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Text: Luke 18:18-30 
Title: Salvation is Impossible by Human Effort 
Truth: God grants salvation to those who admit they are sinners and 
receive His grace, although that is impossibly hard. 
Date/Location: Sunday January 19, 2025 at FBC 

Introduction 

Jesus was speaking about a Pharisee, a tax collector, and little 
children. The Pharisee was the model of an unsaved person not 
right with God: arrogant, self-righteous, condescending toward 
others. The tax collector, despite his sinfulness, was the model of a 
person who became right with God: humble, convicted about his 
sin, and crying out to God for mercy. The little children are like the 
tax collector in that they are dependent. Their diminutive size 
portrays the spiritual character trait of humility, and they are a 
picture of all who enter God’s kingdom. 

But what about actual small children and the kingdom of God? I did 
not raise this point last week, but I believe based on this and other 
portions of God’s word that small children who are incapable of 
belief or unbelief are relatively innocent (not absolutely innocent) 
and as sinners, God chooses to regenerate them and welcome 
them into His eternal kingdom. They must be regenerated, and 
regeneration is a sovereign act of God that no one can do, 
including adults. 

Now, we turn to a man who was wealthy and of high status in the 
community. By the end of the section, we learn that he is a real-life 
example of the Pharisee in the parable. 

I. A Good Question: How Can I get Eternal Life? v. 18-19 

A. Give credit where it is due: the ruler came to ask the Lord what was 
necessary to get eternal life. First, he wanted to know a very 
important thing. Second, he came to the right person. Third, he 
acknowledged that Jesus is good. Fourth, he was sufficiently aware 
of spiritual truth that he knew there was a possibility of missing 
out on eternal life, that eternal life is a thing and if you do not have 
it, it is a problem. He had an idea about eternal life, perhaps 
generic, but better than nothing. 



 2  

 I will not speculate as to whether he was perfectly right in his 
motivations or if he was being honest in how he asked the 
question. Let us give the benefit of doubt at this point. I suspect 
that the man had no peace in his heart. He was deeply troubled. 

B. The man addressed Jesus as “good teacher.” He was more right 
than he realized, but it is probably not the case that he understood 
Jesus to be the Son of God. He probably thought of Jesus as a good 
man who himself had eternal life, so he would be able to tell 
others how to get it too.  

C. Jesus asked him why he called Jesus good. No one is truly good 
except God. God is light and right and true. There is no darkness of 
sin in Him (1 John 1:5). Jesus is not saying that He Himself is not 
good or not worthy of that title. His question is meant to help the 
man explore the nature of true goodness, whether Jesus is truly 
good (He is not unless He is God), and whether the man himself is 
truly good. 

D. Did the man have a casual view of goodness, thinking that it is 
common to find good people on the planet? Maybe he fancied 
himself to be a good person, as many do today. The reality is that 
there is none righteous (Rom. 3:10). There is no one who seeks 
after God (Rom. 3:11). There is none who does good (Rom. 3:12). 
There is not a just man on earth who does good and does not sin 
(Eccl. 7:20). Even those whom God has saved are only part-time 
doers of good because true goodness is such a high standard. 

 Is that an objectionable thought? Consider your own works. Are 
they truly good? Have you ever belittled someone, thus showing 
you did not love your neighbor as yourself? Did you ever scoff at 
someone, or think yourself better than them? Have you ever been 
harsh with someone? Have you ever lusted after someone? Have 
you ever wanted something more than you desire God? Have you 
always had a God-ward motivation in what you do? There are so 
many ways that we go astray that all we can say is that we are 
wrong and need to repent. 

E. The rich man thought there was something he could do to obtain 
eternal life. He was not willing to admit that he was spiritually in 
desperate need of the Lord, a sinner, and requiring God’s grace. He 
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was trying to keep the keys in his own hands, rather than give over 
control to God. 

F. A better question: upon whom does the Lord bestow eternal life? 
He gifts it to those who are repentant and trust in Him. 

