TO GIVE HIS LIFE AS A RANSOM

Mark 10:17-45

Key Verse: 10:45

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served,

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”


Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. In these verses, we see that he cut an imposing figure as he traveled. In other words, he was going to Jerusalem with a great sense of purpose, with his eyes fixed on God. But this Jesus met a man of great wealth along the way and was rejected by him. He also met the internal problems among the Twelve. The pictures look irreconcilable. But in today’s passage, and because of that, we are allowed to witness and learn the truth of the Son of Man in great beauty.

I.  To enter the kingdom of God (17-31)

First, to inherit eternal life. (17-22) Verse 17 says, “As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. ‘Good teacher,’ he asked, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’” Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. He was resolute in his attitude, for he was going there to die on the cross as the Son of Man, in obedience to God, for the salvation of man. At the same time, people were coming to him, even bringing their little children to him for his blessing. Jesus embraced every one. And he taught his disciples, “I tell you the truth. Anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” Now Jesus barely started on his way again, and here came a man who ran up to him, through the crowds and the children and the disciples, and fell on his knees before him. The man was desperate to speak with Jesus. Why? We learn from his desperate question that he was sincerely thirsty for life, even eternal life. When he saw Jesus, he saw a good teacher and he caught a glimpse of life, the one thing he wanted. So now he came to Jesus and fell on his knees before him, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

How would Jesus answer the sincere and life seeking man? “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—except God alone. You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.’” (18-19) First, Jesus answered the man’s question with a question. “Why do you call me good?” Then wasn’t Jesus good? Did he mean that he wasn’t good? We can’t say that Jesus wasn’t good. He was good, the best even. Mark said he was the Son of God. But this was his answer to the man who called him, “Good teacher.” Jesus tried to help the man who connected life with being good, who when he saw Jesus, saw something “good.” Jesus helped the man to connect life with God—God alone. Life is in God and from God. No one can produce life by being good; God alone gives life, even eternal life. To inherit eternal life is a worthy and noble and even holy desire, a desire borne of God who creates life and gives life. Jesus made himself nothing here so that the man could consider God alone, the source of life. Second, Jesus reminded the man of the commandments, which he knew. When God created the heavens and earth, he did it by his command. When God created man he gave him one command. “And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.’” (Ge 2:16-17) And when God called his people out of Egypt, he gave them his commands. They would be a people of the word, and thereby have life. The command of God is life. Obedience to God is life. When the Creator God gave his word to his people, he had poured out life on them right there. Jesus helped this man see God. He helped him to see God of life in the commandments that he already knew. There was life, God’s life, literally poured out for him to inherit today. And he helped him to see Jesus as more than just a good teacher, more than one in whom he could see a difference. Jesus helped this man to know him as one who not only has life, but gives life.


How did the man respond to Jesus? Verse 20 says, “‘Teacher,’ he declared, ‘all these I have kept since I was a boy.’” What kind of response is this? In his response the man still referred to Jesus as, “Teacher.” As much as Jesus tried to help him see “God alone,” the man remained as he was, and even sought Jesus’ approval on him. Also, the word of God was not for him the source of eternal life which he had in the commandments already today, it was something for him to keep as a kind of duty to God, who would someday be grading him on his performance. In Jesus and in the word, God was literally pouring out life. And unlike the children in the previous passage who receive the kingdom of God in the blessing of Jesus, here Jesus was literally holding open the door of the kingdom of God for this man to enter. But the man remained. He rejected Jesus and he rejected life. He rejected the word Jesus had just given him, and so remained apart from life and in himself.

