Thank you, Louise, very much.  Good morning, everyone.  It’s great to be here.  I am always grateful for an excuse to come back to Cambridge. I spent four very happy years at Selwyn College where I read Law and Theology. And it’s great to be here, not just today but throughout this week.

I ought to say right at the beginning that I really have nothing to say to any of you.  I have no great wisdom for life to pass on to you.  But I am convinced that God has much to say.  It’s my conviction that this book is God’s living word that speaks right into our lives today.  And so I’m going to ask right at the beginning of today’s talk for God’s help to explain this book clearly and err to help for you to understand what God is saying.  So just a moment while I say a prayer.  

Lord God our Father, we thank you that you are a speaking God.  And so we pray this morning that you’d help me to explain your words in the Bible clearly and please help us all to be listening people who understand what you’re saying and then apply it to our lives.  For Jesus’ sake.  Amen.
It’s a great day in the life of St Andrew the Great in Cambridge.  The vicar has managed to get a, a distinguished speaker to come and preach on the Sunday morning service  He’s a man called Jesus.  Jesus has established quite a reputation by now as a preacher and a healer.  It’s something of a coup for the vicar to get Him along.  The church is absolutely packed for the occasion, down on the bottom and in the, the balcony as well.  There’s a hushed silence as Jesus enters the building.  Everyone’s trying to crane their necks to, to get a view of the great man.

But then the silence is broken by one young student who’s sitting in the, the front row.  He, he can bear it no more.  He just longs to go and meet Jesus, so he runs down the aisle, straight towards Jesus, kneels down in front of him and says the words, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  It’s a dramatic moment.  This guy is clearly very serious about his religion.  Now everyone in church knows that already.  He’s known throughout the church, he’s known throughout his college as a man who’s very committed to his religion; a man who has very high moral standards.  And here he is, in front of everyone, prepared to make a fool of himself, and go down and fall on his knees before this distinguished teacher.  He’s that serious about getting right with God and having eternal life – and yet here is the shock:  he doesn’t get what he wants.  And it isn’t long before he turns and walks away from Jesus, out the door and back to college, sad.

Which leaves everyone left in the building confused and concerned as well.  I mean, if that young man is turned away by Jesus, what hope is there for any of us?  You really couldn’t find a more upright, religious bloke than him.  How can I receive eternal life?  How can I get right with God and be sure of a place in heaven?  That is the question the young man asked Jesus.  That is the question we’re addressing briefly here this morning.

It’s an urgent question for every one of us.  I take it that err if you think there’s a God out there somewhere, you want to be right with Him, you want to know Him.  But how is that possible?  If the young man in Mark chapter 10 can’t do it, how can any of us?  So why was it that he didn’t get what he wanted?  It does seem a mystery: but it’s a mystery that can be solved.

Anglia Television turned up to record the visit of Jesus that day.  The cameraman is a man called Mark.  He’s filmed many incidents that happened on the, the same day:  Jesus healing the sick in Addenbrooke's, Jesus mingling with the crowds in the Grafton Centre, Jesus being given a tour of some of the highlights of the city:  King’s Chapel, The Backs, The Round Church, Selwyn College.  Can’t quite understand why you’re laughing there.  He cut all that out of his report in the evening news programme – there were just three scenes that are broadcast then.  In the middle was the scene that we thought about earlier, that err young bloke getting out of his chair and running towards Jesus and bowing down before Him at the back.  That’s the, the middle scene.  But Mark includes two other scenes and they serve as deliberate contrasts with the middle one.  It’s as we look at the other two we begin to realise where this young bloke got it wrong.  So we’re gonna think this morning briefly about those three scenes.
Do you want eternal life?  Do you want friendship with God?  Those things are on offer even today.  And as we close in just a few minutes time I’m gonna give you an opportunity for yourself to receive them.  But if you’re going to receive them you’re going to have to avoid the mistakes that that young guy made.  There were two of them.  He wouldn’t receive, and he wouldn’t leave.
Let’s think of them one by one.  Fist, he wouldn’t receive.
Contrast is a familiar trick of the film-maker’s trade.  Err suppose you’re watching television one day and there’s just one scene before you.  You see a, a large British man tucking into a huge Sunday lunch.  And that’s all you see.  There’s no message there.  But if that scene is immediately followed by another scene where you see a young African child emaciated and starving, with a tiny bowl and a few grains of rice – suddenly a point is being made by the contrast.  The point is clear:  the man who has so much should share with the boy who has so little.

