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Mark 10:17-22            Pentecost 20 b P23            10-10-21 

    Goodness Given 

 

When you read this text, have you ever wondered why Jesus 

says: "Why do you call me good?  No one is good except God 

alone."   We know in fact that Jesus is good, indeed, the only 

one born of woman who is good.  He is absolutely without sin and 

thus guiltless.  And certainly the young man recognizes some 

level of "good" with Jesus, as he does call him "good teacher". 

 Why doesn’t Jesus accept this moniker from him?  Perhaps it 

is because this rich young ruler does not believe Jesus meets 

the standard that Jesus says: "Only God is good" - the ruler 

does not acknowledge the divinity of Jesus, God the Son made 

flesh, even "Lord", for he simply calls him "good teacher", and 

so Jesus does not accept from him the title of goodness without 

the title of Godhead. 

 

 Good Teacher. Not Lord, teacher – a greeting that others 

have used of Jesus that did not see Him as the Messiah, such as 

the Pharisees.  Teacher, one that can perhaps instruct him in 

how to answer his question.  And notice how he worded his 

question: "What must I DO to inherit (“acquire” is a better 

translation here) eternal life?".  What must I DO!  That of 

course is synergism at its blatant best. (Good theological word, 

synergism: Work with, help God save us), It is our fallen nature 

to try and earn our own salvation—to work our way back into 

heaven, to help ourselves, rely on selves, trust selves--to 

be/act as God.  That is the spirituality of fallen man, what all 

the man-made religions of this world have in common, and they 

save no one.     

As Christians, we know better.  We know from God’s word 

that God and God alone accomplished/finished our salvation 2000 

years ago at the cross and empty tomb when we could do NOTHING 

to erase our sinful guilt/debt and save ourselves.  We know that 

we are saved by Grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.   

 But we still have that sinful nature within us that 

despises this gospel and the thought that we can do nothing to 

save ourselves.  We always, always want to “do our part”, build 

our tower back into heaven.   

And that of course is a tool the devil utilizes, to not 

only feed our sinful inclination to try and save ourselves, rely 

on Our faithfulness, Our righteousness, Our obedience, Our 

faith, our good works, Our good life (look at where that focus 

is, our self!).  But when we try and fail, satan is so quick to 

accuse us and condemn us.  Though we can think that we have Mark 

10:20 ESV  “kept these things from our youth.", can think we are 

faithful, we will still know that something is lacking and can 
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wonder “what must I do to be saved, to have eternal life”? (And 

satan can drive us to look more inside, and despair.) 

The young ruler felt he was lacking something despite his 

best efforts.  And when Jesus pointed the young man to the Law 

(which is what the ruler expected this Good Teacher to do), 

particularly to the commandments that deal with our relationship 

to our neighbor (second table--didn't even need to deal with the 

first three) to show him his true need, the young man replied: 

"all these I have kept from my youth..."  Really?  Did he 

really?  Oh, externally it may have appeared to him that he had.  

And those around him may have indeed agreed – this was a “good” 

man, a man who loved his Lord and his synagogue, a man who was 

faithful to his wife and loving to his children; a man who was 

upright and honest and had done much good.   

But how easy it is for mankind to think that he has kept 

the Law of God, when in fact he has not. To think he is good.  

How easy it is for us to look at our own righteousness, what we 

have done and not done and shine them before men.  Remember that 

old illustration of a match - shining in the darkness, it seems 

bright.  But when that same "bright" match is held up to the 

Sunlight, to the Holiness and Purity of God, it disappears!  Our 

righteousness is but filthy rags before God.   

 Think carefully about it.  Do we really Honor our Father 

and Mother and all authorities God has placed over us, not 

spoken back to teachers, talked back to parents or ignored them 

in their old age;  have we really always not harmed our neighbor 

in his body, not done anything do endanger him, never grieved 

them or shorten and embitter their lives by things we have done 

or said, have never thought any bad thoughts or held hatred 

against our neighbor; have we always instead done things that 

will protect him and meet his bodily wellbeing, have always been 

merciful, kind and forgiving? 

