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Loving our Neighbours 
Jesus doesn’t want us to be nice 

Mark 10:17-23 
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Dan Hoffman 

 
 
 
If you have been with us over the last several weeks you will know that we are in 
the middle of a series on loving our neighbours and what this looks like at a 
practical level.   
 
Last week we looked at Luke 10 where Jesus sent out the 72 to go ahead of Him 
into the surround areas and prepare people for His arrival.  This was something 
they did by bringing His message of physical and spiritual peace to them.   
 
And as you remember the title was “Don’t invite them to church”.  Now a few 
people asked me about this during the week and I just want to clear up any 
confusion I may have caused here.   
 
The point I was trying to stress was that inviting someone to church is not the 
same as sharing Christ with them.  In the past many Christians have felt that if 
they invited someone to church then they had done their fair share of 
evangelism.  But in Luke we saw how the disciples were not called to invite 
people to church, but rather bring Christ’s peace to them by meeting their 
physical as well as their spiritual needs.   
 
So as you interact with non-Christians throughout the week let go of waiting for 
the perfect opportunity to invite them to church and look for ways to bless them, 
look for needs that you can meet and bring Christ to them that way. 
 
Ok, leaving that behind.  Please open your Bibles to Mark 10.  Today we are 
going to be looking at a familiar encounter Jesus had with the man known as 
“The Rich Young Ruler”.  My prayer as we look at this text is that God would give 
us fresh eyes to encounter His heart for the lost through what we read. 
 
[Mark 10:17-28] 
 
[Pray] 
 
The thesis that I want to prove to you today is as follows: 
 

Eternal life is inherited not by being nice, but by bringing Christ to 
our neighbours. 
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As I read that does that sound a little bit like works righteousness?  It sounds a 
bit that way to me and we are going to address that in a few minutes, so don’t get 
hung up there yet. 
 
Let’s start today taking a close look at verses 17 and 18 and the first part of our 
thesis “Eternal life is inherited…” 
 
[Read Mark 10:17-18] 
 
I’d like to break this section into two parts and look first at the man known as the 
“Rich Young Ruler” and second at Jesus’ objection in verse 18.   
 
So first, this man’s title comes from a compilation of Matthew, Mark and Luke’s 
account of this same story.  In Matthew he is indentified as a rich man, in Mark 
he is a rich young man and in Luke he is a rich ruler – hence “The Rich Young 
Ruler”.1 
 
Now other than that we know very little about this man.  But Mark portrays him in 
a very interesting light. 
 
Notice in verse 17 the passion with which this man approaches Jesus.  Mark tells 
us he runs up to Jesus and falls on his knees before Him. 
 
Now this man isn’t the first man to approach Jesus this way.  Actually there is a 
similar story that happened back in chapter 1 where Mark tells us 

A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, “If you are 
willing, you can make me clean.” 

Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I 
am willing, ”he said. “Be clean!”  Immediately the leprosy left him and he was 
cured.  (Mark 1:40-42) 

Now, both of these men, the rich young ruler and this leper came to the right 
man, they both took on the right position of humility on their knees, they both 
came with the right request, they both provoked compassion in Jesus but then 
the leper went away healed while our young man today gets chastised, lectured 
on the 10 commandments, challenged with extreme discipleship and is allowed 
to walk away dejected.   
 
So what happened here that made the results so different? 
 
Let’s look at verse 17 and the question our young man asks, “Good Teacher, 
what must I do to inherit eternal life?”   
 

                                            
1
 See Matthew 19:16-30 and Luke 18:18-30 for parallels.   
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This is certainly the right question.  Eternal life as Jesus described it has two 
components to it.  Secondarily it talks about life that will go on and on forever 
after we die, but primarily the Greek word for eternal here means abundant or 
overflowing and talks about life with God that begins as soon as we enter into a 
relationship with Jesus today.   
 
And this young ruler had heard Jesus talk he wanted this for himself.  “Good 
teacher I want what you are talking about!  How do I inherit this?  How do I get 
this?  What do I have to do?  I’ll do anything!” – can you see him down on his 
knees? 
… 
Everything looks so right in the way this man has presented himself, and yet 
Jesus doesn’t seem that impressed. 
  
