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In our first look at this narrative a few weeks ago we focused on the person of the rich young ruler and Jesus response to his most important question in v. 17, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?”  In that study we learned of some of the characteristics of this man could be potential stumbling blocks to one knowing God and Christ.  He was young and his youthfulness perhaps was shown in immature decisions and statements such as those in v. 20, “Teacher, I have kept all these (laws) from my youth up.”  His youthfulness also perhaps led him to be consumed with worldly interests, to look a certain way and act a certain way.  Peer pressure, the continual pressure to conform to the ways of this world, is often planted and fertilized in a youthful heart.  


This man we noted was also a ruler.  He had a place of status in society and in the political realm.  He held a place of great authority.  However, while authority is not evil in and of itself, it often breeds an unwillingness to submit to another’s authority.  The boss wants to be the boss and sometimes fails to fall in line with those above him.  Power has an addictive element to it.  But we must remember that absolute power corrupts absolutely.  This is one of the great struggles in the human heart that is so inclined to selfishness and looking out for self rather than loving others first.  One would do well to remember the theme of the opening chapters of Mark: that Christ came to serve others and that servanthood is a true mark of all who follow Him.  It is only after His servanthood that Christ’s authority was set forth in blazing display in His resurrection. 


But the trait that we know from the context that led to this man’s downfall was that he was rich.  He had a bent toward materialism.  He loved money because it allowed him to gain the pursuits of his heart.  The love of riches fosters a lack of contentment and again has a narcotic effect on one’s heart.  More brings want of more.  So when we look at this man, he symbolizes the unhealthy pursuits of many today: health, wealth, and prosperity.  And may I remind you that these worldly pursuits have infiltrated the church today, not just amongst the name it and claim it groups, but even those in conservative, evangelical, and yes sometimes even, Reformed churches.  The lure of the world things is strong.  


The tragedy of this man’s life is found in one little phrase in v. 22, “and he went away.”  This man refused to see himself against the backdrop of God and Christ and the Law.  He did not see himself as a sinner.  He left Jesus that day with no conviction of sin and therefore no need for a Savior.  “He went away” – “grieving,” yes, sorrowful, yes, emotionally distraught, yes, but he went away spiritually lost, separated from and condemned by God.  And Jesus let him go.  Matthew Henry rightly proclaimed, “Christ will keep no man against his will; and therefore we do not find that Christ called him back.”


This morning we pick up the narrative with Jesus confronting His disciples with the warnings of trendiness.  He explains to them the spiritual bankruptcy that accompanies worldly pursuits in general and the creaturely comforts of this world in particular.  What we see in our text this morning is that man is dependent upon God at every point, from beginning to end, for the entirety of his salvation.  It is this utter dependence upon God that the rich young ruler lacked.  Yet, as we see in our text, left to their own devices, all would depart just as this young man. 

I.  Earthly Gain and Eternal Loss (10:23-27)


 With the man’s departure Jesus turns and looks at His disciples.  In His wisdom Christ had once again orchestrated the ideal teaching situation for the Twelve.  He wanted to make sure that they understood what had just taken place.  He knew their amazement before they ever verbalized it or let it be shown on their faces because Jesus knew their heart.  And there was something that they needed to learn concerning riches and eternity.


1.  Statistical improbability (v. 23)


Jesus, with a look that I am sure got the attention of the Twelve, gazes at them and makes a statement that startles them,  “How hard (or “difficult,” ESV) it will be for those who are wealthy to enter the kingdom of God!”  This is a statement of exclamation by our Lord.  It is what John MacArthur calls “a decree of difficulty.”
  Jesus does not use the language of the rich young ruler who was focused on his own works and receiving an inheritance, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (v. 17).  Jesus speaks of salvation in terms of the entering “the kingdom of God.”  Three times Jesus draws brings this to their attention.  “The kingdom of God” refers to the sphere of God’s gracious rule.  It refers primarily to His reign and derivatively to His realm.  


