
SERMON NOTES

Mark 2:13-17; 10:17-31

“Losing to Gain”

Intro:

• Sometimes we have to lose something precious in order to gain 

something priceless.
• For much of my growing up, baseball was the love of my life – but during 

my freshman year at Iowa, baseball had become more of an impediment 

to following Christ than a platform for sharing Christ
• It is possible, of course, to be a fully devoted follower of Jesus and bold 

witness for Christ as an athlete, but in my case…
• In order for me to follow Christ with reckless obedience – I needed to give 

up  baseball and give myself fully to becoming a disciple and a disciple-

maker
• Even though I had a successful season as a freshman, it was not that 

hard to leave baseball in order to pursue Christ more fully – because by 

then Jesus Christ had become the love of my life – and the satisfaction I 

found in Christ was greater than anything I had ever experienced in 

baseball

• What did I gain when I lost baseball?
• First and foremost – Christ Himself
• But also, because I was now free as a sophomore without fall baseball 

practices – I could go to a CRU retreat at Pine Lake Camp the first 

weekend of October – where I began to be trained to become a Christian 

leader and disciple-maker – AND where I met Beth and began our 

relationship
• In a very real sense, I am your pastor – and I have Beth as my wife – and 

we have our three daughters and now 15-16 grandchildren – because of 

the freedom to follow Christ I gained my sophomore year by leaving 

baseball
• Losing to gain
• Whatever you need to let go of in order to be free to pursue Jesus 

wholeheartedly – Jesus is worth it!



• In our Encountering Jesus message today, we are going to compare and 

contrast two encounters with Jesus:  Levi (Matthew) and the rich young 

man
• Each of them was invited by Jesus to follow him – each of them would 

have to give up a lot in order to follow Jesus – and one did and the other 

didn’t

I. WHAT THEY HAD

• Both men had significant worldly wealth

• Matthew – also called Levi – was a Jew who probably worked for King 

Herod to collect taxes for the occupying Romans in the area around 

Capernaum – including collecting taxes from fishermen for fish they had 

caught
• Tax collectors – not popular in any age – were particularly hated in the 1st 

century
• Tax collectors were required to collect a certain fixed sum of money in a 

given area and turn that over to the Romans
• Anything above and beyond that required amount was theirs to put in their 

own pockets
• Needless to say, this system invited abuse
• We don’t know how wealthy Matthew was – but we can assume that 

Matthew was considerably more affluent than, say, fishermen

• The nameless man in Mark 10 is said to have had great possessions and 

Luke adds that he was a ruler and extremely rich
• So he had both material wealth and high social status
• And by all appearances he was a good and righteous man as well as 

materially successful

• He was a faithful attender at synagogue every Sabbath

--he listened attentively to the Rabbi’s sermons and had great reverence for the 

Torah – the Law of Moses

--since the time of his bar mitzvah at age 13, he conscientiously kept all the 

commandments written in the Law

--he lived a blameless life – and everyone knew it



--not only was he well-liked for his personality, and admired for his financial 

success – he was also respected for his righteous character and integrity
• When he claims to have kept all the commandments since his youth, 

Jesus does not challenge that

• It would seem that if this young man were to walk into almost any church 

in America, he would be welcomed with open arms and treated with 

respect and perhaps even deference

II. WHAT THEY LACKED

• Matthew lacked what the rich young ruler had:  social status / 

acceptance / socially respected righteousness / a seat at the table, so to 

speak 
• Tax collectors were doubly hated by their fellow Jews because tax 

collectors entered the service of their country’s conqueror’s – and they 

amassed their fortunes at the expense of their fellow citizens’ misfortunes
• Tax collectors were viewed as traitors and professional robbers
• No tax collector would be accepted in any synagogue in the land
• The Chosen series accurately depicts the contempt the other disciples – 

especially the Galilean fishermen – had for Matthew
• Matthew had material wealth – but he was a social outcast among his own 

people

• How about the rich young man – he seemed to have it all – what could he 

possibly have lacked?

