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Camels, Rich Men and Grace From on High
“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.” (Luke 18:25 NRSV)

J esus used such colorful language! Picture the scene in your mind. Close 
your eyes, if that will help.  Imagine a camel trying to go through the eye 

of a needle – even a very small camel going through a very, very large needle!

    What does your camel look like? One hump or two?

    Is it going through head first or tail first?

    Did it make it through?

The story that prompted this picture actually had nothing to do with camels. 
It is a story about rich people entering the kingdom of God.

    What does the term “kingdom of God” mean to you?

    Why might it be harder for someone who is rich to be governed  
      by the kingdom of God?
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We will take a look at two rich men in this lesson. The first is known as the 
“Rich Ruler,” or sometimes as the “Rich Young Ruler.” Read his story in Luke 
18:18-25.

    How does that story make you feel? What is your reaction to it?

    What was the disciples’ reaction to it? (Luke 18:26) Why do you  
      think they reacted that way? (See Peter in verse 28)

Jesus responds by saying, “What is impossible for mortals is possible for 
God!” (Luke 18:27) And again, He’s not just talking about camels, but about 
rich people entering the kingdom of God.

Too often the story ends there and we are left confident that God can help 
the rich, but not quite sure how He does it. But this is really a story of two rich 
men, for the story picks up again just a few verses later in Luke 19:1-10 in the 
story of a man named Zacchaeus.

Read the story of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10.

    How does this story make you feel as compared to the last one?

    What are the similarities between Zacchaeus and the rich ruler?

    What are the differences between the two men?

These two rich men are similar in so many ways, but vastly different in 
others. The Rich Ruler had his own agenda and mission: “What must I do 
to inherit eternal life?” It was a question of the law, and Jesus dealt with him 
according to the law. To those who heard the discourse, it would appear that if 
anyone could be saved by the law, this man would be a prime candidate.

    Read his response in Luke 18:20-21. Could you make the same  
      response? Did Jesus challenge this man’s response?

But then Jesus changes the agenda from the Rich Ruler’s agenda to God’s 
agenda. The Rich Ruler followed the law, but it was in pursuit of his agenda, 
not God’s agenda. So Jesus says, “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that 
you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; then come, follow me.”
 
    How did the man respond, and why?

We may not be so different. If Jesus came knocking at your door and said, 
“Come, follow me,” how would you complete this sentence?

    Yes, Jesus, but first let me  .

What you put in that blank may be what truly controls your life.

In summary, the story of the Rich Ruler is a story marked by:

 Law: “What must I do?”

 Duty: “I have done all these since my youth.”

 His mission: “Inherit eternal life.”

 Control: “He was very rich.”

 Sadness: “He became sad.”
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What a contrast this is with the story of Zacchaeus:

Rich Ruler Zacchaeus
Law (My action) Grace (God’s free gift)
Duty Gratitude
His Mission God’s Mission
Control Generosity
Sadness Joy

Zacchaeus’ story is first and foremost the story of the grace of God, God’s 
free gift of salvation being offered to one who could claim no merit or 
worthiness of that gift (Eph. 2:8-9).

    Read Luke 19:5-7. Who takes the initiative in this story?   
      What did the townspeople think of Zacchaeus’ worthiness?

God’s grace works gratitude and joy.
 
    Read Luke 19:6. What was Zacchaeus’ response to Jesus’ call?

Zacchaeus then makes a decision to use his wealth not for his own purposes, 
but for God’s purposes. 
 
    Read Luke 19:8. How does Zacchaeus plan to use his wealth?

The Rich Ruler asked “How can I live my life now in a way that will gain me 
eternal life?” Zacchaeus asked, “How does the assurance that I have eternal life 
affect the way I live my life now?”

    How does the assurance that you have eternal life affect the way  
      you live your life now?

While the Rich Ruler sadly walked away when Jesus asked him to sell what 
he had, Zacchaeus has a different response.

    Does Jesus ask or require him to do anything with his money?

    Why does Zacchaeus take the action that he does?

    Do you think his response is generous?

    Why do you think he only gave half to the poor?

    Are there any lessons for us in this story?

Legend says that Zacchaeus went on to be a follower of Jesus and to take a 
leadership role in the early church, perhaps as a bishop or other church leader. 
Regardless of that, one thing is clear…

    Read Luke 18:24-27 and then Luke 19: 9-10.

Did you catch what happened? A camel just went through the eye of a 
needle. A rich man entered the kingdom (rule) of God, not by the Law, but by 
God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ.

Someone commenting on the story of Zacchaeus has said that it is an 
illustration of God’s Math:

 Grace + Gratitude = Generosity
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O ur congregation’s Capital Stewardship Campaign uses materials from 
CFS and is often referred to as a “A Gift of Joy” because we want this 

campaign to follow the joyful path of God’s grace, gratitude and generosity 
as we become part of the mission God has set before us as a congregation. 
An approach based on the Law and duty will often result in grumbling and 
sadness. When we start with the grace of God, we wind up with “A Gift of Joy” 
that flows from thanksgiving and a sincere desire to live our lives under the 
kingdom of God.

In the days ahead, reflect upon the significance of God’s grace in your life. 
What feeling of gratitude does that raise within you? Begin to think of what 
a “generous” response to God’s grace will mean for you as you seek to be 
part of the mission set forth in this capital campaign.
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