And Mark here is using a similar device.  If we’d just seen, shown scene two – the young bloke turning up to Jesus – we’re confused:  why is it he doesn’t get what he wants?  But the point is made by the contrast between that scene and the one that immediately precedes it.  Here’s the first scene:  we see Jesus walking along Sydney Street, past Christ’s College on His left, towards the church.  The crowds line the street; there’s a police cordon, trying to keep the crowds back, holding arms, but some little children duck underneath the arms of the policemen and run towards Jesus.  One policeman runs after them, tries to drag them back, but Jesus says, “No …I … let them come to me.  Let them come to me.  The, the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”  And then He said, verse 15, if you’re looking err page 1014 with me, page fif err verse 15 he said “I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it”  Now why does Jesus say that?  What is it about children that we must copy if we’re to be accepted by God?  Some people say, “Oh, it’s their innocence.”  That’s revealing straight away that they’ve never met any little children! By and large, children are not innocent.  No, Jesus here is pointing us to the one thing that all children are brilliant at:  they are very good at receiving.  Do you notice that?  If I was to get into my pocket and get out a twenty pound note and go up to an adult and say, “Look, here, take it,” the chances are the adult would err be wondering:  Now what is the catch here?  We’re a cynical bunch.  Or perhaps the adult would be saying, “No, I couldn’t possibly – err it’s charity, I don’t believe in that.  No, no I’m a bit proud.”  But if I was to go to some young child and say, “Here’s twenty po….” – before the words are out it’s gone! Kids are brilliant at receiving things.

And Jesus is saying in verse 15 that anyone who wants to be a friend of God must follow their example, and receive a gift.  That’s scene one.

Scene two happens just seconds later as Jesus comes through the door.  Notice how it begins.  His very first words, that young bloke as he kneels before Jesus, they’re in verse seventeen, he says “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus had just said we must receive the kingdom of God like little children, and accept it as a free gift.  And yet here is someone who wants to earn it.  He thinks he can get to God by his own effort, by something that he can do.  But that is impossible.  God’s standards are just way too high and we fall such a long way short.

I love the story of the little boy who sat down one December to write a letter to Jesus.  He began, ‘Dear Jesus, I’ve been good for a whole year.  Please give me a bicycle for Christmas.’  Then he thought about it for a while and he realised he hadn’t been good for a whole year so he scrumpled it up, threw it away and started again: ‘Dear Jesus, I’ve been good for a whole month …’  No, that wasn’t true either. ‘Dear Jesus, I’ve been good for a whole …..’  He hadn’t even been good for a whole day.  So he couldn’t write like that, he was worried for a while, he looked around the room, it was just before Christmas, he saw the Christmas Tree, and beside the Christmas Tree the, the Crib, with all the figures of the Nativity.  And He went over to the Crib and picked up the figure of the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ mother, put the figure in his pocket and began to write another letter:  ‘Dear Jesus, if you want your mother back, please give me a bicycle for Christmas.’  If we’re honest with ourselves, none of us can write a letter to God and say.  ‘Dear God, I’ve been good for a whole year, a whole month, could we even say a whole day?  We fail to live up to our own standards, let alone God’s.  And Jesus is trying here to point out the folly of this young man in thinking that he could somehow earn a place in God’s good books by living a good life.  That’s impossible.

Jesus reminds him of God’s standards, verse nineteen:  “You know the commandments: ‘Don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t give false testimony, don’t defraud, honour your father and your mother’ ” (v. 19).  Well, this boy says, “Yes, I’ve done that,  Verse twenty, I’ve kept all those since I was at Primary School.”  But had he really?  Just think for a moment about those commandments Jesus err said quoting him the commandments  ‘Thou shalt not commit murder.’  And Jesus said once, “Anyone who is unjustifiably angry with someone else and cries out, ‘You fool!’ has committed a murder in his heart.”  Don’t commit adultery?  Jesus said, “Anyone who looks at someone else lustfully has committed adultery in his heart.”  God says, “Don’t steal” – not even a tiny thing like a pencil or a rubber or marks - cheating is theft.  And no doubt this young student was good compared to many other people.  But our question this morning is good good enough for God?  Now God is perfect.  And compared to God’s perfection we have all fallen a long way short.  Now all of us deserve God’s anger, God’s condemnation.  Our only hope of forgiveness and eternal life is if God was to give us something we do not deserve and have never earned.  And he made that possible by sending his Son Jesus to come down to earth.  Now he was the one man who’s ever lived who never did anything wrong; the one man who’s ever lived who never deserved to die, never deserved punishment.  And yet as he hung there on the cross he stood in for others, taking the, the punishment for our failure to live up to God’s standards in those commandments, so that he’s now able to, to offer as a totally free gift to anyone who will receive it the gift of forgiveness.

