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Read Mark 10:17-31 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation 
 
Unlike last week’s sermon, where the back story had a big impact on understanding why it was 
part of the gospel, this week is pretty much right there on the surface.  
 
What is really important to you? 
 
If we asked children during the children’s time what was really important, we might get 
answers like, “love,” or “God,” or “Jesus.”  
 
When I was an intern at La Crescenta Presbyterian Church years ago, one of my colleagues gave 
me the inside scoop on how to make a successful children’s sermon. “It’s all in the questions 
you ask,” she told me. “If you ask questions where ‘Jesus,’ ‘love,’ or ‘God’ are the answers, the 
kids look faithful and the parents think it is adorable.” It is true. I have never heard anyone 
complain about a children’s sermon when those three answers – or two out of three, anyway – 
have been the primary responses for the kids give. Try anything else and you take your chances. 
 
There on the chancel steps, the questions we ask, what is really important to you? “Love,” 
“God,” “Jesus.” 
 
Imagine, however, if we asked that question to the children in a different context – say, at the 
front gates of Disneyland. How might the answers differ as they consider the tickets you have 
put in their hand?  
 
That is the question this morning, when you go from this time of worship, what is most 
important to you? 
 
 
 1. Calling a rich man to faith. 
 
This story of the rich man strikes a little close to home. This guy could be sitting in any of your 
homes out there. He was a successful guy. He was confident in his standing. If we listen 
between the lines, we can hear him saying, “ I work hard. I play fair. I am doing things the right 
way and, clearly, God has blessed me. Things are going well. This Jesus is a bright religious 
fellow, let me ask him if there’s anything else I should be doing to confirm my heavenly 
reservation.” In other words, he was not looking to belittle anyone else, he simply wanted to 



 2 

make sure he had all his ducks in a row. This is a guy that we would all admire, a guy who we 
would think has it all together. 
 
So what happened?  
 
Why did this man go away crestfallen and dismayed? 
 
The short answer is this: Jesus told the man to “come, follow me.” Leave the blessings, leave 
the wealth, leave everything behind that shows success and – in many eyes – God’s blessing. 
Leave those things and simply “come, follow me.”  
 
When he could not do so, Jesus turned and told the disciples, “How hard it is to enter the 
Kingdom of God.” 
 
 

2. The Question and Answer 
 
Let us slow down and look at how this encounter took place. Jesus was on a journey. His face 
was set towards Jerusalem. He knew the road he was traveling would lead to the cross. He had 
been preaching and teaching about the kingdom of God; he had been performing signs of the 
power of the kingdom of God.  
 
The man ran and then knelt down before Jesus. So far, so good. It was a sign of respect, a sign 
of his genuine desire to present himself before Jesus that he did those things. The first thing out 
of his mouth was a word of glorification and adoration, “Good teacher.” This was not a 
common courtesy; it was not like saying, “Professor,” or “Mr.” or even, “Your Honor.” There 
really was no parallel or tradition that would justify such an address to an individual; thus, it 
was remarkable that this man so eloquently addressed Jesus.  
 
It was so out of the ordinary that Jesus asked, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but 
God alone. What Jesus meant has puzzled Christians for generations. It could mean something 
similar to his response to Peter’s confession – “how did you know to call me good?” It could be 
a test – “do you really know what you are saying or was that flattery?” It could have been a 
preview of the revelation of the resurrection – “yes, I am the incarnate God who is good.” 
Which is it? We do not know. There are some mysteries we are just simply going to have to live 
with until we get a chance to ask face-to-face. 
 
Then, Jesus turned to the man’s question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” It was a 
good question – it IS a good question. To the man’s credit, he was asking the right question. He 
was interested in the truly important thing.  
 
