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LUKE 18:18-22 7-21-19 

The Rich Young Ruler, Part 1 

 
  Today we get to hear from Jesus on the questions of how one may have eternal life and I 

pray you may leave here today clear on that most critical question. 18-27 A ruler questioned Him, 

saying, "Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” 19And Jesus said to him, "Why do 

you call Me good? No one is good except God alone. 20You know the commandments, 'Do not 

commit adultery, Do not murder, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor your father and 

mother.'" 21And he said, "All these things I have kept from my youth.” 22When Jesus heard this, He 

said to him, "One thing you still lack; sell all that you possess and distribute it to the poor, and you 

shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." 23But when he had heard these things, he 

became very sad, for he was extremely rich. 24And Jesus looked at him and said, "How hard it is for 

those who are wealthy to enter the kingdom of God! 25For 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." 26They who heard it said, "Then 

who can be saved?" 27But He said, "The things that are impossible with people are possible with 

God." 

     This is one of the better known stories in the life of Jesus. It is found in all three of the 

synoptic gospels and typically goes by the title of Jesus and the rich young ruler. We know from 

Luke alone that the man who approaches Jesus is rich and a ruler, but the other gospels inform us as 

well that he was young. So, we are dealing with a man who, in the world's eyes, had it all: youth, 

wealth, and power. The story of his encounter with our Lord is very simple and straightforward. 

The man is a sincere inquisitor and I trust that as we look at his story we can learn a great deal.  

The first thing I would have you consider about our story is the great question. The young ruler 

asks 18c What shall I do to inherit eternal life? Is that a good? It certainly shows that the man is 

thinking. He wasn't asking it from his death bed. He was in the prime of life, enjoying the best that 

this world had to offer. He was young, but he grasped that he wasn't going to stay that way. Does 

everyone grasp that? Seems not to be the case. Many live as if we will never grow older. But our 

youth is fleeting. When the pulpit committee of Covenant Presbyterian Church in Melbourne, 

Florida took an interest in me in 1982 I was very young. The committee expressed concern about 

my age to my chief reference, my former pastor, named interestingly, Jimmy Young. They told 

Jimmy they were concerned because after all Dan is so young. But Jimmy reassured them, he said, 

"Don't worry. He'll get over that." And boy was he ever right. We all get over that. For some of us 
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death will come suddenly but all of us, from the time we are born, move inexorably toward the 

grave. Come to grips with it! If you are young -- now is the time to prepare to leave this life. Now 

is the time to take seriously the matters of eternal life. I had a friend in college named Merwin and 

Merwin was quite a witness for Jesus. I remember his testimony of how he was a typical care-free, 

thoughtless teenager until right after his graduation from high-school when he and his buddies were 

celebrating at a hotel on the beach and one of his good friends fell ten stories off a balcony to his 

death. Merwin said that the party ended abruptly and the next day his Baptist church was filled with 

sobered teens asking this great question - What shall I do to inherit eternal life?  

 It is absolutely amazing that human beings can go thru life without giving this matter one 

minute of serious thought when it deserves every ounce of energy we have. I heard the story of a 

pastor who was leaving his church to take a position in another city. The day before he left he 

received a bouquet of flowers with a sympathy card enclosed. He was quite curious about the card 

so the next day he called the florist and said, "I appreciated the flowers but I didn't understand why 

I got a sympathy card with it." The man at the flower shop said, "Oh no! I got your flowers mixed 

up with flowers for a funeral." He said, "I'm not worried about you but I'm concerned what they 

thought at the funeral when the card arrived saying, "Good luck in your new location." Wishing 

ourselves good luck in whatever lies beyond is as far as most people go in preparation for eternity. 