II. If I Keep the 10 Commandments Can I Get Eternal Life? v. 

20-23 

A. The short answer is no, you cannot. Why? Because we cannot keep 
the 10 commandments the way God intended them. Our hearts 
are too deceitful and wicked, self-centered, and ill-motivated. If we 
falter in one point, we become guilty of breaking the whole law of 
God (James 2:10) because the Law is a unity given by one Lawgiver 
with an exacting standard for obedience. He is very gracious, but 
we must choose whether we are going to be judged by God’s 
exacting standard of right and wrong (the default), or if we want to 
be judged by God’s grace. 

 Note: law-keeping by personal effort as a way of salvation is only a 
hypothetical. It cannot be done by any person. The only person 
who merited God’s favor on this ground was Jesus who kept the 
Law perfectly. No other human can do so because we are broken 
and in bondage to sin. Have you ever met a truly good person—in 
every way, at all times, in each circumstance? This implies then 
that if there is such a thing as salvation, there must be another way 
other than works. 

B. The Lord listed several of the commandments. In the parallel 
passages there are a couple of variations (love your neighbor, do 
not defraud), but we will not focus on those. Luke records five of 
the ten commands. Here are all ten of them paraphrased with a 
checkmark next to the ones Jesus mentioned to the rich man: 

No other gods. 
No graven images. 
No using the Lord’s name in vain. 
Keep the Sabbath. 

✔ Honor your father and mother. 

✔ No murder. 
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✔ No adultery. 

✔ No stealing. 

✔ No bearing false witness. 
No coveting. 

C. Evaluate yourself honestly. Are you someone who has ever been 
greedy, or lied, or stolen, or lusted in your heart, or hated 
someone, or who has disobeyed mom and dad—ever? Have you 
ever used the Lord’s name in a dishonoring way? That is a serious 
problem. 

 I am guilty. But in Christ we are freed from that guilt because He 
will take our guilt upon Himself and wash it away. 

 We can use this framework to evangelize people. 

D. The rich ruler said that he had kept all these laws. We can be 100% 
certain that is not true, but Jesus does not go down that path with 
him. The young man thinks he is pretty good. He needs to repent. 

E. Instead, Jesus points to the one remaining commandment on the 
second table of the law, about not coveting. Here, the rich man has 
no defense. He is guilty of idolatry in this way (Colossians 3:5), and 
the Lord knows it. See, the Lord has insight into the heart of each 
of us, and He knows our weak points. We may not be overtly 
hateful or a thief as a pattern of life. But maybe we are liars or 
despise our parents or maybe in our particular case we are full of 
lust. The Lord knows, and it is at that specific point that we are 
guilty, and Jesus knows it, and we know it. 

F. If the man were to sell everything and give the money to the poor, 
he would demonstrate that he has turned away from the sin of 
covetousness and idolatry. In other words, that would be a work 
befitting his particular repentance at which he would pile up 
treasure in Heaven. And, if He followed Christ (that is, he repented 
and believed in Jesus) then He would have eternal life. 

G.  Let us not think that all of us must sell all our possessions to follow 
Jesus and get eternal life. This is a test, a way to show the man 
what is going on in his heart. We would need the same if a) we are 
covetous, materialistic, idolatrous, etc. and cannot exercise self-
control about that; and b) if we are trying to be justified by our 
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own works and must therefore obey the Law of Moses perfectly. 
But God saves people by His grace through faith—people who have 
possessions, and even those who have a battle with covetousness 
from time to time. I am grateful for us all that is the case.  

 True faith will be willing to give up everything to follow Christ but 
may not actually have to do so in order to follow Him. 

H. Jesus finished with this common refrain: “Come, follow Me.” That 
is, believe in Jesus. Become His loyal follower. Do not follow the 
philosophies, gods, people of this world. 

I. The rich man did not want to hear this. He was torn. He went away 
unsaved. We have no record of what happened to him later. 

