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Scripture – Mark 10:17-31
The word ‘loyalty’ conjures up familiar images.

One of the first one’s that I think of is of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table in ancient England.  How they fought to protect the lives of the subjects of England even to the point of death.  They were committed to defending the honor of England and the lives of its subjects.  They even took an oath to that effect and pledged their loyalty to defend it.  This same form of loyalty can refer to any person who enlists in service to their country through the armed forces, pledging to defend her against all forces, inside or outside, that could threaten her life.

John Kenneth Galbraith was a noted economist in the early 1900s who was called upon by many dignitaries to help sort the economic markets. He wrote the following story in his autobiography about his housekeeper:

“It had been a wearying day, and I asked Emily to hold all telephone calls while I had a nap. Shortly thereafter the phone rang. Lyndon Johnson was calling from the White House. ‘Get me Ken Galbraith. This is Lyndon Johnson.’ ‘He is sleeping, Mr. President. He said not to disturb him.’ ‘Well, wake him up. I want to talk to him.’ ‘No, Mr. President. I work for him, not you.’ When I called the President back, he could scarcely control his pleasure. ‘Tell that woman I want her here in the White House.’”

Emily the housekeeper understood an important truth—she was a servant to one man and obeyed his wishes explicitly. Her loyalties were to Mr. Galbraith alone. What a great example of a true servant.

Maybe the word ‘loyalty’ makes you think of someone who stays with a spouse through ‘thick and thin’, during difficult times when others may have given up.  They remain loyal to their marriage oath to stick it out ‘until death do us part’.
Maybe the word ‘loyalty’ makes you think of a missionary or prisoner of war in a foreign country that is jailed, persecuted and even put to death for their beliefs.  And during all the duress they endure, they refuse to give in.  They refuse to break their oath of loyalty to their country or their God whom they believe in.
Webster defines ‘loyalty’ as ‘faithful adherence’, ‘of being loyal’.  He defines ‘loyal’ as ‘being faithful to those persons or ideals that one stands under an obligation to defend or support’.  Some synonyms for loyalty include allegiance, devotion, faithfulness and piety.

Our story today is about loyalty.  It’s about a young man who comes to Jesus in search of eternal life and it’s ultimately about loyalty.  Our story is found in three of the four Gospels: in Luke 18, Matthew 19 and our Scripture today, Mark 10.

We get the setting from Mark’s account.   Just prior to this story, Mark has Jesus in a house, blessing children.  Jesus probably went into the house to rest, blessed the children and had just come out of the house to continue His journey when a rich young ruler met Him.

It’s interesting that only in Luke’s account, do we hear him called a ruler.  He was probably one of the rulers of the synagogue.

In verse 17, he calls Jesus the ‘Good Teacher’.  Jesus reminds him that “no one is good but God alone”.  Some scholars have said this response by Jesus indicates that he is saying that Jesus is not God by referring to a statement in the Book of Hebrews that indicates that Jesus had not yet been perfected.  In Hebrews 5:7-10 we read these words: “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard for his godly fear.  Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and being made perfect he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchezidek.”

Other scholars say that the inference here by Jesus is toward His true identity.  The rich young ruler does not know He is the Son of God therefore his inference in the words “Good” are in reference to Hm as merely human.  Jesus is therefore saying that He is not “Good” in the human sense but only in the heavenly sense, as the Son of God.  Since the rich young ruler does not know Him in that sense, He is telling him only God can be called “Good”.   If the rich young ruler had known Jesus in the heavenly sense, as the Son of God, Jesus probably would not have rejected his comment of “Good”.

The young ruler then asks the ultimate question – what shall I do to inherit eternal life?

Jesus directs him to the Law.  The rich young ruler says, in verse 20 that he has kept all the Law since his youth.

His statement that he had kept the Law from his youth indicated that he thought, according to the Law, he was blameless.  How often, when approached by the Spirit of God, to convict us of something that is wrong in our lives, do we do the same?  Don’t we tell God, ‘I’ve kept your commandments.  I’ve been raised in the church.  I go to church every Sunday.  I give money to support the church.  I've done well.  Why do I need to change?’  

