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Luke 18:18-27
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From his youth, the Elder Paisios of Mount Athos had a deep love and reverence for our Savior.
The Elder once said, “From the age of eleven, | read the lives of the Saints, fasted, and kept
vigil.” A friend of his brother named Costas tried to derail the Elder from his ascetical way of
life. Costas told young Arsenios (the Elder’s name before he became a monastic) that Jesus
Christ was not God but was an ordinary man. Costas used Darwin’s theory of evolution to
confuse young Arsenios. Shaken and filled with doubt, young Arsenios said to himself, “I'll go
and pray, and, if Christ is God, He’ll show me something.” That was all he could come up with.
Arsenios prayed and made prostrations for hours to exhaustion, but nothing happened. Then
he remembered something Costas had said: “Christ was a righteous and virtuous man Who
was hated out of envy and condemned by His countrymen.” Arsenios said to himself, “Since
that’s how Christ was, even if He was only a man, He deserves my love, obedience, and self-
sacrifice...It is worth making every sacrifice for the sake of His holiness and kindness.” The
Lord allows us, for the sake of our edification and spiritual growth to go through trials and
temptations. After allowing Arsenios to be tempted by this, the Lord then appeared to him. In
the Elder’s words: “...Christ Himself appeared to me in a great light. He was visible from the
waist up. He looked on me with tremendous love and said to me, ‘| am the resurrection, and
the life: he that believeth in Me, though he were dead, yet shall he live. He was holding open
the Gospel in His left hand, where the same words were written.” From this time, Arsenios no
longer doubted the Divinity of Jesus Christ as perfect God and perfect man and Savior of the
world.1

In today’s Gospel the rich ruler of the synagogue approaches Jesus with flattery, pretending
to be well disposed to the Lord, but actually full of fraud and deceit. The goal of the ruler was
to prove that Jesus was leading His disciples to follow new self-created laws instead of the
Mosaic commandments. Jesus answers the ruler by affirming that we should follow the Ten
Commandments. Simultaneously, the Lord also reveals the inner spiritual conflict of the heart
of this man. When the ruler approaches our Savior, notice that he addresses our Savior as
“Good Teacher.” Why does our Savior reprimand the man and say that only God is good? Our
Savior does this because the ruler does not see Jesus as God but only as a mere man. This is
indicative of the spiritual sickness of this man which concerned his faith in God. Specifically,
the conflict in the man’s soul is that he has more love and attachment to his riches than he has
for God. He is struggling with this conflict. The rich ruler comes to denounce Jesus, and
Jesus responds with love and offers the ruler a great gift — the revelation of the spiritual
sickness in his heart.

The conversation initially began with the rich ruler seeking to tempt and denounce the Lord.
Our merciful Savior, like a wise Physician of souls, leads the man to change his attitude from
deceit to a genuine search for spiritual enlightenment and healing. Notice that when the man
asks Jesus what he must do to be saved, Jesus responds by citing the commandments that
have to do with our relationship with people. The Lord deliberately omits the commandments
which pertain to our relationship with God, which is the source of this man’s problem. The rich
ruler claims that he fulfills the commandments cited by the Lord. However, he knows in his
heart that there is much lacking in his spiritual life. When he seeks the answer to what else he
must do in order to be saved, the Lord tells the rich ruler to completely detach himself from all
his possessions, sell all that he has and distribute to the poor, and then come and follow Me.
The Lord says in Matthew 6:24, “You cannot serve God and mammon [riches].” It is not a sin if
a man is wealthy. The sin is when we love money, possessions, or people more than God.
When the Lord says “if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out” (Matthew 18:9), He is not
literally telling us to gouge out our eyeballs. What He is saying is that if something or someone
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captivates our hearts more than our love for God, then we must utterly detach and separate
ourselves from whatever or whomever it is that separates us from our love for God. The ruler
was incapable of having wealth and loving God at the same time. For the rich ruler, he could
not have it both ways and be saved. It had to be one way or the other. It was up to him to
make a choice. The only solution to his spiritual sickness was to separate himself utterly from
his riches, and then nothing would remain which would hinder him from loving God above all
things. As long as he held on to his riches, he could never love and serve the Lord as he
should. In all fairness to the rich ruler, it is difficult for anyone to be wealthy and not let wealth
hinder us in our love for God. The Lord says, “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” (Luke 18:25). Yet the Lord leaves the
door open. It may be difficult, but it is not impossible, for “with God all things are possible”,
says the Lord (Luke 18:27). The Lord does not force us to follow Him. Like a loving parent, He
coaxes us and persuades us. He reveals to us the depths of our heart. He helps us to see
ourselves as we really are and not as we imagine ourselves to be. The Lord offers us salvation
— if we truly want it. The choice is ours. Amen.

1. “Elder Paisios of Mount Athos” by Hieromonk Isaac, English translation by The Holy
Monastery “Saint Arsenios the Cappadocian,” 2012, pages 23-24.
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Icon of Christ based on the description of the Elder Paisios’ vision of the Lord
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