How did Jesus view such a man? Verse 21 says, “Jesus looked at him and loved him. ‘One thing you lack,’ he said. ‘Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me’” When Jesus looked at the man he loved him. How could Jesus love the man who didn’t listen to the words of life? How could Jesus love the man who rejected him? Jesus saw the man with love. Jesus is different. Jesus obviously saw life. On his journey now to Jerusalem and to the cross, what was he seeing? He saw God alone. He saw life being poured out in every word of the Lord. Jesus was alive even as he was rejected by this man. He sought God, honored God and obeyed God—the sum of his love for God—and his singular pursuit of God is the beautiful example of love. At the same time, when he saw this man and looked at this man he loved this man. He wanted to give life to this man. When the man rejected him, Jesus loved him. What was Jesus’ command of love for the man? Look at verse 21b again. “‘One thing you lack,’ he said. ‘Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me’” How can this be considered his love for the man? It is such a harsh command—sell everything, give to the poor, and come and follow Jesus. Is this love? This is the love of Jesus for the man who did not accept his words of life. Jesus loved the man and would take the full responsibility for this man. When he commanded the man to sell everything else, he meant to assume complete and total responsibility for the one he loved, the one who just rejected his words. When he commanded the man, “Then come, follow me,” it meant the bearing of the man’s rejection on himself. What would happen when Jesus bore all of the responsibility, including the man’s rejection on himself? This man would inherit eternal life; this man would enter the kingdom of God. If we couldn’t see the word of Jesus as the command of life before, surely we can see in his command of love that life is being poured out, even eternal life, to this man. It is God’s love, God’s life, given in Jesus. The man asked, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” There in the person of Jesus who stood and spoke to him in love, the life appeared before him.

How did the man respond to Jesus’ invitation of love? Verse 22 says, “At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.” This verse describes the sadness of the man, but it may be an accumulation of the sadness of the world apart from the love of God, apart from life. It is the truth of treasuring this lost and perishable world above eternal life. It is considering the treasures of this world as great wealth, and the treasure of God’s holy love in Jesus as something else. In this case, the man was confronted with the holy love of God in Jesus, he was offered the inheritance of life in the kingdom of God as his eternal treasure in heaven, and he went away. There is a sadness here, but not only for the man. The offense Jesus bore when he spread his arms wide to the man, the rejection of the unprotected love he offered to the man who rebuffed him so clearly, is a different type of sadness or grieving which the Bible describes as something holy ever since man sinned. Jesus came to love this man, to be rejected by this man, and in this way the truth of life will amazingly appear. The man kept his wealth and went away sad. But Jesus gave up everything and is glorious. Are we desperate for life? In Jesus the truth of eternal life is radiant to us.

Second, to enter the kingdom of God. (23-31) But that is not all. Jesus now turned toward his disciples, looked around and said, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!” Jesus equates inheriting eternal life with entering the kingdom of God. Jesus opens our eyes to what he does by his coming to the man, by his coming as the rejected one. Jesus commanded the man saying, “Follow me.” What is he doing? He is opening the door wide so that his followers may enter the kingdom of God. In fact, he is the entry to the kingdom of God. We see the beauty in Jesus who followed God with such a singular purpose, who has life in himself, who commands us to follow him, and we place our trust in him in the matter of life. Why is it so hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of God? They belong to a different kingdom, a kingdom where wealth rules and men follow after it, and those who would trade the glory of eternal life or entering the kingdom of God for the wealth and riches of something else, then they are ruled by something else, and belong to that kingdom.

How did the disciples react to Jesus’ words? The disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus emphasized his teaching and said again, “Children, how hard 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 man to enter the kingdom of God.” (24-25) We learn here that the teaching of Jesus was truly amazing. In our times poverty is considered a virtue, but in Jesus’ time wealth was considered as a sign of God’s blessing. So what Jesus said was truly amazing, for it meant the turning upside down of everything even for his own disciples. Then should we sell and resell everything and live in continual poverty as a means of entering the kingdom of God? We cannot enter the kingdom of God with the wealth of our virtuous poor life either. Trying to enter from here to the kingdom of God is as likely as a camel passing from here through the eye of a needle to the kingdom of God. Jesus’ words should judge every attempt we devise to enter the kingdom of God. Jesus’ words should judge every assumption we have about entering the kingdom of God. Now how did the disciples respond? Verse 26 says, “The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, ‘Who then can be saved?’” The question of the disciples reveals there hope in following Jesus: they wanted to be saved. They followed Jesus for this reason, and now they heard Jesus words, and they became even more amazed than they were before. Everything Jesus said seemed to cut the foundation out from under them until there was nothing left. “Who then can be saved?”

