The Bible You Should Know – The Rich Young Ruler:  What Does It Take to Be Saved?

When I was in high school I puzzled a great deal over this story about the rich young ruler.  I struggled with the idea of whether or not I should sell or give away my possessions.  One day, at a summer church camp, I asked a counselor about what I should do to solve my dilemma.  Although it was a long time ago, I remember he didn’t really give me an answer but told me I had to think and pray about it and come to a decision on my own.  I don’t know if he thought that was the proper advice or if he simply didn’t know what to say, but I struggled on with the question for a long time.


Actually, the point of this story is not about what we should own or how much we should own.  It is, instead, about what it takes to be saved.  The rich young ruler comes to Jesus asking the question what shall I do to inherit eternal life?  This question is the point of the entire story, and many fail to read the verses that follow what Jesus says to the young man.

The first response of Jesus was to remind the young man about some of the Ten Commandments.  All of these, the young man responds, he has kept.  It should be pointed out that Jesus did not quote to him the Ten Commandments in their entirety.  Jesus left out, for instance, the commandment forbidding the coveting of what others own.  As a rich man, this may not have been an issue for the young man, but Jesus seems to take him at his word about keeping the commandments.  Mark adds that Jesus felt a love for him, no doubt because of the young man’s great desire to be holy.


So why did Jesus tell the young man that he must sell all of his possessions and give the proceeds to the poor before he could follow Jesus?  Is this what Jesus is asking of all people?  I don’t want to blunt the words of Jesus, because that may have been exactly the point he was making to the young man, but I believe the words of Jesus were meant perhaps more for those listening than for the young man.  It was common in the day of Jesus to believe that if one was wealthy it was a sign of God’s blessing, and being blessed in such an obvious way would also be an indicator that one was going to be saved.  This is obvious when the disciples react to the statement Jesus makes when the young man turns away and leaves Jesus.  When Jesus says how hard it will be for those who are wealthy to enter the kingdom of God!  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 the disciples were astonished.  If a rich person could not be saved, then who could be saved?

This is exactly the response Jesus was looking for from his followers, because it caused them to ask the most important question – then who can be saved?  Jesus responded by answering with men it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God.  Jesus was saying that no one can earn their own salvation; instead, it is a gift of God.


The focus in this passage is too often upon the wealth of the young man and the potential problem raised by his wealth.  There are indeed some dangers to wealth (there are dangers to poverty as well) and the Bible has some very severe warnings about these dangers.  The point, though, is not about how much we should own or how much wealth we should accumulate; those questions can be considered in the light of other Biblical passages.  In this passage, the point is about how a person is saved, and Jesus makes it very clear that one cannot be saved by their own effort or by the virtue of their wealth.


Despite the fact that we teach that salvation comes by faith alone, we still have in the back of our minds that we must earn salvation.  When you visit a funeral home you will probably hear this expressed, as someone will inevitably say I know where so-and-so is because they were such a good person.  The funeral home is a good time and place to celebrate the goodness of a person’s life, but the person has not gained salvation because of their goodness, but because of the free gift of grace that comes only from God.


We should note also that Jesus did not turn the young man away; he walked away from Jesus.  What Jesus asked the young man was to stop trying to believe that he was responsible for his own salvation, and the only way this young man could learn the lesson was to rid his life of what made him trust in himself.  

Would Jesus ask the same of every person when it comes to their wealth and possessions?  Should we sell all we own?  That are not questions answered by this passage.  Instead, the story is a powerful reminder that nothing we do can earn our salvation, no matter who we are or how much wealth we possess.  Salvation comes not from our own efforts, but only as the free gift of the grace of God.


