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One of the things in life that I dislike the most yet encounter regularly is a 

sense of incompetence. How many of you like having to do something for 

which you feel incompetent? Sometimes I face house projects or problems 

with my car that seem like I should be able to figure out, yet struggling 

through it leaves me with a sense of incompetence rather than 

accomplishment. It can feel self-defeating.  

 

Yet there can be a strange gift in recognizing the limitations of our 

abilities—beyond keeping us humble! It can be a strange gift to encounter a 

life-situation or relationship in a fellow believer’s life and feel incompetent 

to give wise counsel. It can be a strange gift to confront a brother’s sin or to 

lead a church through times of testing, knowing I am incompetent to change 

anyone’s heart or to find the optimum solution. It can be a strange gift to 

come to a text of Scripture that I am expected to preach, and feel 

incompetent to articulate its truth and drive it home to the heart. How can 

those things serve as a gift? By pressing me to utter reliance upon God who 

alone is competent for all things.  

 

Today we are going to discover the blessed reality of discovering our 

spiritual incompetence that leads us to cease striving and rest in God’s grace. 

 

As we come to this portion of Matt 19, Jesus interacts with two very 

different kinds of people. And the contrast between them is precisely what I 

believe Matthew wants us to see. Matt sets the incompetence of children 

against the over-inflated sense of competence of a young, religious 

professional.  

 

1. Children exemplify the humble, dependent, faith needed to enter 

the kingdom of heaven (19:13-15).  

 

These 3 short verses are worthy of a number of observations. Jesus loves 

children. He delights in spending time with children and He Himself is the 

kind of person children loved to be around. Jesus blesses children and 

according to Jesus, children have a special capacity for spiritual life. And 

because of this, we should not hinder children from coming to Jesus. 

 

The way we hinder children from coming to Jesus is by not helping them 

come to Jesus. Children are teachable and moldable, but they are also born 

with a sin nature (internally) and grow up in a world of sin and stumbling 

blocks (externally). Furthermore, most kids will be educated in a system 

promoting a man-centered worldview. To hinder our children from coming 

to Jesus is to not have an environment of discipleship in our home.  

 

For physical life, food must be daily prepared, brought to, and fed to young 

children. To not do these things would be to hinder them from getting the 

nutrition they need. The same is true spiritually. The good news is that God 

is able to create passionate affection for Christ in the hearts of children.  

 

Parents, the childhood and teenage years are the best season for Christ to 

shape the heart with life-long convictions! So read the Bible together, 

regularly. Make prayer the normal response in your home and make 

worship the atmosphere. Perhaps the greatest motivation to get involved in 

children’s ministry in your church, is for those kids who do not grow up in 

discipleship-oriented homes.  

 

The main point of vs. 13-15, however, extends beyond children to adults as 

well. Vs. 14: “the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” That is, the 

kingdom of heaven belongs to those who have a certain child-like quality 

about them. This is an echo of what we learned in 18:3-5, that those who 

come into the kingdom must humble themselves as a child. They must let go 

of their sense of self-reliance, self-sufficiency, and rugged independence to 

trust solely in God’s mercy and come under the authority of Jesus as their 

Lord.  

 

Genuine faith that results in salvation is a response to two things: 1) a deep 

conviction that in our sinful depravity we are completely incompetent to 

present a righteous life before God, and 2) a strong confidence that God’s 

mercy is fully sufficient to meet our need through the righteousness of 

Christ. When our hearts are grasped by the conviction of sin’s utterly 



disabling power and God’s all-sufficient mercy, we gladly humble ourselves 

like a child to trust God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. 

 

Perhaps the greatest obstacle for adults in truly embracing the gospel, is 

setting aside the prideful notion that there must be some good that we can 

contribute to our redemption; whether being a moral person, or doing good 

works, or demonstrating our willingness to earn the grace God freely offers. 

We think that it surely wouldn’t hurt to add some of our own effort to God’s 

mercy. And yet, we are never better off thinking that we need God’s mercy 

less. In fact, any trust in our own efforts actually disqualifies us from the 

kingdom of heaven. I think it’s the one thing that the gospel has in common 

with FAFSA – the more you have (or in this case, think you have), the less 

you qualify for]. Why does trying to add to grace work against us? Because it 

demonstrates that we have not truly come to terms with the corruptive and 

disabling power of sin, nor have we grasped the purity of Christ’s 

righteousness that God provides. And so Matthew provides a striking 

contrast to child-like faith in the account of a rich religious ruler.    

 

2. The rich young ruler exemplifies the self-righteousness that 

prevents one from entering the kingdom of heaven (19:16-26).  

 

This young man comes to Jesus with a pressing question in vs. 16: “What 

good thing shall I do that I may obtain eternal life?” His assumption is that 

he can do something good by his own effort or merit that is good enough to 

secure eternal life. Jesus picks up on this and responds with a question in 

return: “why are you asking me about what is good? There is only One who 

is good…” Who is it? God. The triune God is the only One who is genuinely, 

consistently, and purely good. He is the only one who is inherently good (in 

and of Himself). All other ‘good’ things are a reflected goodness that come 

from their Creator as the singular source of all that is good. So a thing is 

good on the basis of its relationship to God and its fulfillment of His good 

purposes (i.e. food, guns, war, internet). But God is the only One who is 

intrinsically good.   

