
JESUS THROUGH THE EYES OF – The Rich Ruler 

Luke 18:18-30 

 

Sermon for Peace Church 

March 7, 2010 

 

PURPOSE – To call people to repent of their own goodness and worship the 

crucified Jesus as God’s! 
 

MAIN IDEA – To follow Jesus is to crucify our own goodness and see the goodness 

of God in His Cross. 

 

 I.      INTRODUCTION 

 

1.  I recently read a book titled, “The Gospel-Centered Life” by Bob Thune.  In it I 

came across a graphic that captured my attention.  I printed it on the back of our 

bulletin.  It’s about GROWING as a Christian. 

 - What does Christian growth look like? 

You may be a Christian – that’s something you’re sure of.  But you wonder:  “Am I 

growing as a Christian?” 

- Here’s one way to chart a key aspect of that growth:   READ 

 

(i)  Those charts set side-by-side ask this question: 

 IS THE TREASURE OF THE CROSS GROWING IN YOUR LIFE? 

- Does that Cross mean more to you this Lent than last Lent? 

  (That might be a hard to answer) … 

A. … but we know there are certain things in our life that we grow year by year in 

treasuring – our children / grandchildren; health; perhaps our upbringing / 

education; our marriage … 

 … Is the wonder of God’s goodness in Christ, centrally manifest at the Cross, 

expanding in the content of your thoughts, the vision of your imagination, the 

affection of your heart, decisions of the will! 
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2.  It doesn’t necessarily happen!  As Thune teaches from Colossians, we can 

“SHRINK THE CROSS” in our relationship with God! 

 =  Its FUNCTIONAL MEANING remains static in our lives, even lessens.   

HOW? 

 

A.  By allowing our life with God to fall into PRETENSE or PERFORMANCE (That’s 

what those gray triangles in the second chart represent). 

 - As he writes, it’s easy to do – because SIN LIVES IN US.  And that’s how sin 

affects us. 

  

3.  In last Sunday’s sermon, we looked at the disease of PRETENSE. 

 Jesus rebuked the Pharisees who looked good on the outside of the cup.  But 

on the inside were filthy – with pride & self-love / self-importance. 

 = As long as you look good … as long as you’re here in church, dressed half-

decent … as long as you show up, it doesn’t really matter what’s going on in your 

heart & mind. 

 PRETENSE IS ABOUT SHOW – caring what others think, not God! 

 

4.  Today’s “Look at Jesus through the Eyes of the Rich Ruler” focuses on the other 

gray triangle in our second chart – a PERFORMANCE LIFE with God. 

 

(i)  Let’s open our Bible to Luke 18:18 – and go through the movements of this 

story. 

 We learn from it that the KEY to dismantling a performance life with God is 

the ISSUE OF GOODNESS.     

    WHOSE GOODNESS (another Biblical word = righteousness) IS OUR IDENTITY? 

  

 To follow Jesus is to give up OUR GOODNESS to embrace the GOODNESS of 

God in Him. 
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 II.     THE RULER’S GOODNESS    (Bibles open?) 

 

1.  The rich ruler’s PERFORMANCE approach to God is obvious in his opening 

question:  Good teacher, what must I DO to inherit eternal life? 

 

(i)  The late Dr. James Kennedy developed a great question that was central to his 

EVANGELISM EXPLOSION program.  I use it frequently in profession of faith classes: 

 If you were to die tonight & God were to meet you at the Pearly Gates and  

said, “Why should I let you in here?” … How would you answer? 

 

(ii)  The rich ruler wanted to know what he needed to do to have confidence in 

that moment.  HOW GOOD DID HE HAVE TO BE? 

 His desire was not bad – he wants to be prepared for that situation, one each 

of us will face.  But he was totally off the mark in his approach to answering it. 

 

2.   So Jesus begins to correct him by picking up on the issue of goodness:  WHY DO 

YOU CALL ME GOOD? 

 (The reason in the guy’s mind, of course, is that he thinks he’s PRETTY GOOD 

– but he’s not sure if he’s good enough.  > “So Jesus … you’re good (like me) – 

what do you think?”) 

 

(i)  But Jesus’ goodness is altogether different than this man’s.  Here’s where Jesus’ 

goodness starts:  

 Why do you call me good?  … THERE IS NO ONE GOOD EXCEPT GOD ALONE! 

 

This is the CENTRAL CHRISTIAN TEACHING about goodness (righteousness)!  

 …  There is no one good except God alone! 

 

A.  Paradoxically, Jesus is the TRULY GOOD ONE (He never refutes the Ruler’s 

description of Him.)   
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 But His goodness as a human being was simply in showing people GOD’S 

GOODNESS.  He did that unfailingly his whole life – to the point of dying on the 

Cross to manifest it. JESUS WAS ALL ABOUT GOD’S GOODNESS – cause that’s the 

only real goodness there is! 

 

I.e. – Just as in our cosmos, the SUN (helios) is the only real source of light.  The 

moon reflects that light.  It doesn’t have light in itself.  It only has light by being in 

reflective alignment with the sun.  If the moon was to boast that it had light in 

itself, it’d be foolish / misleading.  It’s just a body in space! 

