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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Over the course of the past few weeks the Lord has been pointing out 

how the people who belong to God live in utter dependence upon their Lord 

and Master.  Jesus illustrated that in the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax 

Collector.  Two men went up to the temple to pray.  One was a Pharisee who 

trusted in his own righteousness.  The other was a tax collector--a notorious 

sinner.  The Pharisee congratulated himself for his own righteousness; the 

tax collector could only beat his breast and plead for mercy, trusting that 

God would act toward him with a grace and favour he in no way deserved.  

It was the tax collector who left the temple mount that day justified--right 

with God.   

 Jesus also illustrated the truth of the Christian's dependence upon the 

Lord alone when some parents brought their babies to Jesus to be blessed.  

The disciples tried to shoo the children away.  Jesus wouldn't have it.  More, 

he used the incident as a teaching opportunity, telling the disciples that they 

had to be like children and to receive like children in order to inherit the 

kingdom.  He meant that they had to recognize their helplessness and 

dependence upon God's grace and receive it thankfully, not fretting that they 



were unworthy on the one hand or despising the gift because they were too 

sophisticated and skeptical on the other.   

 Well, in our lesson today we find Jesus' encounter with a rich young 

ruler and we discover our Lord in another teaching moment.  Though the 

circumstances are different, the message remains the same.  We are to cast 

ourselves upon the Lord in utter dependence and trust, and look to him alone 

for our salvation.  There is no other way to be saved.  Let's turn to the lesson.  

It begins, "A certain ruler asked him, "Good teacher, what must I do to 

inherit eternal life?"   

 Now Luke tells us that this man was a ruler.  Matthew tells us that he 

was young.  Mark tells us that when he came to Jesus he didn't walk--he 

ran--and he fell to his knees at the Lord's feet.  Now this man may have been 

the ruler of a synagogue, but because of his youth he was more likely some 

sort of civil magistrate.  That does not mean, however, that he was 

unappreciated in the synagogue.  This man had, by worldly standards, much 

to commend him.  He had money.  He had wealth.  He had the respect of his 

peers.  He had youth and health.  He was probably good looking, too.  Many 

would have envied him.  But there was something he was lacking.  His heart 

was burdened.  He was worried about the state of his soul.  He had no doubt 



heard the word of Daniel read in the synagogue: "Multitudes who sleep in 

the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame 

and everlasting contempt" (Dan. 12:2).  He knew he was not right with God.  

He knew that everlasting contempt would be his portion if something didn't 

change.  He was so worried, in fact, that he went to Jesus. 

 Now before we get to that encounter, let me mention a few things that 

were working in this man's favour.  You see, he was not only blessed 

according to the standards of the world, he also had many admirable spiritual 

qualities.  First of all, he knew he had a problem.  That sounds very simple, 

but it is a very big deal.  We have started a study of the Heidelberg 

Catechism in the Adult Sunday School class.  This is the first question: 

1.  Q. What is your only comfort in life and in death? 
 A.  That I belong--body and soul, in life and in death--not to 
myself but to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his 
own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me 
from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that 
without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my 
head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.  
Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and 
makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to serve 
him. 

Now in order to experience this comfort, there are three things we need to 

know.  These things are addressed in Question and Answer Two. 

2.  Q.  How many things must you know that you may live and 
die in the blessedness of this comfort? 



 A.  Three.  First, the greatness of my sin and wretchedness.  
Second, how I am freed from all my sins and their wretched 
consequences.  Third, what gratitude I owe God for such redemption. 

     
In order to know the comfort and blessing of Christ, we must first know our 

sin and wretchedness.  We must know that we have a problem.  You can 

think of it this way.  Unless you suffer some sort of symptoms, you won't go 

to the doctor.  With high blood pressure, for example, you can be doing 

damage to your heart and your arteries and not even know it.  You can feel 

fine and yet be in a medically precarious situation.  You can be a heart attack 

waiting to happen.   

 In any event, this young man had a problem.  He was missing 

something.  He knew he wanted eternal life and that he didn't have it.  One 

commentator put it this way: 

 Here was a man undoubtedly in turmoil.  All his religion and 
wealth had not given him confidence, peace, joy or settled hope.  
There was a restlessness in his soul and he felt the absence of 
assurance in his heart.  He came on the basis of a deeply felt need.  He 
identified what he felt he lacked: eternal life… 
 This seems to be what the rich young ruler wanted.  Apparently 
he perceived the need to walk with God, to commune with God.  
Perhaps he sensed his inability to respond to God fully.  He wasn't 
experiencing God's love, rest, peace, hope, joy or security.  At any 
rate, he knew he did not possess spiritual life or the assurance that he 
belonged eternally to God. 



