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With man it is impossible, but not
with God. For all things are possible
with God.

Mk 10:27

Threading the Needle
Dear brothers and sisters: grace to you and peace from God our Father and from the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  Amen.

We have a way of speaking about a difficcult situation where one finnds a middle ground 

between two competing interests with great difficculty – we have an English idiom or 

fingure of speech for that, we say someone is “threading the needle.”  Well today in our 

Gospel reading from St. Mark Jesus also speaks of threading the needle – but with a 

camel!  Here Jesus gives us this vivid picture of something that is not only difficcult but 

downright impossible, passing a very large beast through the eye of needle.  Obviously 

that is not going to happen.  What is the point?  Jesus means to teach of the impossibility 

or a rich person – or anyone else – entering the kingdom of God by doing something for 

himself or herself.  Entering the kingdom of God on your own is not a matteer of great 

difficculty.  It’s impossible, like threading a camel through a needle’s eye.
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To understand all this about camels and needles we need to go back to the encounter with

the rich young man.  I have included these verses in this week’s Gospel reading as well 

since we didn’t hear them last week because of our Thaanksgiving observance.  We all 

probably know this story: a rich young man comes to Jesus and asks this most important 

of questions: “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”1  Thais young man 

seems to be doing a lot of things right.  Certainly he has come to the right person to ask 

this question.  Indeed, he ran up to Jesus, and unlike the Pharisees and the scribes he 

actually knelt before Jesus.  He addresses Jesus very respectfully: “Good Teacher.”  It’s so 

complimentary that Jesus uses it to encourage the young man to consider the full 

implications of what he just said: “Why do you call me good?  No one is good except God 

alone.2”  With this reminder of the First Table of the Law, involving God and his name, 

Jesus doesn’t seem to be criticizing the young man, but rather asking if he understands 

the true implications of his address.  It’s as if Jesus is saying, “How far are you willing to 

take this?  Do you know who I really am?  Are you willing to confess who I really am? 

With not just your lips but with your actions?  Are you willing to believe and follow?”

And so we get back to that most important of questions: What must I do to inherit the 

kingdom of God?  What must I do to have my sins taken away?  What must I do in order 

that God would change his disposition toward me and look upon me with mercy and give

to me his grace?  What must I do?  Thais is what the rich young man wants to know.  

Together we said these words from today’s Psalm: “How can a young man keep his way 

1 Mk 10:17.
2 Mk 10:18.
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pure?  By guarding it according to your word.”3  Thaus Jesus points the man to the 

commandments.  Well, six of the ten.  But whether He includes all of them is not the 

point.  Thae point is faith.  When the man says that yes, he has indeed kept all the 

commandments from his youth, Jesus does respond the way I would have.  He does not 

lecture the man on how we are all sinners and no one is able to keep the commandments 

perfectly.  Instead Jesus “loved him, and said to him, ‘You lack one thing: go, sell all that 

you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow 

me.’”4  Uh oh.  What do you mean, Jesus?  Give up everything I have?  Didn’t God give 

these things to me as a sign of his blessing?  Thae young man is now in a position that 

everyone will come to, eventually.  Thaere are questions.  Who is Jesus?  What has He 

come to do? What does this mean for me?  Thae young man, like everyone, starts from the 

place of seeking self-righteousness, trying to fingure out, “what must I do?”  But there is no

extra-credit.  Thaere is no tightening of a definnition here, an added ounce of effoort there.  

Jesus calls the man to discipleship, and in doing so he calls him to give up on worldly 

solutions, and to instead follow in faith.  Thae man goes away, dejected, because Jesus is 

not who he thought he was.  Thais young man will not be the last person to encounter 

Jesus and just turn and walk away, disappointed.  So then Jesus turns to His disciples, 

who have been watching this unfold, and says, “How difficcult it will be for those who 

have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!”5  Difficcult indeed.

Thais utteerly shocks the disciples.  Like the rich young man they probably of the same 

3 Ps 119:9.
4 Mk 10:21.
5 Mk 10:23.
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opinion, that having great wealth was a sign of God’s blessing.  To be rich was therefore 

an indicator of one’s standing with God.  Thae more you have, the more God likes you.  

Certainly today we hear this from certain preachers who claim the name of Christ but 

have very littele to offoer in terms of the actual New Testament revelation.  Our text today 

is very clear, there is very littele wiggle room.  Thaere is great danger in allowing riches, or 

the pursuit of riches, to get in the way of our total devotion to God.  Rather than being a 

sign of God’s flaavor, the pursuit of earthly gain is just another form of idolatry.  Solomon 

writes about this, probably toward the end of his life, in the Old Testament book of 

Ecclesiastes.  He writes as someone who experienced all this world has to offoer in terms of

money, power, sex.  But then he gets to a place where clearly he begins to understand that

it’s all just meaningless, a “vanity.”  Wise Solomon says in our Old Testament reading 

today, “He who loves money will not be satisfined with money, nor he who loves wealth 

with his income; this also is vanity [or meaninglessness].”6  Thae teaching of our Lord 

which comes to us by way of the Evangelist St. Mark echoes those ancient words.

