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God is constantly turning things upside down including us. The rich young ruler goes away sorrowful 
because he doesn’t want to give away his possessions, which causes the disciples to ask in despair, “Who 
then can be saved?” (19:25). But Jesus answers that with God, all things are possible, and everyone who 
has left homes for His sake will receive a hundredfold and inherit eternal life. Many who are first will be 
last, and the last first. The disciples have left everything to follow Jesus, so they’re good, right? They may 
have thought so until hearing the parable of the workers in the vineyard. This is usually read as a separate 
story, but it’s also about wealth and drives to the same conclusion in reverse order: last/first, first/last 
(19:30; 20:16). God is the “good” one who does right with what is His (19:16; 20:15). He is good all the time, 
especially when He appears to be doing more for others than for us.  
 
One Thing You Lack 
The rich young ruler wants to know what to do to inherit eternal life (v. 16). Zealous Christians are eager 
to point out that you don’t do anything to be saved except believe on the name of Jesus Christ, and even 
your faith is the gift of God (Jn. 6:29; Eph. 2:8). This is true, but in Matthew Jesus has been insisting that 
unless “your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means 
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:20). The Pharisees emphasized all kinds of exterior rules and rituals 
in addition to some of God’s commands. This is just like today when liberal “Christians” talk about feeding 
the poor while downplaying abortion or emphasize missions without a costly commitment to Christian 
education. You can tell a Pharisee by his lack of proportion, tithing out of his spice rack while neglecting 
the weightier matters of the law. When Jesus tells the ruler to keep the commandments in order to enter 
into life, He isn’t trying to trick Him: “You really can’t keep the commandments anyway, I was just trying 
to get you to see that.” He runs through the second table of the law, the commandments which describe 
our duty to other people, and doesn’t dispute the man’s claim to have kept them. But He says in order to 
be mature (teleios; cf. Matt. 5:48), the man has to go, sell what he has and give it to the poor, then he’ll have 
treasure in heaven and can come and follow Christ (v. 21). Jesus’ command reveals the rich young ruler’s 
ultimate commitment, the god which he cannot leave, to mammon (v. 22). In addition to being an idolater, 
notice that he is a bad steward, trading heavenly treasure which lasts forever for earthly treasure which 
fades. Breaking the first commandment to have no other gods besides God is a bad deal in every way. Of 
course, you can’t love God only as a means to get heavenly treasure. The first thing you know when you 
actually love Him is that He is the treasure. If something competes with Him, and if you’d be really sad to 
lose it in order to follow Christ, then you’re not following Him. And following Him—obedience—is not 
optional for the Christian (cf. 1 Cor. 6:9-11). 
 
Possible with God 
Jesus says it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom 
of God (vv. 23-24). This is not talking about squeezing through a gate in Jerusalem, but about the largest 
animal fitting through the smallest opening. The disciples wonder if anyone can be saved because though 
few are rich, many want to be (v. 25). With God, Jesus says, all things are possible, and in the regeneration 
they will sit on twelve thrones and, along with all who have left so much, will received a hundredfold plus 
eternal life (vv. 27-29). Mark’s account makes it clear we’re not talking about heaven but “a hundredfold 
now in this time—houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with 
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persecutions—and in the age to come, eternal life” (Mk. 10:30). Jesus doesn’t tell the rich to be ashamed, 
but to be careful. Paul says to tell the rich not to trust in their riches, but to “be rich in good works, ready 
to give, willing to share, storing up for themselves a good foundation for the time to come, that they may 
lay hold on eternal life. (1 Tim. 6:18-19). We are Americans, rich on the historical and global scale, so this is 
for all of us. But we’re also Christians who will receive a hundredfold of what we invest. Poverty theology 
says money is evil so therefore give it away (infecting others?). Prosperity theology names and claims to 
get rich fast without persecution. But providential theology sees that we plow and plant God gives us, and 
only He gives the increase. So where are you planting?  
 
The Scandal of Grace 
The landowner hires workers for his vineyard early in the morning for a denarius a day (vv. 1-2). Later in 
the day at the third, sixth, ninth, and eleventh hours he finds people idle in the marketplace and tells them 
to go work and he’ll pay them what is right at the end of the day (vv. 3-7). Everyone agrees. At the end of 
the day, the owner instructs his steward to call all the laborers and pay them, beginning at the last and 
working to the first (v. 8). Those who began working at the eleventh hour receive a denarius, which makes 
the first laborers think they’ll receive more (v. 9). When they don’t, they complain against the landowner, 
saying it isn’t fair that those who worked through the heat of the day should receive the same as those who 
worked an hour (vv. 9-12). But the owner addresses one of them as friends, saying he is doing him no wrong 
by giving the same to the others: “Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own things? Or is your 
eye evil because I am good?” (v. 15). No one was forced to work for the owner in the first place, and no one 
lost any promised pay because he chose to give more to others who didn’t work as long. If you could press 
a button and give everyone at your company a $50k bonus excluding only you and not hurting the 
company or anyone else, would you do it? Apply this elsewhere as necessary. If you hesitate for a second, 
then is your eye evil? God is no egalitarian. He doesn’t give us the same height, strength, IQ, emotional 
intelligence, wealth, health, parents, family, on and on, and He owes us nothing. Everything is a gift of sheer 
grace and mercy. You know you receive it as such when you’re not discouraged to see your neighbor 
blessed with something you don’t have. The rich young ruler is first. He has wealth, and the disciples have 
nothing; they are last. But he will be last and they first. The disciples are the “filth of the world, the 
offscouring of all things until now” (1 Cor. 4:13), until they are on thrones in the regeneration, where they 
are now. The Pharisees follow in the line of Moses, and the Jews for millennia walked in the footsteps of 
Abraham until Jesus and His upstart disciples come at the last hour. In the new covenant, Jesus is the 
cornerstone and the apostles are the foundation of the church. But now other workers have come into the 
vineyard—a bunch of us losers at last hour—and receive all that they had and more. This happens 
throughout history and across all institutions—families, businesses, organizations, churches. God gives us 
far more than we deserve, and when we give it all back to Him, becoming last, He lifts us up to be first in 
Christ.  
 
 

 