 When you think about it, this was an admirable young man.  He 

wasn't wrestling with some minor difficulty.  He wasn't concerned with 

frivolities.  He was trying to come to grips with the most important thing any 

person, any where, any time will ever get settled.  What will it be for 

eternity?  Will it be everlasting life, or everlasting shame?  That is a matter 

we need to get settled too.  A day has been appointed for each one of us and 

on that day we will stand before the throne of God.  And while it is true there 

is nothing in this world that can hasten that appointed day, it is also true 

there is nothing that can add even a minute--a second to the span that God 

has ordained for each of us.  Are you sure of what is going to happen on that 

day?  Will it be everlasting joy or everlasting sorrow?  Beloved, don't rest 

until you are assured of your salvation.  This is God's promise and it is 

absolutely certain: If you are clothed in Christ, if he is in your heart, then all 

sorrow and sighing will feel away and you will know a wonderful rest and 

peace for your soul forever.   

 The second thing in the man's favour was that he knew the right 

person to go to for the answer.  Again that is a very simple thing, but very 

essential.  You see, he could have gone to a magician.  An astrologist.  A 

necromancer or a tarot card reader.  But he didn't.  He went to the right 

person who had the right answer.  He went to the right physician who had 



the right diagnosis and the right prescription for the malady he was 

suffering.  He went to the only one who could give him the assurance he 

longed for.  It reminds me very much of an incident that happened in Jesus' 

ministry that we find recorded in the Gospel of John, chapter six.  Jesus had 

just finished teaching his many followers some hard truths.  Many were not 

able to receive these truths, so they left the Lord and went back home.  Jesus 

asked the Twelve if they were going to go too.  Peter answered for the 

disciples.  "Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.  

We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God."   

 He knew he had a problem.  He knew the right person to go to.  The 

third thing in the man's favour was that he acted.  Again, it is a simple thing, 

but a necessary one.  He was willing to do something about the anxiety and 

fear that was in his heart.  He didn't stay in bed.  He didn't try to lose himself 

in his work.  He didn't procrastinate.  He ran to the Lord.  And he ran to him 

with the right attitude.  Listen to John MacArthur describe the scene: 

 He came running.  He also came publicly.  Unlike Nicodemus, 
who came by night, this man came in broad daylight and in front of 
other people.  Mark says the Lord was on the road, having just set out 
on a journey.  No doubt there was the usual crowd around him.  This 
fellow ran right through the crowd, unhampered by the fact that the 
people knew who he was.  He was bold enough to confess publicly 
and openly that he did not possess eternal life.  For a man in his 
position to ask such a question took tremendous courage.  He had a lot 
to lose by openly admitting his need for eternal life. 



 Mark also tells us that this rich young ruler knelt at Jesus' feet.  
In a position of humility before the Lord, he acknowledged the 
undesirable situation he was in.  He had the integrity not to hide it.  
He wanted eternal life so badly that he risked losing face with those 
who looked to him as a spiritual giant already.  Nevertheless, in 
frustration over his inability to find peace, he asks, "What am I still 
lacking?"  We sense his anxiety, lack of fulfillment and great 
consternation.  Religious all his life, he knew something was missing.  
This is the cry of a heart in deep need. 

 He fell at Jesus' feet and got right to the point by doing another thing 

that recommends him: he asked Jesus the right question.  "Good teacher, 

what must I do to inherit eternal life?"  Now there are some people who 

would say that it is here that he went wrong.  He asked what he had to "do".  

They would say that the young man was thinking in terms of works 

righteousness and earning his salvation.  I don't agree.  I think he was asking 

an honest question, much like the people in John 6:28.  They asked, "What 

must we do to do the works God requires?" and Jesus answered them, "The 

work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent."  Again, I think that he 

was asking an honest question, like the one torn out of the heart of the jailer 

who had Paul and Silas in custody.  That story is told in Act 16.  Paul and 

Silas had been beaten, flogged, put in irons and thrown into jail.  The Bible 

tells us,  

 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns 
to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.  Suddenly 
there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison 



were shaken.  At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody's 
chains came loose.  The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison 
doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, because 
he thought the prisoners had escaped.  But Paul shouted, "Don't harm 
yourself.  We are all here."   
 The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before 
Paul and Silas.   He then brought them out and asked, "Sirs, what must 
I do to be saved?" 
 They replied, "Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be 
saved--you and your household." 

 The rich young ruler knew he had a problem, knew where he could 

find an answer, went on his search for a solution vigorously and with 

enthusiasm and asked the right question.  That is why, on first glance, the 

reaction of our Lord seems so strange.  Jesus doesn't say, "Believe on me and 

be saved."  He doesn’t say, "Have faith and receive everlasting life."  He 

doesn’t even say, "Repent and so enter the kingdom."  The Bible records 

what happened next this way: 

 "Why do you call me good?" Jesus answered.   "No one is 
good--except God alone.  You know the commandments: 'Do not 
commit adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not give false 
testimony, honour your father and mother.'" 
 "All these I have kept since I was a boy," he said. 

Now why would Jesus say that?  It seems strange until we realize that Jesus, 

the great physician of the soul, could look into this man's heart and see what 

his true problem was.  And Jesus saw that this man was missing something.  