Look at Jesus’ words in verse 18.   
 
[Read Mark 10:18] 
 
Jesus’ first words to this man are a rejection, not of his request, but of the title he 
uses to address Jesus – which seems really strange.  It’s almost like Jesus is just 
trying to give this guy a hard time. 
 
Or more than that… is Jesus actually denying that He is as good as God?  That 
He is God at all?   
 
Once I was speaking with an atheist friend of mine who used this verse as one of 
his major proofs that Christianity had Jesus all wrong.  He interpreted Jesus as 
saying: “You should not have called me good, for God alone is good.  I am not 
God; therefore I am not good.”2  
 
Is this what Jesus meant?  
 
Well there are two possible ways to interpret the title this young man gives Jesus.  
First, as my atheist friend did, this young man could be coming to Jesus saying 
“God Teacher”, what must I do to be saved? 
 
And if this view is taken then Jesus’ response to the young man’s greeting 
implies exactly what my friend thought – that Jesus is denying being God 
altogether. 
 
But considering that nobody really figured out that Jesus was God until after He 
had risen from the dead this would be quite a feet for this young man who is 
nowhere else mentioned in Scripture – highly unlikely. 
 

                                            
2
 Hendriksen William “The Gospel of Mark” (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House), 1994. pg 391 
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The second possible way this title could be interpreted was simply to refer to 
Jesus as a “good teacher”.  This young man had heard Jesus teach and knew 
that He was phenomenal with His words.  He spoke with insight and authority in 
a way that qualified Him as a good rabbi similar to many of the other good rabbis 
who were walking around in the first century. 
 
And when you think about it, it is much more likely that this is what this young 
man is thinking when he approaches Jesus – he has no idea Jesus is God. 
 
So then what do we make of Jesus’ response? 
 
Well Jesus isn’t interested in being viewed as a good teacher.  The message He 
is bringing to humanity only works if He is God Himself.  And so, with what He 
says here Jesus is rejecting a low view, not a high view of Himself as good. 
 
And I think we in the church have heard this so many times that we don’t realize 
just how hard a truth claim this is to swallow. 
 
I was talking with a few UNBC students this last week during my volunteer 
chaplaincy hours.  And we got talking about the differences and similarities 
between the world religions.  Some of the students were talking about how at 
their core all religions were founded upon a very similar set of moral truths that 
really were quite easy to accept – things like the golden rule and commandments 
like don’t murder or don’t steel which appear in every world religion and help 
govern society.   
 
But as I heard them speak I was compelled to tell them Christianity isn’t founded 
on a set of moral truths like that.  It has some of those things, but at its core 
Christianity is founded upon something that isn’t easy to accept at all!   
 
Namely that Jesus the man was actually God Himself come to earth to make a 
way for us to have a right relationship with Himself.  Think about that.  Buddha 
never claimed to be God, Mohammad never claimed to be God, what Christianity 
claims about Christ is outrageous. 
 
And if just this one thing is not true.  If Jesus was just a good teacher, then 
everything else we believe or practice unravels.  But if it is true, only if Jesus was 
in fact good like God do His words have any merit as answers to how eternal life 
is inherited. 
 
And this is Jesus’ point as He rejects the rich ruler’s casual use of the word 
“good”.  The eternal life this man seeks can only be found in Jesus if He is good 
in a way this guy has never considered before. 
 
2.) The second part of our thesis gets in to the practical aspect of this.  Eternal 
life is inherited not by being nice… 
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As it turns out this rich young ruler has two major problems that Jesus addresses 
first by pointing him to the 10 Commandments, and second by challenging his 
idolatry because the presupposition this man brought with him was that God 
should accept him because of how good and nice a guy he was. 
 
Look first at verse 19 
 
[Read Mark 10:19] 
 
While most people would have been flattered by the greeting he brought, while 
this man was running up and bowing before Him Jesus was reading and 
unpacking his deepest motivations and examining his inflated sense of self-
righteousness. 
 
He saw immediately that this man was a model citizen, and had placed his hope 
for salvation in his nice behaviour.  And so the first thing Jesus does to see just 
how deep this runs is challenge him with the 10 commandments. 
 
