The Principle of Anything 

Luke 18:18-23 Now a certain ruler asked Him, saying, "Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?" 19 So Jesus said to him, "Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. 20 You know the commandments: 'Do not commit adultery,' 'Do not murder,' 'Do not steal,' 'Do not bear false witness,' 'Honor your father and your mother.'" 21 And he said, "All these things I have kept from my youth." 22 So when Jesus heard these things, He said to him, "You still lack one thing. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." 23 But when he heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich. NKJV

Gen 22:10-12 And Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 11 But the Angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" So he said, "Here I am." 12 And He said, "Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me." NKJV

_______________________________________________________________________

Could there be anything worse than being a monk?  I don’t know a whole lot about monkhood, and really, I don’t ever want to know that much about it!  Eschewing fashion completely and just wrapping yourself in a homemade robe and carefully tied sash?  Living off somewhere as a recluse from society and as a hermit in a commune?  Eating only food you grow yourselves and no steaks or porkchops or Reese’s cups ever?  Shaving your head and having no hair – could there be anything worse than that?  

From what I understand, most monks take vows of celibacy and never get married and never had children and never look forward to a retirement.  They spend years in fasting often and push away any “comfort” of life – denouncing modern technology, trends, and soft mattresses and some monks even go as far as to whip themselves and nail themselves to cross or walk across coals of fire to test their meddle and demonstrate their finely-honed mastery over their body.  Talk about giving up everything – some even give up shoes.  Worse for some of you would be imagining this: taking a vow of silence.  What if you had no mobile phone, no computer, no text capabilities, and you vowed to not utter a sound for say, forty years?  I saw a comic strip once that had one monk holding a hammer with a wide eyed look and a flattened thumb and all of the other monks were standing there in disbelief with a wide-eyed look on their face and one was saying, “that’s some kind of way to break a forty-year vow of silence, Hal!”  I think most of you would be the same way:  you wouldn’t make it very far with the vow of silence thing.

I bring this up because these monks do this for religious reasons; they think that by giving up “everything” that they are somehow pleasing God better.  They think that God relishes in seeing people writhe in self-denial and poverty.  And – sometimes – we as Apostolics also tend to make the mistake that God wants and requires “everything,” but really it’s not everything that God wants or requires.  You don’t have to give up everything and go live in a monastery in order to please God, nor is that the will of God for virtually all who are under the sound of my voice.  It’s not everything that God is after and yet sometimes we think that:  that God requires too much and so we could never commit.  And that mindset comes from us saying “everything” when what we mean is “anything.”  

Before you brand me as a heretic, hear me out, because I preaching a fine line of distinction and yet I think the distinction is important and what God wants to speak to us today, and I chose both of our texts because even as a young man and teenager, they were always texts that bothered me.  Because it seemed to me that there must be something more to the story than what I was being told, because both stories seemed to my young mind that God was requiring way too much.  And both are texts that teach a very important principle that I believe the Spirit is speaking to you today.  Consider our texts for a moment:  

One was the story of Abraham being told to sacrifice his only son, Isaac, we’ve heard preached a zillion times and yet how shocking it is that God actually commanded him to take his son and kill him on an altar!  And how even more shocking it was that Abraham got to the point that he was about to do it.  I know it’s a common story, but we’re talking human sacrifice of your own child, here – that’s extreme!    

And then there is the story of the rich young ruler, a young man who comes running to Jesus and who only wanted to know whatever else he lacked to inherit eternal life.  And he had a good start, having at least tried to follow the commandments of Moses from his youth up.  To my mind, this cat has a lot going for him and yet then we find this response by Jesus:   

Luke 18:22-23 So when Jesus heard these things, He said to him, "You still lack one thing. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." 23 But when he heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich. NKJV
I know there’s no literal human sacrifice to this story but this is ever as bit shocking as the other and there might as well be.  There have been many times as a young man sitting in church services, that I would hear this story and wonder, “why in the world did Jesus require that?”  He doesn’t require all rich people to sell everything that they have and give to the poor, so why require it of this young man?  The disciples were as astonished as I was to hear Jesus say this and after replying to them, we find Peter standing up and saying:

Luke 18:28 Then Peter said, "See, we have left all and followed You." NKJV

Another possible translation of this is that Peter said, “we have left our own” meaning “our own riches and treasure” and referring to the rich young ruler.  Peter’s comment seems noble on the surface:  “that young man would not forsake his riches and give everything but we have.”  And that seems like a good sermon until you consider it for a moment:  had the disciples really given up everything in life?  Was Peter’s thought true in the real literal sense?  Had Peter really done what this unnamed rich young, ruler refused to do?  

I don’t think he did; Peter had not been required to give up everything in his life in order to do the will of God.  Peter was no monk; Peter certainly took no code of silence – his mouth was always open!  We know from later scriptures that he had a wife and that he kept her and that she traveled around him from place to place in his later ministry.  We know that Peter had a house – Luke records that Jesus went there once and healed Simon Peter’s mother-in-law who was sick.  That also means that Peter still had family around after following Christ.  Peter still had a sword because it came out in the Garden of Gethsemane and it was sharp enough to cut off a guy’s ear, meaning that Peter also had a whetstone somewhere.  Even after following Christ for three years plus, Peter still had ready access to a boat and a net to fish because after Christ’s resurrection in the 21st chapter of John, we find him going back to that temporarily.  Did Peter really give up everything?  Did he really sell out everything and give it away as this young man had been commanded?  

What about Job?  He gave up a lot, but even in his trial – one of the greatest trials of a human being recorded in history – he did not have to give up everything.  He kept his very life, for one thing.  And his wife was still around at least for a while.  And there was left alive at least one servant who gave him the bad news about his children.  And he had at least four friends who were still around at the end of the deal.  And Job was left with one more encounter with God and at least enough clean animals to sacrifice for the sins of three of his friends in the end and eventually was restored to twice what he had before.  Did he give up a lot? – absolutely!  And temporarily he gave up for God much – but not everything.  God didn’t even require of Job everything and so it is with us and I understand that it’s a razor-edged distinction that I’m making, but catch what the Spirit would say to us today:

God doesn’t require everything, rather He requires anything.

Those disciples who were pleasing to God and who were used mightily by Jesus Christ didn’t have to give up everything, but they all had in common that their attitude was such that were willing to give up anything – and by that I mean anything at all!  They were zealous to do anything that God asked them and were willing to give up anything if Jesus required.  Peter hadn’t sold all of his possessions and given them to the poor because Jesus had not requested that he do that, but if Jesus would have commanded, probably Peter would have done immediately because such was his attitude and why he was able to be molded from a diamond in the rough to a precious stone in God’s kingdom.  If Jesus demanded it, these men who followed Him were willing to do it, and such an attitude is what God is looking for today.  He doesn’t call for you to give up everything, rather anything.  The issue is that we must have an attitude of being willing to give “anything!”      

______________________________________________________________________

I preach to you today from this key principle that will determine much in your life, this principle of anything.  First, you must know that:

God will require something.

To do God’s will, you will have to give up something and I’m not just speaking of monetary sacrifices laid in an offering plate or a few hand claps at youth convention.  I’m speaking of giving something up in a much more costly way.  I’m speaking of sacrificing your desires and your dreams and your goals for what He wants you to do.  All those who truly follow Christ will have to “deny themselves, take up their cross” and follow Him.  This isn’t popular preaching but it should be because it still takes this to truly follow Jesus Christ.  We speak about taking up our cross, but what about the self-denial part?  Jesus said that you must “deny yourself.”  There will be something that you really want to do that you will have to sacrifice in order to serve God fully.  It may very well be that there is something that you never “get convicted over” or that God “never takes the natural desire away” from you so that you can obey this scripture and “deny yourself.”  To obey scripture and do the will of God, you will always have to deny yourself and keep yourself from something.  