• He lacked assurance of eternal life
• What did it really take to be accepted by God into heaven?
• How could one be sure of having eternal life?
• How could he silence the disquiet of his soul?

• He thought he might be able to find some answers from Jesus of Nazareth 
• With respect and sincerity, he knelt before Jesus and asked:
• “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

• Jesus startled him by responding:  Why do you call me good?  No one is 

good – except God alone.”



• Jesus was not denying his own goodness or righteousness here
• But he was beginning to instruct the young man in what constitutes true 

goodness before God
• Was this man acknowledging Jesus’ deity?  NO
• He was simply acknowledging Jesus as a Good Man – like himself
• This reveals a mindset that believes that goodness can be achieved by 

human effort

• Would the young man who called Jesus “Good Teacher” truly accept what 

Jesus was about to say as bearing the authority of God Himself?
• Or would the young man go and look for a second opinion if he didn’t like 

what Jesus had to say?
• Starting where the young man was in his mindset, Jesus answered:  “You 

know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not 

steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and 

mother.’”
• YES!  Those were exactly the words the young man was hoping to hear!
• Just as he had been able to achieve success and wealth through his own 

efforts in the business world – now also he would be able to obtain eternal 

life through his own moral and religious efforts

• So the young man proudly and confidently declared to Jesus:  “All these 

commandments I have kept since I was a boy.”
• Expecting to hear something along the lines of:  “ATTABOY!  Well done, 

good and faithful servant” – the young man waited for Jesus’ response

• Jesus did not speak immediately
• Jesus looked intently into the young man’s eyes – with love – and with 

discernment
• And then, looking deep into his soul, Jesus spoke the truth in love to him
• It was an uncomfortable truth / a hard truth / a truth that could offend / a 

truth that would either turn the young man on – or off – to Jesus

• One thing you lack, Jesus said
• What was it?
• The rich man lacked poverty of spirit

• The rich of this world treasure what is earned



• The rich feel most comfortable in a world where people get what they 

deserve
• If you work hard / develop your skills / manage your money wisely / 

network with the right people / do what’s expected by your superiors / 

develop better ideas or methods or products / give good service / and 

contribute to the bottom line – then you deserve success and financial 

rewards
• And religion should operate by the same rules 
• If you work hard / make good choices / contribute to the advancement of 

the religious cause / develop good character & integrity / believe the right 

things / behave in line with group norms & expectations / follow the rules / 

avoid the taboos / fulfill your duties / give money to the church / and live a 

morally respectable lifestyle – then you deserve God’s approval and 

eternal life in heaven as a reward

• The man in Jesus’ story treasured his earned righteousness and figured 

he could work and earn his way into heaven 
• What was the one thing the rich young man lacked?

• He lacked the ability to receive grace, which is essential for entering the 

kingdom of God
• Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven
• Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall 

be satisfied
• The rich young man did not hunger and thirst for the righteousness of God 

because he was confident that his own righteousness was good enough

III. WHAT JESUS COMMANDED

Mark 2:14  And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the 

tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him.

Mark 10:21  And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack 

one thing: go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”

• We tend to focus on the command to sell all and give to the poor
• But the heart of the command is the same for both men:  follow me



• The command to sell all and give to the poor was a means to that end – 

as with the command to other disciples to leave their fishing nets or in 

Matthew’s case – to leave his tax booth
• The rich young man excelled at following the rules – now Jesus was 

inviting him into a personal relationship:  follow me

• What does it mean to follow Jesus?
• When you commit your life to following Jesus as your Master Teacher, He 

becomes your authoritative Source of all Truth and Wisdom
• To be a Christ-follower is to be a learner – a lifelong learner – a humble, 

