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With the reading like we’ve just had it’s a nearly irresistible urge to soften the message. In terms of global 

poverty all of us living in the UK are rich. There’s no getting away from that. It may not feel like it, but I was 

speaking to Godfrey Kesari (the Vicar of Southwater) this week about what would make a flourishing 

community and he replied ‘gratitude, for if you were to take people from England and put them in India for 

a couple of months, they’d realise how very blessed they are. People’s attitudes and lives and outlook 

would change and a community would flourish if each of us had more gratitude.’ Godfrey makes a good 

point. We don’t realise how our infrastructure (if nothing else) makes us rich, and Jesus said, we’ve just 

heard in Mark 10:23, ‘How hard it is for the rich person to enter the Kingdom of God.’ 

People throughout the centuries have tried to put their own spin on this passage. An ancient scribe added 

words to make 10:24 read "how hard it is for those who trust in riches  to enter the kingdom of God" (see 

the King James Version), as if the problem highlighted by the rich man is not being rich but putting faith in 

the wealth a person has or craves. This solution ignores the overall thrust of the passage where Jesus 

speaks quite plainly about the real obstacle that wealth presents. 

A ninth-century interpreter took verse 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 heaven – and made up the idea of a low gate into Jerusalem 

called "the eye of the needle," through which camels could pass only if stooped and unladen. So, a rich 

person with a camel carrying all there wonderful possessions and wealth (and having a camel at all would 

make them rich) would have to make the camel kneel to get through the gate or unburden it. Presumably, 

then, Jesus criticizes only the proud rich, or only the rich who are not extremely determined to enter the 

kingdom. Unfortunately, as far as anything can tell no such gate ever existed, and Jesus' words don’t 

mention wealthy people's attitudes . 
Many preachers have gone down the line that Jesus in his supernatural way perceived that wealth was this 

particular man's special "weak spot," and so he zeroed in on it only to expose the man's distinctive 

shortcoming. This gives us permission to assume that Jesus would not ask us to part with our possessions, 

just those things that we really  do not want to give up-like our aggressive driving or fried food. 

So, let’s not skew the point. Jesus doesn’t appear to be saying it’s your trust in money that’s the problem, 

nor does he appear to be saying it’s about your attitude to money, nor does the message simply apply to 

this man because of his circumstances.  

Jesus' explanation is fairly clear: just as large animals simply do not fit through tiny openings – you can 

choose a large animal of your choice in your head now- no heckling St. John’s, so the wealthy do not fit in 

the kingdom of God. Even a rich man who has successfully kept all the laws of the Jewish faith governing 

social responsibilities, as this devout man has, cannot fit. If you’re anything like me, just trying to thread a 

needle with a piece of cotton is hard enough- clearly as I head towards 40 my eyesight is fading.  

So, we’ve talked about what the passage probably doesn’t say. Let’s take a look at it and see what it does 

say! 

2 things : The man’s approach to Jesus, and the two parts of the answer he is given. 

I. The man’s approach  
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Jesus again "on the way" (verse 17). In Mark, this is not merely "a journey" in general as in some 

translations but rather represents the road to Jerusalem and the cross. So while Jesus' demand of the man 

may seem extreme to us, it is certainly no less than the demand he places on himself, giving not just his 

wealth but his very life for the world, including this rich man. His message has kudos then! 

In this part of the text, we are only told that someone runs up to Jesus and kneels before him. We do not 

know anything else about him, though the Greek indicates he is a male. Because he kneels, we can surmise 

that he is genuinely respectful to Jesus, and his address to Jesus as “good teacher” is similarly sincere. His 

question - “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” is not a test for Jesus. He truly wants to know Jesus’ 

answer, and we ought to be just as interested. 

The man continues by claiming he had observed all the commands he should have done from his youth. Is 

he lying? Maybe self-deceived? Or does he believe he is really telling the truth? Jesus does not challenge 

his claim, so I think we need to accept it as true. He really wants to know the answer, and identifies in Jesus 

that there’s more. 

Everywhere else in Mark when a person kneels down to Jesus (verse 17); it is in regard to a request for 

healing, for themselves or for someone else. Might Mark therefore view this scene as a healing and invite 

us to do the same? Looked at this way, Jesus words are not an impossible demand or Herculean test of 

faith or extreme requirement. Rather, they are a radical prescription to a deep-seated illness and need. 

This man needs healing of what binds him. 

So, he comes to Jesus humbly and calls him good teacher. 

But, Jesus objects to being called "good" (verse 18) Does Jesus think the man is merely trying to flatter 
him? Possibly, but I wonder instead if Jesus is suggesting that something is amiss with the question itself. 
Once you imagine that eternal life is something you inherit or earn by being good, you’re going down the 
wrong lines. This man was being ‘good’ and keeping all the commandments. He was a good Christian and 
Jesus was a good teacher. It’s easy for us to think the same thing – good people go to heaven don’t they?  