The rest of this encounter was an answer to the question. Jesus recognized the man’s devotion 
to the law. With him, Jesus reviewed the relational commands from the second tablet of the 
Ten Commandments: do not murder, do not commit adultery (coming right after the previous 
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lesson regarding divorce), do not steal, do not bear false witness, do not defraud, and honor 
your father and mother. Two digressions here: 
 

 According to Exodus, Moses brought down from Mt. Sinai the Ten Commandments on 
two tablets. According to Jewish tradition and thought, one had the first four commands 
and the remaining six were on the second. The first tablet contained the commands 
concerning the relationship with God, the second contained the commands concerning 
the relationship among each other. 
 

 Because the man had many possessions, Jesus substitutes defraud for covet; figuring 
that someone wealthy enough to have comfort in possessions was unlikely to struggle 
with coveting.1  

 
The man would not have been surprised by this kind of answer from Jesus. The emphasis on the 
keeping of the Law was consistent with Jewish faith and tradition. In fact, it was understood 
that there would be earthly reward for keeping the law. So far, the man must have been 
thinking, I am doing well. He reported this to Jesus. “These things I have kept since my youth”; 
that is, since the time he became accountable for obeying the law. 
 
Jesus looked at him. You get the feeling that this was one of those looks that cuts right through 
the man. Jesus takes a moment to look deep into the man’s soul, into his heart.  
 
If ever you have had one of these moments in your life, you know how humbling it can be. 
Without a word, you have the sense that your whole life – even the things that you have never 
shared with anyone, even the things you most want to keep hidden – is visible. It takes your 
breath away. It is humbling because there is no hiding the bad behind the good. It is all there in 
the light. That’s what we call a “come to Jesus” moment.  
 
Jesus’ response showed the radical nature of what God requires from us: “You lack one thing; 
go, sell what you own, give the money to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven; then, 
come follow me.”  
 
What did the man lack? The heart to follow Jesus first. All else was secondary. The riches in 
heaven were not a throwaway line from Jesus, but they put the cart before the horse. In order 
to inherit eternal life, you have to follow Jesus. 
 
The man loved the blessings more than he loved the one who gave him the blessings. Let me 
say that again: he loved the blessings more than the one who gave him the blessings. 
 
R.C. Sproul reads the parallel version of this passage in Luke 18 as Jesus revealing to the man 
that he had NOT, in fact, kept all the commandments: at the very outset, he failed to keep the 
first one. Sproul wrote,  

                                                 
1
 Craig Evans, Word Biblical Commentary, Mark, Vol 34B, p. 96. 
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If we speculate and try to get into the secret recesses of Jesus’ mind, we can imagine a 
thought process that went something like this: Oh, you have kept all the 
commandments since you were a child. Well, let’s se. What is the first commandment? 
Oh, yes, “You shall have no other gods before me.” Let’s see how you do with that 
one.” 
 
Jesus put him to the test. If anything in the rich man’s life came before God, it was his 
money. Jesus set the challenge precisely at this point, at the point of the man’s 
obedience to commandment number one: “Go, sell all that you have…” 
 
What did the man do? How did he handle his only blemish? He walked away 
sorrowfully, for he had great possessions. The man was put to the test of the Ten 
Commandments, and he flunked out after the first question.  
 
The point of this narrative is not to lay down a law that a Christian must get rid of all 
private property. The point is for us to understand what obedience is and what 
goodness actually requires. Jesus called the man’s bluff, and the man folded.2 

 
Ouch. What Sproul described was what we read about in Hebrews 4:12-13: 
 

The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until 
it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart. 13 And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and 
laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account. 

 
It is no comfort to think, “Whew! I am glad it was that guy and not me.” Friends, make no 
mistake: we all will have that “come to Jesus moment.” It always comes down to the question 
Jesus asked, “And who do you say I am?” 
 
And, here’s an interesting little note: Jesus loved the man. He did not get angry with him for 
having possessions. He did not condemn him for following the law. He did not rebuke him for 
misunderstanding theology. Jesus loved him. 
 

