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Welcome back to the Sunday Mass notes. I remember the time when I came home from the office and I 
saw an ambulance in my neighbor’s driveway. Harvey was a man that had retired from the assembly line 
at General Motors. He was a rough-around-the-edges kind of guy, not someone that you would find 
going to church each Sunday although his wife did regularly attend. Harvey had struggled with sepsis 
and had been very close to dying. I had wondered about his spiritual beliefs, and I was sad that I had 
never shared with him the faith that I had in Jesus Christ. He pulled through this episode, but had 
horrible ongoing issues including kidney failure and the need for dialysis three times a week. After 
Harvey returned home, I finally got up the courage to send him a letter explaining the facts of salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ. Even though I could not break through to him face to face, I figured that he 
would at least read the letter. I explained that his continuing life was evidence of a miracle from God. 
Later I moved to a far-away state, but I kept in frequent touch with Harvey by cell phone. I never saw 
any signs of spiritual life in him, but I maintained the relationship, and we developed a closer 
relationship than we had had when he was living across the street.  
 
This week we will examine two very deep readings dealing with the important subject of eternal life. We 
will see in the first reading that the author used the Old Testament as a means of providing an important 
spiritual lesson for his readers. Then we will learn how Jesus answered a bold question about how to 
obtain eternal life. If you stick with us, you will also learn about what happened to my friend Harvey. 
 
Introduction to the First Reading: 
The first reading is from the Apocrypha. This body of work provides important historical insights into the 
400-year silent period just prior to the birth of Jesus. We encourage our readers to become familiar with 
the cultural and historical context leading up to the publishing of the New Testament. Due to copyright 
restrictions we are not able to include that reading in our notes. 
 
 
Introduction to the Second Reading: 
The second reading is from the Book of Hebrews, which we also studied last week. This week’s reading 
follows the author’s warning in chapter 4 about falling short of true salvation. The writer is providing a 
clear warning about the sin of unbelief by using the story about what had happened to the unbelieving 
Jews wandering in the desert. Saint Paul explained the use of the Old Testament Scriptures this way. 
“For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance 
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4). The writer of Hebrews 
expects his readers to be aware of the Old Testament writings and to take them to heart! 
 
Hebrews 4 begins with the conjunction “therefore,” connecting what he is about to say with the 
previous section. The author had explained the danger of the sin of unbelief. Those that don’t believe, 
he said, would not enter God’s rest, meaning the Promised Land. “And to whom did He swear that they 
would not enter His rest, but to those who were disobedient? So we see that they were not able to 
enter because of unbelief” (Hebrews 3:18-19). He is referring to the report of the spies after they had 
checked out the land they were to enter. “So they gave out to the sons of Israel a bad report of the land 
which they had spied out, saying, ‘The land through which we have gone, in spying it out, is a land that 
devours its inhabitants; and all the people whom we saw in it are men of great size’” (Numbers 13:32). 
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The unbelievers were those who had accepted the majority report given by the spies after they had 
surveyed the Land. Moses said that the people wouldn’t enter their physical rest through entrance into 
the Promised Land because of their unbelief, but the writer uses this Old Testament story as a metaphor 
to teach a much more significant application.  
 
Unbelievers then and now will also not enter into God’s eternal rest, since the only unforgivable sin in 
the Bible is the sin of unbelief (Mark 3:28-30). This explanation provides clarity to chapter 4:1, 
“Therefore, let us fear if, while a promise remains of entering His rest, any one of you may seem to have 
come short of it.” The author is drawing a metaphor from the Old Testament experience. There the 
people’s physical rest was gained through entrance into the Promised Land. This is compared with his 
contemporary readers’ finding eternal rest by entrance into a relationship with God through faith. 
Everyone throughout history gains eternal life the same way—through faith in the One True God and his 
Savior, so the author used the illustration of the unbelieving Jews in the exodus as a warning to his 
readers about the danger of this unforgivable sin.  
 
