29 April 2012 : Matthew 19 : 16-30  
Today we tackle a passage that, in my opinion, has suffered rather from spin-doctoring as academics and preachers of a left-wing persuasion have tended to use this teaching of Jesus as a stick to beat “rich” people over the head and extol the supposed spiritual virtue of poverty, conveniently ignoring the fact that the people wielding the stick are themselves among the richest 10% of the population of the planet, as indeed all but a very small and very unfortunate minority of people in this country are. 

I wonder if the people making these pious pronouncements fancy taking their own medicine, and sell their house, their car, their everything, give the proceeds to the poor, and try living under a bridge, rummaging in dustbins for food for a while, and see how noble and wonderful poverty actually is! In the Bible, God calls poverty a curse!

Anyway, moving on! Jesus is approached by a bright young man, for whom there are great expectations in and around Jerusalem, but his opening statement reveals exactly what his problem is, spiritually. Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life? Wrong question, kiddo. The only correct answer to that question is : nothing. 

Doing good things can’t earn or buy or manipulate the favour of God. Jesus preached freedom from that works mindset, that brings only bondage and defeat, but I’m sorry to say that 2,000 years down the road it still hasn’t gone away. The story is told of the man who died and turned up at the pearly gates wearing his Sunday best, hymnbook under his arm. The duty angel asked his name, and keyed the name into his computer. The angel’s eyebrow furrowed as he asked : Why do you think you should get in?   
The man puffed out his chest as he rehearsed his litany of good works. I joined the Sunday School when I was 5, then the Bible Class. I joined the church at 16 and hardly missed a Sunday since. I was made an elder and sang in the choir and served on lots of committees and went to General Assembly and put in my envelope every week.
The angel kept bashing away on the keyboard, then glancing at the screen, back and forward, but the furrow of his eyebrows deepened. I’m sorry, but that’s not helping. Is there anything else you want to tell me? A little bit rattled, and a bit less confidently, the man continued : well, let me think. I was faithful to my wife for 48 years. For all my working life, I did a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay. I tried to bring my children up right. I tried never to do anyone any harm. I tried to be generous to charities.  

Still the angel hammered away at his computer, but shook his head sadly – I’m really sorry, but none of that is any good. Are you sure there’s nothing else?  Broken, the man fell to his knees and sobbed : Lord Jesus, have mercy on me.  The angel’s face beamed in a huge smile. Now, why didn’t you say that earlier? Come on in. You’re welcome! What can we bring to be accepted by God? Nothing but the blood of Jesus. 
That’s all, and that’s more than enough. Right away the young man in our text was off on the wrong foot when he tried to focus attention on what he had to do, What we do is never the issue. It’s always what Jesus has done. Ephesians 2 : It is by grace you have been saved, through faith— and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no-one can boast. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. Is that all quite clear?
If our focus is on ourselves, and not Jesus, we make ourselves a link in the chain of life, and we will be the weakest link. Instead, as it says in Hebrews 9 & 10, Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption, and so we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus. There is no place in Kingdom life for any hint of self-righteousness. It just doesn’t work.

But although this young man had opened his mouth and put his foot right in it, Jesus tries to connect with him and play it his way. He tells him to keep the commandments. Please understand this. If you don’t operate by faith in Jesus, the default position is that you operate by the Law. The 10 Commandments no longer stand in judgement over born-again believers, but they are the yardstick by which non-believers are assessed. Which isn’t good news!

The 10 Commandments don’t work like an exam paper – attempt any 3. They are like a plate glass window – one bit broken, all broken. Interestingly, the young man tries to back-pedal here. Which commandments? he asks. He knew fine which commandments! But Jesus plays along by listing, not all 10 of them, but just 6, dealing with how we act toward other people, leaving aside the first 4 that deal with our relationship to God.

The young man would have noticed that, and I’m sure he would have noticed also that Jesus put a different spin on the last one. In Exodus 20, it says – Don't set your heart on anything that is your neighbour's.  Jesus here quotes instead from Leviticus 19 : love your neighbour as yourself. Jesus is showing the young man mercy. He can read him like a book and knows he has a problem with covetousness. He knows he has a problem in terms of a real personal relationship with God. So Jesus doesn’t raise those issues.
He lets the young man heave a sigh of relief and say, yes, so far so good, what’s next? And then Jesus confronts him with the real sticking-point in his heart by telling him to get rid of his riches and give them away. I would ask you to take careful note that this is the only occasion Jesus is recorded as making that demand on anyone. He makes it for the very good reason that this young man’s whole life was based on what he owned. 