Few there are who ask with any earnestness the question we have read. Most in our American 

culture just assume that there is nothing beyond the grave or else they will go to heaven. That’s 

what everyone says when someone dies. I once read an article about state senator who had died. It 

was fascinating for me to note from the comments about his death that everyone just assumed that 

he was in some kind of paradise. One guy said, “I am sure he is now in the special smoking section 

of heaven.” Listen, there is a smoking section in eternity, but it’s not in heaven. But, at least, the 

man’s death got people thinking for a short time. Thinking about death is critical. The ruler asked 

how he could obtain eternal life. More popular questions in our day are: How can I obtain a better 

job, how can I obtain greater wealth, how can I obtain a better body, how can I obtain a boy-

friend, how can I obtain a better marriage. But in comparison to the great question those all pale 

into insignificance. It is refreshing to me to read of one man asking about what really matters.  

     Why do I say that this is the great question? Why do I say that this is what really matters? 

The answer is in Genesis 5. Here we are in the first pages of human history. Look at what it says 

about the race of men. A few selected verses: Genesis 5:5, 8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 27, 31  
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Gen 5:5 So all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred and thirty years, and he died. 

Gen 5:8 So all the days of Seth were nine hundred and twelve years, and he died. 

Gen 5:11 So all the days of Enosh were nine hundred and five years, and he died. 

Gen 5:14 So all the days of Kenan were nine hundred and ten years, and he died. 

Gen 5:17 So all the days of Mahalalel were eight hundred and ninety-five years, and he died. 

Gen 5:20 So all the days of Jared were nine hundred and sixty-two years, and he died. 

Gen 5:27 So all the days of Methuselah were nine hundred and sixty-nine years, and he died. 

Gen 5:31 So all the days of Lamech were seven hundred and seventy-seven years, and he died. 

 

Now you are bright people. What can you learn from that lesson in history? Men are born, they live 

on the earth some indefinite amount of time and then they die. Nobody just keeps on keeping on. 

So do you know what that means? That means you had better make some plans. You had better 

find out what it takes to live on beyond the grave. And if there is no passion in you to insure that 

you can survive death can you explain why? The Scriptures say God has placed eternity in our 

hearts. I am made to live forever and until I am sure I will I am not ready to die and I am not ready 

to live. This is the great question we must ask and answer! And until you know that eternal life is 

yours I pray you will ask and seek and knock with all diligence. The young man asked the right 

question and he asked the right person. Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life? That 

is the great question. 

    Our second point to ponder is the "good" problem and I put "good" in quotes. The problem 

is really about what or who is good. 18ab, 19 A ruler questioned Him, saying, "Good Teacher…”  

19And Jesus said to him, "Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone. Now, if    

anyone else had said this we would take it as a denial of personal goodness and deity as well. With 

Jesus, such an interpretation poses a bit of a problem. Some, to be sure, believe that is precisely 

what He is doing. They take this to be a denial by Jesus of divinity and of moral goodness. It should 

be noted that the two stand or fall together. Jesus here clearly affirms that no one but God is good, 

leaving us to conclude that Jesus is either good and God or else He is neither good nor God. How 

you interpret verse 19 really depends entirely on your view of Jesus. If you are persuaded that He is 

not God you will understand Him to be affirming that here. If you are persuaded, as I am, that Jesus 

is God and that He so claimed then you will understand this verse to be a tacit affirmation of that 

fact. Jesus does not say, "Don't call me good." It is only a question, "why do you call me good?"  

He did say elsewhere, "who accuses me of sin?” According to the Scriptures and Jesus Himself He 

was both good and God.  
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    But what Christ says here is not meant to affirm or disaffirm His own goodness or deity. It 

is meant to show off the rotten understanding of goodness held by the young ruler. The problem 

Jesus is addressing is that this man did not understand the fact that no one is good but God. The 

rich young ruler obviously had respect for Jesus; but did he think Jesus was God? No. He simply 

viewed Jesus as a great teacher or maybe even a prophet. Still, he lays on Jesus this line about 

being good. He thought Jesus was a good man. But there was also one other person in our story that 

he thought was good. Who else did he think was good? Himself. That is obvious from his statement 

in verse 21 He said, "All these things I have kept from my youth.” He was speaking of the 

commandments. He's saying, "Hey, I am good. I am righteous." And thus we see that he needs a 

lesson on what goodness is all about. Do you need that same lesson? Most Americans have the 

same misconception as this rich fellow. We think that all kinds of people are good, including #1. 

