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Pentecost 19, 2009B 

788 “Forgive Us, Lord, For Shallow Thankfulness” 

*536 “One Thing’s Needful” 

732 All Depends On Our Possessing” 

 

 

“The One Thing Needful – Christ” 

 

 
17
As [Jesus] was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and asked him, 

“Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
18
And Jesus said to him, “Why do you 

call me good? No one is good except God alone. 
19
 You know the commandments: ‘Do not 

murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor 

your father and mother.’” 
20
And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” 

21
And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go, sell all that you 

have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” 
22
Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.  

(Mark 10:17-22) 

 

 

According to a recent poll on spirituality in “Parade”, found as insert in various newspapers, 

45% of over 1000 respondents called themselves religious.  Of that 45%, 50% had said that they 

rarely or never attend worship services.  30% of those surveyed said that they attended religious 

services once or more in a given week, and even that number is thought to be high.  70% of the 

respondents, the article mentioned, participate in organized religion sporadically or not at all.  

According to the article, “That means one-third of the people who identified themselves as 

religious were only minimally connected to traditional worship.”  (“Parade,” October 4, 2009, 4-5) 

 

Add to this the increasing trend among Americans to separate spirituality from religion and to 

disavow organized practice altogether while privately maintaining some form of worship, and 

you have what you might call a “me-religion,” a religion and spirituality of one’s own making, a 

religion, belief, and practice which goes against God’s command to gather together with fellow 

Christians to receive God’s Word and Sacrament (Hebrews 10:25), to teach and admonish one 

another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the 

Lord (Colossians 3:16), and to join with others in the truly united confession of Christ’s Name. 

 

This kind of religiosity of one’s own doing is growing by leaps and bounds.  We see this as 

church attendance across the nation is declining across the board in most church bodies.  Of 

course, there are other reasons, too, but more and more Americans don’t see religion and 

spirituality as meaning the same thing, or even as compatible.  Many are dissatisfied with 

“organized religion” and are seeking out their own brand of spirituality, a little bit of this, and a 

little bit of that, something more comfortable and less demanding, and something that they 

themselves can agree with-what they themselves, in fact—decide. 

 

This is just the problem that today’s church is facing, as it has throughout its inception: the 

religion of one’s own making with a self-devised creed, and a morality of one’s one creation.  

Sin is a constant reminder that things are not as they should be, but rather than listen to God, man 
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would rather decide his own road to travel.  He would rather take care of things on his own 

terms, not on the terms of another, let alone a perfect, sinless God who has—these standards—

these commandments—which none can reach and which none can keep. 

 

This very truth the unrepentant sinner denies, because these mean that the sinner is not as God 

wants him to be, that the sinner sins, that the sinner is accountable for what he does and does not 

do, that the sinner is in dire straits.  It means that the sinner is to change—not living for self—but 

living to God, living to the Creator, living for others, that he is to repent and seek from God 

mercy and help, forgiveness and salvation, and that he is to be willing to give up everything in 

this life and follow Jesus, for those words of our Lord, Follow Me, apply to you and me and all 

people (Mark 1:17; 2:14; 8:34; 10:21). 

 

They certainly applied to that rich man in today’s Gospel from St. Mark, and they apply to you 

as well.  But the text of the rich man and Jesus before us is NOT a text that supports the idea that 

you and everyone else are to sell all that they have and live in poverty, as if that is the only way 

that we are to serve the Lord.  Some do indeed have little.  Others have much.  But both are to 

serve the Lord with what they have, not with what they don’t. 

 

St. Paul says, Whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men (Colossians 

3:23).   

 

In another place he writes, Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory 

of God (1 Corinthians 10:31). 

 

It is not having riches that God rebukes or forbids.  Rather is it the LOVE of riches, the LOVE of 

money, that our Lord speaks against.  He alone is to be our God.  He alone we are to trust for our 

everything. 

 

It is how we use what God gives that demonstrate the difference, whether we use what we have 

selfishly, or for the benefit of others.  The reason this is so is because how we use what we’ve 

been given shows where our trust and confidence lie, whether it’s in the things themselves or in 

God who gave the things to us. 

 

As for the rich man in today’s text, his problem was NOT that he had great possessions.  His 

problem ran much deeper than the material things which he possessed.    

 

Ironically, that very man who had so many things asked the very right question of Jesus when he 

asked, What must I do to inherit eternal life?  He came looking to Jesus for the very answer to 

the question of all questions, the very concern of all concerns—the question of eternal life.  In 

asking this question, this man indicated a truly genuine concern for his eternal well-being.  He 

wanted to know.  The problem was, he didn’t like, or believe, the very answer that Jesus lovingly 

gave him. 

 

Jesus first begins by noting the man’s use of that word good, which the man used in addressing 

Jesus as “Good teacher.”  Some, like the Unitarians and others would immediately like to point 

out that Jesus is right here denying that He Himself is God.   
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But the very context suggests that Jesus is, in fact, NOT denying that He Himself is God.  

Instead, Jesus, in saying, No one is good except God alone, is really pointing out that man’s 

deficiency of faith, his absence of faith, in who Jesus really is.   

 

This is shown by how the man responds to Jesus’ words about the commandments.  He says, 

Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.  The man actually believed that he had loved his 

neighbor as himself, which is the summation of the commandments which Jesus addressed.  He 

actually thought that he had done all that God had required of him.  But he looked only at the 

external, not the spiritual. 

