
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2012 Adam L. Smith 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Mighty to Save 

 

No. 55 Matthew 19:16-26 July 22, 2012 

Series: Matthew  Adam Smith 

 

Text 
"Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, ‘Teacher, what good thing must I do to get 

eternal life?’ ‘Why do you ask me about what is good?’ Jesus replied. ‘There is only One 

who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments.’ ‘Which ones?’ the man 

inquired. Jesus replied, ‘“Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not 

give false testimony, honor your father and mother,” and “love your neighbor as 

yourself.”’ ‘All these I have kept,’ the young man said. ‘What do I still lack?’ Jesus 

answered, ‘If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and 

you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.’ When the young man heard 

this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth. Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘I 

tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell 

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.’ When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and 

asked, ‘Who then can be saved?’ Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With man this is 

impossible, but with God all things are possible.’" (Matthew 18.21-35, NIV) 

 

Introduction 

 

You have more issues than you may realize, but God is mighty to save. So come to 

his Son. 

 

Let’s pray. Our Father in heaven, in the name of your Son Jesus I ask you to pour out 

your Holy Spirit on us. Let your Holy Spirit shine on us through your Word to reveal our 

idols. But let him not stop there. Let him put the spotlight on your Son for your name’s 

sake and for our joy. Amen. 

 

Here’s a big picture, bird’s-eye-view of what we see going on in today’s passage: 

1. A young man comes to Jesus unaware of his issues. So Jesus exposes his issues, 

namely: idols of the heart. 

2. This man leaves Jesus.  His biggest issue by far. 

3. Jesus astonishes his disciples with humanity's fundamental inability, and 

encourages them with God's great ability to save. 
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So that’s the perspective of this passage from about 10,000 feet. Now, let’s fly in for a 

closer look at this man and his issues, and as we do we just might find our own hidden 

idols being uncovered. You see, the Bible says that it is like a mirror (James 1.22-25). 

God uses the people he’s written about to help us see our own condition. So as we look at 

this rich young man, I hope you begin to see that, like him, we have issues: idols of the 

heart. 

 

We Have Issues: Idols of the heart. 

 

Verse 16 says, “Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, ‘Teacher, what good thing 

must I do to get eternal life?’”  
 

This man’s first big issue is his confusion about goodness. He seems to think that there’s 

some good deed that he can do to get eternal life. He’s not really sure what deed that is, 

though. So that’s why he’s asking Jesus. But notice that he’s not asking whether in fact 

there is such a deed, or whether he would even have the ability to carry out such a deed. 

No, he has only assumed those things. And his assumptions are the first things Jesus 

questions. 

 

“‘Why do you ask me about what is good?’ Jesus replied (in verse 17). ‘There is only 

One who is good.’” 

 

This young man assumes that he can do good. But Jesus shows that to be a questionable 

presupposition, and directs this man’s attention to God. So this man should deduce that if 

God alone is good, then he is not good. And if he is not good, then he cannot produce a 

good deed—much less one that would cause the gates of heaven to open to him for its 

great merit.  

 

Since he is not good, he cannot do good. His character controls his actions. This is 

something Jesus has already taught us as we’ve been looking at the gospel of Matthew. 

When the Pharisees claimed that Jesus was in league with the devil in chapter 12, he 

responded, “You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For out 

of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Mt. 12.34). 

 

Our character controls our actions. And not only that, but it also influences our 

conceptions and perceptions. Since this man is not good, he don’t see so good. That is to 

say, his assumptions about his own ability to do good are blown out of proportion so 

badly, that when he’s looking into the brown eyes of God himself, all he sees is a 

“Teacher” who can instruct him and give him advice about how he can save himself. He 

thinks he’s good enough to be his own savior. But in that assumption he is woefully 

wrong.  

 

Now, instead of just telling him that, Jesus goes to the Bible to show him his bad 

condition. He says,  
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“If you want to enter life, obey the commandments.” “Which ones?” the man 

inquired. Jesus replied, “‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not 

steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother,’ and ‘love 

your neighbor as yourself.’” 