Much of modern Christianity is preaching a lie in saying that God requires nothing of us, but nothing could be further from the truth!  It has always cost people something to truly live for God and to do His will and it still does.  “Present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy and unacceptable to the Lord.  Be ye holy for I am holy.  Come out and be separate, says the Lord.”  These and many, many other scriptures testify to the fact that to serve Christ, it will cost you something.  Jesus’ teaching about counting the cost is still valid today because a walk with God that does not cost you anything is never a true walk with God.  You don’t get something for nothing, even in the kingdom of God and grace doesn’t mean that discipleship and personal sacrifice are no longer a part of the equation.  The old saying is that “salvation is free but discipleship will cost you everything.”  No, not everything, but it will cost you something!  The cross is still very much a part of this deal and as the rich, young, ruler found out, being young in age doesn’t exempt you from sacrifice or from this denial stuff.  If you will follow Christ and serve Him, it will cost you something!  

The cost is real, and you must be willing to give everything, but in truth, God will probably not require everything – at least if the Bible means anything as an example.  Again, it’s the attitude of “I’ll give God anything” that He is after.  And that brings us to another point that I believe the Spirit would have you hear today and that is:

Too often the issue of our life is not that we won’t give up everything, but rather that we won’t give up a certain one thing.

The truth is that we often give say “I give you everything” and what we mean is “I give you most everything except this and that.”  It’s usually one thing or two that cause us problems.  

Abraham had no problem with many things that God required.  Leave idolatry of Ur – no problem.  Go to the land of Canaan – no problem.  Stay away from the well-watered plains of Sodom – check.  Be circumcised – no problem.  Do the covenant thing with God – got that covered.  But it was this one thing about the son that was hard for him.  I’m not speaking of Isaac, but I’m speaking of Ishmael who was very much Abraham’s son albeit of Hagar, the servant girl.  Go read your Bible and you’ll find that Abraham begged God that Ishmael would be the heir of those promises.  And Abraham held out for years trying to get God to change His mind.  And so this text story of Abraham being asked of God to offer up Isaac is a test to see if Abraham will give up the one thing that he had always had a problem of sacrificing.  When the story of our text happens, it has been years since Ishmael has been gone and now Abraham has firmly embraced the idea of Isaac being the promised seed, but because he was so hesitant with Ishmael, God has to see if he is willing to let Isaac go.  The end of the story tells us much and teaches us much:  because Abraham was willing to give God anything, even his precious child, God didn’t require it of him!  Had Abraham been unwilling to give up the child, God would have probably required it and taken it!  God didn’t test Abraham to see if he would give up everything – the test was the test to see if he was willing to give up anything!  Even the one thing — the most precious thing!  

Once we tell God that there is one thing that we won’t give Him, then we’ve usually just identified the one thing that God will now require.  Not because God needs it or even because it’s a big deal to God, but rather because it’s a big deal to Him because we’ve just made it a big deal by saying that it is too important to let go.  Abraham made Isaac a big deal to God; catch what I mean:  God didn’t want human sacrifice – He abhors that and it is very much against His nature.  But God didn’t dictate that Isaac be offered up, Abraham’s refusal to give God anything in this son situation did.  Abraham’s identifying of one area that he didn’t want to at first give up, demanded that God require, at least in theory, that Abraham be willing to give it up again.  

You and I know the end of the story and Abraham finally passed the test and at the end, God stopped Abraham in the nick of time and said, “now I know.”  And then God decreed:  “because you have done this thing, and have not withheld your son, your only son —  blessing I will bless you, . . .”  It wasn’t everything that God wanted, but anything and this one thing that was an issue for Abraham, God had to make sure that it was no longer an issue.

This leads to another principle:

Giving almost everything is no substitute for giving anything.  