And we need to hear Jesus remind us that no one but God is good. Romans 3:10 There is none 

righteous, not even one. Now some of you are saying, "What do you mean that no one is good? I 

know lots of good people. Why certainly wouldn't you say that Albert Schweitzer was good and 

Mother Teresa was good? And Oprah, why we have to say that Oprah is good don’t we?" No, Jesus 

says that no one but God is good. Paul said that no one does good. But if we disagree it may just be 

on linguistic grounds. We mean different things by the term "good." Often when we speak of 

something being "good" what we mean is that it rates favorably when compared to others of like 

kind. It is a relative term. There are pizzas that are bad and there are pizzas that are good. To say a 

pizza is good is to say that its appeal to your senses is greater than your average pizza. If someone 

asks you if your dog is good you know what they mean. They aren't asking if your dog has attained 

some particularly exalted level of moral contemplation and practice. When we speak of a dog being 

good we mean that he comes when you call him, that he is house-broken, and that he doesn't bite 

the mailman. But when you apply that term good to a man you have different things in mind don't 

you? If I say, "Larry is a good man" I don't mean that he comes when you call him, that he is 

house-broken, and that he doesn't bite the mailman. What I mean to say is that Larry has attained a 

level of personal morality that is greater than most men. In that sense it is fair to refer to someone 

as being good. But the purest way to use the term is the way that God uses it. And God has a 

standard of goodness that is not relative but absolute and that standard is Himself. Compared to that 

standard who is there who can lay claim to goodness? There is none righteous, not even one. And 

that is a statement you will understand only when you understand something of the holiness of God 
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and the meaning of His law. Let me tell you, the biggest hang-up I run into when I speak to a non-

believer about Christ is right at this point. Few there are who seem to think they have a need for a 

Savior. Few there are who see and feel that they are sinners in need of mercy. If I was in Christ's 

shoes here I don't think I would pick on the man for calling me “good." I think I would skip over it 

and get right to answering his question. But in his wisdom Jesus sees that before this man is ready 

to enter His kingdom He must learn something about what true goodness is in order that he might 

see his lack and feel his need. 

    Alright then, we have seen so far the great question and the "good" problem now let's give 

attention to what Jesus says about the law. The question asked is, "how do I get eternal life?" Jesus 

says 20 "You know the commandments, 'Do not commit adultery, Do not murder, Do not steal, Do 

not bear false witness, Honor your father and mother.’” Now I ask you, "is that the right answer or 

did Jesus miss it?" Most evangelicals I know would say, "Jesus blew it." Indeed, he would flunk 

evangelism at almost every Bible school I know of. Here is ripe fruit it would seem; here is a man 

who is ready. All Jesus had to do is lay out the gospel net and he had a great catch but Jesus, 

instead of declaring gospel to this man preached the law. Galatians 2:16 says that "by the works of 

the law no one will be justified." How then can Jesus put forth the Ten Commandments as the way 

to obtain eternal life? Good question. Galatians 3:10 For as many as are of the works of the Law 

are under a curse; for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written in 

the book of the law, to perform them. Now, according to Scripture how many of us are cursed under 

the law? All of us for all have broken the law. Galatians 3:11-12 Now that no one is justified by the 

Law before God is evident; for, "The righteous man shall live by faith.” 12However, the Law is not 

of faith; on the contrary, "He who practices them shall live by them.” Did you hear that? Did you 

hear that? That's from Leviticus 18:5. Jesus says of the law of love, "Do this and you will live." 

Moses, Jesus and here Paul all agree: if you keep the law you will live. But that's one enormous 

"if." Romans 10:5 Moses writes that the man who practices the righteousness which is based on 

law shall live by that righteousness. There it is again. Don't deny it. You keep the law and you will 

have eternal life. This is the answer to give a man who wants eternal life. There is another answer 

for a sinner who wants forgiveness and eternal life. You with me? Jesus said, Luke 5:32 I have not 

come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance. So, He says different things to different types. 