How did Jesus respond to his amazed disciples? Verse 27 says, “Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God.’” Jesus said, “With man this is impossible.” Every conception we have about passing from this life to enter the kingdom of God, every idea of how, everything that could ever be classified as “with man,” Jesus declares to be impossible. It is the judgment of us completely, all of our thoughts and notions of how we enter the kingdom of God and who can be saved—“with man this is impossible.” But God is. When we are judged, there is God. Jesus said, “With God all things are possible.” It is not the possibility of this world, it is the possibility that is with God. It is the possibility that we don’t conceive of, but that rules all of the impossibility. We don’t see it, we don’t hear it and we don’t comprehend it. It is with God, who created the heavens and the earth out of nothing. How do we sustain our breath and our life today? Jesus teaches us the truth of “with God,” for whom all things are possible. The truth of life, the truth of the kingdom of God, those are things that belong to God, that are “with God.” Jesus turns our eyes away from possibility to God.

Then what did Peter say to Jesus? Peter said to him, “We have left everything to follow you!” (28) Peter was the one who confessed to Jesus, “You are the Christ.” He was the one who could rebuke Jesus when he first spoke the gospel to them. He was the one who could interject when Jesus appeared transfigured and spoke with Moses and Elijah. This same Peter seems uncertain for the first time. He left everything to follow Jesus. So is it possible, or is it impossible? How did Jesus reply? Verses 29-31 say, “‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus replied, ‘no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields—and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last first.’” This was Jesus’ promise to his own. It is not anything that is possible, or anything that is “with man.” According to this verse, a man with four children who follows Jesus should have received four hundred children in this present age without fail. Did you ever see that? Did you ever desire that? But Jesus taught that as a certainty. Jesus dwelled in the kingdom of God. He was in the possible at all times. When he was rejected by a man in favor of worldly wealth, was he last? Or was he first? When he became an itinerant preacher, sharing a common life with the Twelve, one of whom would betray him to death, did he have a hundred homes in this present age? A hundred mothers and fields? In this Jesus the kingdom of God appears. He is not the possibility in this world. He is not the means by which we can understand how to enter the kingdom of God. He is not the way to move from last to first. The one who was so rejected by a wealthy man, so misunderstood by his own, he is the kingdom come. By his coming the kingdom of God is opened for us to enter.

II.  The Son of Man will be betrayed (32-34)

In verses 32-34, there is a definite change noted by the author regarding Jesus who approached Jerusalem. Verse 32a says, “They were on their way up to Jerusalem, with Jesus leading the way, and the disciples were astonished, while those who followed were afraid.” Jesus heading toward Jerusalem was an astonishing matter at this time even for his disciples. How much more for the many followers who did not know Jesus as closely. When they saw Jesus leading the way to Jerusalem they were even afraid. As Jesus moved his sovereign glory was made known. It was a fearful sight. 

But what did this Jesus explain to his disciples at his time? Look at verses 32b-34. “Again he took the Twelve aside and told them what was going to happen to him. ‘We are going up to Jerusalem,’ he said, ‘and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days later he will rise.’” Jesus, who had such a fearful visage as he led the crowds on the way to Jerusalem, would go there not as a fearsome figure, but as the Son of Man. He was going there with the specific intent of being betrayed by one of his own, humiliated before the religious leaders and Gentile leaders, and crucified at their hands. Three days later he would rise. This sheds the truth of the gospel on entering the kingdom of God, or inheriting eternal life. Jesus is the Son of God. He came to the one he loved and was rejected in favor of some worldly wealth. But by his rejection, life appeared. In the same way, by his suffering the kingdom of God was opened wide to this world. The Son of Man would be betrayed and crucified. There God’s life would be poured out on this world, the truth would rise, the possibility of “with God” come, and the kingdom of God would ever expand in this world. Jesus led the way. He came as the Son of Man, but he is not a victim; he is the sovereign ruler of sin and death. In view of his rejection before, life is revealed. In view of his subsequent teaching, the kingdom has come. In view of his journey to Jerusalem, Jesus is the sovereign who by his coming is leading his followers to enter the kingdom of God.