All of these principles from Abraham’s story, I think, sheds much light on our other text of the rich, young ruler.  The issue was not that God requires all people to sell everything that they have and rid themselves of all monetary possessions, but rather the issue apparently was that the rich, young, ruler came to Jesus with the preconceived notion that “I’ll do everything that He requires except this one thing.”  And he went away sorrowful because Jesus required the one thing that he wouldn’t give.  What I’m trying to get across to you is that riches and money meant nothing to Jesus and He didn’t want them for His ministry, but rather commanded the young man to give the money to the poor.  This is not a televangelist begging for money, but rather a God saying, “you’ve brought me your list of all of these things that you’ve done for me but the one thing that I want is that which you have labeled that you would never give up.”  “Because I’m not asking for everything – I want anything!”  “I want nothing to be more important than Me!”   

How often we go overboard in sacrificing the stuff that is easy for us to try to cover up for not giving the one thing that we hold the dearest!  Like the rich, young, ruler, we know in the back of our minds what God wants us to do and yet we don’t want to give up that one thing, so we make a list of all of the other stuff that we are doing trying to justify our lack of giving up that one thing.  But then when we come to the Master and truly listen to His voice, He says, “one thing you lack.”  God doesn’t want a list of things you volunteer; He doesn’t want to be impressed with all of the laws that you’ve been following and all of the great things you’ve done.  He will not be so impressed with some great superhuman effort in one area so that He stops requiring the other.  He wants anything.  And if you’ve marked something as “off limits” to God, then you’ll have to be willing to give it up to please God – not because it’s important to God in itself, but rather it’s important to God because you’ve made it important by holding on to it!  Such is the principle of anything:  God wants to know that nothing is too sacred that you wouldn’t give it up!  He wants “anything!”   

Consider yet something else that is true:

Be careful what you tell God you will not do.  

As a fifteen-year-old and a sixteen year old, I told God many times that I would never preach, and if I did, I would certainly never pastor a church.  (  That’s funny to think about now, but it illustrates a great truth:  often what we label as the one thing that I will not do, is often what we know in the back of our mind that God is asking us to do.  That is, when we point to this one thing and say “I’m not going to do that,” it is a result of us knowing what we should do and fighting against it.  

I went through a time in my early ministry years and even Bible College days where I really thought that I was being called to be a missionary to Japan.  I had taken a Japanese course in High School and was interested in the culture and we would have these mission services and I would lay on my face and weep before God and have Japan heavy on my heart.  I didn’t tell anybody – but I was inwardly asking if this is what God required of me – to sell everything and throw away all my dreams and even a normal, American lifestyle and go live in a closet in a high rise somewhere trying to win idolatrous heathens.     

I now know better what the will of God is for my life and I now know without a shadow of a doubt that I’m not called to be a missionary to Japan.  My wife went through a similar time before we met where she felt like she would never get married and would go to Africa to be a missionary.  We both realize now that it wasn’t that God wanted me in Japan and her in Africa, but rather God was dealing with us about such exotic things as a test to see what our attitude was towards it.  God was testing us to see if we were willing to give up anything.  Sometimes like Abraham, God deals with us on things, not because God wants those things in themselves, but rather they are a test to see if we are willing to give God anything!  The thing being named isn’t the issue, but rather our attitude towards giving the thing to God is the issue! 

I’ve often wondered what would have happened if the rich, young ruler would have had the attitude of being willing to give up anything to serve Jesus.  If he had immediately went and sold all that he had and given it to the poor, what would the end of the story have been?  Do you think it would have been like Abraham and as he went to go sell everything, Jesus would have stopped him and said, “I don’t really require everything, I just wanted to see if you’d do it?”  I don’t know – and we’ll never know, but the possibility intrigues me.  It could have worked out that way, because Jesus taught the principle that only those willing to lose their life would ever save it and find it!  

