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I taught English for twenty six years at a secondary school in Lichfield. For several years I taught the

poetry of UA Fanthorpe to my A level classes. When I read today’s gospel passage I was reminded of

the poem BC/AD which deals with the moment of Christ’s birth. It was as she put it ‘the moment

when before turned into after. That moment divides time, ages. It ends with these fantastic lines.

‘And this was the moment

When a few farm workers and three

Members of an obscure Persian sect

Walked haphazard by starlight straight

Into the kingdom of heaven.’

Those lines still send shivers up my spine when I read them and I have used them in Christmas

sermons particularly at Spital.

I thought of the poem for a couple of reasons, firstly the idea of the division of time – now and then

and also because of the word ‘heaven.’ I have always liked the story of Jesus and the rich young man

and there is so much we can understand from it. Like so many bible stories it is timeless and could

quite easily have been addressed to us.

This young man comes up to Jesus while he is on the road, between one place and another and

asks a specific question.

‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’

What does he mean by that? What would Jews have understood by eternal life? This is not a

disembodied place he is talking about.  Jews such as the Pharisees would have referred to ‘this age



and the age to come.’ They believed a great event would happen when sin and evil would be

defeated and God’s perfect rule would be established on earth. Those who were to inherit it would

be those who had lived a blameless life.

So then that puts the question into context. Jesus doesn’t answer at once but picks up on the fact

that the man has called him ‘good.’ Jesus is quick to point out that only God is good, God is perfect.

His answer to the man’s question is to keep the commandments. Jesus does not quote them all

though.  It is quite obvious that this young man tries to love God as the first commandment. It is

worth looking at the other commandments Jesus does not mention and asking ourselves why.

10.19’You know the commandments: “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall

not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honour your father and mother.”

Keeping the law absolutely correctly was what was demanded of the good Jew. The world as it was

was full of injustice, oppression, cruelty, malice and sin. The new age, God’s age, would put an end

to all that. There would be a perfected order which those who had lived a good life would inherit.

So Jesus replies as he does, keep the commandments. The man has done all of that but he seems to

be aware there is still something lacking. Is he becoming aware that the law is not all in all? Is he on

the verge of understanding that there is a new way? However that might be Jesus sees something of

note in him. This man is sincere; there is no trickery as with the Pharisees’ questions. It seems that

the man has done his best but is looking for a way to be sure he will be part of the age to come. If

we picture the scene, as so often Jesus meets a person’s eyes and holds them in his gaze. We are

told specifically that he does so here,

21 Jesus, looking at him, loved him.’

This man has a great deal going for him, Jesus recognises his sincerity and he ‘loved him.’ So now he

tells him what more he must do.  Firstly the man is very rich, he has possessions, ‘You lack one thing;

go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor.’

It is not enough to say we believe, our profession of belief must be put into action. Sell what you

own then give it to those who have nothing. Then you will ‘have treasure in heaven.’  Jesus is not

saying anything about treasure in a disembodied place after death he is saying this sort of action i.e.

love your neighbour as yourself’ will give you a place in God’s newly created order. Then having

done that, ‘follow me.’

Is Jesus saying become one of my followers as these men are, follow me on my mission or is he

saying believe in me as your King and Messiah, believe in me as the one who will begin to bring in

the new creation?

What Jesus is telling him is that the new way is going to be a very different way. Jesus is bringing in

the new age; it is present and will be brought to perfection. To be a part of Jesus’ way though means

new behaviour, new attitudes and loving riches simply won’t do. Nothing should come before the

love of God. Jesus must have been sorry as he watched the man’s expression change, as he watched

him turn away in shock at what Jesus had told him. This man is turning his back on what God

requires of him.



23 ‘Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, ‘How hard it will be for those who have wealth

to enter the kingdom of God!’ 24And the disciples were perplexed at these words.’

What Jesus is not saying is that those who have money don’t stand a chance of salvation. If we go

back to the old saying, ‘The love of money is the root of all evil’ we have Jesus’ meaning. There is

nothing wrong with money in itself. We need it to live and a great deal of good can be done with it if

used in the right way, hence Jesus telling the rich man to give the money he gets to the poor. The

material point is that if you love money it becomes the focus and the important things tend to have

a second place as illustrated by the young man. The commandment about covetousness covers this.

