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Pentecost 21, 2009
Preached:  October 25, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Mark 10:17-27
Treasure in Heaven
1. You can’t get it—no matter how hard you try.
2. It can only be given to you—by God.
When we got the grand piano for our balcony, the piano store delivered it here to church, but they wouldn’t take it up to the balcony. So we puzzled for a while how to get it up there. You know how the staircases up to the balcony are narrow and they make three turns before you get to the landing? We couldn’t see any other way of getting the grand up there so we started up one of the staircases with the grand on its side and the legs removed. We got to the first turn in the steps, and sure enough, we got the grand wedged between the railing and wall so tightly at the corner that we didn’t know if we could get it out. My wife had gone up the other staircase and was standing with her camera on the landing above us to photograph the process. She stood up there quite a while as we pushed and we pulled, and after a while I saw her just walk away. Later on she told me, “I never thought you’d get it out of there.” But somehow—I don’t know how we did it—we got it past that corner, and we got it into the balcony!
Jesus talks about a much more impossible task than getting a grand piano into a balcony. He talks about getting a camel through the eye of a needle. No—actually He talks about an even more impossible task than that. His real question that He wants us to cut our spiritual teeth on today is:  How do you get a sinful human being into heaven?
A nice, young man comes up to Jesus in today’s Gospel. Oh, I’m sure he was a wonderful young man. Polite—he kneels before Jesus. He knows his Ten Commandments. He’s been eager to keep them since he was a boy. He’s wealthy—and I’m sure that he’s using his money wisely. He’s respectful—and he’s interested in spiritual things. “Good teacher,” he asks Jesus, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”
Now, it’s fascinating the things Jesus latches onto in this conversation. “Good,” Jesus says. “Why do you call me good?” What an obtuse question for Jesus to ask! Of course this man knows that Jesus is good. The young man had no doubt heard about Jesus’ reputation—that here was a man who never did anything wrong. Jesus’ technique is fascinating. When He taught, He very seldom stated His main points. He would often deal in questions, trying to get His hearers to think things through—to come to conclusions about the important things on their own. “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—except God alone.” Do you see what Jesus is doing here? Rather than saying to the young man, “I am God,” He starts with a question and gives just enough information for the young man to draw the conclusion himself. “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone.” What is the conclusion Jesus is trying to spur on the man’s mind to make? “Jesus is good. Therefore Jesus is God.” 
And notice how Jesus gets the young man to struggle with his original question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” “You know the commandments.” And then He lists some of them—“Do not murder. Do not commit adultery. Honor your father and mother.” Jesus is implying, “If you keep the commandments, you will get eternal life.” Notice how the young man answers. “Teacher, all these I have kept since I was a boy.” Was it an honest answer? Was it a true answer? Has there ever been a boy who has grown up to keep every one of God’s commandments. Well, there’s a lot of people who think they have. But in reality has there ever been a boy who has kept every one of them every time? Interesting question, isn’t it, considering who is involved in the conversation? You know the answer to that question. There has been only one boy who ever grew to keep every one of God’s commandments every time. And it wasn’t the young man who was claiming it, was it? It was the other Young Man, whose face he was looking into. 
You know, I think this is the one place in the whole Bible where I wish I had a picture. I wish I had a picture of the look on Jesus’ face when this young man answered Him so confidently, “All these commandments I have kept since I was a boy.” I’m so intrigued by the way Mark words it in v. 21. “Jesus looked at him and loved him.” Why would Mark say that Jesus “loved” him at this point in the incident? How would you have answered him if you were in Jesus’ place? I know how I would have answered him:  “Now listen here, you little twerp. You think you’ve kept the commandments perfectly, do you?” But notice how Jesus answered him. (Jesus is never in your face. Rather than being confrontational He often gets around to His point by a different path.) “One thing you lack,” He says with amazing restraint. “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Jesus knows that this is going to be the hardest thing for this poor young man to swallow. 
“At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.” And then Jesus says it. “How hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! 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.” Can you tell why Jesus uses this picture? Do you see why the camel is the perfect animal for Jesus to use to make His point? A camel can’t get through the eye of a needle. Even if you could get a camel’s relatively skinny head and neck through the eye of a needle, there is no way that you can get that body with its huge hump through that tiny little eye of a needle. No, it’s an impossible task.
And I don’t think that Jesus is just trying to teach a lesson here about the specific dangers of the love of money. Because His disciples show they are picking on Jesus’ real point here. “The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, ‘Who then can be saved?’” These poor fishermen recognized that not only “those greedy rich people” lacked what God required. Everyone lacks the perfect righteousness that God requires. No one can let go of their trust in the things of this world in order to come through into that perfect world of heaven.
Now Jesus had achieved His goal. No one can be saved until the moment they realize that they are completely lost. Though the young man does not seem to have been able to come to this realization, Jesus’ disciples did. And so He said to them, “With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God.” God can pull camels through the eye of a needle. God can bring sinful humans to a knowledge of their lostness. God can take human hearts with all their lustful desires, with all their hateful thoughts, with their stubborn unwillingness to admit that they’ve broken God’s commandments, and He can bring them through a new birth canal—can cause them to be born again into a new life. He can do this, and He did do this when He caused His Son to go through the eye of a needle. It really was an impossible thing that Jesus did—to become God and man in one person—for the holy God to take all the sins of the world upon Himself. Jesus did accomplish the impossible. He loved self-righteous sinners like this rich young man—sinners like you and me.
What has always puzzled me about this incident and really about the whole life of Jesus is why He only gave such tantalizingly little hints about how it worked, about how to get sinful humans into heaven. I’ve often wondered why He didn’t just tell this rich young man, “Dummy, you can’t do it on your own. I’m the only one who’s ever kept the commandments perfectly. I’m going to die for all of your sins.” So often it seems like Jesus didn’t cut to the chase. It’s not until the later books of the New Testament that the apostles said these more definitive things about salvation. I guess Jesus had to do it that way, because the people weren’t ready yet to hear the full message. If Jesus had said to the young man, “I’m going to die for all of your sins,” the young man would have said, “What sins?” Jesus had to say it in a more drastic way. He couldn’t do more than simply hint at the solution at this point:  “With man this is impossible. But with God all things are possible.” 
May you hear the Word of the Good Teacher today! No matter how drastic His message is to you. No matter what He’s asking you to give up. It’s just that one little thing that you’re trusting in yourself for. You’re not going to be able to see that loving look on His face, you’re not going to be able to realize that only one person is good (and that’s God), until you let go of that idea that you can get heaven by your own efforts. Just stop trying so hard. Let it sink in that none of us can have it unless it’s given to us by God. Let it sink in that it’s an inheritance. You can’t do anything to get an inheritance. Someone else has to do it. They have to leave you something in their will. God has left you something. Jesus calls it a treasure. God has already caused you to be born again into this eternal life. It’s already started. You’ve already been brought through the eye of the needle. Just enjoy the life that God has given you. He’s promised that it’s going to get so much better. It’s going to climax in heaven. God has done the impossible for you. Enjoy it!  Amen.
