The Camel and the Eye of the Needle - Luke 18:18-30

“Good Master…”  The title “Good Teacher” is extremely rare.  Jesus responds to the lofty compliment in effect saying, “Why do you call me good?  Do you mean what you are saying?  ‘Good’ is only appropriate for God.  Are you serious in applying this title to me?”  The question is left unanswered and the reader must answer the question for himself.  Many parables end unfinished, and the reader is left with the tension of responding to the dialogue.

Because this is not a normal salutation, Jesus is best understood as responding to a tendency on the part of the ruler to overdo it.  The ruler is trying too hard.  He tries to impress with a compliment and perhaps hopes to be greeted with some lofty title in return.  In the Middle Eastern world, one compliment requires a second.  The ruler starts with “Good Teacher” and may expect “Noble Ruler” in response from Jesus.  This seems to be the tension of the text because Jesus answers with no title at all, and this response can indicate irritation in the Gospels (e.g. Luke 15:29, John 4:17).  This abrupt, almost harsh response of Jesus is a technique we observe on his lips on a number of occasions. The purpose is apparently to test the seriousness of the inquirer’s intentions.

“All these have I kept from my youth up.” The ruler’s reply that he has observed all of these since his youth can be paralleled and is yet somewhat presumptuous.  In the Talmud [writings of the rabbis] Abraham, Moses, and Aaron are reported to have kept the whole law.  The rich ruler seems to calmly put himself in rather exalted company.  Thus Jesus’ response comes almost as a judgmental challenge flung in the face of a comparatively self-righteous ruler.

“Sell all that thou hast… and come, follow me.”  He does not mean by these words that we should dissolve marriages or break the ties to families, but rather he teaches us to give honor and priority to our fear of God over marriage, brothers, race, and relatives.  Had the ruler measured up to the demand he might have received his estate back as a gift of God to be used in His service.

“He was very sorrowful: for he was very rich.” In the old obedience the faithful were told not to steal another’s property.  In the new obedience, one’s own property may have to be left behind.  In the old obedience one was told to leave the neighbor’s wife alone.  In the new obedience the disciple may be required to leave his own wife alone.  In the old obedience the faithful were to honor father and mother, which of course, popularly understood, meant (and still means) to stay home and take care of them until they die and are respectfully buried.  In the new obedience the disciple may have to leave them in response to a higher loyalty.  

It is nearly impossible to communicate what all of this means in our Middle Eastern context.  The two unassailable loyalties that any Middle Easterner is almost required to consider more important than life itself are family and the village home.  When Jesus puts both of these in one list, and then demands a loyalty that supersedes them both, he is requiring that which is truly impossible to the Middle Easterner, given the pressures of his culture.  The ten commandments he can manage, but this is too much.  Only with God are such things possible.  

Surely the shock of the passage cuts deeply into the presuppositions of any culture where these particular values are supreme.  Jesus is fully aware of the radical rupture of the fabric of cultural loyalties that his words create.  Thus he introduces these incredible statements with “Verily, I say to you.”  In Luke this phrase occurs only six times and in each case it introduces a saying of awesome proportions that shocks the listener.  Its use here is no exception. 

“And they that heard it said, Who then can be saved?”  Rich men are able to build synagogues, endow orphanages, offer alms to the poor, refurbish temples, and fund many other worthwhile efforts.  If anyone is saved, surely it is they.  Jesus says that such people cannot enter the kingdom by such noble efforts.  We commoners do not have the wealth to carry out such noble deeds.  Who then can be saved?

“How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God!”  If Jesus had given the rich man a list of expensive good works to be funded or carried out, the ruler would likely have begun on them with great enthusiasm.  Rather, he is told that his best efforts are worthless in the achievement of his goal of entering the kingdom.  An inheritance is a gift, not an earned right.  No one has rights in the kingdom, not even rich men with all their potential for good works.
Possessions and what they represent can be a major obstacle to an obedient response to the call, “Follow me.”  The ruler is pressed to understand that eternal life is not inherited through good works but received by those who allow God to work the impossible within them.  The ruler’s ability to do good works (through his wealth) proves only a stumbling block to his humble acceptance of a miracle of grace that could enable him to respond with the radical obedience demanded of him.

