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This story is traditionally known as the story of the rich, young 
ruler, though Mark never says that the person in question is 
“young” (that comes from Matthew’s version of the story), nor 
does Mark say that he is a ruler (that comes from Luke’s version). 
Mark refers to him simply as “a man,” who we learn later “had 
many possessions.” 
 
The man makes a dramatic entrance as the story begins. Just as 
Jesus is leaving on a trip, the man runs up to him and kneels at 
his feet. Looking up at Jesus, the man asks him, “Good Teacher, 
what must I do to inherit eternal life?” It’s a question that many of 
us have probably asked in one way or another at some point in 
our lives. What must I do to get to heaven? What must I do to be 
saved? What must I do to get right with God?  
 
But before Jesus responds to the man’s question, Jesus first takes 
issue with how the man has addressed him: as “Good Teacher.” 
“Why do you call me good?” Jesus asks. “No one is good but God 
alone.” Oops! That was the man’s first mistake. Apparently, 
flattery was not going to win him any points with Jesus. 
 
Actually, the man’s first mistake may have been kneeling at Jesus’ 
feet in the first place. After all, Jesus was trying to get out the 
door, and this man was in Jesus’ way, keeping him from getting 
on the road. I hear a little impatience in Jesus’ voice as he reminds 
the man of God’s law: “You know the commandments: ‘You shall 
not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; 
You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor 
your father and mother.’”  
 



Notice that while five of these are included in the ten 
commandments, one is not. “You shall not defraud” is not one of 
the ten, though it is certainly part of God’s law. Presumably Jesus 
highlights this admonition against defrauding others in order to 
emphasize that how one accumulates wealth is as important as 
what one does with it. 
 
The man’s response? “Teacher,” he says simply, dropping the 
flattery this time, “I have kept all these since my youth.” Clearly, 
he sees himself as a faithful child of God, a man of integrity, and 
more than likely a pillar of the community. And there is no 
reason why we shouldn’t take him at his word. I imagine that 
many of us see ourselves in much the same way – as good, 
faithful people. 
 
Jesus looks at the man and loves him, Mark says. It’s the only 
time in the entire gospel of Mark that Jesus is said to love another 
person. But then, instead of affirming his faithfulness to God’s 
commandments or accepting him as a new follower, Jesus throws 
him a curve ball. “You lack one thing;” Jesus tells him. “Go, sell 
what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will 
have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”  
 
The man is shocked by Jesus’ words. You can almost see his jaw 
dropping to the ground. Sell everything he owns? Give the 
money to the poor? Leave everything behind and follow Jesus? 
This was not at all what he had in mind. So the man goes away 
grieving, because (we learn for the first time) he is a man with 
many possessions.  
 
Note that the text doesn’t tell us what the man does after he 
leaves. We don’t know if he goes on with his life as before, or if he 
goes home to sell everything, give the money to the poor, and 
become a follower of Jesus. You can write your own ending to the 
rich man’s story. 
 
Jesus’ focus then shifts to his disciples. He says to them: “How 
hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of 
God!” Jesus’ disciples are perplexed by his words. They don’t get 



it. That man was faithful, they must have thought to themselves. 
He had followed God’s commandments his entire life. Not only 
that, he was wealthy, too. Wasn’t wealth a sign of God’s blessing? 
Surely, if anyone could be assured of entering the kingdom of 
God, it would be that man.   
 
But Jesus says to them, “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.” And at this, Jesus’ disciples are astounded. They cannot 
believe their ears! Wait a minute. Hold everything! It’s impossible 
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. If it’s impossible for 
a well-to-do, upright, law-abiding person to enter the kingdom of 
God, “Then who can be saved?”  
 
I don’t know about you, but I can identify with the rich man in 
this story and with Jesus’ disciples as well. Jesus’ words make me 
very uncomfortable. Like the main character in the story, I have 
tried to live by God’s commandments, I have tried to live a 
faithful life (though I am not so bold as to say I have always 
succeeded). I also have many possessions, and I also have not 
been willing to give them all up – to sell everything and give the 
money to the poor! So, I feel convicted by Jesus’ words: “How 
hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of 
God! . . .  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.” His 
words hit a little too close to home. 
 
We’d like to think that Jesus’ words aren’t meant for us. We want 
him to be talking about someone else, about other people, not us. 
It would be easy for us to point the finger at corporate executives 
making million-dollar bonuses or CEOs with their stock options 
and golden parachutes. Those are the rich people -- the 
multimillionaires and billionaires -- not us. We’re not rich, we tell 
ourselves. We’re not wealthy.   
 
But I think if we’re really honest with ourselves, Jesus’ words are, 
indeed, meant for us. We may not be wealthy by American 
standards, but on a global scale, as people living in the United 
States, most of us are probably among the richest 7% of the 



world’s population. A study this year by the Pew Research Center 
found that if your income is more than $50 a day, which adds up 
to a little more than $18,000 a year, you are among the richest 7% 
of the world’s population. The poorest 62% of the world’s 
population make less than $10 a day, or less than $4,000 a year.  
 
Jesus was inviting the rich man to be one of his followers. “Come, 
follow me!” But to follow Jesus in whole-hearted discipleship 
meant that the man’s ties to his possessions had to be broken. 
And the man was so tied to his possessions that it was difficult to 
break himself free of them. He had, in effect, become enslaved by 
them. His possessions possessed him! So he hung his head in 
sorrow and shuffled away in despair. 
 
Like the rich man, many of us live in the tension between our 
relative wealth as Americans and our discipleship as Christians, 
between our desire to live comfortable lives and our desire to live 
faithful lives.  
 
And so, with the disciples, we ask “who then can be saved?” 
Jesus responds: “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for 
God all things are possible.” For God all things are possible! Yes! 
This is good news! It might take a miracle for a rich person to be 
saved. But a miracle, God can do! It might be impossible for a rich 
person to enter the kingdom of God, but for God all things are 
possible! God’s grace is amazing! God’s mercy is wide. 
 
Remember, the rich man, who went away feeling sorry for 
himself, is the one person in the entire gospel of Mark who Jesus 
looks upon and loves. Jesus has compassion for him just as Jesus 
has compassion for us. Jesus loves us even when we fail, perhaps 
especially when we fail. Jesus loves us even when we fall short. 
 
Nevertheless, we dare not get too comfortable. For not only Jesus’ 
words, but the witness of his first disciples, challenge us to break 
ties with anything that hinders our whole-hearted devotion to 
God in Jesus Christ. As Peter reminds Jesus, and us, the disciples 
left everything to follow Jesus -- their homes, their families, their 
businesses. Their discipleship was a costly discipleship. 



 
But Jesus promises that they will be rewarded -- both in this life 
and in the life to come. “Truly I tell you,” Jesus assures them, 
“there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or 
mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake 
of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this 
age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and 
fields with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life. But 
many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” 
 
Disciples who give all that they have and all that they are to Jesus 
will receive their reward, but they will also face persecutions. In a 
world where wealth is valued and the wealthy are honored, it is 
inevitable that Christians who challenge those values will find 
themselves in tension with the world. The gospel is counter-
cultural. It turns the world upside down. “Many who are first will 
be last, and the last will be first.” 
 
Jesus teaches us that life does not consist in the abundance of our 
possessions but in the generosity of our giving from all that we 
possess -- our treasure, our time, our talents. It is in giving 
selflessly to others that we may have treasure in heaven, that we 
may grow rich toward God. May we be generous people. Amen. 
 


