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Keep an Eye On the Camels 
Mark 10:17 - 31  

 

As Jesus started on his way… 

Continuing in our series on the Road with Jesus this morning we are going to 

walk for awhile with that well known passage:  “It is easier for a camel to go 

through the eye of a needle than for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.”  

It is easier to drive a semi loaded with logs through a keyhole than it is for those 

who “have it all” to get into God’s kingdom.  

Today’s reading is an example of why one needs to consider the literary context 

of a Scripture passage and the importance of reading the gospels as literature and 

not just a mere recitation of history.  Or we need to check our map for 

surrounding landmarks to determine where we are and where the map is leading 

us. 

Mark, as an author had available to him various sources, including sayings of 

Jesus, as well as stories about Jesus, and the many parables associated with the 

teachings of Jesus which were preserved and propagated by the early movements 

in his name.  Mark, as storyteller and editor, was very intentional in his 

arrangement of the material he had at his disposal.  He wanted to tell the story of 

Jesus to his audience, a group of believers living in a particular region facing their 

particular issues. 

So, approaching Mark with this in mind, in this section of his gospel, from about 

the 8th chapter through the end of the 10th, we see Jesus at three different times 

telling his followers of his impending death.  8:31; 9:31; 10:32-33 Which follows 

todays reading) and each time he is misunderstood.      
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The first time it is Peter who misunderstands, and we have the famous “Get 

behind me Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human 

things.”    

The second time it is the disciples who do not understand and are afraid to press 

Jesus on the matter. 

The third time it seems to be James and John who don’t get it.  For why would 

they come up to Jesus right after the encounter with this man and his question of 

eternal life and ask if Jesus would grant them a special place in his glory. 

Each time Jesus teaches them the nature of real discipleship.  On the first 

occasion he speaks of the cost, how they must take up the cross and follow.  

On the third occasion he speaks of sacrificial service with his life as the model.  

“Whoever wishes to become great must be your servant.”  “For the Son of Man came 

not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.’’    

During the intervening time Jesus teaches them about personal and communal 

relationships, the use and abuse of power, and in today’s reading about materials 

possessions.  So, what we see here in this account of the fellow who ran up to 

Jesus and knelt before him, is all part of how Mark arranges the resources (those 

oral stories, parables, the written accounts of others) with the purpose of teaching 

his readers all about what following Jesus will entail.   

 

So, this fellow rushes up to Jesus kneels before him and asks the question of all 

questions, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 

First notice that as far as Mark is concerned this is just another fellow who is 

impressed with what he has seen in the man from Nazareth and wants more.  He 

is not a ruler as Luke would say, and he is not young as Matthew would add.  For 

Mark at this point he is just a man he has no name, no rank, no title.   Nothing is 
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told about his family background or professional status; he is just a man; so, he 

could be any man and any one of us.  Mark is encouraging the reader to write our 

name into this story. 

“Good teacher” he begins, and Jesus interestingly refuses such a title and points 

to God as the source of all goodness.  For even Jesus, God is the ultimate reference 

point in the question of life.  Although life is to be found in following Jesus, it must 

never be forgotten that God is the one who makes such following possible.  God is 

the origin and power for all Christian discipleship, God is the source of all 

goodness.  

In response, perhaps to the surprise of the questioner and the church who has 

told this story over the ages, Jesus simply endorses the traditional teachings of the 

temple priests.    

“Follow the commandments!” He tells him.   

But in the tradition of the prophets, Jesus focuses on the second half of the Ten 

Commandments, those that deal with our relationships with others.  Making the 

point that the way to God, to “eternal” life leads through our neighbor.    

To which the man sort of replies “So what’s new? I mean, I’ve done this since I 

can remember.  So, there must be something more.”   

Apparently, he sees in Jesus and his way something better, a glimpse of this 

“something more.”     

Jesus is drawn to this fellow for he really seems to be sincere in his quest for this 

“eternal” life.  Jesus also knows that for his quest to be fulfilled this fellow must 

become one of his followers and before he will be able to do that, he will have to 

free himself from that which possesses him.   

“Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 

heaven. Then come, follow me.” 



4 
 

But sadly, this fellow turns away.  The Message puts it this way,  

“The man’s face clouded over.  This was the last thing he expected to hear, 

and he walked off with a heavy heart.  He was holding on tight to a lot of 

things, and not about to let go.” 

Other versions say simply, “For he had many possessions.”  Perhaps it would be 

more accurate to say, “For he was possessed by many things.”   

If this fellow really wishes to find the meaning of life, he will have to learn that 

his life must be governed by an obedience to God’s call in Jesus which comes 

before all other relationships and responsibilities. 

Like we saw with the first four disciples Jesus called, following Jesus is an either–

or decision.  Some had to choose between following Jesus and their fishing, or 

mending their nets, or collecting taxes, or even burying the dead.  For some, 

following Jesus involves sharing their second shirt; for another, it means exacting 

no more than the assessment due them or making do with their pay.   

The central lesson here is that repentance and following Jesus have to do with 

tangible realities of life.  It is not just some spiritual/theological/philosophical 

mind game we play nor is it even simply matter of a warm feeling in your heart.  

Following Jesus on the road touches life in places where we may find ourselves 

enslaved to the powers and possessions of this world, unable or unwilling to make 

room for the expansive grace and love of God.  

 

Did you know that this is the only time in the Gospels we are told of a person 

declining the call of Jesus?   

And we, especially us in the western church, must be utterly honest and 

understand why he has done so.  He is a man possessed by his possessions!  This 
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fellow, so honest in his search, so full of potential, disappears from the pages, and 

we hear nothing more about him.  Not even his name is recorded.   

This fellow stands in stark contrast to Zacchaeus who on his own, without Jesus 

asking, gave half his possessions to the poor and promised to pay back four-fold 

anyone he defrauded.    

 

Well observing all of this, the disciples are astounded.  I would say perhaps, 

dumfounded beyond belief.  “What can we do?  Is there anything we can do?  It’s 

hopeless.  Who can be saved?”    

And here we get to the essence of the matter.  Perhaps for the first time the 

disciples begin to see that what Jesus has been talking about has implications for 

everyone in every part of their lives and this would seem to make self-made 

salvation impossible.   

And Jesus agrees!   He looks straight at them and declares that the life of 

discipleship, with the sacrifices and sufferings involved, is possible only through 

the grace of God. 

Again, I like how the Message puts it, “Jesus was blunt. “No chance at all if you 

think you can pull it off by yourself.  Every chance in the world if you let God do it.” 

In other words, you cannot drive your Cadillac, oversized SUV or pilot a 45 foot 

yacht into the kingdom of heaven.  It won’t fit! 

Neither will your large home and cottage.  Your multitude of college degrees will 

not serve as passports.  Nor your “I did it my way” or “All on my own” attitude.  

There is no room for them!    

Now, not that it is bad to have “things”, but we have to be clear:   

Do they have you or do you have them?  Who’s controlling who?  
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If we have them then we can let them go.   

If they have us, they will not let us go.   

In the end of all our striving it will not be a matter of striving or holding but of 

releasing and relinquishing everything we have and everything we are over to 

God.   Not that God needs any of this, God doesn’t.   But I believe God wants us just 

as we are without all the accoutrements we have attached to our lives and dangled 

around our bodies that we think make us who we are.   

In the end all that matters is that we are God’s beloved child.  

And not only “us” but every other “us” out there, every human being is a beloved 

child of God!  And this by grace!    

What more is there to strive for after that?  

Remember with God all things are possible!  

 