3. The Assurance of Faith 
 
Jesus turned to the disciples and said, “How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter 
the kingdom of God!” Peter and the disciples were astonished by Jesus’ words. It seemed to 
stand in contrast to what they had always understood: if God blessed you and you were a good 
person and you followed the commandments, then wealth and possessions were a sign of 
God’s pleasure. Why, then, would you not be welcome in the kingdom of God? 
 

                                                 
2
 R.C. Sproul, The Holiness of God, (Tyndale Press: 1985) p. 91-92. 
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(Does that sound familiar? “If I am a pretty good person and I did my best, I think God will let 
me into heaven” or “If things are going in ways that are pleasing to me, then God must be 
pleased with me.”) 
 
Jesus repeated, “How hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!” The talk about the kingdom of 
God was significant. Remember, the first half of the gospel was about answering the question, 
“Who is this?” as Jesus taught, “The time is fulfilled; the kingdom of God has come near. Repent 
and believe the good news of the gospel!”  
 
Jesus then said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone 
who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” The camel, being the largest animal in the nearby 
vicinity, would have great difficulty going through the smallest of small openings. When I was 
younger, some suggested that the “eye of the needle” was the name of a gate leading into 
Jerusalem, so that this was not as big a feat as might be imagined. Not true. Jesus really meant 
a full size camel and Jesus really meant the eye of a needle.  
 
It cannot be done from a human perspective. There is absolutely nothing we can do to make a 
camel fit through the eye of a needle. We can work, we can study, we can try everything and it 
does not change the fact that we cannot do it. Oh, how we want to be able to do it, to prove 
that we are worthy of being let in!  
 
Then who can be saved? “With mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are 
possible.” How is it possible? It is possible because of what God does. It is possible because 
Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem to fulfill the work of the Son of God, redeeming humanity by 
his death on the cross and resurrection from the dead. It is possible only because Jesus is the 
way, the truth, and the life. He is the very eye of the needle. 
 
Peter, speaking for the disciples, says, “OK, but what about us? We left everything and followed 
you.” Yes, how about that? Jesus response promises the rewards of discipleship. 
 
The rewards of discipleship are plentiful. One commentator noted that “God takes nothing 
away from a man without restoring it to him in a new and glorious form.”3 Jesus told them that 
they would receive “one hundred fold” for everything they gave up. 
 
This text has been the springboard for what we call, “prosperity preachers.”  You may have 
seen them on television and you have probably heard them talk about this passage and the 
rewards that come “in this age and the age to come.” “God wants you to be wealthy!” they cry. 
“Send money to me and I will pray that God bless you with money, with possessions, with all 
the good things this life has to offer.” 
 
The problem with prosperity preaching is that it misses the whole point of the passage. The 
gifts in this age and the age to come refer to the inheritance that comes from being a child of 

                                                 
3
 William Lane, The Gospel of Mark, New International Commentary. 
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God through the grace of Jesus Christ.  The love is for Christ, not for the blessings that come 
from Christ – that’s exactly what the rich man lacked! 
 
The families and the houses and the fields all exist – really. Virtually – look around you and 
picture yourself in the sanctuary with the rest of the congregation. See your brothers and 
sisters and fathers and mothers. This is the family of God, a hundred-fold. We belong to each 
other. What we have as possessions we have as stewards blessed by God; we share those 
things together. We will see this all the more clearly in the age to come but we see it even now. 
(By the way, note that there will be persecutions in this age and not in the age to come. One of 
the rewards of discipleship is that you will not endure the persecutions and hardships of this 
age alone – you have been made a part of a family that will endure these things with you!) 
 
 

4. Receiving the Kingdom of God like a little child 
 
Our text this morning was immediately preceded by Jesus’ encounter with children. It began 
with the disciples rebuking those who were bringing their children to Jesus for blessing. Jesus 
was “indignant,” the Scripture says, and rebuked the disciples for preventing the children from 
coming.  
 
“Truly I tell you,” he said, “whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will 
never enter it.”  
 
What distinguished children from the rich man? It was the same thing that distinguishes 
children from adults today: children are unable to provide for themselves and they know it. 
Adults often run under the perception that they can provide for themselves. What is your 
strength? 
 
