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“Impossible Possibilities” 

 

 What ever happened to this rich man in Mark’s story this morning, who went 

away grieving after Jesus told him to sell all he owned and to follow him?  We left our 

Bible study this past Tuesday night with that question on our minds; wondering if the 

man ever changed his mind – took a night to sleep on it then decided to do as Jesus 

asked.  Or maybe this was the first seed, an invitation to discipleship planted in his 

heart, which would take years to grow and blossom, but eventually would lead to his 

change of mind.  Perhaps months later he did actually sell his possessions, giving the 

proceeds to the poor, and then embarked on an itinerant way of life, joining those 

following Jesus as he preached and taught and healed around the countryside.  Or 

maybe his grief was short-lived and he quickly picked back up with his lifestyle of 

prosperity, privilege, and ease.  We don’t know what happened to this man who so 

eagerly ran up to Jesus with that question burning in his heart.  He is never mentioned 

again.  We can only imagine; and hope for a happy ending. 

 There certainly is some shock value in this story.  Many of us are firmly planted 

in the “haves” rather than the “have nots” of this world.  And even if we are part of the 

99% and not the 1%, a quick scan of the global scene and we know that we are 

privileged and have a relatively good amount of wealth.  Whenever we read this story, 



2 
 

we likely pick out that well known verse, number 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!”  

We, too, may be likely to hear that verse and close our Bibles in grief, just like the man 

in the beginning of the story.  Our houses, cars, computers, televisions, 401K’s, and 

IRA’s may cause us that same grief, when we hear Jesus’ sharp words. 

 We’re going to delve into this passage a little deeper here this morning, but let’s 

not allow that initial shock value to wear off completely.  This is a passage that should 

make us uneasy about our relative wealth and possessions.  We may not know exactly 

what to do about that unease, but it is good that it is there, because this is a tension that 

is not resolved for us if we are middle-class people living in the United States.  When 

we read newspaper headlines of dying refugees from Syria, and when we read this 

admonition from Jesus condemning our wealth, if we don’t feel some unease and 

restlessness, we’re not paying attention. 

But we also don’t need to get stuck there with our guilt, leaving this passage with 

its only meaning being – we should all sell all our stuff and give everything we own to 

the poor, live off the land and good graces of others…but we’re not going to do that so 

let’s feel guilty for a while and then just move on with our lives as usual. 

 We often look at Jesus’ remarks to his disciples after the man’s questioning, 

which is where we find the “camel through the eye of a needle” saying, but let’s back up 

and take a look at this man who approaches Jesus.  We know from the interaction that 

he is a well-off man who is righteous – he has been diligent in following the 
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commandments.  His good fortune may even been seen as proof of God’s favor.  What 

are his intentions when we asks Jesus, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?” 

 Jesus’ response is a little off-putting – refuting his salutation of calling him 

“good” teacher, which can lead us to believe that Jesus was not entirely happy with his 

question.  Rather than an act of compassion or understanding – say, addressing the man 

as “my good son”, or showing him some sign of warmth, Jesus chastises him for calling 

him “good”.  This can make us wonder if Jesus doubted the sincerity of the man’s 

question.  Perhaps he is expecting a certain answer.  Rather than an honest, heartfelt 

seeking of how to live more faithfully, he is showing off his riches and righteousness, 

knowing that Jesus is going to tell him he has to do nothing more than what he is 

already doing because he is living such an upright life. 

 The man is shocked, we are told – shocked – when Jesus tells him to sell all he 

owns, give the money to the poor, and follow him.  Clearly not the answer he was 

expecting.  This is no small ask on Jesus’ part.  This command to give up all his 

possessions would totally change and transform his life.  Owning possessions and 

having wealth meant a life of power, privilege, and ease.  He was one of the “haves” 

who was in total control of his life and probably the lives of those around him.  The man 

lived a life of comfort and pleasure; I’m picturing servants fulfilling his every need, 

never wanting for anything.  Jesus was inviting him into a life of discipleship – a total 

reverse of his current lifestyle.  Jesus invites him to roam the countryside with the 
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disciples, not in control of anything, depending upon the good hospitality of strangers 

for food and shelter, being interrupted constantly by needy people, having no safety or 

security in possessions or wealth. 

 This man is used to being in charge, and he doesn’t want to give that up.  Even 

the question he asks Jesus implies just how in charge he feels he is.  He wants to know 

what he must do to inherit eternal life.  We know there is nothing to do to inherit eternal 

life, but it is a gift of unearned grace that is offered to us through Jesus Christ.  We are 

not in control of our salvation; we cannot save ourselves.  No matter how many good 

works we perform, no matter how righteous and upright a life we live, our salvation is 

out of our hands.  But this man is stuck here, assuming he will and is earning his way 

into God’s good graces – being well-off as a sign of God’s favor and faithfully living 

out all the commandments since his youth. 