III.  For even the Son of Man (35-45)

It was a crucial time in Jesus’ earthly ministry. He was leading the way to everyone’s astonishment and fear. What might the Twelve be considering at such a time? Look at verses 35-37. “Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. ‘Teacher,’ they said, ‘we want you to do for us whatever we ask.’ ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ he asked. They replied, ‘Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.’” We may view their request as somewhat opportunistic and selfish, as if they wanted the glory over the others. At the same time, they saw glory in Jesus, and they wanted to be as close to it as possible.

How would Jesus respond to such a unique request? Verses 38-40 say, “‘You don’t know what you are asking,’ Jesus said. ‘Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?’ ‘We can,’ they answered. Jesus said to them, ‘You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared.’” Jesus first talked about his cup and his baptism. Jesus was about to drink the cup of suffering—the suffering of crucifixion and of bearing the sin of the world on himself as the Son of Man. He was about to be baptized with the baptism of death, though he was the Son of God. At this time James and John had no idea. But for Jesus, this was his glory. The glory wasn’t a matter of the most prominent seat. It was a matter of suffering and death. Both John and James would experience suffering and death, James very early and John much later. Jesus helped them to see God’s glory in their own cup and their own baptism. It is amazing that Jesus answered the question about glory with the truth of his suffering and death. Jesus opens our eyes to the glory we never see or conceive of, the glory of God revealed in his coming. He teaches us the different aspect of his eternal glory that we are surely called to share with him in God’s kingdom.

Then how did the other disciples react when they heard about this? “When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James and John.” (41) But Jesus didn’t blame them all at this time. Instead he taught them all the precious truth of God, his kingdom and his rule. Verses 42-44 say, “Jesus called them together and said, ‘You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all.’” We can remember these verses, and verse 45, in light of verse 32. Jesus was leading the way at this time. He led with such a sense of mission that it was an astonishing thing for these disciples. At the same time, this was Jesus, who had called them and bore with them, their inability to understand, their tendency to sin, and who at this time met their indignant minds with truth. He is certainly their Lord, but the one who never lorded it over them, but instead became their servant in every way, a slave literally of all of them. In this case, he did not exercise his authority to tell them not to argue about being the greatest. He became their example, and in so doing, a window to the different kingdom that is not of this world—the kingdom of God.

Jesus then taught them the truth of the Son of Man. Verse 45 says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” First, not to be served, but to serve. Jesus came as a servant. He was a servant of the will of God, and he was a servant of all. He is the Son of God, the one who was created to be a ruler of all, but he came as the Son of Man in order to be a servant of all. So he came to serve God’s holy will—to save this world from sin and death—by serving sinners. He would rule by serving, and there be revealed as the Son of Man. It is the unique and beautiful title given only to Jesus, for he rules sin and death and us by becoming a servant. Second, to give his life as a ransom for many. Jesus gave his life. He died on the cross as he predicted. But he did not just give up his life. He shows the life that is God’s life, the eternal and indestructible life. Not only that, he did more than just receive his life back. When he gave his life, he did it as a ransom for many. His life sown through his death on the cross has immeasurable power to give life to others, even to the world. He is the Son of Man who gives his life as a ransom for many. This shows us that his life was acceptable to the one he gave it to—that is, to the holy God. Jesus’ life was acceptable to God as a ransom for all sinners. His life was incorruptible, and the life he gives is incorruptible. When the Son of Man ransomed many, he gave each one the new and indestructible and incorruptible life—eternal life. He did this by his own suffering and rejection. Now when we see his love for the man of great wealth, we can see his life being given right there. When we see his patient care of the Twelve, we see him holding the door wide to the kingdom of God, that they may enter through him. May God give us eyes to see the Son of Man who gave his life for us, and through him enter the kingdom of God.