This change of emphasis from works and inheritance to His kingdom is very important for what Jesus wants the disciples to understand.  Jesus focuses on the sovereignty of God over against the feeble efforts and desires of man.  As it relates to His sovereignty, this “kingdom” is something that has already come in one sense and yet we are to pray for it to come in another sense.
  It has already come in its eternal aspect. “The Lord has established His throne in the heavens, and His sovereignty rules over all (Ps. 103:19).  But there remains an eschatological aspect, a future goal in redemptive history when the Lord Jesus Christ returns in His glory to reign eternally.  It is the present aspect of this “kingdom of God” that Jesus refers to here.  The presence of the King means the presence of the kingdom.  The entering of the kingdom means the presence of the kingdom.  


Jesus is stressing the present sovereignty of God, His rule and His reign.  It is not about what man can do.  It is about eternal life and an entrance into God’s kingdom.  Jesus makes a clear point to His disciples:  It is not without great difficulty that a rich man is able to enter into His kingdom.  It is extremely difficult for a rich man to be saved.  The rich young ruler was unwilling to deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Jesus.  One must be willing to give all for Jesus.  This is extremely difficult for a rich man.  


We might have expected the disciples to have a clear understanding of what Jesus meant by these words.  But that is not the case in v. 24, “The disciples were amazed at His words.”  Why the shock?  They had just seen this truth practically demonstrated by the rich young ruler.  Jesus is simply pointing them to the truth in action and in word.  However, Jesus statement here on wealth and riches was revolutionary to these men.  The prevailing Jewish attitude was that riches were a clear sign of God’s favor and a reward for piety.  Conversely, poverty was never associated with God’s blessing but was a sure mark that one was living in disobedience.  Kent Hughes remarks, “They believed in an ancient tradition of ‘prosperity theology’ taught by the rabbis… who equated God’s blessing with material prosperity, and taught that the rich could build up future merit and reward for themselves by giving to the poor.  To the Jewish mind it was inconceivable that riches could be a barrier to the kingdom.”
  Job’s friends are a good example of this prevailing Jewish thought.  Remember they believed that Job’s loss of fortune at the hand of God must have certainly been God’s judgment for some sin action in his life.  So Jesus here startles the disciples by stating that wealth is a handicap to entering the kingdom.  One’s material belongings are not a guaranty of God’s blessing.  They can be a stumbling block to eternity.


2.  Natural impossibility (vv. 24-25)


But Jesus does not stop there.  You see, Jesus knew their beliefs, He knew their hearts, and it was these misguided beliefs and notions according to the tradition of the rabbis interpretation of God’s Word that need to be shattered.  Jesus knew His statement would astonish the disciples.  That was His intent.  They need to know that the rich had much against them in entering the kingdom.  But that was only the beginning.


Notice what Jesus does next.  He addresses them as “children.”  Note His tenderness, His love demonstrated to His disciples.  As “children” they were prone to error and needed to be taught by Him.  But His tenderness towards these men was to prepare them for a deeper truth.  Not only was it difficult for the rich to enter the kingdom of God, but it is difficult for all men.  Not only difficult, but also impossible.  Unfortunately, some translations of v. 24 and some interpretations of v. 25 seek to soften Jesus teaching of it being impossible for man to enter into a relationship with a sovereign, holy God naturally.  Some translations have v. 24 as follows, “Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of God!”  However, “trust in riches” is not in all of the original texts and is thought to be a later gloss or insert to soften Jesus’ teaching.  Those that interpret v. 24 with the insertion draw attention to the fact that Jesus is not teaching that riches are evil in and of themselves but lead one to depend on the things of this world rather than living in complete dependence upon God.  And I would give a hearty “AMEN!” to that teaching—from other places in Scripture.  


But that is not Jesus intent in this passage as demonstrated by the popular proverb in v. 25, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”  Jesus is clear here: there is no way for a 1,000 pound camel that stands some 8 feet tall to go through the eye of a needle.  It does not mater whether it is a one hump or a two-hump camel.  It is impossible for a camel to go through the eye of a needle.


