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17 As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him.  

“Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  
18 “Why do you call me good?”  Jesus answered.  “No one is good—except God alone.  

19 You know the commandments: ‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you 

shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony, you shall not defraud, honor your father 

and mother.’”  
20 “Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.”  
21 Jesus looked at him and loved him.  “One thing you lack,” he said.  “Go, sell everything 

you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.  Then come, follow me.”  
22 At this the man’s face fell.  He went away sad, because he had great wealth.  
23 Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the 

kingdom of God!”  
24 The disciples were amazed at his words.  But Jesus said again, “Children, how hard 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 someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.”  
26 The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, “Who then can be 

saved?”  
27 Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible, but not with God; all 

things are possible with God.” 

 

I think it’s a rather familiar nursery rhyme; let’s see if you can fill in the ending.  “Little 

Jack Horner sat in a corner, eating his Christmas pie.  He stuck in his thumb and pulled out a 

plum and said, “My, __________________!”  (What a good boy am I).  Not a very good 

theologian this little Jack Horner, is he?  “Good things come to those who do good,” is that what 

you’re trying to tell us, Jack?  Wouldn’t it be more accurate to say, “My, what good parents I 

have that they saw fit to give me this Christmas plum pie when all I’ve done is my duty to them 

as their child?  I’m not trying to be too silly.   There are a lot of people today who believe that 

the blessings they receive in this life whether a plum pie or riches or wealth are a direct reward 

from God for being good people.  Beyond that, they even think that heaven is a reward they can 

win through good behavior. 

Today, we want to examine God’s Word to come away with a godly perspective on 

wealth.  And to do that, we look at the account of a rich, young man who came to see Jesus.  As 

we listen to their conversation, what we’re going to see is that a proper perspective on wealth and 

money is only possible if we begin with a right perspective of salvation.  When the young man 

came to Jesus that was what he wanted to learn more about, Good teacher, what must I do to 

inherit eternal life?   

Jesus takes the time and care necessary to stop and talk to the man.  He starts by asking 

him a question, Why do you call me good?  He asked the man.  No one is good—except God 

alone.  What do you suppose Jesus was trying to do with that statement?  Some people have 

suggested that He wanted the man to see that he was truly God.  And that might be a part of it, 

but I think even more than that, He wanted this man to realize what it means to truly be good.  



He wanted him to see that his concept of goodness didn’t even begin to measure up to God’s 

goodness.  

I suppose it’s possible that this young man in our gospel lesson, not unlike Jack Horner 

from the nursery rhyme, thought to himself that he was “a pretty good boy.”  We can see that 

attitude when Jesus follows His question with a summary of the commandments.  You know the 

commandments: ‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, 

you shall not give false testimony, you shall not defraud, honor your father and mother.’ 

And then the reply, “Teacher,” the man says, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.”  I 

have done well.  I am a good person.  Good enough, I would say, to be able to live forever in 

heaven. 

We use the word “good” so often today that we start to lose track of what it means.  

“Good work, good game, good going, good job, good show, good food, good friends,” and so on.  

Sometimes we say those things even when the job or show or person wasn’t really all that great, 

certainly not perfect by any stretch of the imagination.  We’re able to call so many different 

things “good” because our definition of that word is so far different from what God’s considers 

to be good. 

According to God, the only one able to truly be called “good” is Himself.  That’s because 

God and His love are perfect and pure and holy.  He showed us that love, demonstrated it for us, 

in Jesus.  Maybe the man from our lesson saw some of that love in Jesus, but he didn’t 

understand just how pure and perfect Jesus was or how far he was from that standard of 

perfection.  When Jesus holds up the mirror of the law in front of him, he fails to see how far his 

sins have separated him from God.  All these I have kept since I was a little boy.  My, what a 

good boy am I! 

I recently saw an old episode of Family Feud.  I don’t know if all of you are familiar with 

the show, but the basic concept is two families compete against each other in guessing which 

answers were given when 100 people were surveyed with a certain set of questions.  In the final 

round of the game, one of the questions that was asked was, “In the last month, how many of the 

Ten Commandments have you broken?”  The first contestant said “three” and I think they 

matched about a third of the polling audience.  Their teammate answered “seven.”  The host 

revealed that her answer matched 0% of those polled and then expressed how surprised he was 

that she had answered so high.  (The number one answer for that question had been “one”.)  

While the host and the audience laughed at her expense, I think this young lady may have had a 

much better understanding of the commandments than they did. 

How many of God’s commandments have you broken in the past month?  You more than 

likely haven’t physically murdered someone, but have you protected God’s gift of life with all 

your heart, and all your soul, and all your mind.  Can you honestly say that you never once spoke 

or acted in any way intended to hurt or damage another living person?   Have you curbed your 

thoughts from any ill will toward those around you?  The further we dig into any of the 

commandments, the more clearly we see how difficult they are to keep.  And that was just the 

fifth commandment; there are still nine more to go! The greater our understanding of God’s 

commandments, the better we see how sinful we are, and the harder it becomes to look into the 

mirror of His law. 