 - But that’s what this rich young ruler was thinking! 

  = How good do I need to be? 

 

3.  Quite often, in response to God’s question at the Pearly Gates (Why should I let 

you in here?), people – even those raised in church – will respond: 

 I tried. … I believed in You. 

 I helped my neighbor next door.  I gave money to the needy. 

 I came to church pretty regularly. 

(i)  And what Jesus would say, in the words of our passage is:  WHY DO YOU CALL 

YOURSELF GOOD? … ONLY GOD IS GOOD! 

 

A.  To be saved is to OWN this - to answer God’s Pearly Gate question:   

 I don’t deserve to enter heaven.  You are good.  I am not. 

 But God, you are so good you’ve made your goodness available for me.  Your 

goodness re-entered this fallen, dark world in Jesus.  Your goodness in Him died on 

the cross to pay for my sins & shortcomings.   

 And you’ve promised that if I own my need of your goodness in repentance, 

that you will give it to me in Jesus.  I trust that promise.  I trust in that goodness.  I 

believe that that crucified goodness covered my sins & that resurrected goodness 

lives for me.   I live to glorify your goodness in Jesus. 

 I do not call myself good … only you are good! 
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(ii)  THAT’S SALVATION!  THAT’S ETERNAL LIFE … THAT’S ETERNAL LIVING! 

    (screen) Colossians 2:6-7 states, “Just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord 

(seeing in Him, not yourself, God’s goodness), so CONTINUE to live in him, rooted & 

built up IN HIM, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing 

with thankfulness.” 

 

4.  ONLY GOD IS GOOD … Amen? 

 

(i)  So why, as a Christian, would we ever say to ourselves, “I am a good PERSON / 

Christian”? 

 That is DISTORTED THINKING – the kind Jesus confronts in this rich ruler. 

You don’t BECOME a Christian that way.  You never GROW as a Christian that way. 

That thinking shrinks the Cross – because only God is good! 

  

(ii)  Likewise, why would we ever say among ourselves – and I’ve heard here more 

than once – “We’re a GOOD CHURCH!” 

 That is wrong, harmful thinking.  Only God is good.  Entering & growing in 

salvation is calling on & glorifying His goodness in Jesus! 

 

A.  Sometimes we also say, “We belong to a GOOD DENOMINATION”. 

 Let’s not say that! 

We’re a church.  We belong to a denomination. 

 We’re a but a moon – but the light of goodness isn’t OURS.  To whatever 

degree we are bright, we’re ALIGNED with the SUN. 

  

B.  That’s the first thing that Jesus here teaches about goodness – only God is good 

– Jesus, as a human being, uniquely & fully aligned himself with that goodness – 

until it shone in its ABSOLUTE RADIANCE at the Cross. 

 

 NO ONE IS GOOD EXCEPT GOD ALONE! 
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 III.     A REWARD SYSTEM 

 

Let’s go on. 

 

1.  Wanting to establish his own goodness, Jesus next directs the ruler into the 

commands of God. 

 Verse 20 – You know the commandments – Do not commit adultery, murder, 

steal, give false testimony, honor your father & mother. 

 

(i)  The purpose of Jesus here is to TEST the Ruler in how he related to these laws.  

(Of course it’s true – if you fully obey these laws, you are living eternal life … But 

who does?) 

  

A.  The laws of God were essentially given for 2 purposes. 

 First, to see the sinfulness in our life & heart – for they’re not only about not 

committing adultery, they’re about lust.  Seeing the sin in our hearts, the laws lead 

us to Jesus for salvation. 

 Second, once restored in God’s goodness – the Laws are for 

FELLOWSHIPPING WITH GOD in thankfulness.  The laws are expressions of what his 

goodness looks like and as obedience grows in our life, we deepen fellowship with 

God.  We align better with the light! 

 And a related – sometimes called a 3rd purpose, is to express his goodness in 

the world – building societies according to his laws, again in gratitude for salvation. 

 

(ii)  Those are proper understandings of the laws of God.  But when our identity 

becomes attached to our own goodness, not God’s, His laws then become a  

MEANS BY WHICH WE FEEL GOOD ABOUT OURSELVES.  

- As part of a “performance & reward” system. 
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2.  This gets into the depths of sin in the human heart. 

 

 For example, ask yourself, “HOW DO YOU FEEL WHEN I DO A GOOD DEED?  - 

When you put your tithe in the offering basket? 

 … DO YOU FEEL GOOD ABOUT YOURSELF OR ABOUT GOD - in gratitude? 

 

(i)  I.e. – What’s going on in your heart when you do PADS or successfully resist 

temptation? 

   - Do you feel good about yourself or about God for who He is to you in that time? 

 

A.  If you’re a Christian, both of those feelings are in your heart.  If you’re not, only 

self-goodness is there.  But if both are there, which one is dominant? 