In Acts 16 we read of Paul in a jail cell in Philippi, when an earthquake hits scaring the woolies out 

of the jailer, who comes to Paul and asks Acts 16:30b What must I do to be saved? It's a different 
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question than the rich young ruler asked. The jailer's question assumes that "I need to be saved 

from something." There's none of that in the lawyer's question. And when the question is “What 

must I do to be saved?” What's the answer? 31 They said, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will 

be saved, you and your household.” Not love, not law. Faith, belief. That is the gospel which Paul 

preached. Did Jesus preach another? No - John 6:47 Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has 

eternal life.11:25 Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will 

live even if he dies. In fact, in another setting, John 6:28,29 Therefore they said to Him, "What shall 

we do, so that we may work the works of God? 29Jesus answered and said to them, "This is the 

work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.” Well, why doesn't Jesus say that to this 

lawyer? The lawyer never hears about repentance and faith - why not? Because the gospel is for 

sinners, for people who know they have a need - not just to escape death but to escape guilt, sin and 

the wrath of God. Until you have a need, what's the point of salvation? There is none. But, of 

course, everyone has that need. You know that the Bible says, "All have sinned." But what do you 

do with someone who has no sense of sin? What do you do with someone who thinks they are 

righteous? Just what Jesus does - you point him to God's holy law. It is by the law that we come to 

see that we are sinners, that we stand condemned before the eternal judge. Paul said in Romans 

3:20 …by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes 

the knowledge of sin. When dealing with a man who knew not his sin Jesus preached the law. He 

reminded him of the commandments. You see, the law comes in to condemn us and break us, to put 

us on our knees crying out for mercy. This is what happened with Josiah the king. You may know 

the story from II Kings 22. The people had sunk so low, strayed so far from God that the Scriptures 

were totally ignored. In fact, nobody could find a Bible and nobody missed it. But one day Hilkiah 

the priest found the books of Moses. Shaphan the scribe read the law of God for Josiah the king and 

when Josiah heard the law he didn't say, "that's an interesting religious document" it says he tore his 

clothes and wept. That is the proper response to God's law. That's the way a sinner will respond. 

Did the rich ruler respond like that? No - he wasn't a sinner. He is supposed to fall on his face and 

say, "Oh God be merciful to me the sinner." He is supposed to be convicted of his sin and see the 

corruption of his own heart. But what does he say? All these things I have kept from my youth. 

Upon hearing the commandments he says, "Oh, I've done those things." I think, in fact, that the rich 

ruler is disappointed with Jesus. He had come to the great teacher wanting some new key to eternal 

life. He had come to the great rabbi hoping to hear some pearl of wisdom and all he gets is the same 
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old commandments he had heard in Sabbath school. This is like seeing the chief surgeon at the 

Mayo Clinic and being told to eat your vegetables, brush your teeth and get lots of exercise. This 

man, instead of being convicted by the law the way the handbook for personal evangelists says he 

should, instead finds in the law his claim to personal sufficiency. What went wrong? Why didn't the 

law have its appointed effect? Because the rich ruler did not understand it. He had grown up in a 

religious system that blunted the impact of the law upon the human conscience by limiting its scope 

to outward, external activity. It is the great error of pharisaical Judaism that I call externalism. It's 

the idea that righteousness essentially pertains to what one does with his hands in external 

behaviors. You may note that he mentions commandments 4-9 but does not mention the tenth 

which is what? Thou shalt not covet. That commandment tells us that sin deals with the heart, with 

the affections, the thoughts and values. He isn’t alert to that one. But even these he mentions --  

Had this young man really kept all these commandments? Well, I would expect that he had 

probably never committed a physical act of sexual adultery. He had probably never terminated 

another man's life. I have a hunch that he had probably at some point stolen, lied and dishonored his 

parents in some minor outward way but he had done well enough in those things that he was able to 

give himself the benefit of the doubt. His problem though was that he did not understand that the 

law speaks to the heart, that lust is adultery, that anger is murder, that coveting is like unto theft. 