Some of the attempts to soften Jesus’ plain teaching here deserve comment.
  Some claim that the needle refers to a gate in one of the walls of Jerusalem. It was supposedly so small that when anyone wanted to take his camel through it, he had to unload everything off the camel's back, make him kneel down on all fours, and force him through this needle gate. There are several problems with this view. First, verse 24 doesn't say “needle gate”; it says “needle.” Perhaps more important is we have no proof that there ever was such a gate in Jerusalem!  Even if there were, the people weren’t stupid: they wouldn’t jam their camels through a tiny gate when a huge gate was only fifty feet further up the road.


Still others claim that the Greek word for “camel” is kamelos while the Greek word for the cable that was used to tie up a ship is kamilos – a difference of one vowel.  But that interpretation doesn’t help because you can’t stick a cable through a needle either.  Plus, we can’t assume that every scribe made a mistake.  If we start to do that with the Bible, you could make every passage mean whatever you wanted.


Perhaps the most ridiculous claim is one of molecular change which suggests that if you could line up the molecules in a camel, you could shoot him through the eye of a needle.  One individual even suggested that if you reduced a camel to liquid, you could put him through the eye of a needle with an eyedropper!


But all of these interpretations go against what Jesus is teaching in this passage.  Remember, the focus is on entering into a relationship with the sovereign God, entering into the kingdom of God.  Jesus’ is teaching that it is not simply difficult to enter the kingdom; it is naturally impossible!  Sinclair Ferguson rightly declares, “Jesus is saying, in the most vivid fashion possible, that in terms of natural ability it is utterly impossible for a rich man (or anyone, I would add) to enter the kingdom of God!”
   Remember what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it.  For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it (Mt. 7:13-14).  Jesus is simply stating to his disciples here that it is impossible to enter the kingdom, it is impossible to be saved, if one comes to God for salvation on human terms like the rich young ruler did.  No one can be saved on his or her own terms.  It is impossible for anyone to come to Christ while still holding onto the things of this world.  That is the antithesis of denying self and following Him in total dependence upon Him for all things.

3.  Divine possibility (vv. 26-27)


Well now the disciples are even more astonished, which, by the way, is exactly where Jesus wanted them.  He began with the improbability of a rich man being saved to emphasize the greater truth of the impossibility of anyone being saved according to his or her own devices.  In their shock, the disciples ask, “Who then who can be saved?”  Jesus, you say that one must become like a child to enter the kingdom.  You have shattered all of our notions regarding riches and blessing.  Even the poor desire to be rich and even a child wants to grow up – so who can be saved?  


Jesus response strikes to the heart of the message for the disciples and for us today: “With people it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God.”  What is naturally impossible for any person is possible with God and only with God.  Salvation is impossible on human terms because one cannot overcome their sin nature on their own.  Their will, their passions, their allurements are part of their being.  They can no more come to Christ on their own than an Ethiopian can change his skin color or a leopard can change his spots (Jer. 13:23).  Their hearts are deceitful and desperately wicked (Jer. 17:9).  They are dead in their trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1).  Do you see the impossibility?


But not with God!  When Jesus says “all things are possible with God” He is not saying that God can do anything that is not in accordance with His nature or being.  What He is saying is that when it comes to salvation, one’s justification, one’s sanctification, and one’s glorification, God and God alone must initiate it all.  Jesus meant that eternal life not only has God for its goal, it has God as its source and beginning.  Only He can give it because it is only His to give!  Only when He gives us a spiritual heart transplant, regenerating life, can we abandon everything for Him.  One can only enter the kingdom by casting themselves entirely upon His grace and mercy to give it to them.  It is to totally depend on Him and Christ’s work, not our own, which alone is suitable to appease the wrath of God towards sinful men.  It is to believe that Christ and Christ alone is the only ransom satisfying to pay God’s bounty.  It is to live according to His riches secured for us, and not according to our own riches.

II.  Earthly Loss and Eternal Gain (10:28-31)


1.  The cost of salvation (vv. 28-29)

2.  The reward of salvation (vv. 30-31)

Conclusion

1.  The Lord Jesus does not summon Christians to lives of poverty.

2.  The Lord Jesus does summon Christians to lives of stewardship and generosity.
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