One thing is sure, though, had the young man sold everything, what he would have gained in eternity would have been well worth it!  Abraham passed the test, but don’t you think he was glad in the end that he was willing to give God anything?  Because the end result was blessings that not only lasted a lifetime but that will endure for eternity!  We too often – especially as younger people – measure the worth and cost of something in light of this life and the immediate gains but really that’s like measuring the worth of diamonds by how well they scratch an itch.  Because the worth of obeying God’s will and surrendering anything to Him is found in far more than the temporary blessings of this life or of a few years, but the benefits are everlasting to everlasting!  Heaven and earth will fade away but what God swore to Abraham will never cease!  Had the rich young ruler sold all that he had and given it away and yet gained glory in return, it would have been a no-brainer trade!  But you will never know – you will never know how good and blessed it could have been unless you are willing to get the attitude that “I’ll give God anything!”  God will not demand everything, but He requires that we be willing to give anything!  Anything at all:  so much is riding on this!  

In short, the principle of anything is this:  if you tell God that something is so important that you will not give it up, then that something may have been before nothing to God but it then become everything because of your refusal to give up anything! 

______________________________________________________________________  

I close with this:

After the resurrection, Jesus appeared to His disciples and singled Simon Peter out for some prophetic words.  His words to the disciple were not what Peter wanted to hear.  Jesus told him:

John 21:18 "I tell you the truth, when you were young, you were able to do as you liked; you dressed yourself and went wherever you wanted to go. But when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and others will dress you and take you where you don't want to go." NLTse

The most important thing in Peter’s life and the hardest to give up was the feeling of being in control of what he did.  Peter had no problem with giving up the nets and no problem leaving the fishing and no problem with the persecution and even no problem laying down his life, as long as he felt like he was doing it and he was the one deciding such things.  When faced with situations where he felt like he was not in control, Peter had freaked out.  He was the one who mouthed off to the tax collectors who were harassing him about Jesus and he was the one who got rebuked by Jesus when the Master was speaking of dying and suffering things and Peter didn’t know what the future would hold.  Peter was the one in the garden who swung away at the nearest head when things weren’t exactly going down as he would have liked.  Not the physical death, but the feeling of not being in control of his own life – it was the hardest thing for Peter to relinquish and give.

And so Jesus began to tell him that when he was older, he wouldn’t dress himself and wouldn’t be able to choose where he went but others would lead him and others would take him where he didn’t want to go and that he wouldn’t be in charge anymore.  And Peter’s response was to turn to John, and say, “what about him?”  “What are you going to require of him?”  And Jesus’ response was “what does that matter to you, if I were to allow him to live until the resurrection, why should that affect you?  You follow me.”  In other words, “Peter, there’s this one thing that’s still there and not yielded, and I need to know – I’ve shown up on this bank to interrupt you in your pity party and allowed things not to turn out as you had planned to test you and see – are you willing to give me anything!?  Even when what I require would be the hardest thing for me?  

Peter that day stood between the rest of the story as you and I know it and a whole other fate.  He chose right, so we know what came next.  Sure there’s the martyrdom, but before that was a very blessed life and the Day of Pentecost and the reins of the Apostolic church and the opening of the doors of Grace to the Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles.  We know the rest of the story because Peter was willing to surrender anything even the one thing that was most precious.  But had he chose the other path, we would have never known what great things God had in store for him!  Much was riding on whether Peter got and responded to the principle of anything!      

How about you?  You, too, stand between two possible courses for your life and the decision between the two is up to you.  God doesn’t require that you sell all you have and put on a robe and shave your head and go live in a monastery somewhere.  God will not ask for everything, but He does ask for anything today!  That nothing would be off limits. That nothing would be more important than following Jesus Christ with your whole heart.  That nothing would be too much to ask.  And if there is that one thing in your life that you know and God knows stands there as a barrier between the perfect will of God in your life, then God asks for that one thing.  If you could see how things would turn out if you would surrender anything He asks and not view anything as too much to give – if you would see how the end result would be, you would not hesitate to do it.  But such a decision requires faith.  Choose rightfully and carefully and come give what God asks – because much is hinging on the principle of anything!  

