
 
OBEY 

 
I’m a pretty big deal, admittedly. I’m rich, I’m powerful. Very rich and very powerful. And 
young. That adds up to a pretty big deal in just about any era.  I am important enough 
that Jesus speaks to me personally, and our encounter is recorded three times in the 
New Testament.1 That chance meeting is most definitely a bigger deal than me.  
 
So truth be told, I’m not such a big deal. None of the accounts in the Bible bother to give 
my name. My identity is lost to history. Just like a lot of very rich and very powerful 
people. 
 
From the accounts in the Bible, you can infer a few things about me. Young, probably 
means in my late teens or early twenties. Rich, likely means I inherited my wealth. Ruler, 
chances are I inherited a position of authority…or bought it with money or influence.  
 
The accounts in the Bible say I claim to know the Scriptures and have followed them 
from my beginning. From that, you can guess that I am a Pharisee, and have been taught 
the intricacies of the Law and how to follow it to the smallest of details. I love rules. I 
love commandments. Clear, concise, controlled. Do them and you please God. Right? 
Right? 
 
I made that claim about following the Scriptures to Jesus, himself. Can you believe it? I 
made that claim to the One who created Scripture, the One who knows… already knows 
every little thing about me. He didn’t even bother to refute my claim. 
 
Jesus is teaching in a region of Judea on the east side of the Jordan River. Large crowds 
are following him to hear him teach, many hoping to be healed. Some of my friends, 
Pharisees, of course, and I have come from Jerusalem. A few of them verbally spar with 
Jesus about the subjects of divorce and marriage.  A short session, then Jesus turns his 
attention to the much more important task of blessing little children.   
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I see Jesus has wisdom none of my teachers possess. I’m rich, I’m powerful, I’m young, 
but I also follow God, I do. With all that’s within me. Duty, some may say, but it’s more 
than that for me. I’m different from my friends. I know that. I’m proud of that. In my self-
importance, I burst through the crowd and approach him. My magnificent robes are 
enough to impress the crowd to let me through. Those robes. Jesus looks at 
them…amusement, maybe? Hard to tell…but seemed he saw extravagant robes the same 
as worthless rags of the others in the crowd. It was a level playing field with Jesus, 
Pharisees learned that. 
 
“Good Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?” My opening question 
reveals how offtrack I am. I assume that eternal life is something that can be earned by 
doing some big thing. I assume that I know what God values as good. So many 
assumptions I don’t realize are embedded in my thought process.  
 
Jesus dismisses one of my assumptions by pointing out that only God is good. That 
statement would be enough to astound me, but he moves on. He says the only way to 
enter into life is to keep the commandments. He doesn’t say keeping the 
commandments earns eternal life, it is just the start of entering life. 
 
 Knee jerk reaction from rich, powerful, young, perfectionist, rule-lover? Justify myself. I 
ask which commandments he is talking about. The Pharisee in me knows full-well I’m 
doing everything already. But… nagging deep down is ‘What else could there be?’ I know 
of more than 600 rules that the Pharisees consider as commandments. Surely, he doesn’t 
mean all 600! But even if he does…yeah, I think I’m that guy. 
 
Jesus lists a few of the Ten Commandments. Correction, he smiles and lists a few of the 
Ten Commandments. No matter, I’ve got this, because I know I’ve never committed 
adultery, stolen anything, given false testimony, or dishonored my parents. Jesus tacks 
on “love your neighbor as yourself.”  
  
The trap is set, but I don’t see it. I keep moving toward it. “All these I have kept. What 
else do I need?” Oh, the hubris of that statement. 
 
Jesus, the moment he’s built toward, I’m hovering over the trip wire. Surrounded by a 
crowd. The scenario is pitch perfect.  
 
“Give everything you have to the poor and come follow me.”  Give everything I have to 
the poor and come follow you. I’m sorry, what?  I’m young, I’m powerful, I’m dutifully 
committed. And yes, I am rich. Very rich.  Wealth brings security, options, power to do 
whatever you want, control. No, tell me what thing to do, don't tell me to change 
everything.  I can obey, just look at my life, but he's asking for something much different.  



 
He has crossed a line. He has exposed my heart. He knows it, I know it. Oh I asked the 
questions, make no mistake, “what good thing”, ”what else do I need to do”…. he 
watched as I cut my own throat. I’m….I’m. Sad, so sad that the crowd doesn’t even 
snicker. I am unable…no…unwilling to obey him. I stumble back toward Jerusalem. My 
well-constructed world in shambles. 
 
Obedience to God is commanded over and over in the Bible. I’ve known this my entire 
life. There are over 600 commands in the Old Testament and more than 1,000 in the 
New Testament. From my point of view, all I have to do is learn the commandments and 
obey them. Jesus said if you love God, you will obey him. Check. 
 
I love the idea of obedience. I hear what God says, evaluate what he is saying, then make 
a choice whether to obey or not. Simple. So far, I have chosen to obey all of the 
commandments I know. 
 
Here is the rub. The Old Testament was written in Hebrew, and Hebrew doesn’t have a 
word equivalent to the English word, “obey”. The Hebrew word, “shema” is translated as 
“obey” in English because that is the best word the translators could find. Uh-oh, you’re 
thinking. Or at least you should be. And it's why I went away so sad. 
 
I know the word “shema”. I know it really means “hearing with a heart that is intent on 
doing whatever God wants because you love him.” In my heart of hearts, I know this. 
Obedience is a matter of the heart, not a matter of blindly following a list of rules, like I 
have done. But in obeying all the commandments, I overlooked this. 
  
Long ago at Mount Sinai, God made my people a wonderful offer. He said, “Now if you 
obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured 
possession.” By obeying fully, God meant that they were to do what he wanted because 
they loved him. 
 
However, the Hebrews took his words to mean, “If you follow my lists of rules, then out 
of all nations you will be my treasured possession.” Loving obedience? They seemed to 
have no concept of it and couldn’t follow God’s laws because they didn’t have the self-
discipline that love provides. Consequently, within weeks of the initial deal they agreed 
to, they were worshiping a Golden Calf.  
 
Throughout the books of the prophets, God repeats his desire for his people to follow 
him with their hearts, not just their rote actions.  Sad. I completely missed it. 
 



Obedience was a natural part of life in my time, and an important component of being a 
part of society. In your world, it seems as if you have the right to do what you want, 
when you want and how you want, nobody should be able to tell you what to do. 
Freedom is defined as doing things your way. Obedience? Disdained.  
 
With those kinds of societal norms, it is going to be difficult for many of you to buy into 
the desire to be obedient, especially to be completely obedient to God because you love 
him. 
  
I’d heard a lot about Jesus. And what he taught. “Blessed are the ones who hear the 
word of God and obey it.”2 That always stood out to me.  He also said that his true 
disciples would obey all he commanded them to do.3 We laughed when he heard those 
words, all of the Pharisees laughed, because we thought we were already obeying God’s 
commandments.  We were not truly obeying them. We were just going through the 
motions. We completely missed the point. 
 
I had asked Jesus what I needed to do to gain eternal life, and he had given me the 
answer. Obey God by loving him with all my heart, spirit and mind. Love others as much 
as I love myself. I can only do those things if I unburden myself from my riches and 
power associated with them. He knows it. I know it.   
 
A stark choice. That is what Jesus has left us all with. But I walked away.   
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