Jesus knew, as we do, that no one would be able, except for Jesus, to be so perfect.  Jesus quotes him some of the Ten Commandments – Do not commit adultery, do not kill, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your father and mother.  The rich young ruler felt he had kept those commandments faithfully but yet he knew no peace.  There was no rest within his soul.   When we look honestly at ourselves and know we have to make changes, do we feel the same lack of peace?  Even when we do what we feel are ‘all the right things’, do we often feel that something is still missing?  He therefore sought out Jesus for an answer.  When we know that something is still missing in our lives, do we seek out Jesus for the answer like the rich young ruler did?’

Jesus’ response tells us that the rich young ruler failed to understand the deeper demands of the Law.  Notice Jesus doesn’t condemn the man’s position of believing he has been faithful.  Instead, He lovingly looks at his heart and meets the man where he is.  He sees that he is trying to serve two masters: God and riches.  Jesus recognizes that his heart can’t be at rest to truly serve God wholeheartedly when the desire for riches is there.  

Jesus does the same with you and me.  He doesn’t condemn us for our foolishness.  If we let Him come to us, He will lovingly look at our hearts, tell us He loves us and put His Word in our hearts.

Jesus tells the rich young ruler to do two things – sell all he has and give it to the poor and then to follow Him.  This says that living for others, regarding ourselves as only stewards of what has been entrusted to us, is the deeper meaning of life.  Let me repeat that:  This says that living for others, regarding ourselves as only stewards of what has been entrusted to us, is the deeper meaning of life.  In 2 Corinthians 8:9, Paul says about Jesus, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake, he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.”

The rich young ruler was not able to meet the test.  He was so attached to his earthly wealth that he had, to some degree, sold his soul to it and could not obey Jesus’ command.  Verse 22 says he went away sorrowful or very sad.  The original Greek word here, perilupos, means “overwhelmingly sorrowful”, “greatly distressed”.  This was a very sad time for the young man because he so desperately wanted to feel inner peace.

It is clear from the story that Jesus became very fond of this young man.  He came to Jesus in sincerity, seeking to know the truth and obtain eternal life.  Jesus could see that and He loved him for that.  So, when the young ruler went away sad and did not He comes to us and tries to get into our heart to change us but we won’t let Him.  We in essence do as the rich young ruler did in that we send Him away because we are attached to our own way of life, ‘our riches’ if you will.

In response, Jesus gives a warning to His disciples about the great temptation of riches. He uses an interesting proverb in verse 25 about a camel, going through the eye of a needle. This saying of Jesus can be compared to a proverb written in Proverbs 11:28 that a First century Jew would know well which said “Whosoever trusts in his riches will fall, but the righteous will thrive like a green leaf”.

There is another meaning here beside the obvious.  In Jesus day, there was a small door in the city gates, called the ‘needle’s eye’ that only a man could pass through and not a camel.  It therefore was like most of the parables Jesus taught in the fact that the people could relate to it because it had a contemporary meaning.

Another important point in this story is that Jesus is dispelling a commonly held First century Jewish belief.  Jews believed that wealth was a sign of God’s special favor toward an individual and that poverty was a punishment for the sins of the individual.  Therefore, when Jesus makes the camel and needle’ eye comparison with a rich man entering heaven, the listener would be saying to themselves – “if even the rich people have no chance of entering heaven, how much less the ordinary people and the poor?”

The example of camel going through a needle’s eye is one of absurdity.  Yet, the absurdity makes the point.  It is impossible for a camel to go through the eye of a needle therefore it is impossible for a rich man to be saved through his or her own strength.  Whoever tries on their own strength to free themselves from the satanic hold of worldly riches will always fail.  It is only through the heavenly strength of Jesus and the Creator that such a bond can be broken and eternal life obtained.  So, the rich, as well as the poor, can only be saved by God’s grace.

The question to us, therefore, is ‘Where is our loyalty?’  
· Is our loyalty to our past?  When God asks us to change, is our loyalty to our family, our heritage, to the principles that tells us 'we have always done it that way’.  or
· Is our loyalty to remaining with what is comfortable?  When God asks us to change, are we only willing to change if it means that we can remain comfortable by our own standards? or
· Is our loyalty to our belongings?  Have we taken those blessings that God has given us and made them our central focus?  When God asks us to change, are we reluctant to give up what we have for God’s glory?

We need to be asking ourselves where our loyalty is.  God knows where our loyalty is.  We can’t hide it.  We may deny it but God knows.  If our loyalty is not where it should be, we need to tell God now.  We need to ask our loving Creator to work with us and to ‘make the impossible possible’.  For even though we may think it is impossible to change, with God nothing is impossible.

In Jesus Name.  Amen.

