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Message #87                                                                                                              Luke 18:18-27 

 

Years ago, I worked in a paper mill and a man I worked with told me a chilling story.  He was 

working one night as a beater engineer.  Now a beater looks like a huge blender and its job is to 

take huge bales of cardboard and paper and make a pulp out of it that can be turned into paper. 

Near the bottom of a beater are these large blades that can chop up a 2,000 pound bail in an 

instant.  One night the wires of the bales got all tangled in the bottom of the beater.  So the beater 

was drained and the man telling me the story went into the bottom of the beater to cut out the 

wires.  While he was there, somehow the beater kicked on and the blades started to turn.  The 

man telling me the story said he started screaming and he grabbed onto one of the blades and 

hung on for his life.  He said if I would have let go of that blade, I would have been chopped to 

pieces by the other blades.  He said my only hope is that someone would hear me screaming and 

hit the stop button and save me.  He was totally helpless to save himself.  He said as I was 

spinning round and round, he said I realized there was nothing I could do to save myself.  It 

didn’t matter that he was a nice man.  It didn’t matter that he was a knowledgeable man.  It 

didn’t matter that he was a faithful employee.  He needed someone else to save him because he 

could not save himself and, in and of himself, he was heading to death.  Well someone heard his 

scream and rushed to the beater and hit the stop button and saved the man’s life.   

 

Spiritually speaking, all humanity is in a beater of sin that ultimately will end in death and 

damnation.  Every person on this earth has, in one way or another, been cut and scarred by the 

blades of sin.  It doesn’t matter how nice a person is.  It doesn’t matter how religious a person  

is.  It doesn’t matter how much a person had.  Man is a sinner and he needs someone to save him 

because he is spiraling downward toward hell.  He needs to be able to cry out to someone to save 

him or else he will die in his sins.  That one person who can save is Jesus Christ. 

 

What Jesus Christ is waiting for is for a person to cry out to Him for salvation.  What is just so 

bizarre to me is that there are those who would rather hang on to their own works, their own 

religion, and their own denomination rather than cry out to Him.  What we see here is this: 

 

THE ONLY POSSIBILITY THAT ANY PERSON HAS FOR EVERLASTING LIFE IS A 

TOTAL AND COMPLETE RELIANCE AND TRUST IN JESUS CHRIST AND NOT IN 

SELF. 

 

Unless a person is willing to cry out to Jesus Christ for salvation, he will one day be cut to 

shreds.  That point is very clear from this text. 

 

In the context Jesus Christ had just informed everyone that unless one was willing to come to 

Him like a little child, he could not be saved (18:17).  He has blasted self-righteous Phariseeism.  

Shortly after this teaching had been given, a rich, young ruler approached Christ to discuss the 

matter of salvation.  What Jesus ends up telling him is that he cannot possibly do anything 

or be good enough to save himself.  Only God can save a sinner. 
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There are five Biblical facts brought out about this ruler from Luke, Matthew and Mark: 

 

Fact #1 - He was a ruler.  18:18 

 

Many speculate he was a religious ruler.  He was a very powerful and prestigious man who was 

used to ruling over people and getting his way. 

 

Fact #2 - He was extremely rich.  18:23a 

 

These words imply he was exceedingly wealthy, even above most wealthy people. 

 

Fact #3 - He was relatively young.  Matt. 19:22 

 

Matthew calls him a “young man,” which indicates he is in the prime of youth.  This is a sharp, 

successful, very wealthy young man. 

 

Fact #4 - He was very respectful.  Mark 10:17 

 

Mark tells us that he ran up to Jesus Christ and knelt down before Him. 

 

Fact #5 - He was very religious.  Luke 18:18 

 

He certainly was interested in the subject of eternal life.  We may assume from this that he was 

not an agnostic or atheist.  He apparently was interested in hearing truth. 

 

So here was a sharp, young, successful man.  He appears to have everything going for him 

except one thing–he was a lost sinner who needed to be saved.  He did not know what he could 

do to gain everlasting life.  Do not ever make the mistake of equating business success and 

religious commitment with being saved from sins.  Don’t automatically assume one is right with 

God.  One may not be. 

 

This passage breaks down into a series of eight interactions between the rich ruler and Jesus 

Christ and the crowd of people. 

 

INTERACTION #1 – The question asked by the rich ruler.  18:18 

 

Here is an evangelists dream come true.  A young, successful, respectful, wealthy man walks 

right up to Jesus Christ and asks Him what he must do to inherit eternal life.  It is the kind of 

question very few really ask.  It appears as though this question really impressed those who 

heard him ask it (18:26). 

 

But if you look carefully at the question, there is a real problem that no one but Jesus Christ saw.  

