THE RICH YOUNG RULER
“What is impossible with men is possible with God”
Luke 18:18-27
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When Moses brought the Ten Commandments down from Mount Sinai, why were the
commandments inscribed on two tablets? Couldn’t the commandments just as easily have
been inscribed on one tablet? If we take a closer look at the Ten Commandments, we see that
half of them pertain to our interpersonal relationships and how we treat each other, and the
other half pertain to our relationship with God. When the rich young ruler addresses the Lord
as “Good teacher” and the Lord rebukes him by saying, “Why do you call me good? No one is
good but God,” we are already given a hint as to the nature of the particular spiritual problem
of this young man. When the Lord quotes the commandments to the young man, notice that
our Savior only quotes commandments from the group that pertain to our relationship with
each other. The Lord quotes nothing about how the commandments speak about our
relationship with God. The young man feels that he has kept the particular commandments
cited by our Savior, as the young ruler says, “Even from my youth.” The young ruler may
honestly believe in his heart that he has achieved a measure of success with these
commandments, which he probably has, but obeying God’s commandments is much more
than ticking them off like a list merely because we have achieved some measure of success. In
other words, it seems as if this young man feels that there is no room for improvement in
keeping the commandments quoted by our Savior because he thinks that he has been perfect
since childhood. We can see by this conversation that the young man is deluded and has a
shallow understanding of what is required of us. The true meaning of God’s commandments
are given to us by our Savior in His Sermon on the Mount: For example, we are guilty of
murder if we are only angry with others, if we hate and insult them. We are guilty of adultery if
we only look at someone with lust in our hearts. The truth is that we have all fallen short, no
matter what we think we may have accomplished, and we all need healing and God’s mercy in
our lives.

The rich young ruler was very attached to his possessions and his wealth. The greatest
commandment of the Hebrew Law is to love God more than anything and even more than
anyone else. All the Lord needed to do to jolt the young man out of his delusion and help him
to see the reality of his spiritual state was to offer him the challenge: “If you would be perfect,
sell all that you have, and come and follow me.” The rich young man walks away sorrowful,
but now he understands that he is not so perfect as he thought he was, even from childhood,
and he understood now what he needs to work on. Hopefully he also understood that we all
need God’s help and mercy, and we do not improve ourselves or grow in perfection or holiness
on our own. In the end no matter what we may think we have accomplished, we are never
perfect and we are always lacking, for only God is perfect. If anyone thinks that they are
perfect from childhood, then that person is guilty of the father of all sins which we all struggle
with: the sin of pride.

St. Peter of Athos, the first Athonite saint, was praying in his cave, when one day an angel
appeared with a sword in his hand, and said, “Come out of your cave, servant of Christ, and
behold good news.” Peter asked him, “Who are you? What good news do you bring?” “l am
an angel of God,” the apparition replied, “I have have been sent to you to say ‘Rejoice!,’ for a
glorious throne and a wreath in the Kingdom of Heaven awaits you. Now leave this place and
go into the world so that you may benefit many, as is God’s will.” Peter replied, “But who am |
to have an angel of God standing before me, | who am but a foul dog?” The angel
compassionately replied, “Do not fret about that, for you have surpassed both Moses and
Elijah, both Daniel and Job, and you shall be called great in Heaven. Come and see, for the
spring where you drew water has dried up by the will of God, so that you may go to the
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monasteries of the world, and | shall be with you, and with you | shall save many, says the
Lord.” The saintly monk was not convinced. “Let it be known to you, | will not go from here
until | have seen the Theotokos, my pillar and everlasting solace, as well as my unwavering
guide St. Nicholas,” he cried out sternly. The devil, upon hearing the holy name of the Mother
of God and St. Nicholas, vanished. St. Peter then prayed, “O Lord Jesus Christ my God! The
roaring devil walks in the night looking to devour me. Protect me with Your mighty hand. |
thank you for not leaving my side, and | pray to you my Lord, don’t ever leave me.” What do
you think the rich young ruler would have done if he was confronted by such an apparition?
Do you think that he would have been skeptical? Would he have considered himself unworthy
and referred to himself as a “foul dog”? Many a holy father has experienced a fall by being
tricked by similar apparitions of the devil. The minute we forget that we are sinners we are in
huge trouble and we become easy prey for the Evil One.

During this Nativity Fast, let us open our hearts and our souls to the Lord’s salvation, not by
mastering God’s commandments in a legalistic and superficial way, but through faith, humility,
and growth in holiness — in other words, through our ongoing acceptance of His mercy and
healing in our lives — by true repentance. Of course we must resolve to struggle to live
faithfully, but even the best life does not somehow earn Heaven. The closer St. Peter of Athos
grew to Christ, the more he clearly saw the gravity of his sins, and as holy as he was, he
sincerely considered himself to be a foul dog and unworthy of heavenly visions. When we see
our shortcomings and our sins, let us not give up and walk away in despair. Instead let us say,
“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.” For what is impossible with men
is possible with God. And if we want to think in terms of laws and commandments, the first
and greatest law that we need to work on is to love God above all things, and to love our
neighbor as ourselves. As Jesus said, on this depends all the Law and the Prophets. Amen.




