
Sermon – Mayfield Salisbury Parish Church – Sunday 11 October 2015 

 

Mark 10:17-31; Hebrews 4:12-16 

 

 

I don’t often pick up a copy of “Hello” magazine except when I’m in the waiting room 

at the dentist or the doctor.  But looking through its pages always gives a clear 

impression of the other-worldly existence of the very wealthy with all the glamour and 

trappings of their luxuriant lifestyles.  Just this week, too, on a radio news bulletin I 

heard, it was revealed that one very well-known popstar is in the habit of booking an 

entire second hotel room when he’s on tour, in order to be able to have his model 

train set with him wherever he goes.   

 

From The Sunday Time Rich List published in April, we learn that Ukrainian-born 

Len Blavatnik is the wealthiest person living in Britain.  His investments in music, 

media and industry are worth over £13 billion.  The paper also reported that the 

‘average’ Britain earning £25,000 a year, would have to toil for 526,800 years to 

amass that much wealth.1 

 

For most of us, it does all seem another world, but it is easy to see how difficult it 

could be to let so much wealth go once you’ve surrounded yourself with it.  It’s easy 

to see what an entrapment it can become, enjoying the status and security it 

conveys and feeling you can’t do without it as the most important thing underpinning 

your life. 

 

“How hard it will be,” Jesus says to his disciples, “for those who have wealth to enter 

the kingdom of God!” (v.23) 

 

And so it seems for the anonymous wealthy man who comes rushing up to Jesus 

and bows at his feet in the familiar passage we read in Mark’s Gospel.  We may 

imagine this man in different ways, perhaps influenced by the other Gospel 

accounts, particularly Matthew, where he is introduced as a rich young man.  We 

                                                           
1 The Sunday Times, 26 April 2015. 



may have come to see him as a rather brash and superficial young man, full of 

extravagant gestures and flattery in his greeting to Jesus: ‘Good teacher’.   

But with a closer reading, however, we find that we have, in Mark’s account, a man, 

perhaps in his middle years, who comes with a deeply earnest question.  What more 

should he be doing at this stage in his life to be sure to inherit eternal life?  He sees 

Jesus as a teacher he can trust for a true and clear answer.  His spiritual hunger is 

revealed by his earnest desire to live life well and forever with God.  This is a man 

full of genuine concern and earnestness.  And we see that in a phrase that only Mark 

uses in his telling of this encounter, “Jesus, looking at him, loved him.” (v.21).  With 

all the penetrating insight Jesus had to see right into a person’s heart, he loves the 

passion and the earnestness of this man, but at the same time, he knows exactly 

what his impediment is also. 

In his responses, Jesus seems gradually to draw the man out.  He begins on familiar 

ground by guiding in the need to keep God’s commandments, but he focuses on only 

six of the commandments that are mainly the ‘Do not’ commands.  As the man 

assures, these have been easily kept by him.  But Jesus has omitted the 

commandments that directly relate to God for a purpose.  Therein lies the heart of 

the matter for this man.  Jesus is about to reveal what it will truly mean for him, in 

particular, to be able truly to love the Lord God with all his heart.     

 

It’s difficult for us when a story is so familiar, to be able to regain a sense of the real 

shock the man would have got from the personal directness of Jesus’s response to 

him: “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.” (v.21).   

 

As we read in Hebrews, Jesus’s words must have seemed like a double-edged 

sword, piercing through to his very soul, and laying bare the thoughts and intentions 

of his heart. (Hebrews 4:12).  Seeing his wealth as a sign of blessing, he could not 

have imagined that that would be what Jesus would lay his finger on.  .  All he once 

held dear and thought of as part of what put him in such good stead before God, all 

that is bound up in his sense of identity, security and place in the community - it is 

found wanting and needs to be let go of.  He was devastated.  It’s not the wealth 



itself that is the problem, but the place it has in his heart and life.  And it’s an all-

consuming top priority and security that cuts him off from God and from a genuine 

concern for others around him.   

 

As he turns and walks away with a heavy heart, there is his own sadness and the 

deep sadness of the situation.  The fear of losing his possessions is leading him 

away from something so much more important and lasting in finding a whole new life 

and perspective on life in Christ.  As the missionary, Jim Elliot, so famously said: “He 

is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose.” 