In verse 19 we get the second half of the commandments – 5 through 9 with a 
special emphasis on the 9th.  The 9th commandment is “do not steal” which Jesus 
gives twice – first as it appears in originality, and second with the words “do not 
defraud.”  And we will come back to that in a minute. 
 
But by taking this man to the law Jesus wants to see if he really believes his 
behaviour makes him righteous before God or if he can see his sin.  Because the 
whole purpose of the Law is to make us realize we are sinners. 
 
In Romans 3 Paul says: 
 

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who 
are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the 

whole world held accountable to God.  Therefore no one will be 
declared righteous in His sight by observing the law; rather, 

through the law we become conscious of sin. (Romans 3:19-20) 
 
But in verse 20 we get the young man’s response. 
 
[Read Mark 10:20] 
 
So ingrained is this guy’s sense of self-righteousness that the 10 commandments 
offer him no challenge at all.  And here it becomes crystal clear just how this guy 
was using the word “Good” when he addressed Jesus originally. 
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Sure he was willing to call Jesus “Good Teacher” but any flattery that title might 
have contained is cheapened because he views himself as good as well.  Do you 
see it? 
  
Which leads us to ask, “What answer did this man think Jesus would give to his 
question ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’”  If he was so good why ask at 
all? 
 
From Jesus’ words we can see that he expected Jesus’ answer would be to do 
something similar to what he was already doing.  Perhaps one more 
commandment he could add to his list; or better yet something he was already 
doing so he could respond – “yup I’m right with you Jesus, I’ve done that 
already.” 
 
After all he already had an impressive list of righteous accomplishments.  He was 
a hard working, church attending, law obeying, parent honouring man – and he 
had been one his whole life.  This man is a nice guy! 
 
Do you know anyone like this?  Maybe not somebody perfect, but someone who 
has given their whole life to obeying the rules, who has never had a rebellious 
period.  Someone who has given herself to spiritual service from a young age 
and been faithful all along.  What more could God want from someone? 
 
I think we all know someone like this, the church is full of them, but then so is the 
world. 
… 
Last year the guys Bible study looked at 1st John and we came across the 
passage that says 
 

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  
Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  

Whoever does not love does not know God because God is love. 
(1 John 4:7-8) 

 
John says love is the distinguishing characteristic that divides Jesus’ followers 
from the rest of the world.  But then we all looked at each other and said “we all 
know non-Christians who love, in fact we know some who love more than we do.”  
How is it that love separates Christians from everyone else? 
 
And this is what Jesus is hitting at here.  Because nice as this church attending, 
law abiding, parent honoring guy was he was not actually following God. 
 
Anyone who will be good in God’s eyes must love in an other worldly way.  As 
Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount: 

If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are 
not even the tax collectors doing that? (Matthew 5:46) 
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Eternal life isn’t inherited by being nice, there is something more. 
 
And this leads us to the young ruler’s second problem – he was an idolater.  Now 
“an idol is anything we place our trust in to protect us and provide for our needs 
[that keeps us] apart from God.”3 
 
And it is very possible to be a nice church attending person and be an idolater at 
the same time.  Our idol could be our family, our spouse or our kids who we 
expect to take care of us.  It could be our RRSPs or our pensions.  It could be our 
job or our position.  An idol can be anything that we consciously or unconsciously 
place our trust in. 
 
And so Jesus calls this man’s idol out by highlighting the 9th commandment, “Do 
not steal”, “do not defraud.”  This man’s money is where he places his trust. 
 
And after pointing this out Jesus calls him to leave it behind and come follow Him 
in verse 21.   
 
[Read Mark 10:21] 
 
“One thing you lack”…  These four words are the hinge of this text. 
 
The young ruler had come hoping to find one more thing to add to his list of 
righteous activities so that he could give himself peace in regards to his 
acceptance by God. 
 
But the one thing Jesus offered was not something he could add to a list, but 
rather a substitute for his list. 
 
“The One Thing you lack is having God first in your life” Jesus says. 
 
