
SERMON FOR TRINITY 20 – PC AT SUTTON VENY 9.30, 14 OCTOBER 
Texts: Amos 5.6-7, 10-15; Hebrews 4.12-16; Mark 10.17-31 

 
In Jesus’ day, and for Jewish people, it was generally believed that prosperity, riches, were a gift from God 
and a sign of his blessing and approval. If your trade prospered, or your fields were fruitful, then you had 
been righteous, and God was with you and his love was shown in your wealth. This kind of thinking - that 
God looks after his own - is common in the Psalms. Psalm 37 tells us (v. 25): “I was young and now I am 
old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging for bread.” And Psalm 1 describes 
the person who obeys God’s Law: “They are like trees that grow beside a stream, that bear fruit in due 
season, and whatever they do it will prosper”.  
 
To be fair, the prophets generally didn’t agree with this – they were highly suspicious of wealthy people, 
believing that their riches had as often as not been obtained by unjust means – as Amos condemns the unjust 
and unrighteous in our OT reading today. They have houses of hewn stone and pleasant vineyards, but they 
have taken bribes, set unjust levies, and scorned the needy “in the gate” – the place inside the city gate 
where wrongs were heard and justice meted out. 
 
Do we think the same today? Some people are rich because of quite abnormal reward levels – think of 
professional Premier League footballers, or young financiers in the City. They’ve done nothing wrong – but 
in the overall perspective of social justice, is it right? Some become rich by dodgy means – have you read 
about Zamira Hajiyeva, who over 10 years spent £16 million in Harrods, and owned two London properties 
worth £22 million? She and her husband claim they have done nothing wrong (though he is in jail for fraud 
and embezzlement)….but the National Crime Agency has challenged her to explain this Unexplained 
Wealth. She may be required, like the rich young man, to sell all she owns….but without the intention to 
give the money to the poor, she won’t have treasure in heaven. The question often comes up, are the rich 
really happy in their wealth? Aren’t they beset by worries – the ups and downs of the stock market, the risk 
of kidnap for ransom, relatives demanding handouts, doubtful honesty of their accountants, children failing 
to fulfil parents’ hopes and taking to drugs or worse…what a terrible life. But there are happy stories too. 
Bill and Melinda Gates, who are worth $95 billion dollars, give most of it away through their charitable 
Foundation -  and I think they have a very satisfying time seeing the good it does across the world. 
 
So are we all being called to sell or give away everything as part of following Jesus? I don’t this is 
necessarily so. But I do have friends, missionary friends, who have given up careers and gone overseas, 
away from their families, to answer Jesus’ call to service. CMS missionaries, for example, are given an 
allowance, funded by their sending churches – mine was about £300 a month; but I also met, at language 
school, people who in faith had travelled to Pakistan without any funding, and were completely dependent 
on God’s provision for their subsistence. And the extraordinary thing was, that it was provided. They did not 
starve, and they were enabled to do the work they were called to. 
 
And clearly that depends on Christians who don’t give up everything, to support those who do. From the 
Acts of the Apostles and Paul’s letters it is clear that the early church ran very much on “from each 
according to his ability, to which according to his need” – this is not a new insight from Karl Marx. We hear 
of Christians “in whose house the church meets” – must have had at least one good-sized room. Other 
Christians sold land and property and laid the proceeds at the apostles’ feet. And when James, in his letter, 
criticises his hearers for giving a warm welcome to a rich person entering the church, and a cold welcome to 
the poor, we can probably infer that the majority of the congregation were quite well-dressed so that a poor 
person would immediately be noticeable. So being well-off is not in itself wrong – it is all about how that 
wealth is applied. Elsewhere in the gospel Jesus says we have to accept the Gospel “like little children”. 
Now children have no status – certainly had none in Jesus’ day. They are entirely dependent on parents or 
guardians for everything. And I think that’s how God wants us, in our inner spirit to be – not relying on our 
possessions, our comfortable position in life, but conscious of our need for God and our absolute 
dependence on him for life itself and all that is in it. Then we see that we are only stewards of what has been 
gifted to us, so that we use it wisely and generously as God would wish. I heard of a pastor who went further 
– he educated his congregation to regard everything they had as God’s, and held in trust for him. So he could 
say to one person: “God needs your car (his car?) today to collect two elderly people for church” or to 
another: “God needs your spare room for our visiting preacher”. So it’s about sitting loose to our 



