What Must I do?
Mark 10:17-27


17 And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 18 And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. 19 You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’” 20 And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” 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.” 22 Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.
23 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!” 24 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! 25 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.” 26 And they were exceedingly astonished, and said to him, “Then who can be saved?” 27 Jesus looked at them and said, “With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God.” 

Do any of you remember your first job? My first official job was working at McDonald’s when I was 16. BOY did I learn how to work! I remember the first time I had an 8 hour shift I was exhausted at the end of the day. Before that though, like many of us, I had other “unofficial” jobs. (Illust. Picking weeds out of the hay for Mr. Bryson $20 in 1980 is equal to about $80 today.) There was something so satisfying about collecting the wages we had earned. Until we saw how much the government took! As adults, we become accustomed to the idea that we work, and then we collect the wages that are due us every payday. It becomes less exciting and more survival though as we get older. In our passage this morning in Mark we encounter a young man who believed his good works could earn him good standing with Jesus, and ultimately, eternal life. He was in for a surprise. Let’s look at some principles we find in our text.


1. The Young Man Sought Salvation by Works - 17 And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 18 And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. Matthew’s account tells us that this man was a young man, and Luke’s gospel tells us he was a rich and a ruler. We don’t know in what capacity he was a ruler, either religious or political. He his often referred to as “The Rich Young Ruler.” What we know is that he had a number of things going for him. He was young, he was wealthy, and he was a man of position. So youth, status, and wealth were on his side. He was probably used to being able to purchase or use his influence to get him anything he wanted. There’s one thing his youth, his wealth, his social standing, and his works could not get him – salvation. He shows proper respect and reverence for Jesus, kneeling before Him and calling Him “Good teacher.” This title was not one often used of rabbis as it implied sinlessness. It was truly a title of divinity. In this respect, He was correct. Jesus immediately challenges his assertion by asking him if he really knows what he’s saying. Did he really believe Jesus to be divine, or was this just flattery? Either way, his intention was clear. He was hoping Jesus would tell him what he needed to DO in order to inherit eternal life. His hope was that his good works would allow him to earn a place in heaven. 

Not much has changed in 2,000 years. Just as the rich young ruler did then, many people today believe that they can earn salvation through good works. In fact, every other world religion other than Christianity operates this way. One must do enough good works to outweigh all of their bad works, and if they can tip the scale in the right direction, they’re in! The problem with this mindset as we will discover when we get in the book of Romans in about a month, is that no amount of good works can ever make up for our sin. We can never do enough to earn our salvation. That’s the bad news. The good news is, we don’t have to. Ephesians 2: 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. In Christ, we have been offered salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of Jesus on the cross. We’ve been given this as a gift that can’t be earned (grace) through trusting belief in what Jesus has done for us (faith.) Nobody can boast about their salvation because everyone must receive it the same way – as a gift of grace received by faith.


2. His Works Showed Him to be a “Good Person” - 18 And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. 19 You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’” 20 And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” Notice that “good person” is in air quotes. Jesus already established in verse 18 that there is none good but God. The only way one can be considered good is to have the goodness of God applied to them. The rich young ruler had certainly tried to do good, and on the surface, he probably looked like a very good person. Jesus began to expose why this could not be good enough to save him. The problem was, he was comparing himself to the wrong standard. Notice the commandments Jesus listed for him were only the ones that related to other people. Before Jesus focuses in on the core heart issue, he lists 6 of the commandments related to others, but leaves out the most important ones, related to God. The young man is confident he had faithfully kept these commandments, declaring that he had kept them from his youth. This is a good thing. It’s just not a good enough thing. Perhaps in the way he related to others, he truly was a good person. Many of us have known unsaved people like this. They are kind, generous, honest, and trustworthy. This is great! But it isn’t enough to save. Why? Because we aren’t going to be judged on how good we are compared to other people. We are going to be judged on how good we are compared to God and His standard is perfection. How many perfect people are here today? That means none of us can earn salvation based on our goodness. (Illust. Trying to jump from Ventura Pier to Anacapa Island) Romans 3:23 - 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; Romans 6:23 - 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. The only thing any of us will get that we have worked for, is death. If we are hoping to get what we have earned for ourselves before God, what we have earned is death. That’s the wages due us for our sin, for falling short of God’s standard of perfection. With wages off the table, the only other option for salvation is to receive it as a free gift in Christ, like we talked about a few moments ago in Ephesians 2. Either we receive the death we work for, or we receive the gift that Jesus won for us.