 My first call out of seminary was to be the Associate Pastor at the Presbyterian 

church just down the road in Flourtown, and one of my responsibilities was to oversee 

and teach the Confirmation class for our middle schoolers.  They always loved the 

lesson on grace, when they were finally set free from trying to live a perfect life.  But, of 

course, rather than see this as a relief for their missteps, many of them took this as an 

anything goes invitation.  Great, they thought – my sins are always forgiven, every 

single one of them, even the really bad ones:  so let’s go sin boldly! 

 I couldn’t disagree with them – if they wanted to go and live a life of riches, 

privilege, self-satisfaction, and indulgent pleasures, God would forgive them for any 
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and all of their misguided decisions.  Anything:  they could lie to their parents, dabble in 

recreational drugs, get drunk every weekend, cheat their friends, and yes, God would 

forgive them.  AND, and, (it was an “and”, not a but) – AND, I would adamantly tell 

them, AND God expects so much more from you and invites you to live a life that is so 

much bigger and better than your own self-pleasure.  

 This invitation that Jesus presents to this wealthy, righteous man is to turn his 

focus away from himself and toward the mission and ministry that God is pursuing 

through him.  The man’s question is ultimately a very selfish question.  He is worried 

about or at least thinking about and wanting to have in order his own salvation.  He is 

not concerned with the sick, the poor, the lonely, and the desolate.  He is not figuring 

out how to best use his skills and talents to bring about God’s kingdom.  He is only 

worried about what is going to happen to him.  

 Jesus’ invitation to sell all he owns and follow him, is not just a condemnation of 

his wealth, but it is shifting his entire focus from internal and selfish to external, 

outward, kingdom-thinking.  Jesus invites him to shed his identity as a rich, 

comfortable, pleasure-seeking, self-absorbed man and instead be someone who uses his 

life to make the world a better place; spending his time healing people, telling them of 

the Good News, showing others God’s compassion and love. 

 This passage is not just a thorn in our side reminding us to share our possessions 

with the less fortunate, but it affirms that being a Christian is not a selfish pursuit of our 

own eternal life.  This story begs the question, Are we really only worried about our 
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own salvation?  Is that really what motivates us to be a Christian?  Jesus invites us to a 

life of discipleship that draws us beyond ourselves, and beyond our selfish desires 

towards something much richer and deeper than satisfying our own fear of death. 

 When we stop at verse 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,” we also miss the 

redeeming part of this story.  If this is Jesus’ warning and condemnation, he follows this 

caution with words of God’s abundant grace and mercy.  It is hard, impossible even, for 

people to enter the kingdom of God.  But, with God, all things are possible.  We may 

read this passage and assume that none of us are getting in – but we miss the whole 

point if we don’t keep reading.  With God, all things are possible.  With God, even this 

rich man can enter the kingdom of God.  With God, even you and I can enter the 

kingdom of God.  On our own – it is like trying to thread a needle with a camel.  With 

God, it’s as good as done.  God makes such ridiculous feats possible all the time. 

 When teaching that Confirmation class, I always felt like I was letting the youth 

in on a secret, like I was blowing the cover of their parents when I told them God really 

does forgive everything.  They had the choice; they could stick to their old belief that 

they needed to earn God’s favor and their own salvation, so they better live a righteous 

life.  They could take this new found freedom and indulge in all the selfish behaviors 

they desired, knowing God would forgive them all.  Or they could truly answer the call 

to discipleship, the invitation Jesus was offering to live their life for something bigger 

and better than worrying about their own eternal life or indulging in self-pleasure and 



7 
 

self-gratification.  They could be part of bringing about God’s kingdom, using their 

time, gifts, and talents to make the world a better place. 

 This is an invitation that still holds true for us, today, even as we have grown well 

beyond our middle school years.  We can work for our own salvation, thinking that we 

need to earn our way into heaven.  We can throw caution to the wind and live a life of 

self-satisfaction, knowing that God forgives our every sin.  Or, we can answer Jesus’ 

call to get outside of ourselves and be a part of something bigger than our one small life.  

We can actually be part of something amazing, great, and miraculous: making God’s 

kingdom come.   

 We are invited to this table this morning as a way to answer again this call.  We 

remember the sacrifice Jesus Christ made on our behalf, so we don’t have to and we 

can’t earn our salvation.  He has already made that sacrifice for us, and there is nothing 

we can do to undo it or to add to it.  His grace is sufficient, even for us.  So as we 

remember that it’s only unearned grace that gives us eternal life, we also come to this 

table to be fed for our life of discipleship.  Together we eat the one bread and take from 

the one cup, united together as the body of believers, who desire to use our lives to build 

up the kingdom of God.  At this table we move beyond our selfish concerns and are 

nourished and strengthened to be workers for the kingdom.  So come and be fed!  

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