This explains why Jesus goes on to say, “if you wish to enter into life, keep 

the commandments” (17). Wait—is Jesus suggesting this man can earn 

eternal life by obeying the commandments? No. He’s saying that if God is 

the only One who is good, then eternal life with God requires the same 

standard of God’s goodness to which the law points. In other words, you’ve 

got to be as good as God and the law is what we use to measure ourselves 

against His goodness. But, as Jesus said, God is the only one who is good, 

therefore the law actually reveals our inability to attain eternal life by ‘doing 

good.’ [Only God is good, so obey the commandments and be good like God.] 

This young man, still thinking he can do something good to earn eternal life, 

asks Jesus which commands he must obey. This question is likely prompted 

by the fact that there are some 613 commandments in the first 5 books of 

the OT. So humanly speaking, the question seems reasonable, but what it 

reveals is the impossibility of consistently obeying 613 commandments.  

The man seems relieved yet puzzled as Jesus lists 5 of the ten 

commandments and another that summarizes those 5: [vs. 18-20]. It’s 

interesting to note that all of the commands Jesus mentioned have to do 

with human relationships rather than our direct relationship to God. Why 

didn’t Jesus respond with the greatest commandment, to love God with all 

your heart? 

I believe Jesus is preparing this man to see that He doesn’t love God with all 

his heart and the way for him to see that is in the revealing light of human 

relationships. It’s easy to think and believe that we love God with all our 

heart, until our hearts are put to the test in human relationships that are 

meant to reflect our reverence and love for God.  

So what is this rich young ruler still lacking? He’s lacking a true assessment 

of himself. He’s still lacking the ability to see how he has not kept God’s law 

from the heart. He fails to see that righteousness (godliness) is deeper than 

a performance of external behavior.  

Jesus answers this man’s question (“what am I still lacking?”) with an arrow 

that pierces his heart: [vs. 21]. The thrust of Jesus’ answer is, “come, follow 

Me.” But this man can’t. There is something standing in the way of following 

Jesus. His heart’s affections are set on earthly treasure rather than the 

treasure of heaven. He can’t serve both God and riches. So Jesus calls him to 

exchange his earthly treasure for heavenly treasure; to sell his possessions 

and give them to the poor so that he can have the true treasure of heaven 



which is Jesus Himself. He must surrender his divided heart by forsaking the 

god of wealth to wholeheartedly embrace the God who saves.  

Vs. 22 tells us that when the man heard this, he was grieved and turned 

away because he owned much property. In other words, his love for earthly 

treasure is what truly owned his heart. He could not possibly love God with 

all his heart as he was. He was trusting in the works of his own hands and 

loving what his hands could hold. This man put forth impressive effort, but 

his self-righteous heart disqualified him from the kingdom of heaven.  

The call that Jesus issues to every person is the call to follow Him as Savior 

and Lord on the road of discipleship—“Come, follow Me!” But not every 

person is told to sell their possessions and give them to the poor. Yet there 

is an essential lesson here that we all need to take to heart—a lesson Jesus 

presses home for his disciples. [vs. 23-26] 

Why is it so difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven? Let me 

suggest that the problem is not wealth itself, but what wealth can do to the 

heart. Not only do money and possessions have the ability to capture the 

affections of your heart, they can also subtly deceive you. You can begin to 

feel differently about yourself, by what you drive or where you live, and you 

can begin to see yourself as privileged rather than needy. Your dependence 

on God begins to fade as you rely on ‘your’ resources instead of God’s 

provision and you begin to live as though you are self-sufficient rather than 

breathing by grace. The reason it’s nearly impossible for a rich man to enter 

the kingdom of God is because his surplus of earthly riches blurs his ability to 

see his need for God and he begins to trust in his own sense of self-

sufficiency rather than God’s sufficient grace. This is precisely why a child 

may be closer to the kingdom than a successful adult.  

The disciples were taken back by Jesus’ analogy of a camel going through 

the eye of a needle, which was meant to portray something impossible. The 

Jews viewed wealth as a sign of God’s blessing and so the disciples 

concluded that if a rich man, whom God is blessing, can’t get into the 

kingdom of heaven, then who could possibly be saved? And incidentally this 

is the right question. Earlier the rich young ruler asked the wrong question: 

“what good thing can I do to obtain eternal life?” The right question is, “who 

can possibly be saved?” Jesus’ answer is direct, clear, and aimed at every 

one of us: “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are 

possible.” (26).  

The thrust of today’s passage is this: Because it is impossible for man to be 

saved by any human effort or merit, we must trust in God’s mercy alone as 

the only possible means to enter the kingdom of heaven. God’s grace is our 

only asset.  

So what’s the application for us who know that salvation is by grace alone? 

Wealth or good works are not the only things that can blur our need for 

God’s grace alone. The human heart will even deceive itself with pure 

doctrine. Are we trusting in our belief in the doctrine of grace—that we 

believe the right thing—or are we truly broken, recognizing our personal 

inability and culpability before God?  

One of the marks of a maturing Christian, is that in his unceasing pursuit of godliness, his 

constant awareness of sinful shortcomings does not ultimately dishearten him but 

strengthen his confidence of resting in the righteousness of Christ that has been credited to 

him by God’s grace.   

This morning the Spirit calls you to come like a child with no personal assets, 

no self-sufficiency or self-reliance, just trusting fully in Jesus as God’s 

provision of saving grace.  


