
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
The disciples ask a most bracing question: “Then who can be saved?”  If a rich person’s entrance 
to the kingdom of God is as likely as a camel going through an eye of a needle, what chance does 
anyone have?  Isn’t material prosperity a blessing, an indication that God’s favor rests on a 
person?  If the blessed can’t get in, who can?  We are thrown back on the first question of the 
passage, the one the rich man asks Jesus as the two of them are standing in the middle of the 
road, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
 
Jesus, seemingly annoyed with the man’s question, throws it back on him, “You know the 
commandments: ‘You shall not murder; you shall not commit adultery; you shall not steal; you 
shall not bear false witness; you shall not defraud; honor your father and mother.’”   
 
Did you notice Jesus’ sleight of hand in listing the commandments?  He calls to mind the latter 
half of the Ten Commandments, which are about our relationships with people.  But Jesus 
changes the wording of one of them.  No murder, no adultery, no steal, no false witness, no…--
what comes next?  In both versions of the Ten Commandments, Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5, 
the last commandment is No…covet.  You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or house, or 
livestock.  But in listing the commandments back to the rich man, he does not say “do not 
covet,” he says, “do not defraud.”  Sneaky Jesus!   
 
As Jesus is listing the latter half of the Commandments, the rich man is going down his little 
spirituality checklist:  No murder [check]; no adultery [check]; no steal [check]; no false witness 
[check]; no defraud [gulp]; honor father and mother [check].  “See, Teacher, I’ve kept all these 
since my youth!”  Then Mark reports that Jesus, “looking at him, loved him…”  But I know that 
look Jesus gives him.  Do you know that look?  That knowing look?  When someone looks at 
you, then through you, as though they had x-ray vision, and could see everything you’re hiding 
and everything you’re lying to yourself about. 
 
When I was a child, I had a pair of cowboy boots.  I loved those boots.  Four years old, but I was 
invincible when I put them on.  They were the kind with pointed toes.  And one day I was being 
Mr. Tough Guy around the house, and I came upon my parents’ rattan clothes hamper and I 
hauled off and kicked that hamper and my little boot went right through and left a gaping hole.  
About an hour later, “Maaaaack?!”  Yes.  “Did you kick this hole in my hamper?”  No.  “Let me 
see your boots.”  And she took a boot and slipped it right into the hole and it fit perfectly.  She 
asked me again, “Did you kick the hamper?”  Yes. 
 
Jesus switch of the word in listing the Ten Commandments is a foreshadowing of Jesus’ 
perception of the rich man’s question.  He looks on him and loves him with the same kind of 
love a parent has for a child, and the same kind of love that describes the relationship of love 
within the Trinity.  It is the love by which we may fully know someone and also be fully known.  



Jesus sees the rich man’s self-deception, and the one thing keeping him back from eternal life.  
“You lack one thing,” Jesus says, “go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and 
you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”  The rich man was shocked, crestfallen.  
The saddest face you’ve ever seen.  “For he had many possessions.” 
 
This word for possessions also means estates.  We would do better to imagine this man’s 
possessions not in terms of ordinary things, like a large rock collection, or sports memorabilia, 
however much those might be worth, and however such hobbies might get in the way of church.  
Rather, we would be closer to the text to see this man as someone more like a tech billionaire, or 
Wall Street tycoon, who for all intents and purposes might be one of the nicest people you’ll ever 
meet—humble, living in nothing more than a 3000 sq. ft. house, two-car garage, wearing Joseph 
Bank suits and always complaining about how expensive everything is so he can identify with 
regular folks like us.  Even if he doesn’t go to church or synagogue, he could very likely check 
off the same list of dos and don’t’ as the rich man in this text.  Just a good, solid American job 
creator whose word is trustworthy and whose handshake is as strong as oak. 
 
But he has many estates.  And he is wizard when it comes to making money in the markets.  He 
can buy low and sell high and even on his bad days he can make a million dollars without 
knowing it.  He’s never killed anybody.  He’s never cheated on his wife.  He’s never robbed a 
bank.  I’m telling you, he is actually one of the nicest guys you’ll ever meet.  But he has many 
estates.  He has holdings in tenement housing.  He has holdings in trailer parks.  After the 
recession of 2008 he saw the perfect opportunity to buy up thousands of foreclosed homes and 
turn them into rentals, and his stock just keeps on rising.  I’m telling you he is just one of the 
finest men you’ll ever meet and he’d give you the coat off his back.  But he has many estates.  So 
I do wonder, what little white lies do we tell ourselves that Jesus’ piercing gaze would leave 
shredded in the road? 
 
The scholar Kate Bowler, who has recently become well-known for her book about battling 
cancer, and who will be in Asheville in a few weeks, already had a very impressive book called 
Blessed: A History of the American Prosperity Gospel.  It is impressive scholarship, and the fruit 
of years of studying prosperity gospel churches, both clergy and laity.  The book judged the way 
I judged the prosperity gospel.  Of course, I reject it.  And so does Bowler.  But one of the things 
I learned from her that I probably never would have learned until she taught me was how the 
prosperity gospel thrives in places of economic deprivation.  When you have to scrape by, and 
live on scraps and minimum wage, and bankrupt your family paying for healthcare, and work 
multiple jobs, and pay exorbitant interest rates, and never ever, ever catch up, you, too, will do 
anything to escape that exhausting grind, including writing a check you have no business writing 
to Creflo Dollar or Benny Hinn, hoping against hope, that God might answer your prayers.   
 
Jesus stands before this rich man today to bring into full resolution the tradition of the Old 
Testament prophets.  Micah says, “Alas for those who devise wickedness…They covet fields, 
and seize them; houses, and take them away; they oppress householder and house, people and 
their inheritance.”  Amos says, “I will tear down the winter house as well as the summer house; 
and the houses of ivory shall perish, and the great houses shall come to an end.”  Ezekiel says of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, “She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did 



not help the poor and needy.”  That’s the real reason Sodom and Gomorrah fell.  The Bible tells 
us so. 
 
What is the good news in this text?  Isn’t it hard to find?  A man who is otherwise very faithful 
and dedicated to God walks away with deep sadness and Jesus doesn’t chase him!  We ask with 
the disciples, “Then who can be saved?”  And Jesus says, “Oh it’s not possible…for you.”   
 
But it is possible for God.  God gives us the church to confound the humiliating economic 
arrangements of our time.  Here we do sell our possessions and give the proceeds to the poor 
Here we do have disciples who have given with profound generosity.  There are members of this 
church who open alabaster jars of ointment and pour out precious gifts on the feet of Jesus.  
There are disciples here who have left everything to come and follow Jesus.   
 
Who can be saved?  I believe I know one person who knows the way.  I saw her, recently—a 
child, walking through the hallways of this church.  She was holding an envelope, and you could 
hear the change rattling in it.  She gave it to her Sunday School teacher.  It was the funniest 
thing…when she crossed the threshold of her classroom, she walked right through the eye of a 
needle, and I don’t think she even noticed. 
 
What must I do to inherit eternal life?  I think I’m going to follow her.   
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