His trust was in his possessions, not in the One who entrusted those things to him. Now I’m going to show you from the Word that God is absolutely okay with wealth and with wealthy people. We spoke a couple of weeks ago about the blessing of Abraham who, we read, was very rich. But Abraham was able to handle the wealth. He understood that he had been blessed for the purpose of being a blessing to others – Genesis 12.3. 
God has no problem with wealth or with wealthy people, as such. 3 John 2 tells us it is His express will that His people prosper and enjoy health just as our soul prospers. God gives us the ability to produce wealth and so confirms His covenant with us [Deuteronomy 8.18].  The blessing of the LORD brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it. [Proverbs 10.22]. It’s not God that has a problem with wealth, it’s us! We’re either selfish with it, or go to the other extreme and develop a pseudo-spiritual disdain for it.
It is the temptation to selfishness that leads Jesus to say : I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, 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. 
This is the problem Jesus has just seen with the young man. Given the choice between hanging on to his dosh and trusting it, or following Jesus and trusting Jesus to deliver on His promise in v. 29 : everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life : the young man has chosen the money, the camel, the needle. 
Interestingly, if you look at Mark’s version of this story, you’ll see in Mark 10.21 : Jesus looked at him and loved him. 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.
It was love that led Jesus to instruct the young man to kick away the crutch of wealth of the sort that can rust, or be stolen, or vanish overnight as an investment goes bad, and trust instead in true wealth no-one can ever take away. Jesus saw the potential of this young man, still raw and undeveloped, but he could have grown into a good disciple, maybe even taken over from Judas as treasurer. Jesus also knew that the hundredfold return promised at v.29 could have been his, but he fell at the hurdle of faith.
The question Jesus lays before us today is : where is our faith? And He wants an honest answer, not a religious one. When circumstances look awful, when everything we touch turns to dross, do we cast our care upon Jesus in the assurance that He will come through? Do we stand on every promise of His Word even when everything around us seems to be falling apart? Are we seeking first the Kingdom of God and His free gift of righteousness, trusting that, when we do, all other things will be given to us as well? 
Or, deep down, is it still our belief that God helps those that help themselves? Do we still, when the chips are down, imagine we need to sort things out by our own efforts rather than admit : Lord, I can’t do this on my own. I need you to show me the way. Please allow me to share a startling revelation with you. If we honestly believe that our problem is too big for God to solve, what on earth make us think we can solve it?
And don’t be afraid of handing over the driving set of your life to the Lord. Don’t be scared that if you decide really to put all your faith in Him, He’ll take away all your money and make you go and live in a mud hut in a malaria-infested swamp in darkest Borneo as a missionary. Some people have the strangest ideas about the “love” of God.
The “love” of God does exactly what it says on the tin. It is God’s passionate desire to give you the very best a Father can give, the very best life you can have, with every good thing in every way – spiritual, relational, physical, emotional and material. 

Whatever you’ve managed to achieve or squirrel away by your own human efforts is just a drop in the bucket compared to what God has set aside for you by His grace, for you to receive by faith. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9 : 

God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace – every favour and earthly blessing - abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work. He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and … your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God.

Wealth is spiritually neutral. It’s our attitude toward it that makes it good or bad.  God is not against us enjoying life and having nice things. What loving parent would grudge that to your children? But He wants us to trust Him enough to ditch all silly fear-filled selfish thoughts and attitudes. He wants to be able to trust us with His stuff, knowing that we will use His blessing and prosperity to bring blessing and prosperity to others.

Let me finish with a couple of Old Testament verses. Psalm 73.12 : Look at these wicked people, enjoying a life of ease while their riches multiply. Anyone else ever had those unworthy thoughts, watching TV and looking at some of the crooks that seem to prosper? No names, please! But it won’t last forever. Those who treat life like a game of Monopoly will eventually make an unwelcome discovery. Namely, that at the end of the game, it all goes back in the box. What happens to their stuff then? 

Proverbs 13.22 : the wealth of the sinner [finds its way eventually] into the hands of the righteous, for whom it was laid up. Listen. Let’s get our hearts right with the Lord and our priorities straightened out, because there’s a massive end-time supernatural wealth transfer on its way, from the corrupt and greedy to the born-again and spirit-filled.

And it will happen for a reason, so that God’s stuff will be used by God’s people for God’s purpose, to put an end to poverty, disease, unbelief and bring life to the world. God wants you and me ready to be part of that. Do you want to be part of it? Like me, are you fed up complaining about the mess the world’s in and ready to do something to change it? If so, let’s learn from these words of Jesus and make a smarter decision than that rich young man, who actually became a poor guy from that day onward, by his own daft choice. Let’s put God’s Kingdom first and receive true wealth in Jesus.
