
 

“Do You Own Your Possessions, or Do They Own You?” 
(Matthew 19:16-30) 

 
 
 

 What does it cost to follow Jesus?  We know the Bible says that salvation is absolutely 
free.  We can’t buy it.  We can’t earn it.  Christ has paid it all, and He gives it to us as a free gift 
through simply believing in His name.  But does the fact that salvation is free mean that there is 
nothing we have to pay?  Nothing we need to do?  Nothing we need to give?  Sometimes we tend 
to think so.  Sometimes we see Jesus as our train to glory, our ticket simply our faith, and all we 
have to do is sit passively by while we enjoy the ride to heaven.  But is this the way it really is?  
Now the Bible does say that salvation is free, because Jesus bought it for us and gives it to us as 
a free gift.  But the Bible also tells us that salvation costs us everything we have, and if we are 
not willing to pay that price, we cannot have that salvation.  This is the lesson that Jesus teaches 
the young man who comes to Him in our passage this morning.  He came hoping to receive 
salvation from Christ, but he went away without it.  He discovered that something much more 
powerful had gained control of his heart:  namely, greed.  His problem was that he had made a 
god out of his gold.  Jesus is teaching us this morning that if we love our own possessions more 
than we love God, if we are not willing to give those things up in our service to Him, we cannot 
have eternal life.   
 The first thing we see in our passage are the terms of salvation:  what it is that we or 
anyone else must do, if we are to inherit eternal life.  Jesus tells us that we must be perfect.   
 A young man came to Jesus, whom we know from the other Gospel accounts, was rich 
and one of the rulers of the Jews.  He came to Jesus to find out what He had to teach about 
eternal life and how a person might have it.  Jesus had gained a great reputation as a teacher.  He 
spoke unlike any man who had ever lived.  God had authenticated His teaching and preaching by 
great miracles.  A person would have been foolish not to have taken advantage of asking such a 
man about that which is the most important thing in life:  eternal life!  But -- notice -- this young 
man already had it in his mind that whatever it was that God required, it had to be something he 
needed to do.  Salvation had to come through some work of his.  It was not something God had to 
do.  This is the same mistake the Pharisees made.  They believed that they could be good enough 
to make God accept them.  Listen to the young man’s question, “Teacher, what good thing shall I 
do that I may obtain eternal life?”  “Jesus, what good work, what good deed should I do so that 
God will receive me?”  Here is that old sin of pride rising up again, which thinks that the prize of 
salvation is something that is within our power.  Ah, but if we are to pay for it, what is the price?  
What does the Law say?  It says we must be perfect.  We must do everything right, and nothing 
wrong, and we must do this from the moment we are born to the moment we die.  That’s the kind 
of person that God says He will allow into heaven.  Now if that’s the kind of person you are, you 
have nothing to worry about.  But if it isn’t, you’d better find another way quickly, or you’ll be 
lost forever.  This young ruler somehow convinced himself that he was such a man.  But yet, in 
the back of his mind, he knew that there still was something wrong, somewhere he was falling 
short.  That’s why He came to Jesus.   
 And so what did Jesus do?  Well first, He put up God’s measuring stick, to see if he was 
good enough.  He said, “If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments” (v. 17).  The 
young man very naturally answered, “Which ones?”  “Do I need to keep all of them, or will only 
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some of them do?”  Now Jesus could have said, “All of them,” since all of them are required.  
But instead, He drew his attention to the last six, the ones that have to do with his responsibility 
towards others.  He said this is what you must do, “You shall not commit murder; you shall not 
commit adultery; you shall not steal; you shall not bear false witness; honor your father and 
mother; and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  “How do you measure up to these?”  
Now if we were honest with ourselves, we would have to admit that we have broken all of these 
commandments, especially when we consider that they not only forbid these acts themselves, but 
also any thought or intention that leads to them.  But this young man didn’t.  Maybe he didn’t 
understand what Jesus meant.  Maybe he didn’t hear the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus 
pointed out that sin is not only the act itself, but also what goes on in our hearts.  Or maybe he 
did hear it, but missed the point.  Whatever the reason was, somehow he had convinced himself 
that he was blameless, as also Paul did, before he was converted.  He said, “All these things I 
have kept.”  But having said this, somehow he wasn’t fully convinced that he had.  Something 
was still missing.  And so he added, “What am I still lacking?”  It appears as though the Spirit of 
God was dealing with his heart, convincing him that he still had not done enough.   