In the First World War, a soldier lay wounded.  A medic tended to him, and then said, “I’m sorry soldier, there’s some bad news for you:  you’ve lost your arm.”  And the soldier said, “Doc … err I didn’t lose it.  I gave it.”  Today we remember those who gave their lives in warfare.  The Lord Jesus Christ didn’t lose his life, he gave it, quite deliberately.  He willingly hung there taking the punishment that we deserved, so that if we trust in Him we can be sure that he died for us.  And all we need to do is to receive the gift of forgiveness, which he paid for.

But that’s one thing the young man couldn’t do.  He just couldn’t receive.  He didn’t learn from the example of those little children.  On to the second mistake he made.  He wouldn’t receive and he wouldn’t leave.

Everyone in church is on the edge of their seats.  They’re wondering how Jesus will respond to this man’s audacious claim that he’s kept all the commandments of God.  And Jesus says to him, verse twenty-one “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”.  Well that causes a, a murmur to go round the whole building, because many come from wealthy backgrounds and they’re beginning to wonder, is Jesus saying that if I’m to become a Christian I’ve gotta give everything up and become a pauper?   Well no, Jesus doesn’t say that.  It’s clear from elsewhere in the New Testament that some of the early Christians were quite wealthy.  Jesus only ever issued this command to this one man on this particular occasion.  He’s focussing on the issue of priorities.  Here’s the first commandment.  God says:  ‘You shall have no other gods before me.’  In other words, God must come first in our lives.  And yet this man loves his wealth more than he loved God.  And Jesus knew that.  Which is why He challenged him as He did.  He thought he was so good, and yet he was a long way away from God.  We cannot serve two masters.  When there’s a clash between Jesus and some other master that we’re inclined to follow, we’re to leave the other and put Jesus first.

Few months ago David Beckham, at least the rumours had it that David Beckham was offered a, a very large sum of money to play for another club.  And he had to make a decision.  He couldn’t play for Manchester United one week, Barcelona the next week, then United then Barcelona.  You can only play for one club.  He had to choose.  And it’s like that when Jesus Christ calls on us to follow Him.  Yes, there is a cost to being a Christian.  There will be things that we have to leave behind.  Which is why, sadly, many people never start the Christian life.  This young man was among them.  Faced with a straight choice between Jesus and his wealth, he chose the latter.  And we’re told, verse twenty-two: ‘He went away sad, because he had great wealth’ (v.22).  His problem wasn’t that he had great possessions, it was rather that they had him.  They were his god.  
This scene began with such great expectations as the young man got out of his chair and went and knelt before Jesus.  But, tragically, it ends with him going in the opposite direction – back to his room in college, the expensive clothes, the state-of-the-art computer, the Peugeot 205 he was given by his dad on his 21st birthday, the investment portfolio he inherited from his grandparents.  He wasn’t willing to leave them.  They mattered more to him than Jesus Christ.  He wouldn’t let them go. It’s all so sad.  And after he’s left, the congregation settles down.  Jesus is led up to the pulpit and he begins his sermon.  No sermon in St Andrew the Great has ever began like this one before.  He begins, verse twenty-three: “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God”.  He goes further, verse twenty-five:  “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God”.  I take it he’s is saying there it is impossible.  You cannot fit a camel through the eye of a needle, not even if you liquidize it – it cannot go through.  And that’s the point Jesus is making. It’s utterly impossible.  He spells it out later.  No human being can be saved, he says, verse twenty-seven, “With man this is impossible”.  None of us will willingly put Jesus first in our lives.  We care too much about those other things we live for:  our wealth, our popularity, our ambitions, our independence.  But what we can’t do, God can do.  Verse twenty-seven again: “all things are possible with God”.  With God’s help people can start to follow Jesus and to put him first.  We heard from one, Nick, just a bit earlier.  And to prove the point Jesus switches to scene three.
D’you remember how scene one the little children provided a contrast with scene two this young bloke?  And now we find a contrast between the young man scene 2 and the disciples scene 3.  Imagine, if you will, a train journey. Jesus is surrounded by His followers at the end of the busy day in Cambridge.  They’re heading back up north to home.  Err Peter’s worried. Something’s been worrying him all day ever since that conversation Jesus had with the young guy in church.  And so he turns to Jesus and he says, “Look, Jesus, about that young bloke:  I mean, we’ll be all right won’t we?  After all,” he says, verse twenty-eight “We’ve left everything to follow you!”  And Jesus replies in verse twenty-nine and thirty – in effect he’s saying:  “Anyone who leaves anything for me will not lose out.”  “I tell you the truth, no-one who’s left home, or brothers, sisters, mother, father, children, or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much as this i … in this age homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children, fields – oh, with them persecutions - there’ll be tough times - and at the age to come eternal life”.