 

Okay. So what in the world is Jesus doing here? If Jesus’ words here confuse you, then 

join the club. Maybe some of you who love the gospel of grace are scratching your heads 

wondering: 'What in the world is Jesus doing here? It seems like he's telling him to obey 

the law in order to be saved?! What? This does not compute. The apostle Paul told us it is 

by grace that we are saved through faith, and this is NOT our own doing, it is the gift of 

God!' We in this church love the fact that God does not love us because we obey, but 

rather he loves us in and because of Jesus, and therefore we obey. 

 

So why does Jesus say, 'If you want to enter life, obey the commandments,’ and then give 

him what seems like a laundry list of items to do in order to be saved? It seems like Jesus 

is just baptizing this guy’s self-righteousness. So how is Jesus not condoning a salvation 

by works. 

 

I think that if we look closely at what he’s doing here, we can begin to see that Jesus—far 

from prescribing a salvation that can be attained by our works—is just showing this 

young man that his strategy of self salvation is godless and impossible. Jesus quotes 6-9 

of the 10 commandments, he jumps back to number 5, and then he summarizes them by 

quoting Leviticus 19.18, “love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 

Now, we need to see that Jesus is being selective about the commandments he mentions. 

He chooses commandments that seem to be measurable, observable, recordable, notable. 

And this is just the way this man takes these commandments as being, because he wants 

Jesus to take note, in verse 20, that “All these I have kept.” And so he asks Jesus, “What 

do I still lack?” It’s like he’s saying, “I measure up to that. No problem. But I sense 

there’s something more that I lack.”  

 

Hmm... I wonder what it could be? What does this guy lack? How about... GOD?! Jesus 

omitted the whole first half of the 10 commandments, the first half that deals with our 

relationship with God! The 10 commandments begin with a prologue that summarizes all 

that God had done to redeem his people. The commandments then are the way God’s 

people are to live out of gratitude to this gracious God for that great redemption. He 

didn’t save them because they were obeying the law. He saved them so that they would 

obey the law, from the heart, from hearts that love him for all that he had done for them. 

And the very first commandment God gives is: “You shall have no other gods before 

me.” It’s this commandment that’s sort of the capstone for all 10. As someone has said, if 

you find yourself breaking any of the 9 commandments, it’s because you have already 

broken number 1; it’s because God is not first in your heart; it’s because another god, an 

idol is. And what Jesus proceeds to show is that this man’s heart is full of idols, the 

presenting one being an idol of wealth. 
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And there’s one thing I haven’t mentioned yet, and that’s because Jesus hasn’t mentioned 

it: The 10
th

 commandment. “You shall not covet...” Another way to look at this man’s 

idol of wealth is to say that he covets it. He has wealth, but the problem is that he 

earnestly desires or covets it, so much that he feels like he cannot live without it, 

something Jesus exposes in the next section. 

 

In verse 21, he tells this rich man “‘If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions 

and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.’ 

When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth.” 

 

He could not do it. Because of his prior allegiance to his god of wealth, he turned his 

back on the one true God. Jesus exposed the fact that this man did not want to obey God 

out of love for him, he was just looking for some way to add eternal life to his list of 

possessions. He claimed to obey the commandments, but his refusal to forsake his idol of 

wealth showed that he really did not. Whatever outward show of righteousness he could 

point to was meaningless because it did not spring from a heart that loved God. He loved 

neither God nor his neighbors who could have benefited from him giving them his riches. 

 

He had issues—more than he realized, and more than Jesus’ disciples realized either. 

Verse 25 says that they were “astonished” to hear Jesus say, “I tell you the truth, it is 

hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell 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.” The disciples thought that this man’s great wealth was a testimony to his 

righteous life. They thought this dude was a shoe-in. They, like us, could only see the 

outward appearance of things. But Jesus saw this man’s heart. He was not rich toward 

God. Rather, he wanted to use God’s word and to use God’s Son the same way he was 

using the blessings of wealth God had given him: To exalt himself. You see, his idol of 

wealth was just the presenting issue. It was subservient. It was used in the service of this 

man’s biggest idol: himself. He was a young man; but he did not possess the childlike 

humility Jesus had mentioned in the previous passage. Jesus made clear that he was not a 

worshiper of God; he was a user of God, using God in the service of his self worship. 

