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Jesus' encounter with the rich man and his teaching on the dangers of wealth lie within
a part of Mark's gospel which tries to bring out who Jesus really is and what it really
means to follow him along the way.

Mark 10:17-31 breaks naturally into four parts. First there is a story about a rich man
who refuses a call to follow Jesus in verses 17-22. Then Jesus teaches his disciples
about the danger of wealth in verses 23-27, and the rewards of renunciation in verses
28-30. Finally there is a saying about the first and last in verse 30.2

All three synoptic gospels have this story about the rich man and the teachings that
follow it (see Mt 19:16-30 and Lk 18:18-30). Yet it probably did not come to Mark in the
tradition as a single unit.

Verse 31 appears in Matthew and Luke in completely different contexts (see Mt 20:16
and Lk 13:30). This is most likely an independent saying that Mark has appended to the
rest.3  Verses 28-30 do not go well with what comes before them. They mention
possessions and relationships, but never mention wealth. Mark probably added “for the
sake of me and the gospel” in verse 29, “now in this time” and “with persecutions” in
verse 30, and the list of things received a hundredfold. Peter's question in verse 28 was
probably added by Mark as well to introduce what follows.4

If there is an authentic saying of Jesus behind verses 28-30, it would most likely be a
combination of the versions in Matthew and Luke:

There is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake
of the Kingdom of God, who will not receive a hundredfold, and in the age to come
eternal life.

In verses 23-27, Mark has probably added verses 23a, 24, 26, and 27. “Look” in verses
23 and 27, “amazed” in verse 24, and “astonished” in verse 26 are all Markan. The
question “Who then can be saved?” in verse 26 is in the vocabulary of the early church.
Only the sayings in verses 23b and 25 are likely to be authentic sayings of Jesus.5

Mark has created the rest as a setting for these sayings, and to help interpret them.6

In verses 17-22, “as he set forth on his way” in verse 17, “looked at him with affection” in
verse 21, and “for he was one who had many possessions” in verse 22 are probably all
Markan. Mark uses “way” several times in this part of the gospel as a symbol for the
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way of discipleship (see 8:27; 9:33; 10:32 and 52). Again, “look” is Markan in verse 21.
And Mark often adds explanatory comments at the end of stories (see 1:16; 2:15; 5:42;
6:14, 52; 7:3; and 11:13).7  But the rest probably came to Mark in the tradition.8  While
Mk 10:17-31 did not come to Mark as a unit, it is possible that the story in verses 17-22
came to Mark with the sayings in verses 23a, 25, and 29 already appended to it.9

The question of whether any part of verses 17-22 can be traced back to Jesus is a little
more difficult, but there are some clues. The use of the word “follow” in verses 17-22 to
symbolize the fullness of discipleship seems more at home with the early church than
with Jesus. This is the language of a call story.

The plot of the story of the rich man called by Jesus resembles the plot of other call
stories in the synoptic tradition. In these stories Jesus sees someone, tells that person
to follow him, and that person immediately leaves family and work to follow Jesus (see
Mk 1:16-20; 2:14; Mt 4:18-22; 9:9; Lk 5:1-11 and 27-28).10

But Mk 10:17-22 adds something new to this pattern. The rich man approaches Jesus.
There is a discussion about how to inherit eternal life. Jesus does tell the rich man to
follow him, but he also tells him to sell what he owns and give to the poor. And the rich
man chooses not to follow Jesus – the only place in the synoptic gospels where
someone refuses to follow Jesus.11

If Mk 10:17-22 is an expanded call story, it is not the only example. Luke, or one of his
sources, has rewritten the call story found in Mk 1:16-20 and Mt 4:18-22, adding
additional material (see Lk 5:1-11).12  The gospel of the Nazarenes has an expanded
version of the rich man called by Jesus. It seems to be a reworking of the version in
Matthew, with an insertion explaining why the rich man must sell what he owns.13

So Mk 10:17-22 seems to be either an expansion of a simpler call story, or more likely,
a story based on the familiar plot of the call story, using the rich man's refusal to follow
Jesus as a way of underlining the danger of wealth. Mk 10:17-22 was almost certainly
created by the early church. Still, it may represent something of the teaching of Jesus.
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Of Mk 10:17-31, this leaves the saying in verse 25 as the one that is most likely to be an
authentic saying of Jesus. The sayings in verses 23a and 29 are also probably
authentic. The command in verse 21 may represent authentic teaching, but the saying
itself is probably not authentic.14

In order to understand what these sayings meant, and to understand Jesus' teaching on
wealth, it is essential to understand what the Old Testament has to say about poverty
and wealth.