A wealthy maharaja was travelling on his elephant in India.  And they came across a beggar in the road, and the beggar was pleading for some food.  But to his great surprise the maharaja said, “No, I’d like some food from you.”  The beggar had just a few grains of rice in his bowl, but he still counted out five grains and gave them to the maharaja.  At which the maharaja fished into his pocket, got out a bag and picked up five golden grains of rice and gave them to the beggar.  It’s like that when we come to Jesus Christ.  Any sacrifice we make for Him is nothing compared to what he gives to us.

Perhaps there’re a few here this morning who are holding back from coming to Jesus Christ and beginning the Christian life because like this young man there is something you don’t want to leave – it’s more important to you than Jesus.  It could be some cherished ambition, a relationship, your popularity.  You’re conscious that a Christian lifestyle might damage your street cred – and there will have to be changes – there were changes for Nick, there’d have to be changes for any of us if we begin the Christian life.  But whatever it is, it is time to leave it and get behind Jesus Christ and follow Him.  And you won’t miss out.  He gives infinitely more than we give to him:  forgiveness for all the things we’ve ever done wrong; friendship with God by the Holy Spirit, fellowship with other Christian believers and a future hope of being with him in heaven for ever.  Oh, there’ll be tough times, too.  But boy, it’s worth it.
At first it was a great mystery, wasn’t it, why that young man was turned away from Jesus.  But when we look at the contrast we begin to realise, he wouldn’t leave and he wouldn’t receive.  Well I’m gonna give you an opportunity to do both those things this morning, to receive the gift Jesus offers of friendship with God, like the little kids, and to say to God, “look, I’m determined to leave anything that gets in the way of putting Jesus Christ first in my life.  And some of you will not be ready to make that big step.  You’ve still got lots of questions and I hope very much you will take away the this Christianity Explored leaflet, fill it in and come to one of those meetings.  I, I’ve seen many meetings like that and people all sorts of people have found them a great help.  Do come.  But there will be I’m sure in a size, a group this size, a, a number who are saying “Yes, I know these things are true and I want to make a start today as a Christian.”  :And for you I’m going to say a prayer.  I’ll read it out so you can listen to it and work out in your mind whether this is something you want to pray.  And if you do, I’ll repeat it and you can echo it in your heart silently and make it your prayer to God.  This is the prayer I’m going to pray:  “Lord God, I acknowledge that I’m not good enough for you.  My only hope is in Jesus and his death for me on the cross.  I want to receive from him the wonderful gift of forgiveness.  I’m willing to leave all those other things that I had been living for and put him first in my life.  Please help me by your Spirit to live for Jesus for the rest of my life.  Amen.”  That’s the prayer I’m going to pray.  Is that a prayer you want to pray and make it your prayer to God?  Well as I say it now, echo it silently in your heart.  Here’s that prayer:  “Lord God, I acknowledge that I’m not good enough for you.  My only hope is in Jesus and his death for me on the cross.  I want to receive from him the wonderful gift of forgiveness.  I’m willing to leave all those other things that I had been living for and put him first in my life.  Please help me by your Spirit to live for Jesus for the rest of my life.  Amen.” [with pauses]  
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