 

But the disciples are astonished, “greatly astonished” at this revelation. It contradicted 

their assumptions. Jesus took someone they thought would be first in line to enter the 

kingdom, and showed that he wasn’t even kingdom-bound at all. So they asked, “Who 

then can be saved?” “Jesus looked at them.” I love that eye-witness detail in verse 26. 

“Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With man this is impossible, but with God all 

things are possible.’” 

 

So this man had more issues than he or anyone realized, until he came to Jesus and had 

his idols exposed in the light of truth. And this passage gives us “good and necessary”
1
 

light by which we can see that we also have more issues than we realize.  

 

As Jesus was processing this guy’s case with his disciples, he moved from this particular 

man’s issues, to rich people in general (beginning at verse 23), and finally expands                        

the circle to help us understand the condition of humanity in general, saying in verse 26, 
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‘With man this is impossible.’ So he’s not picking on wealthy people. As this man 

represented the category of wealthy people in Jesus’ teaching, wealthy people are simply 

serving to show something about all people. It is impossible for any of us humans to save 

ourselves from the predicament we’ve gotten ourselves into. So then, this man’s situation 

is not unique. The unveiling of this man’s idols should serve to help us discover our own. 

When we look into his story, we are confronted with a mirror. 

 

We don’t come to God in any sort of objective way. We come with our own assumptions 

about him and about ourselves. We think we can do something good to save ourselves. 

This is the natural bent of every human being. Ever since humans distrusted God and ate 

of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (as it's described in the beginning of the 

Bible), we have struggled from an ingrown tendency to trust in our own ability to reach 

out and get what's good and to save ourselves from evil. Instead of praying to 'Our Father 

which art in heaven' to 'deliver us from evil,' we trust in ourselves to do that. And so we 

see very little need for this God and Savior. We can help ourselves, we think. And God's 

place in our eyes is merely a subservient role, a means to our end, a personal agent who is 

here to serve our agenda, a 'Teacher' who can give us a pep talk so we can enjoy our 'Best 

Life Now.' 

 

But then Jesus tells us that only God is good, and we are not he. All our so-called 

righteous deeds are as filthy, disgusting rags before him. Our righteous deeds have been 

done in the service of our own self-worship, not out of love for him. In fact, we try to 

avoid him and his judgment by our good works. We relate to him like a worker to a boss, 

where whenever the worker senses his boss’s eyes upon him he picks up the phone and 

acts like he’s doing good work. But it’s all a front. It’s all fig leaves. We deceive 

ourselves into functioning as our own God, as our own Savior, and as our own Judge, 

looking at God’s commandments and slamming down the gavel with the announcement, 

“All these I have kept”! 

 

But deep inside we know there’s still something we lack. But we have become deaf and 

blind to him. We sense this lack and we become very insecure. We go from one extreme 

to another, like a pendulum, sometimes asking “Which ones?” Which commandments do 

I really need to obey? And then other times proudly exulting in the apparent ways we 

have kept all of God’s requirements. We go from license to legalism, from despair to 

arrogance, and we cannot just rest with any assurance that God loves and accepts us. 

 

So our deep-seated insecurities drive us to look to wealth for security (or to food or sex or 

countless other good things that we impute ultimate importance to). We look for props to 

keep our idol from falling down. Sometimes we use and abuse people to do that. We 

think they can give us the sense of security or satisfaction that our soul so desperately 

needs. But we only end up being a leach and hurting or wearing people out. And we are 

so desperate in our plight that we will even resort to try to get God to support our idol. 