 

(ii)  No one is good but God alone – but when we start to make life about our 

goodness, we get into performing for God with the reward of feeling good about 

ourselves. 

 IT’S IN THE HUMAN HEARTS! – It’s sin’s impact, even after we’re saved – and 

it shrinks the Cross! 

 

The ways of God (his laws) are given to live with gratitude in HIS GOODNESS – to 

GUIDE our gratitude (guilt / grace / gratitude) … not to establish a goodness of our 

own. 

 But it happens!  It’s the result of sin deep in us – performance & reward. 

  = establishing a righteousness of our own 

 The way we relate to God’s laws reveals it. 

  

3.  SO JESUS TESTS THE RULER ON THIS … and HE FAILS! 

 “All these laws I have kept since I was a boy,” he said. 
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(i)  This is a RICH MAN! – full of his own goodness … full of HIMSELF! 

 He is a rich man materially & spiritually! 

His material riches would only reinforce his sense of goodness! 

 

 IV.     JESUS’ PRESCRIPTION / OUR APPLICATION 

 

 … which leads to Jesus’ PRESECRIPTION for this man LOST in himself: 

EMBRACE POVERTY & begin a life of glorifying God’s goodness by following Him.

 “You lack one thing.  Sell everything you have.  Give to the poor … and come, 

follow me.” 

 

1. “Blessed are the poor in spirit – theirs is the kingdom.  

 = to them belong God’s goodness, not to those rich in spirit! 

We need POVERTY OF HEART to enter & grow in the kingdom 

- as persons & churches 

 

(i)  JESUS SAYS:  “Get rid of your riches”. 

 It means get rid of your own sense of goodness – only God is good! 

 

A.  For that Ruler, this meant letting go of his material wealth. 

 It could mean that for us 

There may be material things that feed our sense of feeling good about ourselves – 

the way you dress, the car you drive. 

  

2.  But deeper yet is the RICHNESS OF SPIRIT that Jesus calls EVERYONE to get rid 

of  = the sense that we’re a good person or a good Church. 

 

(i)  That wealth we “SELL” through REPENTANCE! 

 >  “What FOLLY to think I’m a good person, a good church – Only God is 

good.  Lord, I’m sorry.  I need you.  I need your goodness.” 
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A.  In a certain way, this is repenting of righteousness.  Usually we repent of 

unrighteousness.  This is repenting of doing the right thing for the wrong reason. 

 - Like the RYR – probably didn’t commit adultery; probably tithed; probably 

served the needy;  probably went to church … but why? 

 We confess how we are shrinking God’s goodness by exalting our own! 

 

= “Sell EVERYTHING you have”, Jesus says – every ounce of self-goodness in you! 

 

It is something that we must do to ENTER salvation and then over & over again to 

GROW in the Kingdom. 

 

3.  That kingdom comes in the second part of Jesus’ COUNSEL: 

 “THEN COME, FOLLOW ME.” 

 

(i)  This is the purpose of Jesus’ life, as our UNIQUE SAVIOR: 

 He lived fully in God’s goodness; God’s goodness lived fully in Him - that we 

might know & have the goodness of God in Him. 

 

A.  We receive & grow in the goodness of God by understanding Jesus’ life, His 

death, believing, glorying in it, being FILLED WITH HIS SPIRIT.  

   It’s about Him not us – because ONLY GOD IS GOOD – and He is God’s goodness! 

  

COME … FOLLOW ME! 

 (Next week we’ll pick up how that journey leads to the Cross – for Jesus & us) 

 

 V.     CONCLUSION 

 

1.  So let’s conclude with this question:   

  WILL YOU “SELL YOUR RICHES” TO FOLLOW HIM? … today? 

    (He is here in spirit & truth) 
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To follow Jesus is to give up our goodness to know God’s goodness in Him. 

 

It’s a life in the Spirit – not following rules (those are derivative). 

It’s relationship.  It’s love.  It’s listening. 

It is to learn to walk in His Spirit and discern the anointing of His goodness in our 

minds & heart. 

It is to glorify Him 

It’s to have a life, a church that talks about Jesus, not ourselves. 

 

WILL YOU GIVE UP YOUR GOODNESS to follow Jesus? 

 

2.  THE RICH RULER CHOSE NOT TO!  

  

(i)  He was too rich, Jesus commented … 

 … and it’s as impossible for a rich person to enter & grow in the kingdom as 

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. 

 

A.  The ruler couldn’t let his own sense of goodness go. 

  HE LEFT JESUS  - SAD & LOST … TO ETERNAL LIFE! 

 

3.  “Who then can be saved?”, the people asked? 

 Jesus answered, “What is impossible with man is possible with God!” 

  

(i)  C.S. Lewis comments:  God CAN bring a camel through the eye of a needle – but 

the camel WILL NOT BE THE SAME CREATURE having come through a needle’s eye! 

 

To follow Jesus is to give up our goodness – and keep giving it up – to know the 

goodness of God IN HIM. 

 

 … CAUSE ONLY GOD IS GOOD! Amen!    (the choir leads us into prayer) 


