
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd     Pastor Scott Trevithick 
Date:  October 10, 2021, Yr. B, 20th Sunday after Pentecost 
Text:  Mark 10:17-31 
Title: Glimpses of the Kingdom of God 
Focus: We are often seduced by dominant voices within our culture saying meaning is 
found in accumulation and consumption. With love, Jesus offers a counter-cultural 
message and wants us to see and hear the Kingdom of God on earth.  
For reflection: “Possessions have a peculiar and insidious way of becoming our 
masters. Precisely because they hold the potential for good as well as for evil, they 
easily seduce us and make us their slaves.” (Commentator Walter Brueggemann, et al., 
Texts for Preaching: A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV—Year B, p. 547) 
 

Mark 10:17-31 17As [Jesus] was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt 

before him, and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” 18Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God 
alone. 19You 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; 
Honor your father and mother.’” 20He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since 
my youth.” 21Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell 
what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 
then come, follow me.” 22When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, 
for he had many possessions. 

23Then 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. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of 
God! 25It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who 
is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” 26They were greatly astounded and said to one 
another, “Then who can be saved?” 27Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is 
impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.” 

28Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed you.” 29Jesus 
said, “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, 30who 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. 31But many 
who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” 

The call of the sirens 

 Maybe you know the story of the sirens from Greek mythology:1  

The sirens were winged creatures who sang beautifully. A siren was part woman 
and part bird, with the exact appearance varying depending on the artist. They lived on 

 
1 Summarized from a variety of sources. See, for instance, “The Sirens” at Greek Gods and Goddesses. 
https://greekgodsandgoddesses.net/myths/the-sirens/ 
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an island. They sang so beautifully that sailors would sail their ships ever closer to hear 
them and would eventually crash against the rocks and perish. Depending on the 
storyteller, the number of sirens might vary. In one story, there were three, and one 
sang, one played the lyre, and another the flute. 

There are only two stories of those who were able to overcome the lure of 
the sirens.  

• Show artwork (It is in the public domain):  
Odysseus and the Sirens. John William Waterhouse 
(1849-1917), 1891 oil on canvas. Collection: National 
Gallery of Victoria. Image found here2 
 

The first was Homer’s Odysseus, who was warned about the danger of the 
sirens. He still wanted to hear their beautiful song, so he prepared by using beeswax in 
the sailors’ ears to prevent them from hearing the sirens’ song. Before they were close 
to the Sirens, he had the crew lash him to the mast of their ship and instructed them to 
continue to keep him tied up no matter how much he may protest. When he heard their 
beautiful song, he ordered his men untie him, but having been instructed before, they 
instead tightened the ropes and waited until they were clear of the Sirens and then 
released him. 

The other story about a those who escaped the lure of the sirens features Jason 
and Orpheus and the crew aboard the ship the Argo. They, too, were warned in 
advance about the sirens. Orpheus was a musician. As the sirens began to sing their 
song, in the hopes of seducing the Argonauts, Orpheus sang and played a tune on his 
lyre. His beautiful music overpowered the voices of the sirens, and the Argonauts were 
able to sail safely past the island. 

The Sirens as a Symbol 

With the story ending in the death of the sailors who were lured by the beautiful 
music, the mythological story of the Sirens is a metaphor for the temptation or lure 
presented by something beautiful but dangerous. You also hear the term siren song to 
describe something that is appealing and alluring but also potentially dangerous and 
harmful. 

 One of the things that strikes me about the stories of Odysseus and Jason being 
the only two (along with their crews) who were able to escape the lure of the Sirens is 
that they were warned in advance and that they heeded those warnings.  

  

 
2 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:John_William_Waterhouse_-

_Ulysses_and_the_Sirens_(1891).jpg 
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What is the Risk of Wealth 

 In today’s story from Mark’s gospel, Jesus has a man approach him to ask, 
“Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17).  

 They talk about the commandments and the man assures Jesus he has kept 
them since his youth.  

 21Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what 
you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then 
come, follow me.” 22When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for 
he had many possessions. 

 The man was shocked to hear what Jesus said. And later, when Jesus talked 
with the disciples, they were perplexed and astounded (v. 24, 26). Wealth was 
considered a sign of God’s blessing and poverty of God’s disfavor, and so, when Jesus 
talked about the difficulty of the rich entering the kingdom, that didn’t make sense to the 
disciples. That’s why they were perplexed and astounded. 

 And don’t we receive the same message about wealth? That message is first 
delivered by the general culture, which tells us so deeply and repeatedly that value and 
meaning are found in accumulation and consumption that we probably don’t have the 
ability to step outside that value system or orientation to recognize it for the seductive 
Sirens’ Call that it is.  

 And there are voices within the Christian community that echo the message of 
the broader culture that meaning is found in accumulation and, even more specifically, 
that “God grants health and wealth to those with the right kind of faith.”3  

 Those messages are appealing in the first century time and culture as well as in 
our own 21st century. They are like a Sirens’ call.  

Who Will Recognize the Warning? 

But if we believe that we’re entitled to material wealth, either because we 
deserve it on our own or view it as a deserved transaction with God, then we aren’t 
likely to see wealth as a risk. 

 And if only Odysseus and Jason heard the warning about the Sirens and 
recognized the risk and took the precautions necessary to sail safely by, then will we 
recognize the risk of wealth?  

 
3 Kate Bowler in NY Times essay: “Death, the Prosperity Gospel and Me” By KATE BOWLER FEB. 13, 
2016.  
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Wealth has power to help and power to harm. What kind of risk or danger does 
wealth represent? How does it distort?4 

• Is it the temptation to believe that one is made self-sufficient by one’s wealth with 
no need for God or others?  