Wealth was generally seen as a sign of God's blessing in the Old Testament (see Gen
24:35; 26:12; Deut 8:18; Job 42:12; and Prov 22:4).15  Poverty was generally seen as a
result of carelessness or laziness (see Prov 6:6-11; 10:4; 13:18; 21:17; and 23:21), or
as punishment by God (see Prov 13:25; 15:6; 19:27).16  However, the blessing of great
wealth was understood to bring with it the responsibility to take care of the poor and
vulnerable (see Ex 22:21-23, 25-27; 23:6, 9; and Lev 25:35-37).17

To prevent the endless accumulation of wealth by the rich and debt by the poor, the
Torah provided that every seventh year was to be a year of release. All debts were to
be forgiven, all slaves were to be freed, and the poor were to have special claim to the
produce of the fields (see Ex 21:2; 23:11; Deut 15:1-2).18  And every fiftieth year was to
be a Jubilee year. All land was to be returned to its original owner or the heir (see Lev
25:13). It seems that these ideals were neglected in practice (see Jer 34:8-22).19

The main criticism of wealth in the Old Testament came from the prophets. They
condemned the exploitation of the poor and the unjust accumulation of property and
wealth (see Is 10:1-2; Jer 5:27; Am 5:10-12; and 8:4-6).20  The wisdom literature also
criticized unjust wealth, but also praised honest wealth and condemned voluntary
poverty (see Sir 13:3; 31:5-8; and 34:20-22).21  There was some praise for the pious
poor which saw the wealthy as ungodly, but this was a rare point of view (see Ps
147:6).22
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The rabbinic tradition had a mixed view of wealth. Some wealth was needed to study
Torah, but the pursuit of great wealth would interfere with that study.23  One rabbi gave
up his wealth to be able to study better.24  But another story has it that a man wanted to
give away his property, but a friend would not allow it. There were limits to charity - no
one was allowed to become poor as a result of their charity.25

Jewish communities took the obligation of wealth seriously. They had a well organized
system of charity for the poor, that was funded by the second tithe (see Deut 14:28 and
26:12). But no one was allowed to give more than one fifth of their wealth.26  However,
the rabbis generally still held the view that wealth was a sign of God's blessing, with
poverty signifying the lack of that blessing.27

It is also helpful to understand the economic conditions of Jesus' time. The evidence is
scarce, but some things can be said.28

The economy of Palestine in Jesus' time was probably based mostly on agriculture, with
some commerce and trading.29  The main source of wealth would then be the owning of
animals and land.30  But most of these were owned by a small minority of the people.31

Most of the working people were probably day-laborers, with some artisans, merchants,
and small land owners.32  The majority of the population was probably barely able to
meet their own daily needs, much less create any economic security.33

Jesus' teaching on wealth as expressed in the sayings in Mk 10:23a and 25 breaks with
what is found in the Old Testament and the Judaism of his day. Wealth is seen as an
obstacle to entering the Kingdom of God rather than a sign of God's blessing.

The saying in verse 25 is a striking combination of comedy and tragedy.34  The camel
was the largest animal usually seen in Palestine, while the eye of a needle was the
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smallest imaginable opening.35  This is hyperbole (see Mt 7:3-5 and 23:23-24 for other
examples).36

The key to understanding this saying is to recognize it as metaphor. The point is not to
say that it is equally impossible for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God as it is for a
camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle,37 but to challenge fundamental
assumptions of those who hear it.38  What would be challenged was the commonly held
view that riches were a sign of God's blessing while poverty was a sign of God's curse.