As we move toward verse 12, where today’s reading begins, we see the author’s summary statement 
about the heart of the matter, belief in God’s written Word. “For indeed we have had good news 
preached to us, just as they also; but the word they heard did not profit them, because it was not united 
by faith in those who heard” (Hebrews 4:2). The writer goes on to explain that entrance into God’s rest 
comes through faith, not works. “For the one who has entered His rest has himself also rested from his 
works, as God did from His” (Hebrews 4:10). Saint Paul, also, emphasized that faith is the basis for 
salvation: “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of 
God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). With this extensive 
introduction, which we included because of its direct connection to the Gospel lesson, let us now study 
the text from today’s reading. As you read, keep in mind the key concept of the saving value of faith. 
 
Second Reading: 
 

Hebrews 4:11-13 NAS95  11 Therefore let us be diligent to enter that rest, so that no one will fall, 
through following the same example of disobedience. 12 For the word of God is living and active 
and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of 
both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13 And there 
is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with 
whom we have to do. 

 
The author warns his readers not to follow the example of disobedience set by the unbelieving Jews in 
the exodus. The wandering Jews in the wilderness had God’s direct testimony to them in many ways, 
including revelation of His Law to Moses and His presence with them through the pillar of cloud by day 
and fire by night (Exodus 13:21-22). Yet, the Hebrew people still didn’t believe God’s promises about 
finding rest in the Promised Land. When Moses sent out spies to survey the Promised Land, only Joshua 
and Caleb came back bearing the good news about what they saw in the land, and that they were 
confident about God’s promises to them about taking control of it (Numbers 14:6-9). Instead of 
following this “minority report,” the Hebrews believed the majority’s view that it would be better to 
return to Egypt than to attempt to enter the Land. And they then began making plans to do just that 
(Numbers 14:1-4).  
 
The author uses this spiritual metaphor to warn us not to follow their example of gross disobedience, 
not believing God, the only unforgivable sin in the Bible. Interestingly, verse 12 opens with the 
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preposition “for,” which provides a natural linkage with the immediate preceding context. The opening 
verse, then, could be read this way, “[With] these previous things in mind, the Word of God is living and 
active and sharper than any two-edged sword . . . .” In the case of the Hebrews in the exodus the Word 
of God came to them directly through Moses and the priests. In the case of the New Testament context 
the Word of God comes through God’s written Word. It is this written Word that is “living and active and 
sharper than any two-edged sword (v. 12a). The author says that the Word is “able to judge the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart” (v. 12d). The Word of God convicts us of our sin through the 
illumination provided by God’s Holy Spirit. “Illumination,” in the spiritual sense, is the turning on of the 
light bulb in the mind of a person regarding the things of God. There are levels of illumination, and the 
knowledge of sin is the very first and most basic level. This is what the author of Hebrews is getting at in 
the reading, where he later criticizes his readers because they are spiritual babies able only to partake of 
spiritual milk and not solid food (Hebrews 5:12). He cautions his readers in the closing verse to 
remember that they cannot fool God about all of this because “all things are open and laid bare to the 
eyes of Him” (v. 13b).  
 
There is one primary application of the reading for us today. The testimony of God given through the 
revelation of Jesus Christ in the Bible must not be neglected by anyone. We must not follow the example 
of the disobedient Jews in the exodus who did not believe God’s promises. Rather we should believe 
and follow the only way to God which is through faith in Jesus Christ. Jesus has made this perfectly clear. 
He said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 
14:6). Peter warned the unbelievers in the Book of Acts about rejecting Jesus, when he said, “He (Jesus) 
is the STONE WHICH WAS REJECTED by you, THE BUILDERS, but WHICH BECAME THE CHIEF CORNER 
stone. And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been 
given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:11-12). As believers we follow the minority 
report given by the godly patriarchs of the faith like Joshua and Caleb. We don’t follow the majority view 
of the unbelieving world, and we work to fulfill the Great Commission in leading others who are on this 
broad road to the narrow way of life through faith in Jesus Christ (Matthew 7:13-14) 
 
 
Introduction to the Gospel Reading: 
The Gospel reading continues with the study in Mark. This week’s story occurs just after Jesus was 
confronted by the Pharisees who attempted to trap Him with a question about divorce (Mark 10:2). 
Jesus referred them to biblical truths from the Old Testament and then privately explained them in 
further detail to His disciples. Afterwards the crowds brought children to Jesus, and the disciples tried o 
turn them away, which caused Jesus’ rebuke of them (Mark 10:13). As Jesus was preparing to leave this 
area, He was confronted by a man who asked Him a very important question. 
 