He has made his choice and it shows he cares more about his possessions than God’s way. Just think

what he has turned his back on.

When Jesus says, ‘Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!’ he is not saying God has

deliberately made it hard. It is hard for people who would rather go their own way, follow the selfish

and easy path than follow the way of Jesus which is difficult in that it means self denial and living

according to his teachings. In that respect Jesus’ teachings are radical; they do turn the old ways

upside down. To be a Christian is not easy then or now. As he says, ‘you can’t serve God and money.’

The old way of Judaism, the way of the law given by God to Moses has been superseded now by

Jesus. He doesn’t destroy the law, he is its fulfilment and it is up to the Jewish nation to see that and

accept it, sadly so few could see beyond their own desires and concerns. Certainly the leaders are

interested in using the law as a tool and clinging on to their power. Anyone who challenges their way

is a threat that must be destroyed. What follows the gospel reading for today are these words,

‘See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and

the scribes, and they will condemn him to death;’

It is very important that we read this gospel in the light of those words. He has turned his face to

Jerusalem and death. Time is very short now. Peter is quite right when he points out that they have

left everything and turned to Jesus. Jesus’ answer

29‘Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or

children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news, 30 who will not receive a

hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with

persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life.’

Needs explaining, firstly they have given everything up to follow him and anyone who truly does so

will be rewarded. To begin with they will be part of the Christian family they will experience the joy

that following Christ can give right here and now. However, Mark is quick to point it out because it

was a fact for the early church, they will have to face persecution. So many were to do this but did

so gladly for Jesus’ sake because they believed in him and were filled with his Holy Spirit.

Those who consider themselves most important and who put that first and their power and position

first will find that they are last while the poor and humble are first.

What of the saying about leaving families what does that mean for us?

Well it doesn’t mean we all have to leave our families and be contemplatives or go on mission,

though many have done just that. Or that we shouldn’t love our families dearly, of course we



should, that is a reflection of God’s love for us, his children. He means get your priorities right. Jesus

means that we must live out his way of love in our everyday lives.

He is saying stand up for me wherever you are and never be afraid to speak out for me and to act in

God’s way, even in the face of persecution or opposition, opposition which might come from those

closest to you. Love God and act as Jesus taught is the number one priority. To act in the Christian

way is often not the way which is expedient, or the way that is acceptable to the world but it is the

right way and it brings God’s reward.

There is no way we should put our own way, our own desires and our own possessions above God.

Our focus must be to love Jesus and act it out in our lives putting aside all selfish concerns.

Jesus says he will be killed in Jerusalem but on the third day he will rise again. That is the wonderful

truth. God’s Holy Spirit is within each one of us guiding us and helping us. We act in the strength of

God.

The writer of Hebrews, like Jesus and St Paul and all good writers, uses imagery that people would

understand to explain their point. That is how metaphors work, enabling explanation to be delivered

using word pictures that clarify. This passage illustrates that point. The audience would be Jews who

had accepted Christ and joined the fledgling church in and around Jerusalem. This is a Roman World;

this is an occupied city within an occupied nation. Oppression was common but for those who had

turned to Christ not Caesar as Lord it was dangerous and persecution was very real. So then if we

look at the first sentence,

12 ‘Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it

divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow;’

These people would be very familiar with the two edged sword. Roman armour and Roman

weapons would be a daily sight. A sword is well removed from us and our way of life but for

centuries it was the commonest weapon. They would be in no doubt about the damage a sharp

sword could do, it could sever anything and to double the effect the writer chooses to make it two

edged, in other words there is no escape from it, no blunt side that is less effective.

This might seem a strange image to use when talking about ‘the word of God’ a weapon of

destruction surely that is the antithesis of the life giving, loving, renewing power of God’s word. Of

course that is right to an extent so we have to go deeper to find the writer’s intention here.

