STARTING TO UNDERSTAND WHAT JESUS WAS DOING WITH THE RICH MAN, ASKED JESUS:  “WHO THEN CAN BE SAVED? (V. 26, ESV).  AND HERE COMES THE ANSWER.  SOUND THE TRUMPETS AND LET’S HEAR THE DRUM ROLL:  “WITH MAN IT IS IMPOSSIBLE, BUT NOT WITH GOD” (V. 27, ESV).  DID YOU GET IT?  IT IS IMPOSSIBLE FOR MAN TO SAVE HIMSELF.  THE “I’M A GOOD PERSON” ROAD BUILT BY HUMAN EFFORT LEADS TO DEATH AND DAMNATION.  THAT’S WHAT JESUS WAS TRYING TO TEACH THE RICH MAN.  I WILL PARAPHRASE WHAT JESUS SAID TO HIM:  “OH, YOU THINK YOU ARE A GOOD PERSON DO YOU?…AND THAT YOU HAVE KEPT ALL THE COMMANDMENTS OF GOD?  WELL, LET’S TEST THAT:  ‘YOU LACK ONE THING:  GO, SELL ALL THAT YOU HAVE AND GIVE TO THE POOR, AND YOU WILL HAVE TREASURE IN HEAVEN; AND COME FOLLOW ME.”  AND WHAT WAS THE RESPONSE OF THE RICH MAN WHO SAW HIMSELF AS A “GOOD PERSON”?  “DISHEARTENED BY THE SAYING, HE WENT AWAY SORROWFUL, FOR HE HAD GREAT POSSESSIONS.”  APPARENTLY THE MAN’S GOODNESS WAS NOT THAT GOOD.  AND HOW ABOUT YOU AND ME?  HOW GOOD ARE WE?  WOULD WE HAVE PASSED JESUS’ TEST?  WE ARE NOT AS GOOD AS WE THINK WE ARE EITHER AND WE NEED TO KNOW THIS BEFORE THE JUDGMENT DAY SO WE CAN STAY OFF THE ROAD MARKED “I AM A GOOD PERSON.”
II. BECAUSE WE HAVE ANOTHER ROAD, THE REAL ROAD, TO ETERNAL LIFE:  JESUS CHRIST.  IN THE MOVIE “THE WIZARD OF OZ” DOROTHY DIDN’T KNOW HOW TO GET TO THE EMERALD CITY.  THAT WAS OK.  ALL SHE HAD TO DO WAS “FOLLOW THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD”.  LIKEWISE, WE DON’T KNOW HOW TO GET TO ETERNAL LIFE BUT JESUS DOES…AND IF WE FOLLOW HIM WE WILL END UP AT ETERNAL LIFE.
     A.  FOR WHAT WE CANNOT DO JESUS CAN AND DID:  HE BUILT THE ROAD TO GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE BECAUSE HE REALLY IS “GOOD”.  WHEN JESUS ASKED THE RICH MAN “WHY DO YOU CALL ME GOOD?  NO ONE IS GOOD EXCEPT GOD ALONE” JESUS WAS ASKING THE MAN IF HE KNEW WHAT HE WAS SAYING:  DID HE REALLY BELIEVE THAT JESUS WAS GOOD?……..AND THE ANSWER SEEMS TO BE… “NO” BECAUSE HE WALKED AWAY FROM JESUS.  BUT IF ONLY GOD IS GOOD AND JESUS IS GOOD….THEN JESUS IS GOD….GOD IN HUMAN FORM.  AND EVEN THOUGH THE MAN WALKED AWAY FROM JESUS HE MUST HAVE SEEN SOMETHING IN JESUS THAT LED HIM TO CALL JESUS “GOOD.”  JESUS IS GOOD.  NOT ONLY IN THE SENSE THAT HE HAD NO SIN AND NEVER DID ANYTHING WRONG…BUT ALSO IN THE SENSE THAT HE IS LOVE.  EVEN WHEN THIS MAN SAID THAT HE HAD KEPT ALL THE COMMANDMENTS, EVEN THOUGH THIS MAN TRUSTED IN HIS OWN GOODNESS, JESUS DID NOT YELL AT HIM OR SCOLD HIM….NO. WHAT DO WE READ?  “AND JESUS, LOOKING AT HIM, LOVED HIM…”  THIS MAN DID NOT DESERVE LOVE…BUT JESUS LOVED HIM.  AND SO IT IS WITH US…EVEN THOUGH WE OFTEN TRUST IN OUR OWN GOODNESS AND MONEY AND THINGS OF THIS WORLD….YET, JESUS LOVES US.  THIS GOODNESS AND LOVE OF JESUS IS ESPECIALLY SHOWN BY DYING FOR US ON THE CROSS.  FOR JESUS DID WHAT THE RICH MAN AND WE HAVE NOT DONE:  HE GAVE UP EVERYTHING….GIVING HIS LIFE ITSELF…FOR US….TO DIE FOR OUR SINS SO THAT OUR DEBT TO GOD WOULD BE PAID FOR AND THUS CANCELED.  SO PAUL WRITES IN HIS SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS:  “FOR YOU KNOW THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST, THAT THOUGH HE WAS RICH, YET FOR YOUR SAKE HE BECAME POOR, SO THAT YOU BY HIS POVERTY MIGHT BECOME RICH.” (8:9, ESV).  “THOUGH HE WAS RICH, YET FOR YOUR SAKE HE BECAME POOR”.   PAUL IS NOT REFERRING TO MONEY.  HE IS REMINDING US THAT EVEN THOUGH JESUS WAS GOD IN HUMAN FORM…YET HE WALKED AWAY FROM THOSE RICHES BY HUMBLING HIMSELF FOR US TO DIE ON THE CROSS..  THAT’S HOW JESUS BECAME POOR FOR US EVEN THOUGH HE WAS RICH….AND IN THE PROCESS HE HAS MADE US POOR SINNERS WHO DIE ALSO RICH…NOT IN MONEY…BUT IN HAVING ETERNAL LIFE.