3. Jesus Lovingly Revealed His Idolatry - 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.” 22 Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. After giving the young man just enough rope to hang himself so to speak, Jesus delivers the words that cut to the heart of the matter. Jesus identifies his idol. Earlier, Jesus didn’t mention the first commandment, which is first for a reason. Exodus 20: 3 “You shall have no other gods before me. The primacy of God is the foundation for all the other commandments. I’ve heard it said like this – “Either Jesus is Lord OF all, or He isn’t Lord AT all.” The problem this young man had is the same problem every one of us had before coming to faith in Christ. He had an idol he loved and valued more than God. I love what verse 21 reveals about the heart of Jesus. It says before Jesus confronted his sin of idolatry, He looked at Him and loved Him. He didn’t shake His finger at him in condemnation. He didn’t shame him for his idolatry. Jesus wanted nothing more than for this man to lay down his idol of wealth and surrender his life completely to Him. Jesus knew that this man’s greatest joy, and his eternal salvation could only come by laying down his idols. With love and concern, Jesus exposed his idol and gave him the remedy – “Sell all you have, give it to the poor and follow me.” Jesus made clear in Matthew 6: 24 “No one can serve two masters, for 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 God and money. The young man had to make a choice. Was he going to serve God, or was he going to serve his idol of money? It couldn’t be both. Sadly, he chose his idol and went away sorrowful. I can’t imagine Jesus’ heartbreak as he watched this young man He loved walk away.

This reality is no less true for people today. Their idol may be different than the rich young ruler’s was, but the principle is the same. Either Jesus is Lord of all, or He isn’t Lord at all. Just as Jesus lovingly exposed this young man’s idolatry, He lovingly exposes ours also. He invites us to lay down our idols, to put Him first in our lives and surrender to His Lordship. Our greatest joy, our greatest fulfillment, and our eternal life is found in this surrender.


4. Only God Can Save - 23 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!” 24 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! 25 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.” 26 And they were exceedingly astonished, and said to him, “Then who can be saved?” 27 Jesus looked at them and said, “With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God.”  

One of the things that caused many of us to turn to Christ when we were lost was our own sense of need. We realized how poor we were spiritually, and many of us were just as poor financially. Wealth has a way of covering over a person’s spiritual neediness with material abundance. As we know, money can’t buy happiness, but it can buy distractions.

Jesus told His disciples clearly that it is difficult for those who are rich materially to come to faith in Him. He went on to use hyperbole, which uses extreme exaggeration, to make the point. He uses something large – a camel, and something small, a needle to illustrate his point. Camels were one of the largest land animals in Israel and were common enough that everyone could immediately picture one. They often stood over 7 feet tall at their hump. The idea that this massive animal could fit through the eye of a needle was completely absurd. Impossible. That was Jesus’ point. If you’ve ever heard a preacher, say the eye of the needle referred to a gate a camel could get through by lowering itself, it’s completely false. Someone made that up. Jesus’ point, which the disciples immediately picked up on, was that it was impossible for a rich man such as the rich young ruler to be saved apart from the miraculous work of God in his salvation. Salvation for anyone, including wealthy people, is impossible apart from the work of God. Nobody would naturally seek God on their own. People come to faith in the gospel because the Holy Spirit, who Jesus said in John 16:8 came to convict the world of sin, righteousness, and judgement, convicts them of their sin, convinces them of the truth of the gospel, and leads them to repentance and faith. This is a work that is impossible for man. Only God can do it. Only God can save. The rich young ruler’s wealth couldn’t buy his salvation, and in fact was an impediment to it, because he would have to exchange trusting in his wealth for trusting in Christ in order to be saved. It was a trade he was unwilling to make. Apart from his repentant surrender and trust in faith, his salvation was impossible. I hope that some day we will discover that the Holy Spirit continued to strive with this young man and eventually he was willing to lay down his idol of wealth and surrender to Christ. Scripture gives us no indication this happened. 

My question for you today is what or who are you trusting in? If you’re a believer, is there someone or something you are trusting in apart from Christ to help get you through life? I would invite you to lay it down. Material possessions, relationships, even good ones, jobs, are all really poor substitutes for trusting in Jesus. Enjoy those things, but don’t live for them, and don’t trust in them. Put your hope and trust in Jesus.

If you are not a believer, what is holding you back? What are you trusting in instead of trusting in God? I urge you, lay it down today, repent, and trust in Jesus to save you. He will. 