possessions, and acknowledging that they are only valuable for what we can do with them to work God’s 
work and make the world a better place. 
 
But that’s only going halfway to Jesus’ meaning. For he says to the rich man that keeping the 
commandments is not enough – a depressing statement for  Jew to hear, since keeping the 653 
commandments codified by the Rabbis was nigh-on a full-time occupation. And in any case, time and again 
we see Jesus breaking the commandments. He breaks the purity laws when he touches a leper, touches a 
dead body (the young man at Nain) and publicly heals a bleeding woman. He breaks the Sabbath when he 
does healing work, and when he plucks stems of wheat in the fields. He rightly identifies that the law of love 
over-rules (or makes unnecessary) all other commandments. Yet, curiously, in Leviticus the law that Jesus 
quotes is almost hidden in other commandments: 
 
“Do not bear a grudge against anyone but settle your differences with him….Do not take revenge on anyone 
or continue to hate him, but love your neighbour as you love yourself. I am the Lord….Do not cross-breed 
domestic animals. Do not plant two kinds of seeds in the same field. Do not wear clothes made of two kinds 
of material”. 
 
Jesus picks out the kernel of love, as summing up all God’s commands and intentions for us. For he is the 
living law of love, shown at every point of his life and death – and as he said, “Whoever has seen me, has 
seen my Father”. What Jesus is, God is – he shows us the true nature of God – or, as Paul in Colossians puts 
it, he is the visible likeness of the invisible God. He is not an angry or jealous God, despite some of the OT 
prophets – he is a God of mercy and grace. Even in the act of turning to him and opening our mouth to ask 
forgiveness, we are already forgiven, loved, accepted. And love calls out love – as the old folk song puts it, 
“I love my love because I know he first loved me”. So, out of the God-given love poured into our hearts, of 
course we will want to give to the poor, to do good and not evil. 
 
How we live that out will be different for each person. In older times people tithed their wealth – 10% for 
the poor. That was before taxes and such like. When I was younger, churches suggested a guideline of 5% of 
disposable income  - not necessarily all given to the church, but given away for God’s work in some area. 
Then there are ways of making savings work for good: invest in one of the Credit Unions which Archbishop 
Justin Welby supports as a fair source of payday or other loans. Invest in an ethical fund – there are an 
increasing number  of them, and many offer as good a rate of return as any.  Or invest in a co-operative 
venture such as Shared Interest which funds small entrepreneurial schemes in developing countries. 
 
As far as the church is concerned, our giving needs to be consistent – and regularly up-rated for inflation….I 
think I am probably talking to the converted here, but I’m aware I need to review my own standing orders as 
they are now 7 or 8 years old. 
 
And the thing to remember is that what goes around comes around. When we give generously, somehow or 
other we receive generously. Jesus said it “Give and it will be given unto you – good measure, pressed 
down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will 
be measured to you." 
 
So please think seriously, as I will be doing, about the wealth God has entrusted to you, and whether the 
pattern of its use needs reviewing. This isn’t a momentary decision but a slow careful process. I like to think 
that the rich young man who went away grieving, did continue to think about what Jesus had said, 
recognised the love in Jesus’ eyes, and after due thought and prayer did decide to follow Jesus – for 
becoming a disciple is a process, and often being shocked can be the first stage on the journey. With Jesus 
there is always more to discover and further to go…may God bless you on your journey with him. Amen 


