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Text: Mark 10:17-31 

Theme: What Must I Do? 

 

This is the day that the Lord has made.  

Let us rejoice and be glad in it.   
 

Why are we rejoicing?  Because Vicar Josh has now officially started 

at Redeemer as our Associate Pastor.  We welcome him and Heather 

to our church and to our community.  We cannot wait to see how the 

Holy Spirit will guide us as we work together to share the love of 

Jesus Christ at this time and in this place.  In Hebrew the last verse of 

our psalm fits this moment well – Let the beauty of the Lord our God 

be upon us and establish for us the work of our hands.   
 

Vicar Josh got a small taste this week of the work ahead of us.  His 

ordination and installation service is a week away.  On Reformation 

Sunday we will confirm fourteen young people.  After that the next 

big event at Redeemer will be Rise Against Hunger followed by a 

spiritual retreat that will help prepare us for Advent.  Our plans for the 

new church year are well underway when more of our young people 

will take their First Communion.  And let me be the last to tell you 

that as of this Sunday Christmas is only 75 days away. 
 

We are certainly driven by our calendars and schedules.  Even in the 

church the rhythm of the seasons dictates what we do and when we do 

it.  So as not to forget to do something for which we are responsible 

we make our lists and check it twice.  We want to do things the right 

way and for the right reasons.  But will anything on our list ever earn 

us eternal life?  Of course the answer is no but today Jesus challenges 

our quick response.  
 

Today we become the rich man who approached Jesus in our gospel 

lesson.  We talked about him about a month ago when we studied 

James 2.  In that setting we mentioned this text to better define our 

neighbor.  But the beautiful thing about Scripture is that we can read 

the same passage multiple times and see and hear different things 

each time.  It is why we can say with confidence that the Bible is alive 

and well so many centuries after it was written. 

For our purposes today we want to discover what is behind this 

question that the rich man asks of Jesus: Good teacher, what must I do 

to inherit eternal life?  How do I get into heaven?   
 

The rich man was driven by his desire to do all the right things in 

order to be saved and to be included in the life to come.  He started 

out well by coming to Jesus.  He respected Jesus.  He knew Jesus was 

a good and moral person and wise in his teachings.  He knew Jesus 

showed grace and mercy and kindness to those who wanted to learn 

more about him and his relationship to God.  It was to him then that 

the rich man asked the question so that Jesus might evaluate his life 

and then tell him if he had any chance to make it into heaven.   
 

He must have been extremely excited when Jesus started to rattle off 

some of the Ten Commandments.  It seems like the rich man lived a 

perfect life.  He confessed that ever since he was a young child he 

obeyed the commandments and he was eager to tell Jesus all about it.  

I hope we do not laugh at his boldness.  I hope we come just as close 

to checking off the same list of laws.  You shall not murder (check).  

You shall not steal (check).  You should honor your father and mother 

(check).   
 

For those who know the background of Martin Luther it is this very 

question (wanting to know exactly what he needed to do to get into 

heaven) that tormented him.  It became an obsession and it changed 

his life.  He threw away a chance to become a lawyer to be a monk 

and lived in a religious order.  He read his Bible, memorized chapter 

and verse, and prayed throughout the day.  He slept out in the cold 

and whipped himself in his attempt to be good enough to enter eternal 

life.  In his own words:  If anyone could have earned heaven through 

the life of a monk, it is I.   
 

But nothing he did satisfied his soul.  Nothing he did gave him peace 

of mind or a quiet spirit until he discovered the joy of the gospel that 

comes through faith alone and only by the grace of God.  
 

I want to believe that we truly understand that we are saved by grace 

through faith and not by the works of the law.  We can say the right 

words but is it engrained in our hearts?  We can do the right things but 

do we do them for the right reasons?   



In verse 21 it reads that before Jesus told the rich man that he lacked 

one thing Jesus looked at him and loved him.  In English the verb to 

look does not capture the depth of the moment.  In Greek it is a better 

translation that Jesus looked into him and loved him.  While the rich 

man was able to keep all the commandments Jesus knew his heart was 

not in keeping with his outward acts of obedience.  He did not love 

the Lord with all his heart, with all his soul, with all his mind, and 

with all his strength.  When Jesus looked into his heart he saw that the 

rich man lacked one thing.  He trusted his wealth more than he trusted 

God.  
 

Just to be clear God does care about what we do with our money but 

in this lesson each of us is asked to substitute the one thing we love 

more than God.  It could be money.  It could be the things that money 

can buy.  The point is that nothing we do (or nothing we have) will 

secure our place in heaven.  Eternal life is given to us through Jesus 

Christ.  It is a gift that allows us to no longer be shackled to the law.  

And the thing we lack is whatever we love and trust more than God.   
 

The rich man was devasted because he had great wealth.  Jesus put 

the gospel right in front of him but the man loved what he had and 

was not willing to part with it.  Jesus was not ashamed to point out the 

danger of wealth.  Jesus said the more we have the more difficult it is 

to let go of it.  C.S. Lewis was known to say – All things are possible 

with God even for a camel to go through the eye of a needle but it is 

hard on the camel.   
 

We have to wonder what Jesus sees when he looks inside of us.  We 

are smart enough to know whether our outward acts of obedience are 

consistent with our hearts.  But I like to think of this as a healing story 

more than one of judgment.  We already determined the rich man was 

pious and somewhere deep down we have to believe he knew that his 

wealth got in the way of his love for God.  It is why Jesus really did 

love him.  Jesus saw the one thing that was preventing the rich man 

from living by faith and in solidarity with his neighbors but also saw 

an open vessel willing to listen even if not willing to change (yet). 
 

Jesus might be looking at us with the same love and wanting us to 

discover the one thing that we are lacking (the one thing that we cling 

to more than God himself).  It has nothing to do with our salvation 

because we are saved by grace through faith in Christ alone.   

But that should not be our end point but the place we start.  God is not 

only concerned about life in heaven but also cares about the life we 

enjoy here and now.  We are free to make our lists of things to do 

(those things driven by calendars and schedules).  But we are also free 

to make a different kind of list that reflects our desire to love others, 

care for the people in this world, and share the good news of Jesus 

Christ.  Our Christmas list this year could reflect those changes.    
 

Vicar Josh and I would be wise to review our lists that we have made 

this past week and make sure we are doing the right things for the 

right reasons.  He will be ordained and installed to officially start his 

ministry of Word and Sacrament.  Confirmation will give our young 

people the opportunity to make public affirmation of their faith.  Rise 

Against Hunger will feed those in need and our spiritual retreat will 

feed our souls.  Let the beauty of the Lord be upon us and establish 

for us the work of our hands.  Amen  

 

 