We think we deserve a relatively pain free and happy existence, because of all the good 

stuff we’ve done. And whenever our boat gets rocked, and suffering strikes we resent 

him, with a spirit that sometimes even demands that he submit to our wills.  
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And if he doesn’t, when he doesn’t we come awfully close to making shipwreck of our 

so-called faith. And sometimes, like the man in this story, we even end up turning our 

back on Jesus. That was his biggest issue. He turned his back on his only hope for 

salvation. 

 

Now maybe you haven’t turned your back on Jesus. Maybe that’s why you’re here. And 

maybe the issues I just mentioned don’t seem to be exactly what you’re dealing with right 

now, or so you think. But either way I want you to see about yourself what we can see 

here about this man, You have more issues than you may realize. 

 

God is Mighty to Save. 

 

But more than that, I want you to see the hope that Jesus offers you. You do have more 

issues than you may realize, but God is mighty to save. When the disciples were at a loss 

to know who in the world could ever be saved, Jesus responded, “With man this is 

impossible, but with God all things are possible.”  

 

Maybe you’ve come here this morning beaten down and discouraged. Might I encourage 

you to take whatever is discouraging you to God this morning? Do you believe Jesus’ 

words? “With God all things are possible.” 

 

Maybe you think you’re a hopeless case, or that someone you love is. No. Such. Thing. 

You can still hope in God. No matter what, with him “all things are possible.”  

 

Maybe all about you is darkness, and you’ve begun to doubt that you will ever see light 

and gladness. Maybe you’ve heard voices telling you that no one can save you, and 

you’ve even begun to believe them. And maybe the fact that with God all things are 

possible just does not ring true to you. Whether or not you believe it, it is true. Even your 

doubts cannot change the fact that God is mighty to save. 

 

And we can know that he is, not just because Jesus said so (as sufficient of a reason as 

that is). We can know that God is mighty to save because he has proved it in history. 

2,000 years ago when it seemed like all hope had been utterly extinguished as Jesus died 

on the cross and was buried in a cold tomb, God showed his great might and saved him, 

raising him from the dead. 

 

All our hope is in this historical fact, more than that, in this historical, living person who 

is our God, Savior, and Judge. When we could not save ourselves, God saved us by 

counting us as crucified and raised with his Son. We were hopeless, as good as dead. The 

apostle Paul says: 

 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, 

following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, 

the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience—among whom we all 

once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the 

mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. But God, 
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being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you 

have been saved—and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the 

heavenly places in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 2:1-6 ESV) 

 

God has raised us with Jesus, and he will finish the job when Christ returns, and raise us 

with new, glorified bodies. When Christ returns our holistic salvation will be completed. 

And it’s already as good as done in Christ’s resurrection. So we, like him, don’t have to 

try to save ourselves, or justify or defend or give endless explanations for or protect or 

insulate or anesthetize ourselves when everything around us seems like it’s against us, 

painful, or hopeless. Since God is mighty to save, we can begin to deny ourselves, take 

up our cross daily, and follow Jesus. 

 

Come to His Son. 

 

The worst issue about the man in our story was really not his self-righteousness. It was 

that his despair led him to walk away from Jesus. There was actually hope for him as 

long as he came to Jesus with all of his issues. So if you have begun to get a sense of your 

fundamental inability to save yourself, and God’s great ability to save you, then I 

encourage you to come to his Son and never leave him. You have more issues than you 

may realize, but God is mighty to save. So come to his Son, whether it’s the first or the 

71
st
 time. Come to Jesus. Cling to him, and don’t ever let him go. He is all you need. 

There is hope for you in him alone. 

 

The Lord’s Supper 

 

We remember the hope we have in him every Sunday with a meal that he told us to eat. 

The broken bread and wine are symbols that remind us of what he has done, dying for our 

sins and rising for our justification. He said we should do this until he returns, and all our 

craziest hopes will be exceeded beyond anything we could imagine, as we get to dine 

with him and share in his unending fellowship with his Father. 

 

Benediction 

May you see your own inability to save, God’s sovereign grace, and never stop 

cherishing his Son. 
 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Adam Smith on Sunday morning, July 22, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and proclaims 

the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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