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th
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PENTECOST 2014 
 

Matthew19:16-26  
Is there enough space inside of me to receive the life of the kingdom (“eternal life”), the 

life of the age to come?- an important question, the answer of which is not so obvious. 

Am I capable of receiving the life of the age to come?  The answer to that question is, 

unfortunately, "No", if there is something that I really love and want more than the 

Kingdom of God. 

The man asks Jesus, “what must I do in order to inherit and to share in the new world that 

God is going to make- to share in the “renewal of all things”- heaven ruling on earth- what 

must I do to inherit this? 

Jesus’ initial response is a bit surprising.  He lists some of the commandments- don’t 

murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t lie, honor your father and mother, and an 

ancient summary of the whole Torah that Jesus had made his own- love your neighbor 

like you love yourself. 

What’s a little surprising is that He doesn’t mention some of the earlier, or seemingly more 

important, commandments, like not having or making any other gods but Israel’s God, 
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honoring God’s name, and the commandment about observing the Sabbath.  We might 

have expected Jesus to have told the guy to put God first,  to get rid of anything idolatrous 

in his life, and to keep holy God’s name.  But he doesn’t mention these specifically. 

In any case, the man says that he has kept the whole lot.  He has observed Torah. 

Jesus then does the unexpected, as he so often does.  In a sense, he moves sideways, 

and He tells the man to get rid of his wealth and then come and follow him.  That's rather 

odd, because there is no commandment against wealth.  But Jesus is seeing something 

in this guy which, while not wrong in itself, is blocking his relationship with God.  He’s 

telling the guy to put God first by shedding the stuff that's stopping him from following 

Jesus- putting God first and putting Jesus first seem to be coming close to the same thing 

here.  And whatever else the guy gets wrong, he is at least honest enough to see that he 

can’t both keep everything that he has and then think that he can trapze around after 

Jesus.  He knows that this won’t work. 

The heart of all of this is the getting rid of his riches.  It’s his money that functions like a 

lining of lead around his heart and that gets in the way of him actually  following Jesus as 

the priority in his life.  Jesus seems to know that it’s money which has the ability, the 

power, to insulate us from God and from other people and that can keep us from getting 

ready for God’s new world- “eternal life”.  He doesn’t play a game with the guy or try to 
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make it easy so that he can have one more follower.  He simply tells him what’s stopping 

him from receiving the life of the age to come. 

I think this is really hard for us to swallow, but what Jesus is saying is that what people 

tend to see as a blessing and as a sign of God’s favor-wealth (that’s why the disciples are 

astonished when Jesus says that it’s really, really hard for a rich person to enter the 

Kingdom which to come), is actually an impediment.  Jesus certainly would not have made 

a good manager of a capital-giving campaign in an archdiocese or parish.  He probably 

would have said all the wrong things to those people who give the big bucks! 

Jesus' point is not unlike the point that he has previously made to his disciples about the 

need to forgive others: we can’t receive forgiveness unless we have made room, made  

space, in our lives, our souls, our hearts, by extending forgiveness and mercy to others.  

And here in the story of the rich young man, we are being taught that we can’t love the 

Kingdom and receive the Kingdom if there is other stuff that we love and want more.   

We just don’t have enough room inside ourselves both to trapze after money or after 

anything else and to trapze after the Kingdom of God which is to come. In this sense, we 

are not like God, we are not unlimited.  There is only so much that we can hold and go 

after, and Jesus seemed to know that holding on seeking wealth is something that can 

really get in the way of following Him and preparing ourselves for God’s new world. 
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I have been a priest for 29 years, and one of the most common, persistent things that I 

have seen in the lives of people is how difficult the commitment to the Kingdom of God 

actually is.  People come and people go.  People use excuse after excuse as to why they 

cannot and will not give their lives to living as disciples of Jesus in a faithful bond of  life 

with the Christian community; and they often end up engaging in the "blaming game"- 

other people are the reason why they can't commit .  Church often becomes a matter of 

taste rather than a faithful, committed form of life.  And behind all of this usually stands 

the same problem that Jesus saw in the life of the rich young man- you have to make 

room inside yourself if you are to travel with me and with my friends here and to see the 

journey through to the end.  The question that this story poses for us is a very simple but 

very serious one: what in my life stands in the way of me being a committed, faithful 

disciple of Jesus? 

At the end of the story, it’s interesting and significant that when the disciples ask him out 

of frustration, “well, who then can be saved, if the rich are going to find it so difficult?” (the 

unspoken part is that “and these are the ones we thought would have the easiest time of 

it’), Jesus, as he often does, doesn’t give them a direct or clear answer.   

He simply looks around at them- maybe out his own sense of frustration with them- and 

says “humanly speaking, it’s all impossible”.  It’s as if he’s saying, “I know how things get 
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in the way of everyone really loving and seeking first the Kingdom of God.  I know.”  But 

with God all things are possible. 

So don’t try to figure this one out.  Don’t try to work out who’s in and who’s out, because 

you can’t. (Over the centuries and in our own day, too many Christians have worried too 

much about this and have made too many self-confident pronouncements about who will 

be in God’s new world and who won’t.)   When God finally transforms things, Jesus is 

saying, when God’s Kingdom finally comes, then and only then will we discover who the 

true disciples are.  And as Jesus suggests in other places in the gospels, things are often 

not as they seem.  Things get turned upside down and topsy turvy.  And we all may be 

quite surprised at both who is in this new transformed world of God and who is not, who 

is sitting at the wedding banquet and who is grinding and gnashing their teeth somewhere 

else.  We may all be very surprised! 