To begin with if we were asked what ‘the word of God’ is our answer would be different from a first

century Jew’s. To begin with there was no cannon of collected scripture as our New Testament that

was in the making. Writers to an extent must be relying on their experience and the oral tradition

and any other Christian writing that was available to them. Very importantly ‘the word of God’

would have meant the Hebrew Scriptures, our Old Testament, with which they would have been

very familiar. Most important of all ‘the word of God’ means everything they had heard and read

about the life, teachings and example of Jesus, his death and resurrection. All this together is the

‘word of God’ for us today it is the whole collected cannon of the bible too.



Well then a sharp sword can sever flesh but the word of God can do so much more ‘it is able to

judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.’

The teaching and way of God is truth and it is absolute and eternal. A person has a choice: they can

accept the teaching of Jesus wholeheartedly and try to live in his way or they can reject it altogether.

They can pretend to be a Christian and still go their own way. They can convince themselves they are

good Christians but still do things that are wrong. Either way they will be measured by God. God is

all seeing, all knowing. There is nothing he cannot penetrate and he knows our inmost thoughts and

feelings and motivations. We might pretend to ourselves but any pretence is seen for what it is to

God.

All this might seem a bit negative, it is anything but. God knows us and loves us. He knows our

weaknesses but he knows our heart and if we are trying to do his will. Much more than that there is

nothing distant between us and God. He came himself to dwell with humanity at the incarnation,

born as human one with us, vulnerable as any baby, in poverty, persecuted from the start. Jesus was

fully human and fully divine.

Listen, says the writer of Hebrews, it's important that you understand and don’t slip from faith in

Jesus into the old Judaism which Jesus’ new way has superseded.

14 'Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of

God, let us hold fast to our confession. ‘

Jesus is our ‘great high priest’ the role of the high priest was to enter the holy of holies, go into the

presence of God and make offerings on behalf of himself and the people and to intercede for them

to God. Sadly the high priests were not pure but corrupt in many ways. Jesus is so different.

15’For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have

one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.’

Jesus lived a human life; he understood all about our emotions, our temptations, he knew what it

meant to be fully human. That is the point Jesus is the God who can sympathise with our

weaknesses because he understood them, he was human. Jesus is our pattern because he did not

sin. He fought a bitter battle with temptation as we see in various scenes from his life notably the

temptation and the garden but he overcame. He is our pattern of a human life lived as it can be, as

God intended. Jesus finally conquered sin at Calvary. The suffering and battle with evil was very real

and he experienced it as a human but he won through love.

Now Jesus has returned to his Father at the ascension;

14 ‘Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of

God.

Jesus is with his Father but he is with us now in the Holy Spirit. God is with us and has never left us,

he is as close as our own breathing.  A high priest would intercede for the people with God. Jesus

intercedes for us to his Father.  If you think of the line from ‘Meekness and majesty’ it helps to

explain this,

‘Lord of infinity, stooping so tenderly lifts our humanity to the heights of his throne.’



Jesus does bridge the gap between heaven and earth and wins salvation and a new relationship with

God. Our humanity is lifted to God, also and importantly because Jesus retains his humanity.  Jesus

is with God but he is still human. He understands us because he is one with us as he is one with his

Father. This is why our relationship with God is not distant, it is so close, it is a relationship of love,

we are children of God.

We know then that Jesus our lord understands us, we know that God knows our inmost hearts, no

relationship could be closer, no love stronger.

16 ’Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and

find grace to help in time of need.’

So then knowing all of this we can come before our God in love knowing that he knows us far more

than we know ourselves, knowing that his love for us is stronger than any human love. Jesus has

been one with us and carries that humanity within him. Forgiveness for sins is freely given when we

confess that we have done wrong, are sincerely sorry and try to do better in future, when we ‘turn

from sin and turn to Christ.’

We are God’s children and his grace, won through Jesus, is given in love. Our lives must be turned to

the way and example of Jesus. We thank him for the indwelling of the Holy Spirit to strengthen us

and to give us his healing and his joy.

‘Will you come and follow me if I but call your name’? John L Bell and Graham Maule
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