The problem is the word “do.”  That little word “do” (poiew) refers to something we do or 

create or produce by our own works or actions (G. Abbott-Smith, Greek Lexicon, p. 369). 
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Now it is an aorist participle which means what one thing can I, myself do at this point in time to 

inherit eternal life?  What this rich young man is really asking Jesus is this: “What work can I do 

right now that will guarantee me an inheritance of eternal life? 

 

The future tense verb “inherit” (klhronomew) means this guy wants to know what he can 

specifically do to, in and of himself, obtain a deserved inheritance of eternal life? (Ibid.,  

pp. 248-249). 

 

This man was an achiever, an accomplished man and he figured he could do something to get his 

inheritance of eternal life.  He apparently sensed he didn’t have it yet so he wanted to know what 

he could do to earn it. 

 

Rich and successful people do tend to become very self-reliant.  They understand earning and 

profitability.  But no one will get into heaven by relying on themselves or their own efforts.   

 

In fact, Jesus could have said if you think you can do something to get eternal life, then what is 

My purpose for actually being here? 

 

INTERACTION #2 – The first response of Jesus Christ.  18:19-20 

 

Jesus responded to the question in three ways: 

 

Way #1 - He pointed out that he identified Christ as being “good.”  18:19a 

 

This is important.  The rich man identified Christ as a “good teacher.”  Now Jesus has a reason 

for pointing this out.  What this shows is that this rich ruler is missing the whole point.  Jesus 

was more than a “good teacher,” He is the only Savior. 

 

This rich man wants Jesus to give him something to do and Jesus is the only one who can save 

him. 

 

Way #2 - He pointed out that only God is good.  18:19b 

 

The adjective “good” (agaqos) is a word that has to do with an inner goodness that is perfect in 

its kind (G. Abbott-Smith, Greek Lexicon, p. 2).  There are different words translated “good” 

but this one really stresses the inner goodness that is morally acceptable to God.  Only God 

has this level of goodness.  So if you are calling Jesus good, then you are calling Jesus, God! 

 

God’s assessment of every human is that there is none righteous or good and all have fallen short 

of the glory of God (Ps. 14:2-3; Rom. 3:10-12).  Even man’s best works and religious works are 

as filthy rags in the sight of God. 

 

So if this ruler identified Christ as being “good,” then theologically he is identifying Christ as 

being God, because only God is good at this level.   
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So if it were possible for sinful man to do something to inherit eternal life, then what is the 

point of Jesus Christ, who is God, actually being here on earth? 

 

I have a great doctor and sometimes we discuss things.  Every once in a while I diagnose myself 

and tell him what my diagnosis is, which I don’t really think impresses him too much.  But 

sometimes he will smile and say well, if you know what is best, why are you coming to me?  

That is a fair question.  If I think I can solve it myself, why am I coming to him? 

 

That is what Jesus is doing.  If you think you can do something to save yourself, what is the point 

of Him coming to this world. 

 

Way #3 - He pointed out that the young ruler knew the commandments.  18:20 

 

The commandments should have shown him that there wasn’t anything he could do (Rom. 3:19-

20).  He wanted to know what he could do, so Jesus says well, you have the best list of things to 

do in the O.T. law. 

 

Christ quotes five of the Ten Commandments to him.  Jesus mixes the order and doesn’t keep it 

in the normal chronology of the famous list.  Jesus picks a few commandments: #7 - adultery;  

#6 - murder; #8 - stealing; #9 - lying; #5 - honor father and mother. 

 

Now I am convinced that these five should have been enough to cause the guy to say, well 

maybe I don’t quite measure up.  But that is not how the young ruler responded. 

 

INTERACTION #3 – The first response of the rich ruler. 18:21 

 

The ruler immediately responded by claiming that ever since he was a little boy he had kept all 

of these perfectly.  Now keep in your mind what this young man is claiming: 

 

1) He had never lusted so he was never guilty of adultery. 

2) He had never physically or verbally said something about anyone so he was never guilty 

       of murder. 

3) He had never taken anything that didn’t belong to him. 

4) He had never stretched the truth so that he could be classified as lying. 

5) He had always perfectly obeyed his parents and never dishonored them in any way. 

 

Now one question comes to mind immediately and it is this: If this is all true and if you really 

kept the law like you are claiming you do, then why do you think there is something lacking in 

you inheriting eternal life?  Why are you worried you don’t have eternal life if you have kept the 

law of God perfectly?  In fact, Matthew said this ruler knew he was lacking even after he 

mentioned this (Matt. 19:20). 

 

I don’t think for one minute that this young ruler was innocent of even these five commandments 

and as you will see, neither did Jesus Christ.   
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This young ruler was living in some delusional, spiritual la la land.  Deep in his heart he realizes  

something is missing.  What this should have done was cause him to fall down before Jesus  

Christ and said like the tax collector, “be propitious to me a sinner.”  But instead he said well, I 

have always been perfect from my youth. 

