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Glory to Christ >> Glory forever

In this Gospel we hear the account of a young man who approaches Jesus with a
question concerning the acquisition of life. This narrative occurs within the fifth book of
the law of the Messiah. A section of Matthew where Jesus instructs his followers
concerning the community of gathered under god's authority. We have moved from
Galilee toward Jerusalem and the demands of the kingdom are becoming increasingly
sharp. The text of Matthew confronts us with the fact that eternal life is not a possession
to be acquired through personal achievement. In this message we will see how Jesus
redirects the young man from the good he thinks that he can do, to the One who alone is
good. Then we will see how the Commandments lead him directly to the needy
neighbor. And then finally we will hear the judgment that exposes the limits of every
human claim. With men this is impossible but with God all things possible.

First of all, the source of goodness. The young man approaches Jesus for the question
that already reveals the problem, “What good deed must | do to have eternal life?” Notice
the verbs “what must | do so that | may have?” He approaches eternal life as something
that can be acquired by his own actions. Jesus immediately disrupts this question. Why
do you ask me about what is “good?” One there is who is good. The young man begins
with himself and the good deed he must perform. Jesus begins with God! “Goodness”
does not originate with the man who acts. It belongs to God and therefore the man does
not determine himself what constitutes the “good.” God has already spoken. This is why
Jesus immediately directs him to the Commandments, "If you would enter life keep the
commandments.” The Commandments are not instruments by which man establishes his
own goodness. They are the Word of the One who alone is good. We face the same
temptation today whenever we turn obedience into an account of our own
accomplishments, whether individually or collectively. The question is not whether we
consider ourselves “good.” The guestion is whether we hear and obey the One who alone
is Good. God does not owe us life because of the record we present to him.

Once Jesus directs the young man to the Commandments, the young man asks, “which?”
Jesus, and his answer, moves immediately from the man himself to the people around
him. He leads him to the law as love for the needy neighbor. Jesus lists commands
concerning life with the neighbor, “You shall not kill. You shall not commit adultery. You
shall not steal. You shall not bear false withess. Honor your father and your mother.”
Then he brings them together under the Command, “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself” The young man responds, “All these | have observed. What do | still lack?”



Jesus answers him by placing a neighbor directly before him, the poor. “If you would be
perfect, go! Sell what you possess and give to the poor and you will have treasure in
heaven and come follow me!” The command exposes what the young man's claim
concealed. He says that he loves his neighbor, but when that love requires his
possessions, he walks away. In Matthew, to be perfect or complete is connected with the
commandment to love without setting boundaries around that love. The young man
wants eternal life, but he also wants to retain the wealth that separates him from the
needy neighbor. Matthew therefore tells us that he went away sorrowful for he had great
possessions. His possessions are not incidental to this story; they are precisely where his
claim to obedience is tested.

The commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” cannot remain an idea the
neighbor has a face and in this text the neighbor is the poor. What we possess becomes
a biblical issue when our attachment to it presents us from responding to the one who
has nothing. The commandment moves us away from ourselves and toward the
neighbor whom God has placed before us. The young man walks away. But Jesus does
not allow the Disciples simply to condemn this young man. Instead, his departure from
them becomes the occasion for a Word that places every human being under the same
judgment.

Which leads us to this important point, the impossibility of human salvation. Jesus said, it
will be hard for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Then he makes the statement
even stronger. 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. The image is deliberately impossible. There is no need
to invent a narrow gate through which the camel might somehow squeeze, as some
commentators do. A camel cannot pass through the eye of a needle. That impossibility is
precisely the point of Jesus’ words. The Disciples understand the force of the statement.
They are greatly astonished and asked who then can be saved? Jesus does not answer by
giving them a better method. He does not tell them to try harder. He confirms their
conclusion, “With men, this is impossible.” Salvation lies beyond human capacity. But
the sentence does not end there. For he says, “With God, all things are possible.” The man
began by asking what he could do to acquire life. The passage ends by declaring what
God can do.

That is the movement of the entire text, from human possibility to Divine possibility, from
what man thinks he can accomplish to what God alone can give. The words of Jesus leave
no room for confidence in wealth, accomplishment, religious performance, or human
ability. But neither do they leave us in despair. The impossibility of salvation for man is
answered by the possibility of God. Our task is not to weaken the Command until we can
accomplish it. Our task is to hear, obey, and depend upon the God for whom nothing is

impossible.




And so the question which the young man began has been completely overturned. He
asked what he could do to possess eternal life. Jesus has brought us instead to the God
Who alone gives life. Today we follow briefly the young man from confidence in what he
could do to the revelation of what only God can do. We have seen that “goodness”
belongs to God. That the Commandments direct us concretely toward our neighbor and
that the demand to love the neighbor exposes the hold that possessions can have upon
us. And then finally we heard the Disciples ask the question the text forces every one of
us today to ask, “Who then can be saved?” Jesus’ answer is uncompromising, with men
this is impossible but with God all things are possible. The young man went away
sorrowful because when the commandment reached his possessions he would not
follow. We must not make the same mistake by reducing the Command until it asks
nothing of us. Christ says, "Keep the Commandments, give to the poor, come and follow
me.” These Commands expose what we cannot accomplish by our own strength, but the
final word belongs neither to the young man nor to his possessions. The final Word
belongs only to God who is “good.” What is impossible with us remains possible with God
alone.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Christ is among us >> He
is and ever shall be.

Help us, save us, have mercy upon us, and keep us, O God, by thy grace.
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