     B. AND WE ENTER THIS ROAD, THIS HIGHWAY, TO ETERNAL LIFE, JESUS CHRIST, BY FAITH IN HIM FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS.  THIS WHAT IT MEANS TO FOLLOW JESUS….TO GIVE UP ON OUR OWN GOODNESS, TO GIVE UP ON THINKING THAT WE CAN BUILD OUR OWN ROAD TO GOD AND ETERNAL LIFE BY BEING GOOD….TO FOLLOW JESUS MEANS TO BELIEVE THAT ONLY HE IS GOOD AND THAT HE SHARES HIS GOODNESS WITH US.   YOU SEE THEN THAT BY FAITH WE ARE ONLY TO CLING TO JESUS WHO ALONE IS GOOD…AND LET GO OF TRUSTING IN EVERYTHING ELSE THAT WE HAVE:  MONEY, THINGS, EVERYTHING, JUST AS HE GAVE UP EVERYTHING FOR US.  THIS MEANS THAT IF EVER IN LIFE WE HAD TO MAKE A CHOICE BETWEEN JESUS AND EVERYTHING ELSE IN LIFE…THEN BECAUSE HE GAVE UP EVERYTHING FOR US WE WILL GLADLY GIVE UP EVERYTHING FOR HIM AS JESUS ONCE SAID:  "NO ONE CAN SERVE TWO MASTERS, FOR EITHER HE WILL HATE THE ONE AND LOVE THE OTHER, OR HE WILL BE DEVOTED TO THE ONE AND DESPISE THE OTHER. YOU CANNOT SERVE GOD AND MONEY” (MATT. 6:24, ESV).  IT’S REAL SIMPLE….ALL THE MONEY IN THE WORLD CANNOT BUY YOU ETERNAL LIFE.  WHEN YOU DIE ALL YOUR MONEY AND STUFF WILL BE LEFT BEHIND.  BUT WHAT MONEY CANNOT BUY JESUS CAN AND DID—FOR HE GIVES YOU ETERNAL LIFE THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF YOUR SINS… AND IT’S YOURS BY FAITH:   “FOR GOD SO LOVED THE WORLD, THAT HE GAVE HIS ONLY SON, THAT WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM SHOULD NOT PERISH BUT HAVE ETERNAL LIFE” (JOHN 3:16, ESV).
CONCLUSION:  AT THE BEGINNING OF THIS SERMON I SAID THAT YOU NEED TO GO THE RIGHT DIRECTION IF YOU WANT TO GET TO TACOMA OR LEAVENWORTH.  AND THAT’S PRETTY OBVIOUS.  UNFORTUNATELY, IT’S NOT AS OBVIOUS ABOUT THE DIRECTION TO ETERNAL LIFE.   PEOPLE HAVE ALL KINDS OF IDEAS AND LIKE THE RICH MAN IN OUR TEXT WANT TO MAKE THEIR OWN WAY.  BUT WE KNOW BETTER. AND OUR LORD JESUS HAS REMINDED US ONCE AGAIN THAT HE IS “…THE WAY, AND THE TRUTH, AND THE LIFE” (JOHN 14: 6, ESV). THROUGH FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST WHO HAS DIED FOR OUR SINS AND IN OUR BAPTISM…WE ARE ON THE WAY, THE ROAD, TO ETERNAL LIFE.  BUT LIKE DOROTHY ON THE WAY TO THE EMERALD CITY HAD TO STAY ON THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD…SO LIKEWISE, WE MUST STAY ON THIS ROAD CALLED JESUS TO THE END.  FOR IF WE GET OFF AT ANY POINT WE WILL NOT ARRIVE AT OUR DESTINATION.  AND SO WE HAVE THE CONSTANT AND DAILY CALL OF JESUS “FOLLOW ME”…AMEN.
