One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #12

“Jesus and the Insincere”

Mark 10:17-23
One major problem facing churches today is a lack of participation. While church attendance has been declining for years, the societal shutdown from the covid pandemic exacerbated the problem exponentially. Some stay home sincerely fearing for their own safety, while others just got used to not attending church and continue to miss.

Yet there is a bigger, though perhaps less noticeable, problem in churches today. The fact is that lack of enthusiasm can be even more damaging to a ministry than lack of participation. Why? Because lost enthusiasm preserves the illusion that something is being done, while in reality no progress is being made.

So when someone comes along showing all the signs of eagerness and enthusiasm churches want to snatch them up. Who wouldn’t want a gung-ho volunteer willing to do whatever is necessary?

Apparently Jesus, as we will see from Mark 10, where we see Jesus and the insincere.

The Young Man Models an Apparent Enthusiasm

Mark 10:17 introduces us to a person most pastors would drool over: “As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. ‘Good teacher,’ he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?’” 
According to Matthew 19:20 and 22, this man was young and rich. In Luke 18:18 we learn that he was a ruler, which most likely means he was a ruler of the synagogue, as the same Greek word was used of Jairus in Matthew 9:18. Thus it appears that he was a Jewish religious leader—devout, honest, young, wealthy, prominent, highly respected, and influential. He had everything.
 He has become known as “the rich young ruler.”

Mark records the man came running. He also came publicly. Unlike Nicodemus, who came by night, this man came in broad daylight and in front of other people. Jesus was on the road, having just set out on a journey. No doubt there was the usual crowd around Him. This fellow ran right through the crowd, unhampered by the fact that the people knew who he was. He was bold enough to confess publicly and openly that he did not possess eternal life. For a man in his position to ask such a question took tremendous courage. He had a lot to lose by openly admitting that he lacked eternal life.

He begins by calling Jesus, “Good Teacher.” This phrase was not used among the rabbis because it ascribed to man an attribute possessed only by God. Leon Morris writes, “It was a piece of thoughtless flattery.”
 This may be true, given Jesus’ response to him.

At first glance, this young man seems to be enthusiastic about following Jesus. Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.”
 “Enthusiasm” is an interesting word. It is from two Greek terms, en (meaning “in”) and theos (meaning “God”)—in other words, enthusiasm represents the presence of God in one’s life. That makes sense. The truth of God applied to our circumstances brings a burst of enthusiasm nothing else can provide.
 Yet Jesus perceives something different in this man, as He replies in verse 18, “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone.” Jesus is not suggesting that He is not good; He is stating that He is not merely good. Only God is truly good, so to call Jesus “good” is to admit He is God.

Then the narrative seems to go off the rails. Jesus continues in verse 19, “You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.’” Before we even get to the young man’s reply, we may wonder why does Jesus answer this way? We all know that eternal life is not something we earn; it is a gift of grace granted to those who believe in Jesus! So why don’t we hear something like John 14:6 here—“I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me”?

Was Jesus actually teaching that people receive eternal life by obeying God’s Law? No, Jesus did not introduce the Law to show the young man how to be saved, but to show him that he needed to be saved.
 The young man has asked what he should do, so Jesus answers in terms of doing. He directs him to the commandments.
 

The young man asked Jesus which commandments he should keep. The Lord responded by giving him the second half of the Ten Commandments: “Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.”
 Again we may wonder, “Why did Jesus only mention the latter part of the Ten Commandments?”

Some commentators believe that Jesus did so, intentionally leaving out the tenth commandment, “Do not covet.”
 Perhaps Jesus was leading his thinking to the final commandment so that he would realize his lack. 

Perhaps. Yet Mark includes the phrase, “Do not defraud,” which is not one of the Ten Commandments per se. It may be a personally directed application of the tenth commandment, “You shall not covet.” The rich and powerful would be especially tempted to covet and then commit fraud to obtain what they desired.

No, I think Jesus had a different strategy here. Jesus quotes five commandments dealing with our duty to our others, but none with our duty to God. He will bring that out in another way.
 I will more fully explain this momentarily.

The young man was not to be deterred. In verse 20 he declares, “Teacher, all these I have kept since I was a boy.” Without hesitation, the man affirmed his own righteousness from childhood to the present day. And from a first-century Jewish perspective, he was righteous, much like a lifelong church-attendee who can say, “I never miss a church service. I tithe faithfully. I volunteer for everything. I’m faithful to my spouse. I never cheat on my taxes. I follow the Golden Rule. I never knowingly hurt anyone…I’m a good person.” And we could readily agree; that person is indeed a wonderful example of righteousness. We want to hire people like that to guard our money and protect our children. The man kneeling before Jesus was a good person…compared to other people.

At this point I figure the disciples were thinking, “What an opportunity! This guy was eager, seeking, a ‘can’t-miss’ convert. He was young, rich, intelligent, influential. Think of what he could do for the Lord! He could give his testimony, write a book, and be a large donor to the Christian cause. No evangelist worth his salt would pass an opportunity like this!”

Not so fast.

The Young Man Manifests an Absent Esteem

In verse 21 the young man manifests an absent esteem. The verse begins, “Jesus looked at him and loved him.” That statement paints a pathetic picture. This young man was enthusiastic, and his spiritual quest seemed genuine. Jesus loved him and was about to die for sinners like him. He was not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance. Yet that was one thing this young man would not do. Jesus does not take sinners on their own terms. As much as He loved the young man, He nevertheless did not grant him eternal life upon request.