Something essential.  He was completely lacking a sense of his own 

sinfulness.  This is how John MacArthur puts it: 

 He acknowledged no sense of having violated God.  He was 
saying, in effect, "I don't have any real sin.  I've kept all the law.  I 
look at myself and I don't see any transgressions."  Self-righteous 
religion is deceiving.  This man actually believed that he was 
righteous, that he had obeyed the law.  He though he had kept the code 
and had no idea he had fallen short. 
 There was no way this man could be saved while he clung to 
his self-righteous attitude.  Salvation is not for people who want an 
emotional lift, but for sinners who come to God for forgiveness.  
Unless a person is ashamed of his sin, there is no salvation. 
  

 You see, he had come to Jesus wanting eternal life.  He wanted the 

emptiness of his soul to be filled, an end to his worries and frustrations and a 

fresh start of joy, love, peace and hope.  But all those desires are not enough.  

You cannot come to Jesus for salvation on the basis of psychological needs, 

anxieties, loneliness or a deep yearning for happiness.  Salvation is reserved 

for sinners.  That is, it is given to those who hate their sin and want to turn 

away from the things of this world.  It is for those who understand that they 

have lived in rebellion against a holy God.  It is for those who repent and 

seek to live for God's glory alone. 

 And so Jesus confronted the rich young ruler.  He wanted him to 

understand what sin really was and how he was tangled up in it.  It is as if he 



were saying, "You call me good?  You don't even know what good means.  

You think that you have obeyed the commandments.  You think that you 

have obeyed them since you were just a boy.  Think of what you are saying!  

The law must be obeyed outwardly in what you do and inwardly in what you 

think.  It must be obeyed in a negative sense; you have a duty not to lie.  It 

must be obeyed in a positive way; not only must you not lie, you must not 

hide the truth but speak it boldly.  And if you break the law in any place you 

have broken it in every place, for the law must be kept perfectly or it is not 

kept at all.  A teacup might only have a small chip or crack in it, but if it has, 

then it is fit only to be thrown out.  If you knew what goodness really was, 

you would know that your life is an offence to God.  And I can prove it.  

Let's take a test."     

 Now when the Lord first spoke to this man, he quoted what is called 

the second table of the law--the part of the law that concerns man's 

responsibilities to his fellow man.  In the test that Jesus now gives, he goes 

to the top of the list, to the first table of the law, the part that concerns man's 

duty to God.  The very first commandment tells us that we are to have no 

other gods before God.  There is to be nothing in our lives that is more 

important than the One, True and Living God.  He must be our very first 

priority.  So Jesus said to this man, "You still lack one thing.  Sell everything 



you have and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven.  Then 

come, follow me."   

 The point, of course, is not that a person can get to heaven by giving 

his wealth to charity.  This is the test: What are you trusting in?  Are you 

trusting in your wealth?  Your family connections?  Your church 

membership?  Your good works?  If you are depending upon these things, 

you are standing on a slippery slope and in due time you will be cast down.  

You will be lost.  It says this in Revelation 3:17: "You say, 'I am rich; I have 

acquired wealth and do not need a thing.'  But you do not realize that you are 

wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked."  Beloved, if you want to inherit 

eternal life you must trust God and build your life upon him alone.  There is 

no other foundation strong, sure or firm enough.  It is this foundation, laid on 

the rock of Jesus Christ, or it is sinking sand.   

 Wealth was this rich young man's security blanket.  He depended upon 

it.  He never had to think of where the next month's rent was coming from.  

He didn’t have to worry about paying for groceries or for the dentist or the 

heat and hydro or for anything else, for that matter.  Renouncing this wealth 

and the security it represented was unthinkable and terrifying.  And the rich 

young ruler couldn't imagine a future blessing valuable enough to let his 



present wealth go.  He counted the cost, reckoned that following Jesus was 

too expensive and walked sadly away.   

 It was a horrible sin.  It was a huge mistake.  Dante called it "the 

Great Refusal."  And when he left the Lord that day he left in the same way 

that the Pharisee left the temple.  He left unjustified, with the anger of a holy 

God resting upon him.  He was so close and yet he missed it.  It is a sobering 

thing to contemplate.  That man had so much going for him, and yet it all 

went for naught.  It's no wonder that the people that day asked, "Who then 

can be saved?"  Jesus answered that question and confirmed again our utter 

dependence upon the Lord.  "What is impossible with men is possible with 

God."  Salvation is possible with God. 

 "It is possible," you might ask, "but is God going to work salvation in 

my life?"  Well, we have seen a rich man who was not willing to pay the 

price.  Now listen to the price that Jesus was willing to pay.  Look at verses 

31-33: 

 Jesus took the Twelve aside and told them, "We are going up to 
Jerusalem and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son 
of Man will be fulfilled.  He will be handed over to the Gentiles.  
They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him.  
On the third day he will rise again.   



Ponder what the Lord had to endure to bring salvation.  Think of what he 

gave up.  What he suffered.  Do you doubt that Jesus will receive you if you 

put down all your security blankets and simply come to him as a sinner?  Do 

you think his grace is not strong enough?  Do you think he has used his 

grace all up?  Put those fears aside.  Come to him and live forever.  In 

Christ's name.  AMEN.   