No clear alternative is presented by this saying, although it seems to place Jesus with
those who would identify the poor with the pious and condemn the rich as ungodly. But
Jesus seems to have pity for those burdened by great wealth more than he condemns
them.39

Mk 10:21 and 29 suggest, if they accurately represent the teaching of Jesus, that Jesus
asked his disciples to leave behind family, home, and possessions. The Mishnah
required that one honor God and the law more than one's teacher, and that one honor
one's teacher more than one's parents.40  Mt 10:37 and Lk 14:26 ask for similar priorities
from those who would follow Jesus, while Mk 3:35, Mt 12:50, and Lk 8:21 record that
Jesus called those who did the will of God his true family. These sayings are probably
authentic.41

Lk 12:33-34 and 14:33 have Jesus requiring that his disciples sell their possessions and
give alms. But these sayings are probably Lukan insertions and not authentic sayings of
Jesus.42  The parables of the hidden treasure and the pearl of great value (Mt 13:44-46)
have the finder selling "all he has" to buy into something priceless. These parables are
most likely authentic sayings of Jesus.43

All three synoptic gospels report that Jesus sent his twelve apostles out to preach (see
Mk 6:7-11; Mt 10:1-10; and Lk 9:1-6). The list of things not to be brought along
resembles that of Cynic-Stoic itinerant preachers.44  These accounts have been adapted
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by the early church as a guide for its own missionaries.45  Paul refers to these guidelines
in his own defense (see 1 Cor 9:14). And the Didache has guidelines for recognizing
legitimate missionaries.

What this suggests is that Jesus and his disciples were itinerant preachers. The reason
for leaving family, home, and possessions behind is eschatological: the nearness of the
Kingdom of God.46  Jesus and his disciples would not have been alone in their
eschatologically oriented poverty. In the Qumran community and in the Pythagorean
communities, there was no individual property, as each member was required to place
everything in the common fund.47

But this eschatological point of view does not exclude a social justice point of view, as
some commentators have suggested.48  On the contrary, an eschatological point of view
often sharpens the demand for justice.49

To understand what the story of the rich man called to follow Jesus meant to Mark and
his community, it must be seen in the context of the gospel as a whole.50

Mark’s gospel was written along the lines of a Greek drama.51 It has the usual five parts:
prologue, complication, argumentation, denouement, and epilogue.52 In Mark’s gospel
these five parts are: the Wilderness (1:2-13), Galilee (1:14-8:26), the Way (8:27-10:52),
Jerusalem (11:1-15:41), and the Tomb (15:42-16:8).53 The central part of a Greek
drama is usually the key to understanding the whole.54

In Mark’s gospel, this part takes the form of a journey. Along the way, Jesus announces
his passion three times, his disciples repeatedly misunderstand him, and he tries to
teach them who he is and what it means to follow him.55 Mark has Jesus healing blind
men at the beginning and end of this journey, just as he must deal with the blindness of
his own disciples along the way.56
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By placing Jesus’ teaching on discipleship in this framework of passion announcements
and blind disciples in need of a miracle, Mark is trying to tell his community what it really
means to follow Jesus:

to deny oneself, go take up one’s cross, to lose one’s life, to be last and least, to drink the
cup that Jesus is to drink, and to be baptized with Jesus’ baptism.57

It is along this way of discipleship that Jesus calls the rich man and teaches about the
dangers of wealth.58

The story in Mk 10:17-31 has two scenes. Each scene is a conversation between two
actors:

Scene 1 : Jesus and a man
Scene 2 : Jesus and his disciples

The first scene begins with “As he set forth on his way...” Mark is reminding his readers
that this is a story about what it means to follow Jesus along the way of discipleship.59

Mark introduces the rich man as simply “a man” to encourage his readers to put
themselves in his shoes.60

The question that the rich man asks Jesus was a familiar one. It was asked by those
who came to the temple in Jerusalem. As the rabbis did, Jesus reminds the rich man of
the commandments.61  But Jesus did what no rabbi would have done. He told the rich
man, who had kept the commandments from his youth, that he still lacked one thing: “go
sell all you have ... and come follow me.”62

With this call to follow Jesus, Mark creates the expectation in his readers that the rich
man will do what Simon, Andrew, James, John, and Levi had done: leave everything
and follow Jesus. But this expectation is broken. The rich man does not follow Jesus,
but goes away sadly.