 

When I was recently up at The Bield retreat centre near Perth for a few days, there 

were copies of a book lying on the table in the entrance hall with a note saying, ‘Free 

– please take one’, so I did.  I’m never one to let a bargain go by.  The book was 

entitled Discipleship: Living for Christ in the Daily Grind by J Heinrich Arnold.   

 

Arnold was born in 1913 in Germany.  His parents had an upper-class home in 

Berlin, where his father was a well-known editor, theologian and public speaker.  

When Arnold was six years old, amidst all the social and religious restlessness that 

followed the First World War, the family moved from its lifestyle in Berlin to the small 

village of Sannerz in central Germany.  There with some of their friends, his parents 

set up a fellowship that sought to live out the model of the early church where 

everything was shared in common.  In 1938, Arnold became pastor and then later an 

elder of this church community and remained a part of it until his death in 1982.  

Through the formative experiences of his life, he was a man deeply rooted in Christ, 

able to pass on some challenging words of guidance and insight for the spiritual 

journey.   

 

At the very opening of the book, Arnold writes: 

 

 Discipleship is not a question of our own doing; 

 it is a matter of making room for God so that he can live in us.2 

 

                                                           
2 J Heinrich Arnold Discipleship, second edition (New York: Plough Publishing, 2011) 



We might develop this to say, “Seeking eternal life and the kingdom of God are not a 

question of our own doing; they are a matter of making room for the grace of God so 

that he can live in us.” 

 

The man’s question about what he should do to inherit eternal life, is looking for an 

external answer, along the lines of dutifully obeying God’s commandments.  What is 

really needed, however, is to begin with openness to the grace of God.  To seek a 

devoted relationship with God, means embracing more and more of God’s way of 

doing things, which is what the kingdom of God is all about.  In God’s way of doing 

things, we experience upside down values where the first becomes last and the last 

becomes first; where the hidden, the forgotten, the seemingly insignificant and the 

downtrodden are affirmed.  In God’s way of doing things, freedom and fulfilment 

come not in building up and holding onto riches and possessions, but in God-given 

loving humility to allow them to flow out endlessly to transform others’ lives.  In God’s 

way of doing things, we cease feverishly to be doing things in our own strength, and 

instead make ourselves available to God to use in the ways he guides. 

 

On our spiritual journey, learning to love the Lord our God with all our heart, and soul 

and strength and mind, will flow out too in learning to love our neighbour as ourself.  

The two go ever hand in hand.  We have the life and example of Jesus to follow in 

his perfect love for God and his endless self-giving for others.   

 

But in our story, the man’s wealth was an unwitting impediment to his truly finding 

lasting life and fulfilment in God.  We also need to ask ourselves if there is anything 

that is keeping us from experiencing and passing on God’s love more fully.  Is 

knowing and loving and serving Christ our top priority, or does something get in the 

way?  Is it a priority only for the short time we are here in church?  As soon as we 

step outside, do the other priorities of our lives take over?  What does our own 

personal response need to be? 

 

In our story, the man had forgotten to be aware of all that God desired of him and for 

others through him.  Are there aspects of Christ’s teaching that we hold at arm’s 

length because they seem impossible for us to follow, for example, in forgiveness, or 

not judging others? Arnold again writes:  



I often wonder whether we have the whole Christ sufficiently in mind.  For any 

Christian – for individuals as well as for churches – there is a danger of 

experiencing only a part of Christ – accepting only a part of his message – 

and being faithful to that.  We must find and serve the whole Christ.  …  Even 

if we learned the entire Gospel by heart, we could not say we have the whole 

Christ.  Only the Holy Spirit is able to bring him to us.3 

 

In the bigger picture, looking out at our world and all the conflict that exists between 

faith communities, particularly once again the tensions waiting to erupt between 

Israelis and Palestinians, it becomes clear that, earnest though they may each feel 

they are being, there are aspects of God’s heart and purpose that they constantly 

and conveniently set aside in seeking what they want.  How hard we find it to see 

and embrace God’s way of doing things, when rights and power and possession 

matter more.  Justice and peace and well-being are impossible when we are left to 

our own devices and fail to seek first God’s way of doing things.  We hold onto the 

gracious promise that all things remain possible with God: Peace and fullness of life 

are not a question of our own doing; it is a matter of making room for God so that he 

can live in and through us.  May we ever be willing to do so. 

 

Amen. 
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