Instead Jesus continued, “One thing you lack. Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” This is where I believe Jesus went back to the first half of the Ten Commandments. I don’t believe Jesus was hinting that the young man was in violation of the tenth commandment, “Do not covet,” but rather of the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods before [or besides] me.” Jesus was not saying that eternal life is a matter of rewards for good works; rather that the young man of this story was quite unaware of his failure to keep the commandment to have no other God but the one true God. He had made a god of his wealth, and when faced with the challenge he could not forsake that god.
 Jesus exposed the core issue in the man’s life: the idol of wealth.
 The call to give everything away was more than a dramatic challenge: it showed that the man had not understood the commandments he professed to have kept. The first of them enjoins the worship of one God. But when he was faced with the choice he found that he could not serve God if it meant parting with his money. It was not really God that had first place in his heart.

This is really the heart of God’s commands against idols and idolatry. We may read the first and second of the Ten Commandments and think, “Well, I don’t have to worry about those—I mean, who bows down to idols these days!” We may read the last verse of John’s first letter—“Dear children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21)—and think, “Yep, got that one licked!” But those verses aren’t merely dealing with statues or sacred rocks or trees. I like the way The Living Bible paraphrases that same verse from 1 John: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”
 An idol is anything that takes God’s rightful place of first love in our hearts. For this man it was his wealth. For us it can be a variety of things—good things, even, but if it takes first place in our hearts, it becomes an idol. This was the man’s sin, and Jesus pointed it out in a compassionate yet uncompromising way.
John MacArthur writes in his book, The Gospel According to Jesus,

Much of contemporary evangelism is woefully deficient when it comes to confronting people with the reality of their sin. Preachers offer people happiness, joy, fulfillment, and everything positive. Present-day Christians are taught that all they have to do is find a person’s psychological needs then offer Jesus as a panacea for whatever the problem is. It is very easy to get a response, because people are looking for quick solutions to their felt needs. But if that is all we do, it is not legitimate evangelism.

Our Lord offered no relief for the rich young ruler’s felt need. Instead, his answer confronted the ruler with the fact that he was a living offense to God. It was imperative that he perceive his sinfulness. Recognition of personal sin is a necessary element in understanding the truth of salvation. One cannot come to Jesus Christ for salvation only on the basis of psychological needs, anxieties, lack of peace, a sense of hopelessness, an absence of joy, or a yearning for happiness. As we have seen, salvation is for people who hate their sin and want to turn away from the things of this life. It is for individuals who understand that they have lived in rebellion against a holy God. It is for those who want to turn around, to live for God’s glory. Salvation is not a mere psychological phenomenon.

The young man manifests an absent esteem—for all of his apparent enthusiasm to follow Jesus, he was missing the most important element. There could be nothing before God in his heart. Jesus put His finger on it and wouldn’t let up. He had to make a choice.

The Young Man Makes an Awkward Exit 

In verse 22, the young man makes an awkward exit: “At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.” Jesus knew that money and possessions were this man’s god. He realized that the man wouldn’t serve God unless he dethroned his money idol. But the seeker considered the price too great. Sadly, he walked away from real treasures.
 He was truly insincere about his desire for eternal life.

Warren Wiersbe writes, “The rich young ruler may be the only man in the Gospels who came to the feet of Jesus and went away in worse condition than when he came.”
 How sad. He left without the eternal life he sought. This is a heartbreaking story. Proverbs 13:7 says, “There is one who pretends to be rich, but has nothing; another pretends to be poor, but has great wealth.” This young man thought he was rich, but he walked away from Jesus with absolutely nothing.

In verse 23 we read, “Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, ‘How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!’” It is not possessing riches that keeps people out of heaven, for Abraham, David, and Solomon were wealthy. It is being possessed by riches and trusting them that makes salvation difficult for the wealthy. Wealth gives people a false sense of success and security, and when people are satisfied with themselves, they feel no need for God.

Jesus gave this young man a test. He had to choose between his possessions and God. He failed the test. No matter what points of doctrine he might affirm, because he was unwilling to turn from what else he loved most, he could not be a disciple of Christ. Salvation is only for those who are willing to give Christ first place in their lives. If we learn anything from the account of the rich young ruler, it is the truth that although salvation is a blessed gift from God, Christ will not give it to one whose hands are filled with other things. Those who are not willing to turn from sin, possessions, false religion, or selfishness will find they cannot turn to Christ in faith.

What can we learn from this encounter in the life of Jesus? 

First, we must not get caught up by the apparent enthusiasm of some who claim to want eternal life. We can become so eager to gain a convert or bring someone into the church who can “do great things for God” that we are tempted to lower God’s standards of entrance. True, salvation is free, but it is not cheap. Jesus demands first place in our lives, and anything that comes before Him is considered an idol. 

Second, we must mirror the love Jesus had for the lost. Despite the young man’s insincerity, Jesus loved him. As misguided as he was, Jesus cared for him. Our Lord did not browbeat him or condemn him. If anything, Jesus gave him opportunity, and the young man condemned himself. My guess is that Jesus had a tear in His eye as He watched the young man walk away.

Finally, notice that Jesus did not run after the man, shouting, “Hold on! Let’s see if we can work out some arrangement!” Jesus never compromised His message, and neither should we. As A. W. Tozer wrote so pointedly,

My brethren, we are not allowed to come to Jesus Christ as shrewd, clever operators saying, “We will take this and this, but we won’t take that!” No, sir! It is either all of Christ or none of Christ! I believe we need to preach again a whole Christ to the world—a Christ who does not need our apologies, a Christ who will not be divided, a Christ who will either be Lord of all or who will not be Lord at all!
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