Mark explains this unexpected refusal by pointing out that the man “had many
possessions.” The Greek is more precise: the rich man owned a lot of land.63
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The second scene has Jesus explaining the dangers of wealth to his astonished
disciples. This pattern of public conversation and private explanation also appears in
9:14-29 and 10:1-12.

This hints at the conflict between insiders and outsiders in Mark’s gospel. The insiders,
the disciples, repeatedly misunderstand who Jesus is and what it means to follow him,
while the outsiders repeatedly act as examples of discipleship.64

Peter tells Jesus to stay way from Jerusalem (8:32) and to stay on the mountain with
Elijah and Moses (9:5). His disciples cannot heal a possessed boy (9:18), argue about
who is the most important (9:33), stop someone who had been healing in Jesus’ name
because he was not one of them (9:38), and ask Jesus for a special favor (10:35). But
the father of the possessed boy asks Jesus to help his unbelief (9:24), someone who is
not a disciple is able to heal in Jesus’ name (9:38), Jesus points to children as role
models (9:37 and 10:15), and a blind man follows Jesus after being healed (10:46).

The rich man is clearly an outsider. But he passes up a chance to be an example of
discipleship. He chooses not to sell what he has and follow Jesus. But the disciples,
who have nothing else right, have left everything and followed Jesus. Mark has
reversed the usual role played by insiders and outsiders in his gospel.

By presenting the rich man as the only one called by Jesus who does not then follow
him, and the only outsider who passes up a chance to be an example of discipleship,
Mark is underlining the dangers of wealth for his community.

Mark does this in another way. He has arranged the entire story as a chiasmus,65

revolving around the saying in 10:25 –

A “life everlasting” (10:17)
B list of commandments (10:18)
C “sell all you have ... follow me” (10:21)
D “looked ... said” (10:23)
E “astonished” (10:24)
F “It is easier for a camel ...” (10:25)
E’ “astonished” (10:26)
D’ “looked ... saw” (10:27)
C’ “left everything ... followed you” (10:28)
B’ list of rewards (10:29-30)
A’ “life everlasting” (10:30)66
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By building the story around this saying, Mark is saying all the louder that wealth is an
obstacle to discipleship.

Mark is writing to address specific problems in his community.67 He is not writing a
history,68 but uses the story of Jesus as a way to speak to the needs of his own
community.69 Looking at Mark’s gospel in this way, it becomes obvious that his
community had some problems with wealth.

The explanation of the parable of the sower (4:13-20) gives three reasons for the failure
of some seeds to bear fruit: Satan, persecution, and the desire of riches and other
things. These reasons are drawn from the experience of the early church.70 The story of
the widow’s mite (12:41-44), with its criticism of those who give only from their surplus,
also says something about the problem of wealth in the early church.

The early church had problems with wealth because the early church included the rich,
the poor, and those who were somewhere in the middle. Many early Christians came
from the “god-fearers” and were middle class. Some early Christians were wealthy:
Erastus was a city treasurer (Rm 16:23), Crispus was head of a synagogue (Acts 18:8),
Prisca and Aquila had a business (Acts 18:2), and Philemon had slaves (Phm 2). And
there were some who were poor (see 1 Cor 1:26 and 2 Cor 8:2, 13).71

Conflicts that had something to do with these differences are reported in 1 Cor 11:20-22
and James 2:1-7 and 5:1-6.