The above material is from Through Peasant Eyes by Kenneth Bailey, Eerdmans Publishing Co., p. 157-170.  Dr. Bailey lived in Middle Eastern peasant culture for over twenty years. 

Brigham Young - When salvation is sent to me, I can reject or receive it. In receiving it, I yield implicit obedience and submission to its great Author throughout my life.  (Journal of Discourses, v.1, p. 312)
James E. Faust - How people handle their earthly riches is among the great tests they have in life.  (Ensign, Nov. 1986, p. 8)
L. Tom Perry - For many of us, an equally challenging test is to shed our bad habits and worldly thoughts so that we are unconflicted and uncompromised in our devotion to the Lord’s service.  (Ensign, Nov. 2000, p. 60)
Larry E. Dahl - Although these verses deal with a rich young man and his particular spiritual nemesis, there is a broader principle inherent in this encounter.  It is interesting to compare this incident with another recorded in Luke 10:25-37. Both incidents begin with the same basic question posed to the Savior: "What good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?" and "What shall I do to inherit eternal life?"  The answers, however, were customized. The rich young man needed instruction about not trusting so much in wealth; the lawyer evidently needed to be taught the importance of loving his neighbor.  (Studies in Scripture, vol. 5, p. 367)
Neal A. Maxwell - The good and decent young man went away sorrowing because he could not meet that customized challenge.  He was clearly an admirer of Jesus, but not a true believer in Christ (see Mark 10:21).  Nor are we, if we shrink from our customized challenges.  Are we willing to let the Lord lead us into further developmental experiences?  Or do we shrink back?  The things which enlarge the soul inevitably involve stretching.  (New Era, Apr. 1994, p. 20)
Joseph Smith - I spoke to the people, showing them that to get salvation we must not only do some things, but everything which God has commanded. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, pp. 331-32) 

Neal A. Maxwell - Then there are those wonderful and worthy people, who, like the rich young man, are called but not chosen, because their hearts are so much set upon the things of this world! They cannot, at the moment, fully follow Jesus without really committing to overcome a particular challenge or to develop in a particular way. (We Talk of Christ, We Rejoice in Christ, p. 54)
Ezra Taft Benson - Why don't we go all the way with the Lord—not part way?  Why don't we sacrifice all of our sins—not some of them?  (I Know That My Redeemer Lives, p. 203)
The Eye of the Needle Is Not a Gate

D. Kelley Ogden - The camel going through the eye of a needle does not refer to some hypothetical little gate in or alongside a main city gate, through which a camel is supposed to edge his way on its knees after being stripped of its burden.  The present writer has seen the remnants of numerous ancient cities and gates throughout the Near East, and his conclusion is that such a little gate did not exist! Such a notion is a figment of the imagination of someone who was probably trying to explain the image without understanding an important figure of speech that Jesus used.  The Greek word used for "needle," raphis, means "a sewing needle."  In the Hebrew text of this passage, hamakhat is used, which is also the ordinary word for a sewing needle.  To make his point, Jesus was using a purposefully extreme exaggeration, a literary device common to Hebrew tradition called hyperbole. (Where Jesus Walked: The Land and Culture of New Testament Times, Deseret Book, p. 113)
John A. Tvedtnes - “The camel’s anatomy does not permit it to crawl on its knees.  More serious, however, is the fact that there is absolutely no evidence whatsoever of the use of such small inset gates in the time of Christ. One may see them today in Jerusalem and Damascus, where the local tour guides will call them by the term “eye of the needle,” but there are no such gates dating prior to the twelfth century A.D.  Moreover, the guides have taken the term “eye of the needle” from modern commentators of the Matthew passage and not from an authentic ancient tradition. (“I Have A Question”, Ensign, March, 1985, p. 28)
Richard Lloyd Anderson - The unhistorical "eye of the needle" gate is described, with the physically implausible act of the camel inching through it on his knees.  (Apocryphal Writings and the Latter-day Saints, BYU Religious Studies Center, p. 66)
J. Philip Schaelling - Contrary to common belief, there is no gate in Jerusalem with this name, through which a camel, after shedding its load, might pass. The Savior here refers to the impossibility of a camel passing through the eye of an actual sewing needle.  (Director, Institute of Religion, Austin, Texas, in The Lord of the Gospels: The 1990 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, Deseret Book, p. 159)