If this pandemic has taught us nothing else, it is this: there is no reliable strength but the grace 
of God in Jesus Christ. There is no hope in anything but the grace of Jesus Christ. “There is 
salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by 
which we must be saved.”  
 

Economies turn, industries change, markets collapse. Lose your job and see how quickly 
any notion of self-sufficiency disappears. How many of us are calculating to figure out 
how long we can make it financially if the markets do not re-open, if the supply chains 
fail, or if we lose our jobs? We cannot earn or buy or save ourselves. In all that anxiety 
over self-sufficiency and survival, Jesus says, “Come, follow me.”  
 
Accidents happen, illnesses occur, and forgetfulness sets in. Lose your health and see 
how quickly the notion of self-sufficiency disappears. We cannot protect ourselves, 
shelter ourselves, or quarantine ourselves from the created world that is in bondage and 
decay. In all that brokenness, Jesus says, “Come, follow me.”  
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Programs designed to aid are bankrupt by corruption, thieves steal identities, insurance 
refuses claims for losses in natural disasters. We cannot legislate evil out of existence. 
We cannot will ourselves to righteousness. Into all of that futility, Jesus looks at us 
lovingly and says, “Come, follow me.”  

 
Studies of children show that the greatest concern is “who will take care of me?” They know 
they cannot make it on their own. For adults, “how can I provide for myself?” 
 
Jesus instruction to the man to “sell all his possessions and give them to the poor,” was not his 
command to everyone. He looked at the man’s heart and saw that he valued the blessings in his 
life more than the one who provided them for him. Jesus next instruction, “Come, follow me,” 
was his command for everyone.  
 
“How hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!” Jesus is telling the disciples and telling you and 
me that there is no other way to enter the kingdom of God than what God has provided. There 
are no other doors, no other windows, no other openings, no other ways than that which God 
has provided.   
Conclusion: 
 
What is really important? Love. God. Jesus. Love God. Love Jesus. What must I do to inherit 
eternal life? Jesus said and says, “Come, follow me.” 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.   
 
 
Questions: 
 

1. What would be most difficult for you to release if Jesus said, “Let go of your blessings and 
come follow me?” Family? Health? Security? Reputation? Are there blessings you value 
more than you value your love for God? 

2. Has the time of social distancing, self-quarantine, and isolation had any impact on your 
perception of what is most important, what you have taken for granted, or caused you to re-
prioritize things going forward? If so, how? If it has confirmed your prior perceptions, how 
has it done so? 

3. R.C. Sproul wrote about the rich young ruler in the context of the holiness of God. Calvin 
began the Institutes with the following observation:  

Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, 
consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But, while joined 
by many bonds, which one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to 
discern. In the first place, no one can look upon himself without immediately 
turning his thoughts to the contemplation of God, in whom he “lives and 
moves” (Acts 17:28). For quite clearly, the mighty gifts with which we are 
endowed are hardly from ourselves; indeed, our very being is nothing but 
subsistence in the one God. …[Also], our very poverty better discloses the 
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infinitude of benefits reposing in God. The miserable ruin, into which the 
rebellion of the first man cast us, especially compels us to look upward. …We 
cannot seriously aspire to him before we begin to become displeased with 
ourselves.  

…Again, it is certain that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself 
unless he has first looked upon God’s face, and then descends from 
contemplating him to scrutinize himself. For we always seem to ourselves 
righteous and upright and wise and holy – this pride is innate in all of us – unless 
by clear proofs we stand convinced of our own unrighteousness, foulness, folly, 
and impurity. Moreover, we are not thus convinced if we look merely to 
ourselves and not also to the Lord, which is the sole standard by which this 
judgment must be measured.  

 

Can you think about how holiness and Jesus’ call to “come, follow me,” are related? How does 
God’s holiness reveal our own sinful rebelliousness and our sheep-like wandering away from the 
shepherd? 


