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Mark 10: 17-22
In the past few weeks, have you been watching a television program and maybe about half way through, about 30 minutes into an hour-long program, thought to yourself, “I’ve seen this before.”  Maybe the first time you were in your recliner, got comfortable and went to sleep and didn’t remember all of it, but sure enough, you’ve seen it before.  It’s a summer rerun. 
Now, some reruns we don’t mind. You’ll be able to tell one of my favorite programs just by the introduction; “In the criminal justice system, the people are represented by two separate, yet equally important groups. The police, who investigate crime, and the district attorneys, who prosecute the offenders.  These are their stories, boom – boom.” I love “Law and Order,” even if I’ve seen it ten times before, but most of us don’t like reruns. 

You wouldn’t especially like it if you you came to church in the summer and thought you got a summer rerun. I guess a preacher could do that. He could think back to the fall to a sermon that everyone liked and just rework it a little bit and see if they’d like it again.  These sermons are what I call “Greatest Hits Scriptures,” but they’re not rerun sermons.  They’re sermons that are based on favorite scriptures of mine, scriptures I believe are the very heart of the gospel.  
Today’s scripture is different from other scriptures. We are reminded again of the honesty of the Bible.  It is not a success story. It’s not an account of a miraculous healing or some other miracle that Jesus performed. It’s not a story of when great multitudes decided to follow Jesus.  It is the story of a man who decided not to follow Jesus. Listen closely because as I’ve said before, this is not just a story that happened a long time ago.  This is our story, and we can recognize ourselves in this story.  
You have heard the story of the man we call the rich young ruler.  We get that title from all three gospels. In Matthew’s gospel, he is a young man. In Luke’s gospel, he is a ruler. In Mark’s gospel, he is just a rich man.  If we combine the three gospels, we get the story of the rich young ruler who comes to Jesus and asks this question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” It’s a question that gets our attention. We’ve all thought about it.  Right off, if you’re sharp enough, you might say “Well he’s wrong already. We don’t have to do anything to inherit eternal life. It’s a gift.  That’s what grace is. It is a grace gift.”  But if you look at this scripture, that’s not what it says.  We do need to do something to inherit eternal life. We need to prepare ourselves to receive the gift.  I have shared with some of you before the story of the man who grasped his wallet so tightly that not even God was able to pry open his fingers to give him an added blessing.  
We get this feeling from the rich man in the story.  We read that he goes away sorrowfully; he has made the decision not to follow Jesus. That is the first lesson from the story.  It’s hard to follow Jesus. There’s nothing easy about a cross.  Remember, Jesus promised a cross to any who would follow him.  It’s not easy, but if you want to be a Christian, the first requirement is to follow Jesus. 
Here’s a story from Western Oklahoma, I don’t know if Jennifer Annis remembers the sign by the road that I’m going to talk about, but it’s there.  About 10 miles south of Woodward on the way to Oklahoma City, there is this stretch of highway and by the side of the road there is a sign that says, “Road subject to flooding next 3 miles.”  If you see that stretch of highway it’s easy to understand why. It’s something that can happen in the part of the state where it’s flatter.  The field on either side of the highway is higher than the highway.  When it rains enough, water just pours out of the field and covers the highway.  But you have to remember this, in western Oklahoma it never rains!

I knew a man who farmed in that area and I asked him about it. He told me that several years ago he’d actually been called out on his tractor to pull some cars out of the water that had gotten stuck in the water.  I said, “How long ago was that?” He said 
“I can’t remember the last time we got that much rain.”  It “never” rains in western Oklahoma.  
But think about this, that road goes directly at an angle from Woodward to Oklahoma City, almost as the crow flies. It’s 140 miles.  If someone wanted to be really cautious and “avoid the road that’s subject to flooding,” you could drive to Enid, go east to I-35 and get to Oklahoma City that way.  It would take you about twice as long, however, so that would be foolish, wouldn’t it? It never rains in western Oklahoma. 