 Jesus didn’t leave him in the dark.  He told him exactly what he was lacking and what he 
needed to do.  He said, “If you wish to be complete, go and sell your possessions and give to the 
poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me” (v. 21).  Now I don’t believe 
Jesus meant this to be a complete list of his shortcomings.  He probably could have stood there 
and pointed out his flaws all day, but this was enough to do the trick.  It pierced him to the heart.  
It was more than he was willing to do.  When he heard this, he went away grieved, because he 
owned a lot of things, and he wasn’t willing to part with them.   
 What did these words of Christ show this young man about his life?  It showed him that 
whatever he may have believed about keeping the commandments, he hadn’t really kept them at 
all.  He wasn’t willing to protect his neighbor’s life by giving his money to the poor.  He had 
committed spiritual adultery by loving his money more than God.  He was stealing from his 
neighbor by not giving what charity demanded.  He lied when he said that he kept all these 
commandments.  He dishonored his heavenly Father and the authority of Christ when he refused 
to obey Him.  He obviously didn’t love his neighbor as much as he loved himself, for if he had, 
he would have gladly done what Jesus told him to do.  He had another god besides the true God:  
he worshipped the god of mammon, the god of possessions.  What was he still lacking?  Much!  
He was far from perfect.  He didn’t measure up, and this was only one of the ways it showed.  
But how many do?  How many people in this world keep the commandments perfectly?  How 
many are there who keep them at all?  The Bible says there are none.  No one does.  Paul writes, 
“There is none righteous, not even one . . . there is none who does good, there is not even one” 
(Rom. 3:10, 12).  Apart from God’s grace, no one really keeps the commandments, because no 
one really loves God.   
 How do you measure up this morning?  Do you keep the commandments?  Have you kept 
them well enough to enter into heaven?  Have you, like the rich young ruler, convinced yourself 
that you have?  If you think you have, you are only deceiving yourself.  The Bible says that none 
of us have.  All of us have sinned and fallen short.  Don’t forget that God gave us His 
commandments to show us this.  He didn’t give them to us as a way of salvation.  It was already 
too late.  Now theoretically, if we had been born without sin, and had been able to live our whole 
lives without sin, we could have been saved through our own obedience.  But we were born in 
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sin and have done nothing but sin since we came into the world.  The Law can’t save us.  It can 
only condemn us, which is why we need Jesus.  Jesus came into the world without sin.  He lived 
His whole life without sin.  He did this for us, because we couldn’t do it.  He lived the perfect 
life that we couldn’t live.  And then He died to take away the sins we could never get rid of.  
Jesus came to make us perfect in Him, and it is only through trusting in Him, that we can receive 
that perfection.  If you haven’t trusted in Jesus this morning, I would invite you to do so now.  
Notice that after Jesus showed the rich young ruler where he fell short, He also invited him to 
repent and to follow.  Pointing out his sin wasn’t enough.  He needed to turn from that sin and 
begin to trust and obey.  Jesus tells us the same thing this morning.  We must also turn from our 
sins, trust in Him and follow Him our whole lives, if we are ever to be saved.   
 But there is more here.  After the young man left, Jesus continued to talk about the matter 
of our possessions, because they can make it difficult, even impossible, for us to reach heaven.  
And this brings us to our second point:  Our Lord tells us that if we are ever to enter into His 
eternal kingdom, we must be willing to give up everything we have.  “Jesus said to His disciples, 
‘Truly I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.  And again I say to 
you, 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’” (vv. 23-24).  Riches have imprisoned the hearts of more than just a few.  They 
have time and again dragged their owners down into hell, and then reached out to take hold of 
someone else.  Jesus says that it is hard, even impossible, for a rich man to enter the kingdom of 
heaven.  His riches weigh him down.  They aren’t just in his bank account or in his wallet or 
other possessions, they are in his heart.  Now does Jesus mean here that riches are the only thing 
that can keep a man out of heaven?  No.  There are many other things, such as power, fame, or 
lust.  Anything that has control of our hearts can do it.  But He mentions money here because this 
is the particular problem the young man had been struggling with and because it is something 
that so many others struggle with as well.  Paul writes, “The love of money is the root of all sorts 
of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves 
with many a pang” (1 Tim. 6:10).  Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters; for either he will 
hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to the one and despise the other.  You cannot 
serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24).  Now Jesus is not saying that it is wrong to be rich, or to 
have nice things.  But He is saying that if we love those things more than Him, if we love 
anything more than Him, we will not be saved.   