Gospel Reading: 
 

Mark 10:17-30 NAS95 17 As He was setting out on a journey, a man ran up to Him and knelt 
before Him, and asked Him, "Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?" 18 And Jesus 
said to him, "Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone. 19 You know the 
commandments, 'DO NOT MURDER, DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, DO NOT STEAL, DO NOT BEAR 
FALSE WITNESS, Do not defraud, HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER.'" 20 And he said to Him, 
"Teacher, I have kept all these things from my youth up." 21 Looking at him, Jesus felt a love for 
him and said to him, "One thing you lack: go and sell all you possess and give to the poor, and 
you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." 22 But at these words he was saddened, 
and he went away grieving, for he was one who owned much property. 23 And Jesus, looking 
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around, said to His disciples, "How hard it will be for those who are wealthy to enter the kingdom 
of God!" 24 The disciples were amazed at His words. But Jesus answered again and said to them, 
"Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! 25 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." 26 They were even more 
astonished and said to Him, "Then who can be saved?" 27 Looking at them, Jesus said, "With 
people it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God." 28 Peter began to 
say to Him, "Behold, we have left everything and followed You." 29 Jesus said, "Truly I say to you, 
there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or farms, 
for My sake and for the gospel's sake, 30 but that he will receive a hundred times as much now in 
the present age, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and farms, along 
with persecutions; and in the age to come, eternal life.” 

 
In the reading we see a man who just asked Jesus the most important question in the universe, “What 
shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (v. 17). Yet in the man’s question there is an inherent fallacy. As the 
crowd was fresh from Jesus’ confrontation with the Pharisees who were committed “doers” of the Law, 
the man asked Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life. Jesus, knowing the man’s heart, knew that 
this man had kept the Ten Commandments, and so He recited the ones dealing with things to do and 
not to do (v. 19). However, although Jesus didn’t question his observance of the Law, He cut to the heart 
of the matter for him, his stumbling stone, which was the worship of his personal treasures over the 
worship of God. Jesus knew that, although the inquirer was following most of the commandments, it 
was the first one over which he was stumbling: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 20:2-3). 
Saint Paul said that it wasn’t riches itself that created evil, but that the love of money was the root of all 
evil (1 Timothy 6:10).  
 
Jesus then went on to explain the quandary using an illustration of a needle and camel (v. 25). Some 
have thought that Jesus was referring to a certain very low gate in Jerusalem which required the rider 
and camel to duck down in order to enter. No such gate has ever been located in Jerusalem, and if there 
were such a gate, it wouldn’t prove that a man can enter the kingdom of heaven through his good 
works. Instead, what Jesus was teaching was it is impossible to gain eternal life through any good works, 
but that it is offered only by God’s gracious provision alone. Even rich people, Jesus explained, can enter 
the kingdom through faith because “all things are possible with God” (v. 27). Entrance into this kingdom 
does require sacrifice though, because one must give up the things he trusts in in order to trust fully and 
only in God’s grace. In the case of the rich man this would mean giving up the “worship” of his riches 
and turning only to the worship of God. Remember that Jesus had just told the people to take drastic 
actions regarding the things which were keeping them from following Him: “If your hand causes you to 
stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life crippled, than, having your two hands, to go into hell, 
into the unquenchable fire” (Mark 9:43 On one occasion Peter told Jesus that he had given up 
everything to follow Him, to which Jesus replied that he, and anyone who gave up something for Jesus, 
would receive a hundred times what was given up (v. 30). In other words, the investment in Jesus would 
be worth it, with a ten thousand percent return on investment in the present age, with eternal life 
thrown in, to boot.  
 