 

Jesus had said  
19
 You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, 

Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’   
 

These commandments fall under what we call the Second Table of the Law, that Table which has 

to do with Love neighbor.  These things the rich man believed himself to have kept.  But he was 

still missing something.  He was still wanting that extra measure of assurance, that something to 

fill that sense of incompleteness.  He wanted to be sure beyond a doubt that eternal life he would 

inherit.  He didn’t feel like he had done enough.  More was needed.   

 

So He waited for a response from Jesus, and Jesus gave it to him.  Jesus said, You lack one 

thing: go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 

and come, follow me. 

 

Loving him, Jesus spoke the truth.  The one thing that that rich man lacked was not 

“commitment without action” (Dr. Randy Carlson, The Power of One thing, 4).  He was not 

lacking intentionality, resolve, or will power, as some have speculated.  In essence, that man 

lacked true, genuine repentance—and faith. 

 

If he really had done all those things which he had said he had from his youth, if he had truly 

loved his neighbor as himself, then he would have continued that love by giving to them of his 

possessions according to Jesus’ word and, first and foremost, he would have heeded the very 

words of the ONE who was speaking with him, the teacher, the Good teacher, the One who was 

instructing him about eternal life, of forsaking self, believing in Christ, and following Him.   

 

From the text, we clearly see that the man did not do what the Lord had answered.  Thus did the 

man show where his true treasures were.  His treasure was in what he had on earth, not in the 

God of heaven—not in Jesus. 

 

This was really the man’s problem.  He was an idolater.  He worshiped something other than the 

true God.  He loved his possessions more than the truth, and heeded what was in the world rather 

than the very Word of the Lord.  He was deceiving himself in thinking that he was keeping or 

could keep the Second Table of the Law—Love for neighbor, without keeping the First Table of 

the Law—Love for God.   
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You can’t do the one without also doing the other.  And you won’t see yourself as truly righteous 

in Christ without acknowledging your own unrighteousness before God on account of your sin, 

even the sin of idolatry. 

 

The man in the text who went away saddened at Jesus’ word went away because he was not 

righteous as he had thought.  He was not as good as he had believed himself to be.  But instead 

of looking to Jesus for true and lasting treasure in heaven, he walked away from it. 

All who believe themselves to be righteousness in their own eyes are only deceiving themselves, 

for if they were to go by what God says, what God makes known, they would see that they 

themselves are not righteous, and instead of being disheartened and sorrowful at the words of 

Jesus, with all their strength, expectation, and might, they would seek to hold on to Him, 

forsaking all else, in order to have that treasure in heaven promised by God’s Son. 

 

That’s the treasure of all treasures.  It will not rust or destroy (Matthew 6:20).  It’s not a fading 

treasure, but the treasure which burns all the brighter and glows all the hotter as time goes on.  It 

is the treasure of the Gospel, the Good News of Jesus Christ, the treasure of eternal life, of sins 

forgiven, of peace with God; the treasure of not being beaten and condemned by the law any 

longer because of Jesus’ death and resurrection; the promise of everlasting life with God to 

come; the certainty of God’s abiding presence even now in the very means which God Himself 

has established. 

 

Poverty can’t bankrupt it.  Riches can’t usurp it.  Plenty can’t out due it.  And lack can’t diminish 

it.   

 

Christ and what He has done for you and His very forgiveness given to you is yours.  Believe it.  

Don’t walk away from it, but embrace it, hold fast to it, and give thanks for it.   

 

You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes 

He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich (2 Corinthians 8:9).   

 

Therefore indeed, you are rich, rich in Christ and His abundant gifts.  Even though at times it 

may seem that you and/or we have little or nothing, yet in Christ, we possess all things (2 

Corinthians 6:10).  But here we are talking about the riches and abundance of things eternal, not 

the things and collections of man and the world.  There are greater riches than possessions and 

the things of this life.  And those riches are lasting and eternal, not temporal and fading away. 

 

In Christ, you lack nothing—In Christ you lack no good thing (Psalm 34:10).  Therefore, don’t 

worry and don’t fret.  Do not grieve over the things of this life as if you had no hope (1 

Thessalonians 4:13).  Trust nothing else but God and His Word.  Be ready to leave all else 

behind, even now—and follow Christ.  Amen. 
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- - - 

 

 

 

 

 

It is a man’s sacred duty to confess and to follow Christ, no matter what he may be called upon 

to sacrifice.  Our Lord Himself requires this utter devotion, Luther points out in his exposition of 

the story of the rich young man (Matt. 19:16-22). 

 

 

598 Christ to Be Confessed at All Costs 

You should be ready not only to sell your goods but also to leave father and mother, life and 

limb, goods and honor.  Rather than let go of God, I should disregard wife and child and 

everything.  That is what the martyrs did.  Rather than deny their God, husband and wife 

separated; and husbands strengthen their wives in prison, and wives their husbands.  Otherwise 

they are to remain together.  But were it to happen that you wife, child, goods, and honor must be 

left for Christ’s sake, then the call is: Follow Me.  Oh, they say, I cannot do that; it is too difficult 

for me.  But one must come to the point of doing it.  Nevertheless, when it happens that someone 

for God’s sake leaves whatever he has, it is not done with joy and gladness but with sorrow and 

trembling.  But because Christians are under the cover and shadow of the Lord Christ, this is not 

held against them. (W 47, 348—E 44, 188—SL 7, 1011 f) [Plass, What Luther Says, 205] 

 

 
“The Christian should live as though there were no Gospel, and die as though there were no Law”  

[Plass, What Luther Says, 744, footnote 8] 