• Is it that one is desensitized to the needs of others by wealth, insulated from the 
normal needs of those around us?  

 
 

• Wealth can provide us with everything we need…and it can insulate us from the 
needs of others. 

• Wealth can secure for us a safe home…and delude us into thinking that it is the 
source of our security. 

• Wealth can ensure that we never go hungry…but it cannot prevent us from being 
lonely or leading lives devoid of meaning or purpose. 

Wealth has power, which of course can be harnessed in beneficial ways. But the 
Sirens’ Call about wealth that’s harder to recognize is that it can also harm or is also 
dangerous. The challenge is living in a culture – whether of the first or twenty-first 
century – that focuses on all wealth’s potential without also paying attention to its 
dangers or risks. Wealth can provide us with all our material needs, but the danger is 
believing that it can also tend our spiritual and eternal needs. 

Saved by Grace Alone 

 In last week’s text from Mark (10:2-16), which immediately precedes this one, 
Jesus is asked a question in a particular way but then responds differently than the 
question is framed. That happens in this story, too. Jesus is asked a question about 
eternal life and then later responds by talking about the “kingdom of God.”  

• The rich man asks Jesus what he needs to do to inherit eternal life. 

Later, when the disciples were perplexed, Jesus said,   

“How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of 
God!” (Mark 10:23).  

Jesus doesn’t say that the man had to give away everything to enter eternal life,, 
which was his original question. Salvation or eternal life is a gift of God’s grace—grace 
on which we all depend.  

So the term Kingdom of God (or the Kingdom of Heaven) is different from eternal 
life in heaven. The Kingdom of God is participating in God’s reign or realm here on earth 
in this life. In the Lord’s Prayer, we pray for God’s kingdom to come and God’s will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven. We are praying for the kingdom of heaven to advance 

 
4 Thanks to insights from David Lose in his commentary on this passage at Working Preacher from Oct. 
12, 2012. https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-28-
2/commentary-on-mark-1017-31-3 
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in this time and in this place. This is the work of the body of Christ to be done now in our 
lives.  

A glimpse of the Kingdom of God 
Jesus had rich supporters who helped advance his ministry and the kingdom of 

heaven. Luke describes how Mary Magdalene, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward 
Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources 
(Luke 8:2-3). 
 What are some other “glimpses” of the Kingdom of God—of this world becoming 
more as God intends through participation in it?  
 

A church member’s example of self-giving service which is a sign of 
the Kingdom of God:  

This week I talked with a church member who is age 90 and unable to get out 
much, but still has a sense of service & purpose: She creates sock dolls for children. 
Right now, she is making dolls for kids in schools that have burned down in Greenville, 
CA. 

At a time when physical isolation and limitations could lead to an inward focus 
and further isolation, she continues to think of and act on behalf of those who are 
vulnerable or who have suffered. She said, "I ask God to please give me things to do 
until my last breath comes."  

Community as a Sign of the Kingdom of God 

One of the Tuesday Bible study participants said of last Sunday’s cookout at 
Bartley Ranch, “That was the Kingdom of God.”  

“It was community, welcoming, folks sharing joys and concerns, laughter, sharing 
a meal with our brothers and sisters, service to others (grilling, setting up, 
etc.), prayer among extended family, people of different ages/generations playing 
together.” 

 
“I don't pretend to understand exactly what the Kingdom of God is and how it 
works. I sort of think of it as a mystery, not totally unlike God showing up at 
communion. Don't understand it, but I love that it happens.  Same with the 
Kingdom of God. I know that we often get glimpses of it all around us. At times 
like at the picnic. When people prep the meals for Eddy House. When we study 
God's Word on Tuesday and there's respect among people with differing views. I 
guess I see glimpses of the Kingdom of God whenever we're in community 
among our brothers and sisters or when we're showing love and service to our 
neighbor. And - as Jesus said, it's awfully hard to see and participate in those 
acts of the Kingdom of God when you're only concerned with your money and 
possessions . . .”    
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Uncommon Generosity: My friend Jason the relator as an example of the power of 
wealth for good. 

 I have a friend from my hometown and home church who is a wildly successfully 
real estate agent.  
 Each year, he and his wife and their real estate team gives away the proceeds of 
their full commission on a sale. Clients and friends and others in their network vote on 
nonprofit agencies and charities they’d like to see receive support and Jason and Laura 
divide the amount proportionally by total votes.  
 

From their website: We are on track to help change the lives for 150 families this year in 
the middle of this ongoing pandemic! One of the ways we celebrate is we love to give 
back! In 2019 our team donated 100% of our 100th sale commission to non-profits 
voted for by clients and friends! Our Non-Profit organization "Berns Team Blessings!" 
has been a great platform where our team donated $177,000 in 2019 to various 
charities! In 2020 instead of donating commission from our 100th transaction we 
donated the HIGHEST commission earned throughout 2020! After all was said and done 
for 2020 The Berns Team donated over $212,000 to various charities!  

Closing 
 The last thing to note, a brief but important detail in the text:  

• Jesus looks at the man with love (verse 21). He does not treat him as insincere 
or mock him as self-righteous, but rather loves him.  

This is a hard text to hear, but Jesus loves us as surely as he loves this man and 
recognizes the way that “stuff” –possessions— holds the potential for good as well as 
for harm. They are like the sirens’ call that can easily seduce us. May we hear the 
warning that Jesus gives and see the love with which it was intended and participate in 
the Kingdom of God.  