III. It is Hard for Rich People to Get Eternal Life, v. 24-27 

A. In fact, it is so hard that Jesus says it is impossible. Based on human 
effort, it is simply not possible. This is the boiled-down meaning of 
real camel going through the eye of a real needle. It is not merely 
hard; it is impossibly hard. The dreadful fact is that all of humanity 
believes—at least initially—that they are “saved” by good works, 
the works of the Law, or some variation of human effort.  

B. In particular, the matter of wealth is a problem. Theologically 
wealth does not mean God has blessed you in the spiritual realm. 
There are a lot of rich people that are lousy in their morality. 
Riches do not indicate God’s blessing: to the contrary, they are a 
hindrance to God’s blessing! 

C. The disciples realized that no one can be saved—not on the terms 
the rich ruler wanted. And this is what that rich man had to realize, 
but he was blind to it. 

 When you and I are presented with God’s ways, it is good if we feel 
a sense of despair, of impossibility, of “how can I be right with 
God?” because this will push us to seek God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 

D. This is a well-known part of the Bible; what is impossible with men 
is possible with God. People tend to apply it a bit too broadly and 
lose some of the punch of it with regard to the matter of salvation. 
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IV. All Who have Given Up Riches for Christ Will be 

Rewarded, v. 28-29 

A. What Jesus said caused even the apostles to examine themselves. 
Peter spoke for the group as he often did, stating that they had left 
everything behind, which was true, though perhaps not absolutely. 
He wondered what would become of them in the kingdom. 

B. Jesus gave a comforting answer to all those who follow Him. Not 
only in the far future will you have the reward of everlasting life 
(and treasure laid up in heaven) but also in this present time you 
will find an abundance of blessing as well. The unsaved life and 
family left behind now will become a multitude of spiritual 
blessings and an enlarged spiritual family in the church. 

Conclusion 

What this all amounts to is to teach us that I cannot obtain eternal life 
for myself. I must ask God for it. I must abandon all my efforts and 
wisdom and status and wealth. I cannot redeem my soul to save it 
in the day of judgment. 

This part of Scripture also calls us to evaluate whether we see 
ourselves as God’s stewards over material things, or if the material 
things own us. Are things an impediment in our relationship with 
God? Have you and I appealed to God to free us from the love of 
money and material things and to overcome their deadly 
temptation? Is Christ on the top spot in your life? 

 MAP 

Parallel Passages (NKJV) 

Luke 18:18-30 Matthew 19:16-30 Mark 10:17-31 

18 Now a certain ruler 
asked Him, saying, 
“Good Teacher, what 
shall I do to inherit 
eternal life?” 
 
 
 

16 Now behold, one came 
and said to Him, “Good 
Teacher, what good thing 
shall I do that I may have 
eternal life?” 
 
 

17 So He said to him, “Why 

17 Now as He was going out 
on the road, one came 
running, knelt before Him, 
and asked Him, “Good 
Teacher, what shall I do 
that I may inherit eternal 
life?” 

18 So Jesus said to him, 
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19 So Jesus said to him, 
“Why do you call Me 
good? No one is good 
but One, that is, God. 
 

 

20 You know the 
commandments: ‘Do 
not commit adultery,’ 
‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do 
not steal,’ ‘Do not bear 
false witness,’ ‘Honor 
your father and your 
mother.’ ” 

21 And he said, “All 
these things I have kept 
from my youth.” 
 

22 So when Jesus heard 
these things, He said to 
him, “You still lack one 
thing. Sell all that you 
have and distribute to 
the poor, and you will 
have treasure in 
heaven; and come, 
follow Me.” 

do you call Me good? No 
one is good but One, that is, 
God. But if you want to 
enter into life, keep the 
commandments.” 18 He said 
to Him, “Which ones?” 