“Road Subject to Flooding.” It is just as foolish to think that you can be a Christian and not follow Jesus.  It’s hard to follow Jesus. A cross, no other Gods, there’s nothing easy about that.  First lesson about the story, if you want to be a Christian you have to follow Jesus.  
The second lesson is this, our faith is no cookie-cutter type of faith.  There are different requirements for different persons.  A poor person would never be asked to give away all that they own, because that is not what tempts them.  That is tempting only to someone who is wealthy.  Do you remember the  story of Zacchaeus?  Zacchaeus didn’t give away all that he had. He said, “I give away half of what I own. If I defrauded anyone I will repay it fourfold.  He wasn’t required to give away all that he owned. 
The requirements are different for each of us, but there is one requirement that is the same for each of us.  We are called to give the very best we have for Christ.
Years ago I heard a wonderful story about a man who was going to open up a donut shop. He knew he was facing stiff competition.  In this little town there were already three donut shops on the same street.  At the first donut shop, the owner of that shop put up a sign that said “The Best Donuts in Town.”  Not to be outdone, the owner of the second donut shop put up a sign at his shop that said “The Best Donuts in the State.”  The third owner, not to be outdone, put up a sign by his shop that said “The Best Donuts in the Country.”  Do you know what the fourth guy decided . . . he didn’t put up a sign that said “The Best Donuts in the World.”  He put up a sign that said “The Best Donuts on this Street!”  Don’t you love that?  We don’t have a cookie-cutter faith, because we are all different.  But no matter what our differences, Christ expects the best from us.
The third lesson from the scripture is a story about the truth.  Remember Harry Truman, “Give’em hell Harry.”  When they asked Harry Truman about that he said “I don’t give ’em hell, I just tell ’em the truth and they think it’s hell!”  Jesus told the truth. In effect, what he was saying to this rich young man was, “You love what you own more than you love God.”  Now if that’s the case, would any of us have followed Jesus?  Truth be known, aren’t there times when we love the blessings that we want from God more than we love God?  How many times have you prayed for some blessing from God, instead of saying to God, “What I really want, what I really need is you, Lord.”  
There is a wonderful lesson about love, my favorite part of the scripture. We read in the scripture that Jesus “looked at the young man and loved him.”  He didn’t judge him, he didn’t condemn him, he loved him.  The reason, I believe, Jesus looked at the man and loved him is this, he knew that the man was not being all that God had created him to be.
When you come here to the church and get involved in some kind of outreach project, after you done that work, you know that good feeling you have? Or when you go out and do the backpacks at the food bank or work on a habitat house, you know that good feeling you have? That’s because you are being what God intended you to be . . . created as a giving person, in the image of a giving God.  
A lesson about abundant life.  Jesus said, “I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly.”  The abundant life includes all that God gives to us, but the abundant life also includes discipline, service, and sacrifice.  The One who gives the most demands the most.  Because of that I can say to you, “The single most exciting thing in my life is my relationship with Christ.
As I was preparing for this sermon, I was thinking about some of the exciting things I’ve done.  I’ve ridden fast horses, I’ve driven some fast cars.  I wanted to say I’ve dated some fast women, but to be truthful, two out of three ain’t bad. By far, no comparison, the single most exciting thing in my life has been my relationship with Christ. 
Have you noticed something that advertisers are doing now? It’s one of the miracles of television I can’t explain. In a commercial, everything in the commercial can be black and white except the product that’s being sold.  This past week I noticed a commercial for a certain brand of golf ball. In that commercial the golf course, all the trees, all the things on the golf course including the people were in black and white, but the sleeve of golf balls was in color.  There’s a commercial for a car. As that car goes driving thru the countryside, the road, the countryside, everything else is black and white, but the car is in color.  There’s a commercial for a fruit drink.  In that commercial the children, everything else in the commercial is in black and white, but the fruit drink is in color.  
That is how I see my relationship with Christ. Everything else is in black and white, everything else is drab and lifeless without the One who gives life, without the One who is life. The question for us, then, today is not “Would you have followed Jesus?” The question is this, “Will you follow the risen Christ?”  Amen.     
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