The issue in Mk 10:17-31 is property, not possessions. In the rich man, Mark is
presenting a caricature of certain members of his community: those who have more
land than they need to support themselves and will not sell it to help support the
community. By not revealing the full identity of the rich man until the very end of the
story, Mark lays a trap for these people. They will be fully involved in the story before
they realize that they are the rich man. When the rich man chooses not to sell what he
has and follow Jesus, they will face a tough choice. If they accept the validity of the
story, they must either do as Jesus asks, or be excluded from the circle of disciples who
have given up everything to follow Jesus.

Mark is not trying to make poverty a value in itself. The rich man is not asked to sell all
because it is better to be poor, but because there are many within the community who
are poor. His surplus could help meet their needs.
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This is well within the biblical tradition. Like John the Baptist, Mark is asking those with
extra to share with those who have nothing (see Lk 3:10-11), but without the limits that
had been placed on such charity.

For Jesus, leaving everything behind was both a sign that God can be trusted and a
warning that the end was near. Although the economic realities have changed, this story
remains relevant today.

In our own nation between fifteen and twenty percent of our people live in poverty.72 At
least one third of those living in the third world live in total poverty. And forty thousand
children die every day as a result of malnutrition.73

There have been many responses to this situation, including exploiting it or trying to
ignore it. But there are several responses to this situation which may help us to better
understand what Mk 10:17-31 may ask of us today.

The Catholic Worker movement began in 1932 when Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day
met. Peter Maurin was a philosopher. Dorothy Day was a former socialist and a
journalist who converted to Catholicism. Together they started a newspaper and
welcomed those who came to them for food and shelter. Dozens of similar houses of
hospitality have started under their inspiration.

In their writings, they emphasize that voluntary poverty is a natural response to a
neighbor in need. In one of his Easy Essays, Peter Maurin writes:

Bishop von Ketteler says
that we are bound
under pain of mortal sin
to relieve the extreme needs
of our needy brother
with our superfluous goods.

We seem to think
that poor people
are social nuisances ...

And because we think so
we refuse to feed the poor
with our superfluous goods.74

And Dorothy Day writes:
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Through voluntary poverty we will have the means to help our neighbor. We cannot see
our neighbor in need without stripping ourselves. It is the only way we have of showing
our love.75

Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day saw voluntary poverty as the result of the Christian
obligation to love one’s neighbor.

While the economy of our nation is very different from what Jesus and Mark faced, the
economy of the third world is very similar to what existed then. Land is the main source
of wealth and is owned by a few. The majority of the population is poor and has no
economic security.

Liberation theology was born in this context and it also emphasizes voluntary poverty.
One of the main theologians behind this theology has been Gustavo Gutierrez. He sees
voluntary poverty as both a way to condemn the evil of poverty and a way to be closer
to those who are poor:

Solidarity with the poor, therefore, and rejection of poverty.76

Not only does voluntary poverty help meet the needs of the poor, it condemns the
injustice that is behind so much poverty, and allows a fuller relationship with those who
are poor.

Although the economies of our nation and the third world are very different, they are
connected. While the United States has only six percent of the world’s population, it
uses between forty and fifty percent of its available resources.77  This hints at a cause
and effect relationship between our nation’s wealth and third world poverty.

Robert Aldridge is a former engineer who helped design the Polaris and Trident missile
systems. Reflecting on the situation in the world today, he turned to the story of the rich
man called by Jesus. Paraphrasing this story for today, he writes:

Reduce your consumption of goods to where you do not provide a market for big
business. If it cannot sell the goods it will not be profitable to exploit the land, labor, and
resources of the Third World.

Reduce your consumption of goods to where you only use your share of the world’s
resources. Then you will not be taking what belongs to someone else.

Reduce your consumption of goods to where you will not need a large salary. Then you
will not need the high-paying jobs offered by weapons factories.
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Reduce your consumption of goods to where you can live below the taxable level. Then
you will not have to pay for those weapons of war.78

The story of the rich man called by Jesus has much to say to us today. It challenges our
assumption that wealth is a sign of God’s blessing, while the poor have only themselves
to blame.79 It calls on us to see how poverty often results from exploitation and the
pursuit of wealth. And it warns us that those who cling to their surplus while others lack
the basics cut the bonds of community.
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