submissive and obedient learner

• Hear this well:  We learn from Jesus not just as one of many teachers – 

but as our Lord – THE Teacher

• This is why Jesus does not relate to us as an Adviser or Consultant or 

Counselor

• Because the answer to our deepest issues is not found in his advice – the 

answers to our deepest needs and longings is found in HIM

• Follow me and learn from me as your Teacher – accepting all of my words 

and teachings as Truth to be obeyed – not merely as advice to be 

considered

• Many people want his help – his wisdom – his advice – his guidance – 

when they are facing a problem or need to make an important decision

• But they want to remain on the throne of their life while deciding whether 

or not to follow Jesus ‘ advice

• That is NOT discipleship

• A disciple submits himself or herself to the teaching authority of the Master 

– the entire body of his teaching – not just the parts that are culturally 

approved
• And a disciple does more than just accumulate knowledge while studying 

the content of his Master’s teachings



• Following Jesus involves imitating his example and practicing his 

teachings
• One of the most common traps we can fall into as Christians is to 

substitute knowledge for obedience
• We deceive ourselves into thinking that hearing or reading or studying is 

the same as doing and practicing and obeying
• A disciple imitates his master and obeys his teachings

• Jesus Christ is the most influential person in your life if you are his disciple

• Everything he says is Truth / Everything he commands is to be obeyed / 

Everything he does is to be imitated / Everything he teaches is to be put 

into practice / Every word he has spoken that is contrary to what the world 

teaches is to be believed and followed rather than what any other teacher 

or writer or speaker teaches
• This is what it means to follow Jesus as his disciple
• We accept everything he teaches as Truth – AND we allow that Truth to 

shape us and govern us and determine how we live our lives

Following Jesus involves a close personal relationship

• It all starts with an intimate personal relationship with Jesus Christ
• Everything else in our Christian life flows from the quality of our love 

relationship with Jesus

• Before we are sent out to serve Him – we are called to be with him
• Some Christians skip this step
• Let’s be honest:  all of us at one time or another have skipped this step
• We have tried to serve the Lord without being with Jesus // we have tried 

to overcome sin without being with Jesus // we have tried to follow God’s 

will without being with Jesus // we have tried to ask God for help to get us 

out of difficult situations without being with Jesus // we have tried to help 

others and do good deeds and serve the least of these without being with 

Jesus 

• If we skip that step – if we try to serve without being with Jesus – our 

service will bear little fruit for the amount of effort we put into it



• But if we serve Jesus out of the overflow of being with Jesus – our service 

will be much more fruitful because the life of Jesus will be flowing through 

us 

• Listen carefully:  Jesus Christ is not a doctrine or an idea or a cause 
• Jesus Christ is a Real Living Person and to follow Him is to abide in a 

close personal relationship with Him

• The rich young ruler addressed Jesus as “Good Teacher” and asked what 

he needed to do to inherit eternal life
• Jesus’ answer:  Follow Me
• Eternal life is found in Jesus – and only in Jesus
• Eternal life is a GIFT given by Jesus – not a reward for our own good 

deeds
• Entrance into the kingdom of God cannot be earned or purchased or 

achieved

Mark 10:15  “”I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of 

God like a little child will never enter it.”

• The eternal life of the kingdom must be received by humble faith
• Children and the poor in spirit know how to receive
• You must open your hands – let go of whatever you were grasping – and 

then accept the gift

• Jesus’ command to the rich young man exposed his inability to do that
• He treasured his earned righteousness and possessions so highly that he 

could not let go of what he was grasping in order to accept a gift

• The rich young man’s inability to exchange his righteousness for Christ’s 

righteousness was illustrated by his inability to exchange earthly treasures 

for heavenly treasures

• Saving faith is about humility and poverty of spirit // Saving faith is about 

child-like dependence and trust
• The kingdom of God is for the poor in spirit 
• In order to enter the kingdom of God – whatever your income level – 

whether rich or poor or in between – you must set aside your sense of 



earned righteousness and depend solely on the grace of God in Jesus 

Christ

• The Kingdom of God operates by the rule of Grace 
• That means that none of us pays our own way in the kingdom of God -- 