Jesus said, “ ‘You shall not 
murder,’ ‘You shall not 
commit adultery,’ ‘You shall 
not steal,’ ‘You shall not 
bear false witness,’ 19 ‘Honor 
your father and your 
mother,’ and, ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ ” 

20 The young man said to 
Him, “All these things I have 
kept from my youth. What 
do I still lack?” 

21 Jesus said to him, “If you 
want to be perfect, go, sell 
what you have and give to 
the poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow Me.” 

“Why do you call Me good? 
No one is good but One, 
that is, God.  
 

 

 

19 You know the 
commandments: ‘Do not 
commit adultery,’ ‘Do not 
murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do 
not bear false witness,’ ‘Do 
not defraud,’ ‘Honor your 
father and your mother.’ ” 

 

20 And he answered and 
said to Him, “Teacher, all 
these things I have kept 
from my youth.” 

21 Then Jesus, looking at 
him, loved him, and said to 
him, “One thing you lack: 
Go your way, sell whatever 
you have and give to the 
poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; and 
come, take up the cross, 
and follow Me.” 

23 But when he heard 
this, he became very 
sorrowful, for he was 
very rich. 

24 And when Jesus saw 
that he became very 
sorrowful, He said, 
“How hard it is for 
those who have riches 
to enter the kingdom of 
God! 25 For 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.” 

22 But when the young man 
heard that saying, he went 
away sorrowful, for he had 
great possessions. 

23 Then Jesus said to His 
disciples, “Assuredly, I say 
to you that it is hard for a 
rich man to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. 24 And 
again I say to you, 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.” 
 
 

22 But he was sad at this 
word, and went away 
sorrowful, for he had great 
possessions. 

23 Then Jesus looked around 
and said to His disciples, 
“How hard it is for those 
who have riches to enter 
the kingdom of God!” 
24 And the disciples were 
astonished at His words. 
But Jesus answered again 
and said to them, “Children, 
how hard it is for those who 
trust in riches to enter the 
kingdom of God! 25 It is 
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26 And those who heard 
it said, “Who then can 
be saved?” 

27 But He said, “The 
things which are 
impossible with men 
are possible with God.” 

 
 
 

25 When His disciples heard 
it, they were greatly 
astonished, saying, “Who 
then can be saved?” 

26 But Jesus looked at them 
and said to them, “With 
men this is impossible, but 
with God all things are 
possible.” 

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

26 And they were greatly 
astonished, saying among 
themselves, “Who then can 
be saved?” 

27 But Jesus looked at them 
and said, “With men it is 
impossible, but not with 
God; for with God all things 
are possible.” 

28 Then Peter said, “See, 
we have left all and 
followed You.” 
 
 

29 So He said to them, 
“Assuredly, I say to you, 
there is no one who has 
left house or parents or 
brothers or wife or 
children, for the sake of 
the kingdom of God, 
30 who shall not receive 
many times more in this 
present time, and in the 
age to come eternal 
life.” 

27 Then Peter answered and 
said to Him, “See, we have 
left all and followed You. 
Therefore what shall we 
have?” 

28 So Jesus said to them, 
“Assuredly I say to you, that 
in the regeneration, when 
the Son of Man sits on the 
throne of His glory, you who 
have followed Me will also 
sit on twelve thrones, 
judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel. 29 And everyone who 
has left houses or brothers 
or sisters or father or 
mother or wife or children 
or lands, for My name’s 
sake, shall receive a 
hundredfold, and inherit 
eternal life. 30 But many who 
are first will be last, and the 
last first. 

28 Then Peter began to say 
to Him, “See, we have left 
all and followed You.” 
 
 

29 So Jesus answered and 
said, “Assuredly, I say to 
you, there is no one who 
has left house or brothers 
or sisters or father or 
mother or wife or children 
or lands, for My sake and 
the gospel’s, 30 who shall 
not receive a hundredfold 
now in this time—houses 
and brothers and sisters 
and mothers and children 
and lands, with 
persecutions—and in the 
age to come, eternal life. 
31 But many who are first 
will be last, and the last 
first.” 

 