So he was good (no credit from Jesus there –only God is truly good),  and  he was rich. 

In Jesus' context, despite the legacy of the biblical prophets, many people viewed the wealthy as specially 

blessed by God. The disciples call attention to this in vs26 when they gasp, "Then who can be saved?!" If 

Jesus has categorically ruled out the rich, then can anyone  make it into God's kingdom? When we consider 

all that commends the rich man in this passage, Jesus stuns us by putting the kingdom of God so far out of 

reach. But, by contrast, this emphasizes his subsequent promise in vs27 that all things are possible for God. 

This perhaps challenges our pre-conceived ideas about who might be saved and who might not be. The 

emphasis her is in vs21 that Jesus looks at the man with love. He does not treat him as insincere or mock 

him as self-righteous, but rather loves him. Every interpretation we may offer must therefore take 

seriously Jesus' absolute regard and unconditional love for this man. 

So, to sum up the man’s approach- he recognises that there is more to salvation than everything he is 

already doing, and comes humbly and honestly to Jesus. He begins to discover that Jesus is not exactly who 
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he thinks he is – he’s not just a ‘good teacher’ but someone who wants to have a dialogue with him. We 

could do worse than follow his example. So now, the two part answer. 

II. The answer – two parts 

Let’s go back to the rich man’s question that initiated this whole incident: “What shall I do to inherit 
eternal life?”  

a) First part of the answer is seemingly practical –  

In vs21, Jesus say ‘Go sell everything’ but he does not tell the man merely to separate himself from his 
possessions, to burn them or to walk away from them. He goes a step further by instructing him to 
redistribute his wealth among the poor. The problem with money is that it makes us feel self-sufficient 
with no need for God or others. The man is desensitized to the needs of others by wealth. So, Jesus calls 
for more than a permanent relinquishment of his acquisitions; he tells him to change his relationship to the 
poor-to help them, to identify with them. This may contribute to the man's grief and apparent inability to 
do what Jesus asks. He resists surrendering not only wealth, but also status and power. He resists 
participating in economic justice and handing power over to his poor beneficiaries. The financial, social, 
and political costs are too great. 

In wider society we see things like this the whole time. You only have to look at the recent story of 
Burberry burning unsold stock rather than selling it cheaply or giving it away because they wanted to keep 
the brand exclusive and for the rich. Likewise, we all have our perceived place in society. It’s not just about 
money. How do you define yourself? We all see ourselves in a certain way. We look for a career 
progression, or a new role to give us self-importance, or we want people around us to respect us for how 
we look or what we have. This man was being told by Jesus to move from ‘first’ to ‘last’ in societies’ eyes. 
I’ll be perfectly honest with you – people have said to me quite a lot since they heard St. Mary’s was going 
to be vacant, why don’t you apply? Well, believe me, there are lots of reasons why not actually – but I can’t 
help having a little voice inside my head which says ‘oooh, Team Rector of the Parish. That’d be nice. Think 
of the power.’ And then I hear Jesus saying ‘who are you serving? Your own self-interest or the people I’ve 
given you – the lonely, the poor, the vulnerable.’ Then I’m quickly taken back to the people I’ve made 
contact with in St. Leonard’s area and I know that’s where I’m called. But how easily we can all be sucked 
into so called ‘upward mobility.’ We’re called to be downwardly mobile, and so was the rich man. 

b) The second part, which follows the first practical answer to be downwardly mobile, takes us to the 
crux of the whole matter, and it is deeper. Jesus says, “Then come, follow me.” 

We can do good all we like, but at the end of the day what can anyone do in order to inherit  anything? 
Inheritance is more about belonging to a family than earning something. Leaving everything and following 
Jesus, as Peter says the disciples have done, brings them into a new family. This household of God is an 
incredibly rich present reality, but, we are clearly told, one that is marked with persecutions. We must 
keep in mind that for an inheritance to be given and experienced, someone has to die.  

So, what is your approach to Jesus? Do you come on your knees realising you don’t know everything? We 
are all very much in need to healing – healing from our need to progress, to acquire more, to be promoted, 
to earn respect for ourselves and feel proud of ourselves. Maybe we need to follow Godfrey’s advice and 
realise what we have and be more grateful to God, but also to speak to Jesus openly about our relationship 
with those who are in need. Has our wealth desensitised us from the needs of the world? 
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There is no way to soften this as we reflect on Jesus’ words to follow him. We recognise He was ‘on the 
way’ to the cross about to give up everything. But should we dare to go there (rather than turn away like 
the rich man did) we’ll find true riches.  

In order to inherit, someone has to die… and it is our faith that not only does he die, but is resurrected.  
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