This rich young man wasn’t there yet.  He didn’t shudder when faced with God’s law 

because he didn’t have a very mature understanding of those commands.  He thought he had 

figured out a way to justify himself before God.  “Look at how much I’ve done for God,” He 



thought, “how carefully I’ve kept His commands.  I’ve given Him everything He’s asked for, 

haven’t I! He must consider me ‘good.’”  

Jesus looked at him, and we’re told, Jesus loved him.  And driven by that perfect, pure, 

and holy love He shared the truth with him.  He hit him one more time with God’s law focusing 

in where it would hurt the most.  “You’ve given God everything He’s asked for?  You know He 

only thing He wants from you?  It’s your heart, your devotion.  It’s your undivided love.”  One 

thing you lack, Jesus said, go and sell everything you have and give it to the poor, and you 

will have treasures in heaven. Then come, follow me.  Jesus wanted to uncover the man’s 

heart so that as He looked at the mirror of God’s law he could see who he truly was, a man who 

at his core was not good but greedy and selfish and sinful.  A sinful man who needed a Savior, 

but whose Savior was standing there in front of him and had just asked him to come follow Him.  

When Jesus had said this to him we’re told, the man’s face fell.  He went away sad, because he 

had great wealth.  He had given his heart to money, to riches and fortune, rather than giving it 

wholly to God.  To be saved, to inherit eternal life, there were some fundamental changes that 

needed to be made in his heart. 

Jesus took the opportunity to keep on teaching, turning to the disciples gathered around 

Him, He said, How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!  And then again with 

those familiar words, How hard it is 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. 

It’s a warning that ought to give us pause and maybe put us a bit on edge.  We may not 

consider ourselves to be “someone who is rich.”  But the reality is, most of us have been blessed 

with wealth, and tremendously so!  One of the calculators I found online this week indicated that 

an annual income of $25,000 would put someone in the top fifty percent of wealth in the United 

States and in the top two to five percent globally!  When God’s people entered the Promised 

Land the Lord warned them, when you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord for the 

good land He has given you.  Be careful that you do not forget the Lord (Deuteronomy 8:10-

11).  It’s good for us too, to stop to remember our God who has blessed us with all that we have, 

to thank Him for His gifts, and to ask ourselves where our heart lies when it comes to God and 

money.   

We need to be able to ask ourselves, “Have I always used my money wisely in such a 

way that I have loved the Lord with all my heart, mind, and strength, and used my money to love 

my neighbor as myself?  Or has my wealth become an obstacle or a snare to me as I seek to 

follow Jesus as one of His disciples?”  When I was in elementary school, I read a book called 

Where the Red Fern Grows.  It’s a story about a boy who buys two puppies and wants to start 

training them to hunt raccoons.  He needs a raccoon skin to train the dogs and he doesn’t know 

how to get one without trained dogs, so he’s in a bit of a pickle.  But then his grandfather taught 

him a trick that would allow him to catch a raccoon without the dogs.  He told him to drill a hole 

in a log, drop a shiny object in, and then hammer some nails in around the hole.  When a raccoon 

came along it would reach in to grab the shiny object but then wouldn’t be able to pull it’s arm 

back out without catching its fist on the nails. 

Why couldn’t the racoon just let go of the object?  The grandfather explained that 

raccoons are too stubborn to let go of the shiny thing.  Once a raccoon decides that it wants 

something it becomes so determined to have it that it will not stop until it gets it.  It will sit there 

forever until it either pulls it’s fist out, which it can’t, or the hunter comes along.  Humans, like 

raccoons, are by nature too stubborn to let go of the shiny things.  That’s what we’re going to 

find when we ask ourselves that question, “Have I always used my money wisely in such a way 



that I have loved the Lord with all my heart, mind, and strength, and used my money to love my 

neighbor as myself?” 

Who has loved the Lord with all their heart?  Who has loved their neighbor as much as 

you love yourself?  Who has shown perfect love and obedience?  Who has been totally honest 

and fair?  None of us have.  So, we ask with Jesus’ disciples, Who then can be saved? The 

answer, if we’re relying on our own goodness, is no one.   

But now Jesus shares some good news: With man this is impossible, no one can be 

saved, but not with God; all things are possible with God.  In His perfect, pure, and holy love 

God, sent Jesus to live a perfect life as our substitute and to offer His life on the cross as the 

payment for our sins.  In His perfect, pure, and holy love, God has sent His Holy Spirit to 

connect us to Jesus’ life and death through the miracle of Baptism and through His Holy Word, 

and to continue to draw us closer to Him through His Holy Supper and through continued study 

of His Word.  Through His Means of Grace, God creates a new heart within us—one that is 

washed clean from all sin—that desires nothing more than to serve our Savior God—that is able 

to let the shiny things go, placing wealth and riches and money into a proper, godly, Christian 

perspective that views them as the tremendous gifts that they are, given to us by God and able to 

be used as we worship and glorify His name and serve one another in love and finally, as just 

that, a gift.  A Christian perspective sees wealth and money is a means, it is not the end, and it 

will never be worth holding on to, seeking after, or striving to increase at the expense of losing 

sight of the One who graciously gives all things.   

May our hearts and minds our wants and desires always be centered on Him, our God 

who has made the impossible possible: In love, He has taken away our sin so that we may inherit 

eternal life.  

Amen. 

 