ever
• The rule of grace means that the only merits that God will ever honor in 

His kingdom are the merits of Jesus Christ – and that every single citizen 

of God’s kingdom is living off the merits of Jesus Christ – always  
• The rule of grace means that those who advance furthest and serve most 

effectively in God’s kingdom are those who most readily renounce their 

pride and self-reliance and self-sufficiency and admit their neediness and 

come to God empty-handed – again and again – and live by humble 

dependence upon the unearned and undeserved resources of the 

kingdom of heaven

• Blessed are those who recognize that they don’t have what it takes to be 

accepted by God and therefore are in need of a Savior
• Blessed are those who heed the call to follow Jesus – whatever the cost -- 

and live under His reign – in a kingdom that operates by the rule of grace 

IV. WHAT IT WOULD COST

• In a word:  everything – for both men
• For Matthew – it meant losing his livelihood / his career / his only security
• He had no friends among respectable Jews – but at least he had a career 

that offered a steady income
• To follow Jesus meant giving that up – AND it meant joining a band of 

disciples who hated him
• Matthew would have to give up his only source of security to follow Jesus 

– and once he left his tax booth – he could never return to it

• How about for the rich young man – what would it cost him?
• Everything he possessed

• One thing you lack.  Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor.
• Everything??!!  Did you say everything!!??



• The poor!  Why would I want to throw away my hard-earned money on 

those lazy bums!  If they want something in life, let them work for it like I 

did.  
• They wouldn’t know how to manage my money if I gave it to them anyway.  

Why, they’d just throw it away on alcohol or drugs or gambling or 

prostitutes.
• Listen, Jesus – I already give a tithe to the temple and synagogue as it is.  

But if you want me to up my giving – or maybe throw some coins into your 

ministry fund – if that’s what it takes – fine. 
• Think about the possibilities
• I have enough resources to fund your ministry and your group of disciples 

for months – even years – and still have enough left over to live 

comfortably
• But sell everything I have and give to the poor – what a waste!

•  Jesus did not negotiate or compromise

     *  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.  

V. WHAT THEY WOULD GAIN

• The rich young man would lose all his earthly possessions but gain 

treasure in heaven – including, of course, eternal life with God

• What must I do to receive eternal life? – he had asked

• And Jesus offers him the gift of eternal life and says:  Here, reach out and 

take it
• But to receive the gift of life the man must open his hands and in the 

process let the money fall out of his hands – he cannot take the gift of life 

into his hands if his hands are already full

• One thing you lack:  Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and 

you will have treasure in heaven.  Then come, follow me.

• The one thing the rich young ruler lacks is Jesus and the Life he offers – 

and we receive that Life when our heart attaches itself to Jesus in faith 



and love – and in order to attach our heart to Jesus, we must detach our 

heart from any other love or passion that would master us

Matthew 6:24  “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and 

love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 

cannot serve both God and Money.”

• Love of money prevents our heart from attaching fully to Jesus Who is the 

Way, the Truth and the Life
• Therefore, we must dethrone Mammon and detach from money by giving 

it away so that our heart is free to attach to Jesus who is the True Life-

Giver

• True Life – Eternal Life – is found in Jesus
• We receive and experience that life as our heart attaches itself to Jesus in 

saving faith and loving devotion
• Come, Follow Me – and you will have eternal life and treasures in heaven

• And what did Levi the tax collector stand to gain if he gave up everything 

to follow Jesus?

Mark 2:15  And as he reclined at table in his house, many tax collectors and 

sinners were reclining with Jesus and his disciples, for there were many who 

followed him.