 

INTERACTION #4 – The second response of Jesus Christ.  18:22 

 

The people listening to this were really impressed.  So Jesus says, well there is one thing you 

need to think about to show your total helplessness to be able to save yourself.  You think you 

have kept the law perfectly, well how about Commandment #1 - “you shall have no other gods 

before Me” (Ex. 20:3).   

 

Jesus says, you want something to do to gain great treasures in heaven, then sell “all” that you 

possess and give it to the poor and come follow Me.”  In other words, quit trusting in your 

money and trust totally in me and follow Me right here and right now. 

 

Jesus knew the heart of this young ruler and in his heart was his idol, which was his money.  So 

Jesus says if you are perfect as you claim you are, then make the perfect choice right now - Me 

or Money.  You will go into eternity without your money, but you will not go to heaven without 

faith in Jesus Christ. 

 

If you want to inherit eternal life, trust completely in Me right now or trust in your money. 

 

If this rich young ruler really believes Jesus is God, and that he keeps the commandments 

perfectly, there should be no problem here.  Certainly treasure in heaven would take precedence 

over treasure on earth. 

 

INTERACTION #5 – The second response of the rich ruler.  18:23 

 

Keep in mind the question this ruler asked - what shall I “do” to merit eternal life?  He did not 

realize or recognize his eternal heart problem.  He has an idol in his heart and if given an either 

or choice, he would choose money and hell rather than Jesus Christ. 

 

Verse 23 says the young man became “very sad.”  Well you wanted to know what you could  

do to have a great eternal inheritance, so why would you become sad when Jesus gives you 

something to do?   

 

Frankly, the price was too high.  His idol was money and he loved it more than God.  He, like  

all other humans, was guilty and condemned.  Mark said he walked away from Jesus Christ  

(Mark 10:22). 
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INTERACTION #6 – The third response of Jesus Christ.  18:24-25 

 

When Christ saw the reaction of the rich, young ruler, he drove home a point: this is a “hard” 

thing for this rich young Jewish boy to do because he loves his money.  In fact, it would be easier 

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. 

 

The actual Greek word for “needle” refers to a sewing needle.  Christ is saying it is impossible 

for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God who trusts in his money.  Now keep in mind 

what rich people think.  They think they can do something to merit entrance or buy their way in.  

There is nothing a rich man or any other man can “do” to get into heaven.  It is impossible to do 

anything to inherit eternal life because he, like all others, has a righteousness problem in that his 

righteousness before God is nothing but filthy rags (Is. 64:6). 

 

Go home and take five good eggs and one rotten egg and scramble them together and serve them.  

The taste will be putrid.  It is impossible to make those five eggs taste good when the sixth is 

rotten. 

 

Take all of your goodness and then mix in your sin and you will soon realize that you are putrid 

in God’s sight.  We cannot do anything to make ourselves right with God.  It is as impossible as 

a camel crawling through a sewing needle. 

 

INTERACTION #7 – The response of the listening people.  18:26 

 

Now the people who had been listening to all of this were becoming very confused.  Here was  

a seemingly fine, upstanding, successful, religious young man who seemed to be moral and 

honorable.   

 

Jesus has basically told him you do not have what it takes, in and of yourself, to be saved and get 

into that kingdom.  So the people said, “Well if this guy cannot be saved, who can be saved?” 

 

INTERACTION #8 – The salvific response of Jesus Christ.  18:27 

 

Now look very carefully at Christ’s answer.  The only person who can be saved is one who 

completely relies upon God to save him.  The God/Savior is Jesus Christ.   

 

It is impossible for man to save himself.  Only God can save a sinner.  It is only relying upon 

Jesus Christ that one may be saved.  It is not possible for man to save himself.  There are no 

works man can do to be saved.  His only hope is relying upon the grace of God found in Jesus 

Christ. 

 

Salvation is impossible with people; it is only possible with God.  Salvation is only possible 

by relying upon Jesus Christ.  There is no other way and there is no other name. 
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About 30 years after this very scene, another man asked exactly the same question and ironically 

it was Dr. Luke who recorded it.  The question was asked to Paul and the question was “What 

must I do to be saved?”  Paul gave basically the same answer Jesus did, “Believe in the Lord 

Jesus and you shall be saved” (Acts 16:31). 

 

In other words, he told this man you can’t do anything to save yourself, but you can place all of 

your faith in Jesus Christ to save you.  He is the only way of entrance into a relationship with 

God. 

 

Here is the question.  Have you placed your faith totally and completely in Jesus Christ to save 

you?  If you have, you are saved and you will enter heaven. 


