
Have you ever noticed there’s always a difference between an original of something and its copy? Whether 

that be a photocopy of a document or the borrowed thought of an original author or poet or musician, there are 

these changes which are introduced into the facsimile. Sometimes these alterations don’t amount to much, but 

other times they distort the meaning or design. In my own line of work, I can think about such original thinkers 

as Martin Luther or St. Augustine or Thomas Aquinas and then their subsequent followers who modified their 

thoughts into what became known as Lutheranism, Augustinianism and Thomism. But the copy is never as good 

as the original. I suppose we could make the same argument for Christ and then the subsequent generations of 

followers who called themselves Christians and yet changed Christ’s original message. Unfortunately, this is still 

happening today in much of what passes for mainline Christianity. If you ask the average American Christian 

what it means to be a Christian you are liable to hear something along the lines of being a Christian means making 

good decisions or being a good person or doing good things in your community or world. Now there is nothing 

wrong with this per se, but is this really the uniquely Christian message we are supposed to guard and cherish? Is 

Christianity simply a moral/ethical system with a godly twist.  The rich young ruler in our story this morning 

certainly thought so. For him, being religious meant taking a good hard look at yourself, and then diligently 

working to right the wrongs and correct the shortcomings. This introspection, this internal investigation, was 

aimed at achieving a heightened self-awareness. Of course, God matters, but His place is that of a sideline coach; 

a midwife, if you will, where you do all the laboring, but He assists you in giving birth to a newer, better you.   

All this to say, using mainline Christianity as our reference point, it is very hard to find the flaw in the 

young man’s thinking. He seems genuine enough. His questions seem honest enough. He was trying to live his 

best life now, and he was looking for Christ to help him in this regard. He was devoted to being a good person 

with good values making good decisions with an eye towards making himself and the world around him better. 

So, what’s wrong with that? The world could use a few more people like this, right? And yet, Christ chides him 

for his efforts. Here, the difference between the original Christ and the poor copy of the Christian is on full display, 

for no matter how much we admire this man’s sincerity and virtue, we cannot commend his faith. After all, if you 

are simply looking to be a good person or to raise your children to be good people you don’t need God for that. 

Morality is still morality with or without God. There are plenty of upright, virtuous people in this world who 



profess no belief in God. And, as hard as this is to admit, some of the best people I’ve ever met in my life were 

not Christians. 

There has to be something more to being a Christian than just being good. But what is it? Here I want to 

introduce a simple distinction that I think will help. It is the difference between looking for the god within you as 

opposed to looking for the God within Him. What do I mean by this? Every person is hardwired to look for God 

somewhere. It is built into the fabric of our beings, interwoven into our DNA by our Designer. We are all 

preprogrammed to search for God throughout our lives. Now sometimes we misunderstand this quest, we mistake 

the search for God for a search for personal meaning or success or happiness or prosperity. But when the true 

God is bypassed then every other search becomes nothing more than a search for the god within you. The rich 

young ruler was guilty of searching for the god within himself as he tried to live a life of goodness. Every time 

someone claims to be spiritual without religious this is probably what is meant—a search for the god within 

yourself without any appeal to an outside source or authority.  

Reducing Christianity to nothing more than morality or ethics is really just another search for the god 

within you. Reason becomes your god. Rationality becomes your god. Virtue becomes your god. But the god in 

you is fickle and temperamental and will give you no rest. The rich young ruler is a painful example. He thought 

the path towards God was really a path towards himself. And for all his goodness and self-proclaimed allegiance 

to the commandments, he was still not satisfied. Legalistic thinking always has this effect on you: it turns you 

inwards upon yourself, but this god within you will torture you because it’s never enough, it’s always in flux, 

always changing, never certain. This is why Christ issued the ridiculous challenge to the young man to sell 

everything he had. It was meant to snap him out of his foggy self-delusion, to bring his misguided search to an 

end. To free him from his inward quest to find the god within himself in order that he might see the God in the 

person standing right in front of him. Faith is seeing God in Christ. Real faith is an embrace of the God within 

Him. Faith is built on the absurd, preposterous claim that Christ is truly God incarnate. So, you see dear brothers 

and sisters in Christ, we need to recover the original Christ. We need to be His missionaries and bring Christianity 

to Christendom. And we can be His missionaries right here too. We don’t need to go to some far-off place that 

hasn’t heard of the real Christ because, truth be told, we find ourselves living in such a place right now. Amen.    