•  A seat at the table – and not just any table
• As an expression of his joy at being accepted by Jesus into the band of 

disciples – Levi gave a banquet for Jesus and his disciples to which he 

invited his fellow tax collectors and other sinners and outcasts
• The wording of this passage suggests that Jesus – the Messiah – and not 

Levi the tax collector – was the host of this meal at Levi’s house
• This then becomes a preview of the Messianic banquet similar to Luke 14
• The Messiah is enjoying table-fellowship with sinners and outcasts
• Table-fellowship means acceptance – and acceptance is based on 

forgiveness
• When Jesus the Messiah broke bread with tax collectors and sinners and 

outcasts – he was extending to them fellowship with God
• As with the cleansing of the leper and the healing of the paralytic – this is 

an act of Messianic forgiveness of sinners and outcasts



• Levi the tax collector – despised by all Jews -- gave up his livelihood and 

security to follow Jesus – and in the process gained a seat at the table of 

the Jewish Messiah – and acceptance into the kingdom of God
• Whereas the rich young ruler declined Jesus’ invitation and walked away 

sad

VI. WHAT THEIR DECISION REVEALED

Mark 10:22-27  Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had 

great possessions. And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How 

difficult it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” And 

the disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said to them again, 

“Children, how difficult it is to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel 

to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of 

God.” And they were exceedingly astonished, and said to him, “Then who can 

be saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “With man it is impossible, but not 

with God. For all things are possible with God.”

• Salvation is God’s work of Sovereign Grace – not man’s accomplishment 

through moral or religious efforts
• Matthew acknowledged himself to be a sinner – poor in spirit – and thus 

experienced God’s salvation
• The rich young ruler walked away from God’s salvation because he 

valued earthly treasures over heavenly treasures and his own 

righteousness over the righteousness of God in Christ
• Matthew was able to lose everything to gain Jesus because he was poor 

in spirit and knew himself to be a sinner in need of Jesus’ saving grace
• The rich young ruler was not able to let go of what held him in bondage 

because he counted himself among the righteous and was unable to see 

how desperately he needed Jesus’ saving grace in order to enter the 

kingdom

• This man’s heart was held captive by love of money – the power of 

Mammon – and he went away sorrowful
• He figured he had too much to lose
• The pull of treasures on earth was stronger than the promise of treasures 

in heaven



• The rich young ruler trusted in himself that he was good enough and went 

home unsaved
• Matthew was grateful to receive God’s mercy for sinners and went home 

with Jesus and celebrated his salvation with a party
• Much to the chagrin of the offended Pharisees

Mark 2:16-17  And the scribes of the Pharisees, when they saw that he was 

eating with sinners and tax collectors, said to his disciples, “Why does he eat 

with tax collectors and sinners?” And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, 

“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I 

came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”

• The second-century Greek philosopher Celsus captures well just how 

upside-down the Kingdom of God is—and just how confusing that can 

seem to unbelievers. In an attack on followers of Christ, he writes:
• “Those who summon people to the other mysteries [i.e. other religions] 

make this preliminary proclamation: "Whosoever has pure hands and a 

wise tongue." And again, others say, "Whosoever is pure from all 

defilement, and whose soul knows nothing of evil, and who has lived well 

and righteously." Such are the preliminary exhortations of those who 

promise purification from sins.
• But let us hear what folk these Christians call. "Whosoever is a sinner," 

they say. "Whosoever is unwise, whosoever is a child, and, in a word, 

whosoever is a wretch, the kingdom of God will receive him." Do you not 

say that a sinner is he who is dishonest, a thief, a burglar, a poisoner, a 

sacrilegious fellow, and a grave-robber? What others would a robber invite 

and call? Why on earth this preference for sinners?”

• Why?
• “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 

I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”

• The Pharisees viewed sinners and outcasts as infectious contaminants – 

and therefore:  Put them in quarantine – and keep them away from our 

kids and families

• Jesus views sinners and outcasts as spiritually sick – people who need to 

be healed by God’s saving grace – and therefore the response is to reach 



out to them and eat with them and befriend them and extend God’s love to 

them

• Sick people are not hopeless losers – they just need the healing grace of 

the Physician of the Soul – and if they respond in faith to that healing 

grace – they can be gloriously transformed
• The Pharisees looked at sinners and outcasts with the eyes of a Judge
• Jesus looked at sinners and outcasts with the eyes of a Doctor

• When Jesus touched the leper – did Jesus get leprosy – or was the leper 

made clean and whole?
• When Jesus welcomed tax collectors and prostitutes and sinners into his 

presence and fellowship – was Jesus defiled by their sin – or were sinners 

made clean by his holiness and grace?