What does this mean for us today? We cannot overstate the importance of the application of Jesus’ 
teaching in these few verses. First, we cannot earn eternal life by doing anything; that comes only 
through belief in Jesus Christ alone. Saint Paul said, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God” (Romans 3:23). We are all sinners and cannot change that without the outside intervention of God, 
no matter how hard we try. The rich man in the story tried very hard, yet even he was unable to cleanse 
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his heart through keeping the commandments. When measured against God’s perfect standard, he fell 
far short, and Jesus revealed to him that he had disobeyed the first and most important commandment, 
loving God above everything else. If we think we can be saved by our good works, or that our good 
works are meritorious towards salvation, Paul explains the relationship between faith and works. “For 
we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so 
that we would walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10, emphasis added). Paul said, “He saved us, not on the basis 
of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of 
regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5, emphasis added). Our good works flow out of 
our faith in Jesus Christ as the result of a heart that has been changed by God, or “born from above (or 
again).” Jesus told Nicodemus, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the 
kingdom of God” (John 3:3b). Nicodemus didn’t understand Jesus until later in his life, but God saw to it 
that his story was recorded in the Bible so that we could identify with this “Nick at Night.”  
 
What about us, are we relying upon something other than God to earn our way into heaven? Are we like 
the rich man, who was likely very generous in giving, withholding our true worship for God alone? Are 
we believing the minority report offered up by men of faith, or following the majority view of those who 
shrink back from following God, or who try to purchase their way into heaven through their supposed 
good works, no matter how valid they may be? Do we think that we can duck low enough to ride our 
camel through some super-secret entrance gate into heaven? These are powerful things for us to 
ponder, and we can be overjoyed that God has given us clear answers from His Holy Word. “Our good 
works are the true riches that we will be able to present to God as evidence of salvation. Jesus called it 
our “bearing of fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 3:8).  
 
I introduced my former neighbor Harvey in the introduction to this week’s lesson. After I moved away I 
kept in touch with Harvey and also developed a closer relationship with his wife who kept me up to date 
on the various emergencies that developed concerning my friend. One weekend I travelled back to my 
former town to visit some friends who just happened to live down the street from my former home and 
my friend Harvey. One night I had a strange sense that something was going on with Harvey and I 
planned to visit him the following morning. After I awoke the next morning, I received a call from his 
daughter who told me that Harvey had passed away early that morning. She explained that the local 
pastor was with Harvey, and that he had requested to be baptized before he died. Harvey evidently gave 
testimony regarding his faith in Jesus. Harvey proceeded with this bold testimony of faith by submitting 
to baptism and died a short time later. A few days later I had the opportunity to meet the pastor at the 
funeral luncheon. I explained to him how Harvey had been deeply moved by the frequent visits of his 
church’s members during years as he suffered from declining health. As his eyes began to well up with 
tears, along with my own, I told him that his faithful service and that of his church were the reasons that 
Harvey trusted in the Lord Jesus. I told him that Harvey often spoke about their visits and how thankful I 
was that they had served him in this way.  
 
As I reflect upon what Harvey meant to me, I remember that at some point God had prompted me to 
begin praying for Harvey. God gave me a sense that salvation was possible even for Harvey, no matter 
what my feelings told me about the matter. Just to check, I plugged his name into a Google search and 
was greeted with his smiling face from his memorial page. That reminded me that Harvey is alive forever 
in heaven, and one day I will visit him again. I have asked God to make this man one of the first people 
that I meet when I get to heaven. The evidence of his changed life just before he died has been a life-
changing event for me. His testimony provides me with hope that God can reach even those we think 
are too hard to reach.  
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What about you, is there someone in your life who you feel is would never believe but yet God seems to 
keep having you bump into them? Will you pray to begin reaching out to them in even the smallest 
ways, and that God would embolden you to share the story of how Jesus has changed your life? 
 

Reflection Questions 
 
1.  We saw in the opening verse of the passage from Hebrews (which was omitted from the reading) this 
key sentence: “11 Therefore let us be diligent to enter that rest, so that no one will fall, through 
following the same example of disobedience” (Hebrews 4:11). Later we provided this verse from Saint 
Paul. “Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, 
upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians 10:11).  
List and discuss how you have benefited from studying the lives of two specific biblical characters in the 
Old Testament. In what ways have you learned from their obedience or disobedience?  
 
2. What you understand about the relationship between faith and works in terms of gaining eternal life? 
Second, how does your position correspond to what James said, “Even so faith, if it has no works, is 
dead, being by itself” (James 2:17). 
 

Keywords:  Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Lectionary 143 
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