You can be sure that this man had not heard the Sermon on the Mount because there Jesus made 

abundantly clear that the commandments addressed attitudes of the heart and not simply external 

behavior. Jesus would have the man see the rottenness in his own heart, the pride, the selfishness, 

the love of money that exceeded his love of men. But because he thought of the commandments in 

purely external ways he could say “All these things I have kept from my youth. “If he had known 

his heart or understood the commandments he would have said, "All these things I have broken 

from my youth up." 

    So what does Jesus do now? The man shows no sign of conviction of sin. He is another self-

righteous religious leader who trusts in himself that he is righteous. Jesus, in mercy, and Mark says 

specifically that Jesus loved the rich ruler, Jesus says 22 One thing you still lack; sell all that you 

possess and distribute it to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me 

Please see that Jesus does not say, "Good, good, keep it up and you will have eternal life." Jesus no 

more believes that this man can get to heaven by law-keeping than by selling candy. Christ was not 

about to let this fellow go thinking that all was well with his soul. Instead He penetrates to the core 
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of his being with the challenge to give up all his possessions. Jesus could see that this rich man was 

in serious violation of the first commandment which is to have no other God's before me. He was a 

lover, a servant of money, the almighty dollar as some would call it.  

     Next week I intend for us to look more at the challenge but today I would show you the 

gospel Jesus proclaims. This is our fourth point. We have seen Jesus preach the law. Now He 

preaches gospel. The essence of it is - leave what you are doing now, i.e. serving money and come 

follow me. The invitation is to come and follow isn't it? That is gospel. The condition laid out is 

that he would forsake his riches - that is repentance. The challenge of the gospel message is repent 

and believe. The challenge of Jesus here is repent by leaving the ways of greed. Believe by coming 

and following. You want to have eternal life? There are two ways you can have it. Option one is by 

perfectly obeying the law of God. Oops! Too late for you on that one huh?  

    Option two is repent of sin and follow Jesus. (Philippians 3) We don't know whatever 

happened to the rich young ruler. Possibly he changed his mind and came to follow Christ. Possibly 

not. But we do have the testimony of one who like the ruler lived an exemplary outer life and yet 

eventually found eternal life in Jesus. Philippians.3:2-4 Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil 

workers, beware of the false circumcision; 3for we are the true circumcision, who worship in the 

Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh, 4although I myself might 

have confidence even in the flesh. If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far 

more. 

  Paul is saying that if anybody could count on their law-keeping to gain favor with God he 

was the one. Philippians 3:5-6 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of 

Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 6as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; 

as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. Paul elsewhere calls himself the chief 

of sinners but what he means here is that by common Jewish external standards he was spotless. If 

there is such a thing as legal self-righteousness Paul had it.7-8 But whatever things were gain to 

me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8More than that, I count all things to 

be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered 

the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ. Paul is saying that 

compared to knowing Christ all else is worthless. But the man in our story turned away from 

following Christ in order to keep his cash and his pride. Paul spoke differently saying 8d-9 and 

count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9and may be found in Him, not having a 
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righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith. Two kinds of righteousness - thru faith 

in Jesus or one derived from the law. You see which one Paul wanted. 10,11 That I may know Him 

and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His 

death; 11in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. The ultimate goal is what the 

ruler wanted - eternal life. How does it come according to Philippians 3? "That I may know Him." 

In John 17:3 Jesus said that eternal life is knowing Him. Eternal life is found in a relationship with 

Jesus Christ. It is to this that the ruler was invited by those words - come and follow. Come and 

follow. It is pure gospel that says "quit going it on your own. Connect with Jesus.” 

        We will finish looking at this great story next week. But what the ruler did with the 

invitation of Jesus is not nearly as important as what you do with it. If you have heard the law and 

you know that you don't cut it by God's standards, you know that you are a moral failure than 

Christ is willing and ready to have you come and join with Him. He invites sinners to forsake their 

sin and follow Him - all the way to life eternal. Life, life eternal life. Let's pray. 

 

 