VII. LOSING TO GAIN

• Come, Follow Me
• What would you need to give up in order to gain life in and with Jesus?

• Only children come to Jesus with unattached hearts – that is one reason 

why children are so open to truth and to loving Jesus 
• Throughout our teenage and adult years our hearts become attached to 

more and more things – relationships / money / possessions / ambitions / 

achievements / activities
• And so we need to detach in order to attach – we need to lose in order to 

gain -- we need to get rid of these other competing attachments so as to 

be free to attach our hearts to Jesus and thus enter into the fullness of his 

life

• Have I always made the right choice?  Of course not
• But when I have chosen Christ above all else – when I have detached 

from something else I valued in life – whether baseball or stocks or 

whatever – in order to attach more closely and freely and fully to Christ – I 

have always gained more than I have lost – NO REGRETS!
• The richest blessings of my life have come following those choices to 

detach from something I valued in order to attach more closely to Jesus



• If you have to choose between Christ and earthly treasure or material 

success – choose Christ
• If you have to choose between Christ and a relationship with a non-

Christian boyfriend or girlfriend – choose Christ
• If you have to choose between Christ and a career promotion – choose 

Christ
• If you have to choose between Christ and acceptance by a group of 

friends – choose Christ
• If you have to choose between Christ and baseball – as I did -- or playing 

golf or basketball or softball or soccer on Sunday mornings – choose 

Christ
• If you have to choose between Christ and life itself – choose Christ

• Sometimes those choices come at major forks in the road – major turning 

points in life – choosing Christ over rival gods such as Mammon
• Sometimes those choices are made daily in terms of detaching from the 

lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life in order to follow 

Christ and do the will of God

• How about you?
• What will it cost you to commit to taking the next step on the Discipleship 

Pathway? 
• It may cost you time / it may cost you another activity in your busy 

schedule / it may cost losing some of your stubborn pride or independent 

spirit / it may cost overcoming some fear /  
• What will you gain by obeying Jesus’ call to follow him and make 

disciples?  
• Sometimes we have to lose something precious in order to gain 

something priceless.

• Today is Commitment Sunday for the Personal Growth Plan
• In a moment we will ask you to come forward to the altar during the 

closing song and place your commitment card in one of the baskets
• The commitment card simply indicates what your next step on the 

Discipleship Pathway will be
• Your name is optional but we encourage you to state your name
• For example, my next step is to lead a small group which I haven’t done 

for a while
• Obviously, I can’t take that step alone



• I need others to join me in forming a new small group
• And I will need Pastor Steffan’s help in doing that
• By putting my name below that step, Pastor Steffan will then become 

aware of my desire to lead a small group so that he can help me

• Whatever step you are taking – we have resources available at the 

Discipleship kiosk in the foyer to equip you to take that step successfully
• Or let’s say you want to learn to share your faith as a next step
• The TTI Disciples Making Disciples class I’m leading is a great resource to 

equip you in sharing your faith
• You’re not in this alone – we’re better together

• We are Following Jesus together on the Discipleship Pathway
• The Head is leading the body as a body – not just as individuals doing 

their own thing – but as members one of another in one body
• We are each taking different steps along the Pathway – but we are 

moving forward Together as one body in fulfilling the vision
• That vision to make disciples is based directly on Jesus’ last command to 

make disciples of all nations
• Commitment Card: Declare to God and to members of the Body:  I’m in – 

I’m moving forward with the rest of the body under the leadership of the 

Head

Prayer/ Altar Call