 Have we always been faithful in thought, word and deed with 

our spouse, have always maintained pure and clean thoughts, 

desires, words, and deeds?  Have we always been honest in our 

business dealings with our neighbors, never overcharged or 

shortchanged; have we never cheated our employer with lazy or 

shoddy work; have instead always protected and improved our 

neighbor's property and his business? 

Have we never made an untrue statement against anyone or 

never lied to them or withheld the truth in order to hurt them?  

Have we never passed on gossip, and always spoken well of 

everyone whenever we could, defending them and always put the 

best construction on events?  Have we never wrongfully desired 

something, or someone that is not ours to desire? 

 Well as Jesus would remind this young man, so He would 

remind us, there is no way for us to love our neighbor as we are 
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to do, keep these Laws of God perfectly (let alone the first 

three!).  We all break them in some fashion every single day on 

this earth.   

 And then, on top of all of that, our Lord requires that 

these commandments also be kept from the right motives as well.  

We cannot keep them from fear of punishment or hope of 

reward/blessing, hope God would like us more, etc., but can only 

keep them out of Love for God, in response to the Love and mercy 

He has first shown us.  Do we do that, every hour of every day? 

We are not so good, are we. 

 For the young ruler, Jesus lovingly looks upon him, looking 

past his foolish thoughts and sees deeper into his heart and 

what he is truly trusting in.  Jesus answers the question in the 

way that exposes what the young man was truly lacking and what 

it would take to acquire eternal life.  “go, sell all that you 

have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 

and come, follow me." 

 The man is devastated. This ruler (who had great 

possessions) loved and trusted in his wealth above all and 

realized he would be unwilling to truly love his neighbor (as he 

claimed) by selling his possessions and caring for their needs, 

and he did not fear and love and trust in God by following 

Jesus.  

 He loved and trusted more in that which is temporary, what 

will not last rather than building up riches in heaven by faith 

and trust in Christ alone. 

 It is a danger every single one of us can face, and one 

that Jesus’ disciples recognized as well, as later (in next 

Sunday’s Gospel reading as a matter of fact), they will exclaim: 

"Who can be saved?"  Who can possibly do all that? Keep all 

those commandments, give up so much?  Who can be saved?  With 

men this is impossible, can't save self (that’s the point!).  It 

is impossible for us to keep Law to be saved, impossible to save 

self, to be “good”. 

But what was impossible for us was most certainly possible 

for the True Living God. In fact, not only possible, but has in 

fact been accomplished for all! He did what we couldn't.  

As you well know, we were totally dead spiritually, 

absolutely spiritually impoverished with no life to offer for 

our guilt and no ability to truly keep His Law to begin with.  

And so God the Son as our substitute, did it all for us -- kept 

all of the Law perfectly (right motives/heart) for us; He then 

took that Holy Life and was nailed to the cross for all of us, 

bearing the burden of the guilt for this young ruler’s and all 

of our sins of our entire life, enduring God the Father’s full 

wrath vented against each and every single sin. 
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And what more, Jesus rose from the dead to prove that our 

debt, the wages of sins, had been paid in full and that He had 

acquired the treasure of forgiveness of sins and eternal life in 

heaven for us by removing the barrier of our sin that separated 

us from God.   

And on top of all this, (He knows) that by fallen nature we 

still would continue to reject His loving act of salvation if 

left to ourselves, so dead in our rebellion are we.  But, God 

alone was able to enable us to trust Him instead of other things 

or ourselves as well. It was in our Baptism (beauty of infant 

baptism so stress our total dependence upon God for salvation) 

where He, not us, He, poured out His Goodness and life over our 

heads, came to us and created faith in our hearts by the Word 

connected with those gracious waters and gave us life, rescuing 

us from certain, eternal death.  He has made us good in Him, 

where we were allowed back into the Garden of His Real Presence 

and able to once again eat from the Tree of Eternal Life.  And 

it is He alone who is able to keep us trusting in Him by 

strengthening our faith as He continues to pour out His goodness 

and riches in grace to you through the Word and Sacrament and 

then make us able to love as we have first been loved. 

 The Good Teacher, The Good Shepherd Jesus Christ, by His 

gracious work alone, has made us good in Him before the Father. 

We have been given true, eternal goodness, righteousness in Him. 

Amen 


