
Mark 10:17-31
When I hear the first message of Jesus’ ministry, “The time has come. The kingdom of

God has come near. Repent (Mk 1:15)!” And when I read the first line of the most important
writings of the founder of our church, Martin Luther, and he ups the ante, writing: When our
Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ``Repent,”, he willed the entire life of believers to be
one of repentance. And when you and I come to this first day of preparation to observe Jesus’
death and resurrection, and it’s called “Ash Wednesday” to remind us that we are only and
always mortal sinners, only “dust and ashes;” there’s something inside of me, and perhaps
inside of you, that wants to protest loudly and say, “Lord, can’t you get over this repentance
thing!  Are you looking for a bunch of masochists who only want to beat themselves up, all the
time?  Can’t we just move on to some happy news sometime?”

And when I feel this way, I realize that I’m thinking like my mother who would hesitate to
go to the doctor with the reasoning:  “Everytime I go there, he just finds something else wrong.”
She was forgetting what we forget about repentance, that there’s a diagnosis and a cure; and
both are absolutely necessary.  The word repent literally means “to change your mind.”  That
means, to change your mind about yourself and change your mind about your God, your Savior.
And there is no more beautiful example than the account of Jesus interchange with the
successful young man.  It is so beautiful and significant that Mt, Mk and Lk, 3 gospel-writers all
record it!

From his very beginning we can sense the searching and tension: As Jesus started on
his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. “Good teacher,” he asked,
“what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered.
“No one is good—except God alone.  You know the commandments: ‘You shall not
murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give false
testimony, you shall not defraud, honor your father and mother.’”  “Teacher,” he
declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.” Putting together the accounts in the 3
gospels we learn this was an amazing young man.  He was already rich and already a leader in
his community or his synagogue, his church.  And he was very pious, sincerely religious.  He
was probably someone I’d like to have living next door; perhaps someone I’d like to be!  But he
was confused and searching.  He knew that eternal life was an inheritance, a gift, but he wanted
to know what he had to do to earn what cannot be earned!  He thought it had to do with his
goodness, and this would bring him the biggest shock and disappointment in his meeting with
Jesus.

Jesus told him and us:  “No one is good—except God alone.”  God alone is perfectly
good and he sets the standard for what is perfectly good.  I’d like to judge by my own
estimation, thinking, “I’m certainly better than most.  Look at all the sins I’m avoiding.  I’m faithful
to my wife, I don’t steal, I don’t murder.  I hear about all those unsavory characters when I watch
the nightly news, and I’m not like them!”  But someone has very accurately observed that we
usually recon the sins we don’t commit as more serious and damnable than the ones we do
commit.  But finally, God is the judge and he knows and condemns not just sinful actions, but
sinful words, thoughts, attitudes, and priorities.

And his goodness includes every good thing we could do out of love for him and for
other people.  Recall how Jesus summarized God’s law for us?  Love God above all things and
your neighbor unselfishly, as yourself. “Jesus looked at him and loved him,” and so he
said:  . “One thing you lack.  Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Jesus didn’t say this because God
demands that we give all our money to the poor, or that we will have eternal life if we do.  Jesus
said it because he loved this man, and he loves us, and he’s giving us a chance to ask
ourselves, “What do I love more, God and my neighbor, or myself?”  If I don’t see my Savior as
my greatest security, which surpasses my personal achievements, my piety, my successes, my
family and friends and popularity; then I’ve failed.  I am not good.  And if I will not risk my time,



energy or money to help my neighbors in need, then I have failed.  I am not good.  Repentance
is to change your mind about yourself.  It’s the necessary diagnosis that leads to the cure!

At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.  Jesus
looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom
of God!”  The disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said again, “Children, 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 someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” Jesus words left the
man dejected, and us, cringing.  The camel and the needle are just a turn of phrase for
impossibility, just like we say, “You can’t get blood out of a turnip.”  Earthly treasure will not get
you into heaven; and trusting in your human accomplishments, your riches, your estimation of
yourself, more than God will exclude you.

Now Jesus’ disciples are completely perplexed.  This successful, religious, young man
seemed to have it all together. They said to each other, “Who then can be saved?”  And
Jesus answered:   “With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible
with God.” And we know how our God achieved the impossible, so that sinners like you and
me, who try to trust in our earthly achievements and possessions, can enter the kingdom of
God.  Paul explained to the Corinthian congregation: “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through
his poverty might become rich (2 Cor 8:9).” Jesus’ love for God and for us was so perfect
that he left behind the glory and the riches of heaven.  At his temptation, he declined Satan’s
offer of the glamour and riches of all the kingdoms of this world.  During his ministry, he owned
only the cloak on his back and the sandals on his feet.  And Jesus’ perfect selflessness and
generosity, his love for the Lord and his fellowman, was credited to us!

And so that people like me, like you, who are constantly overestimating our own
goodness, looking down on others, and trying to stand on our own before God: “He made
himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.
And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to
death—even death on a cross (Phil 2:7-8)!” Not because he wasn’t the true Son of God, but
because he was feeling the punishment we should receive for thinking that we’re so god that
God should just reach down and congratulate us!  Our estimation of our own goodness is so
often false, but his is real, true and perfect.  But Jesus died like a criminal, carrying our true and
deserved punishment, so now you are, and I am, perfectly good in God’s eyes.  Repentance is
changing my mind, your mind, about God.  Jesus says that he loves you so much that he made
the impossible possible, he makes the bad good, the incurable curable.

And finally, like icing on the cake, Jesus assures us that if following the Savior who was
so committed to you, might cost you something, he will take care of it. Then Peter spoke up,
“We have left everything to follow you!” “Truly I tell you,” Jesus replied, “no one who has
left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the
gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age: homes, brothers,
sisters, mothers, children and fields—along with persecutions—and in the age to come
eternal life.”

Repentance is necessary and life-changing.  It’s God’s loving diagnosis that brings his
perfect cure.  There’s one more bit of evidence of that great truth.  Many people believe that the
successful, young ruler was the gospel-writer Mark.  Even though this account is recorded in 3
gospels, Mark is the only one to record the very personal detail that, “Jesus looked at him and
loved him!” Mark saw that loving look of Jesus, and he learned in his life the blessing of
repentance, the blessed change of mind about yourself and about your Savior.  Amen.