In the book of Philippians Paul argues that all the things we have or do that 
cause us to think we are good people are actually hindrances to our acceptance 
by God.  Paul says 
 

If anyone else thinks he has reason to put confidence in the 

flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people 
of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in 

regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the 
church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless… 

 
Paul has more reasons why he should be accepted by God than anyone but then 
he says: 
 

                                            
3
 Dr. Larry Crabb and Dr. Dan Allender, Hope When You are Hurting, Zondervan Publishing House, 1986, 

p.106. 



 8 

But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of 

the Christ.  (Philippians 3:4-7) 
 
As an idolater eternal life does not come by adding one more nice thing to our list 
of daily actions, instead eternal life comes by casting our idols aside and 
throwing ourselves at the feet of Jesus in radical discipleship. 
 
3.) And this brings us to the final part of our thesis.  Eternal life is gained not by 
being nice, but by bringing Christ to our neighbours. 
 
Look again at Jesus’ words in verse 21 
 
[Read Mark 10:21a] 
 
At the start of this verse we really meet Jesus.  He knows where this guy is at.  
He sees his heart, he sees the effort he has put into finding God and Jesus’ heart 
is filled with compassion and pity for him. 
 
Just like it did for the leper from chapter one… Lost is lost for Jesus and so Jesus 
prescribes the cure that, if followed would solve his problem and give him the rest 
his soul needed. 
 
 “Sell what you have and give it to the poor, then come follow me.” 
 
What a command!  But doesn’t this sound again like salvation by works?  
Shouldn’t Jesus have said “Trust in me/ put your faith in me” instead?   
 
Well really that is what Jesus said.  As James put it later, “Faith without works is 
dead.”4 
 
It’s like someone who says “I think the current global economy is about to 
improve” but then goes out and buys gold.  Your actions have to say the same 
thing as your words or else your words mean nothing. 
 
And to say you want eternal life with Jesus is to take up your cross and follow 
Him. 
 
And so Jesus looks at the young man and says “here is the action you can do to 
prove this is really what you want.  Get rid of your idol and come join Me on My 
mission to the poor, the broken and the lost of this world. 
…  
But the call to leave our idols behind is one that always hits close to the heart.  
And look how the young man responds in verse 22 
 
[Read Mark 10:22-23] 
                                            
4
 James 2:20 
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And here is where we get the irony of Jesus’ denial at the beginning.  If the rich 
young ruler truly thought of Jesus as the “God Teacher” then His command 
would have been received.  But the reality was that Jesus’ words hit him as far 
too high a price to pay for what Jesus was worth.   
 
Has Jesus asked you to leave something behind, but you’ve considered it more 
than Jesus is worth? 
 
Here is where the story deviates from the man with leprosy in chapter one.  That 
man had nothing holding him back.  When he came to Jesus he came with 
everything he had and Jesus healed him without any criteria.   
 
On the other hand it is so easy for us who are rich to come offering much more – 
all sorts of righteous actions, religious service or anything else Jesus might want 
as long as we can do it while we look after ourselves. 
 
But Jesus doesn’t give the rich ruler this option.  If Jesus will have the throne in 
our lives there can be no room for a second.  He is always the treasure buried in 
the field or the pearl of great price that we must give everything we possess to 
get.   
 
And while it is true that Jesus didn’t ask every rich man to sell all he has and give 
it to the poor, He does ask everyone to give up their idols.   
 
For example think of Abraham who was allowed to keep his wealth but was 
asked to give up his son.  Or Peter who wasn’t rich but was asked to leave his 
father in the fishing boat; or Matthew who had to give up his occupation or even 
the leper who left the life he knew behind to get his healing. 
 
Jesus always require radical discipleship from anyone who will follow Him.  And 
everyone who comes to Jesus leaves something behind because we all have 
idols that keep us from Jesus and His mission.   
 
Friends, as we draw to a close, is there anything that is holding you back this 
morning from giving yourself completely to Jesus and His mission to this City?  
To your neighbours? 
 
Friends it is with confidence that I call you to Jesus’ word to the church this 
morning.  Root out those things, get rid of them, sell them if you can and use the 
proceeds if there are any to bless those around you.  And come follow Jesus on 
His mission to bring peace to the city.  