 Now when the disciples heard this, they were amazed, and said, “Then who can be 
saved?” (v. 25).  They may have said this because they were under the mistaken impression that 
a rich man, because of the freedom that he has with regard to time and money, would be able to 
seek and serve God more than anyone else.  And certainly if the rich man’s heart was right, that 
would be true.  But they could have also said this because they realized how easy it is for the 
things of this world to become our god.  We are born into this world worshipping other gods, 
especially ourselves and our own pleasures.  How can a man escape the prison of his own 
possessions?  How can he escape his many other lusts and be saved?  Jesus said, “With men this 
is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (v. 26).  “You’re right.  If left to themselves 
no one would be saved.  But God is able to change the heart, to free it from these other loves, and 
to attach it to Himself.  He is able to make a man do what he cannot do for himself.  He can 
make him love God more than these other things.”  This shows us how necessary it is for us to 
love God more than anything else in the world -- more than father or mother, more than husband 
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or wife, more than children, more than houses or lands, more than our leisure time and 
recreations.  We must love Him more, if we are ever to enter into His eternal kingdom.  This also 
shows us how impossible it is for us to do this.  We love the things of the world.  We love them 
too much.  We could never be free from their hold on us, except through the grace of God.  The 
Lord asks us this morning, Do you own your possessions, or do your possessions own you?  If 
they have control of your life, rather than your having control of them, you are lost.  The only 
one who can free you from this possession is God.  If this describes you this morning, turn to 
Him now in faith and ask Him to break the chains that bind your heart and to set you free.  He is 
the only One who can.   
 But lastly, if He does set us free and does give us the strength to give all these things up 
for Him, and if we actually do give them up, what will we gain?  The Lord tells us, we will gain 
heaven.  Peter said, “We have left everything and followed You; what then will there be for us?” 
(v. 27).  “Jesus, we have done what you told that young man to do.  We have given everything 
up.  What can we look forward to receiving?”  Now what Peter meant was that they had left 
everything behind to follow Jesus.  They hadn’t actually sold everything and given it to the poor.  
We know that Peter still had a house and a wife that he needed to take care of.  If he had sold 
everything, how could he have done this?  We don’t always need literally to sell everything and 
give it away to follow Christ, but we must be willing to do so.  Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, 
that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His 
glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (v. 
28).  There is a special reward in heaven for the twelve disciples -- which must mean the eleven 
and Paul, since Judas was a traitor.  That reward will be a special place of honor, from which 
they will join in, along with all the saints, in judging the Jews for their rejection of Christ on the 
day of God’s judgment.  They won’t actually pass judgment on the unfaithful Jews themselves, 
but will agree with Christ when He does so.  Also, the fact that they believed and followed 
Christ, while the Jews didn’t, will also judge the Jews on the last day in the sense that it will 
condemn them, because this is what they should have done.  But now, what about the rest of us?  
Jesus continues, “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or 
children or farms for My name’s sake, shall receive many times as much, and shall inherit eternal 
life” (v. 29).  Not only will our lives be blessed in this world, but especially in the world to come.  
If we give up what we have of the riches of this world, the Lord will give us the riches of the 
world to come.  Does this sound worth it to you?  I hope it does.  I hope it does to all of us.  With 
Christ, we never really lose anything.  We never give more than we gain.  God will always 
outgive us.  And what He has to give us is better than anything we will ever lose.  So let us have 
a loose hold on our possessions, and be willing to give them up if the Lord tells us to.  In the end, 
we will gain more than we could ever imagine.  Amen.   