But Jesus teaches an even deeper truth.  “‘Children, how difficcult it is to enter the 

kingdom of God!   It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 

person to enter the kingdom of God.’  And they were exceedingly astonished, and said to 

him, ‘Thaen who can be saved?’  Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With man it is impossible, 

but not with God. For all things are possible with God.’”7  Humanly speaking, no one can 

put the largest animal in Palestine through the eye of a needle.  Thais is not just difficcult, 

not just a hindrance, not just something you can do if you try hard enough, this is 

6 Ec 5:10.
7 Mk 10:24–27.
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impossible.  Thae disciples then want to know: well then, if everything we thought about 

God and his blessings is wrong, then who can be saved?  In other words, who can enter 

the kingdom of God?  Who can have the promise of the forgiveness of sin and eternal 

life?  Jesus answers: it’s impossible for anyone to enter the kingdom of heaven on one’s 

own.  And lest we think none of this applies to me because the size of my bank account 

surely keep me out of the same category of the rich young man, let us remember that any 

of God’s good giftss can and oftsen are used by Satan as his greatest temptations.  

Elsewhere Jesus says, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of 

me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.”8  

Relationships with family can become idols.  How many people won’t come to church 

because of their family members?  How many leave a church where God’s Word is 

properly proclaimed and the Sacraments of our Lord properly administered according to 

the institution of Jesus, and join a church that errs in doctrine and practice, because they 

want their kids to have a betteer “youth experience?”  Thae Gospel account of the rich man 

serves as a narrative example of our Epistle’s warning to all believers: “Let us [all of us!] 

therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of 

disobedience,”9 and, as was urged earlier in this same Letteer to the Hebrews, to “exhort 

one another every dayPthat none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin”10 – 

any sin.

Thae truth is that no one can save himself.  Thaere are no exceptions.  No matteer what race, 

8 Mt 10:37.
9 Heb 4:11.
10 Heb 3:13.
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no matteer how smart, no matteer what age, no matteer what gender, no matteer how rich, no 

matteer how poor.  You cannot do it,  not even a littele bit.  A very famous preacher used to 

say that when it comes to your salvation, when it comes to entering the kingdom of God, 

God does his part and you do yours.  Well, it doesn’t work that way.  Thae Holy Scriptures 

are crystal clear.  Something that is impossible is just that – impossible, like threading a 

camel through the eye of a needle.  And so your only part in this equation is the 

impossible part.  “With man it is impossible, but not with God.”11  Let us therefore go back

to the Small Catechism, the explanation of the Thaird Article of the Creed, on being made 

holy: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my 

Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me 

with His giftss, sanctifined and kept me in the true faith. In the same way He calls, gathers, 

enlightens, and sanctifines the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus 

Christ in the one true faith.”  With God, by the working of the Holy Spirit, the kingdom of

God is made possible, for you.  By faith it is possible to believe in Jesus Christ as your 

Lord, and to come to Him, for He has raised you up to new life in Holy Baptism, He has 

called you out of darkness and enlightened you, He has called you into His kingdom.  He 

has done the impossible, He has redeemed us by taking all of our sins upon Himself at the

cross.

In fact, the Christian faith is all about giving up on what seems possible to us, namely that

we have merit and worthiness in earthly things, and thereby we can save ourselves, and 

instead turning in faith toward God and what he has done, and continues to do, even 

11 Mk 10:27.
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though it seems impossible.  Saved, washed, raised to new life, by water and the Word?  

Impossible.  Thae true Body and Blood of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, given and 

shed, for you, today, at this altar, under the form of bread and wine?  Impossible.  As a 

called and ordained servant of Christ and by His authority I forgive you all your sins?  

Impossible!  He can’t say that!  Well, not only are these things possible, they are 

happening right here today for you.  “For all things are possible with God.”12  Jesus says 

all things, even eternal life in the age to come.  Thae benefints to come are beyond our 

wildest expectations, yet in this present age the difficculties will be great.  Thais is life under

the cross.  We, along with the saints who have gone before us who have now received 

their crown of life, have the assurance that in that same cross the age to come has broken 

in upon the here and now.  Only God could do this, in becoming flaesh and taking upon all 

our sins even unto death.  You who are happy to believe this, continue on the way Jesus 

has placed you.  Let us boldly hold fast to our confession, which God has given us in His 

Holy Word, that we could not know or do for ourselves.  Continue on the way, boldly, in 

spite of temptations to look elsewhere for comfort and security and salvation.  You have 

the kingdom of God for His sake, and you shall inherit eternal life, in the name of Jesus.  

Amen.  And now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus.

Rev. Kirk P. Radford

Christ Lutheran Church, Sarnia, Ont.
 Soli Deo Gloria✠

12 Mk 10:27.
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