The Impossibility Of Earning Eternal Life
Hugh Nibley - The disciples marveled greatly at this, for they had never heard of that convenient postern gate, invented by an obliging nineteenth-century minister for the comfort of his well-heeled congregation—the ancient sources knew nothing of that gate, and neither did the baffled apostles. That is another "para-scripture."  (Approaching Zion, Deseret Book, p. 168-170)

Jay M. Todd - The JST [of Matt. 19:26] shows that Jesus continued to stress during his Perean ministry the total commitment that is required for the gospel to make each of us into a new person… “But Jesus beheld their thoughts, and said unto them, With men this is impossible; but if they will forsake all things for my sake, with God whatsoever things I speak are possible”. (“Our New Light on Jesus’ Mortal Life and Teachings,” Ensign, Jan. 1995, p. 33.  Read JST Luke 18:27. Also see “Grace” in the Bible Dictionary, p. 697)
Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen
Teachers’ note: Whenever you read something in favor of a gate, check for the author’s source.  Normally the author states it on his own authority or as hearsay without a source, such as Elder James E. Talmage saying “it has been asserted that…” (Jesus the Christ, p. 450 and in footnote #7 of chapter 27).  The closest we could find for an actual original source was in Christian scholar Kenneth E. Bailey’s work Through Peasant Eyes (p. 157).  He tells of “personal correspondence” received by the great scholar Frederic W. Farrar (1831-1903) about such a gate.  Dr. Bailey adds, “In any case, Farrar himself opts against his correspondent’s suggestion in favor of evidence from the Talmud [ancient Jewish writings].”

Extra Material

JST Luke 18:27 - And he said unto them, It is impossible for them who trust in riches, to enter into the kingdom of God; but he who forsaketh the things which are of this world, it is possible with God, that he should enter in.

Daniel Ludlow - It has been asserted that the term "needle's eye" was applied to a small door or wicket set in or alongside the great gates in the walls of cities; and the assumption has been raised that Jesus had such a wicket in mind when He spoke of the seeming impossibility of a camel passing through a needle's eye. It would be possible though very difficult for a camel to squeeze its way through the little gate, and it could in no wise do so except when relieved of its load and stripped of all its harness. If this conception be correct, we may find additional similitude between the fact that the camel must first be unloaded and stripped, however costly its burden or rich its accoutrement, and the necessity of the rich young ruler, and so of any man divesting himself of the burden and trappings of wealth, if he would enter by the narrow way that leadeth into the kingdom. The Lord's exposition of His saying is all-sufficient for the purposes of the lesson: "With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible." (A Companion to Your Study of the Doctrine and Covenants, vol. 2, p. 141) 

Elder Bruce R. McConkie in his Doctrinal New Testament Commentary (1973, v. 1, p. 556) expresses the various possible explanations without naming sources and without stating a preference.  However seven years later in his The Mortal Messiah (1980, v. 3, p. 304) he does not mention a gate and affirms the literalness of the needle.
J. R. Dummelow - Jesus rhetorically calls that impossible without special grace.  Such proverbs occur in most Middle Eastern languages.  We are told that Rabbi Sheshith said to Rabbi Amram, “Perhaps thou art one of those of Pombeditha, who can make an elephant pass through a needle’s eye.”  The Greeks said, “It is easier to hide five elephants under one’s arm;” the Latins, “More easily would a locust bring forth an elephant.”  Some have thought (but it seems without sufficient authority) that “the eye of a needle” is a term applied to a small gate for foot-passengers, situated at the side of the large city gate through which a camel would naturally pass. (The One Volume Bible Commentary, p. 689)

1. Inherit eternal life.


2. Five old requirements set forth with special emphasis on: Loyalty to family; Attitude toward property.


3. The demands of the new obedience: Sell everything you have. Come and follow me.


4. The new obedience seen as: Too hard.


5. The parable of the camel and the needle (enter the kingdom).


4. The new obedience seen as: Too hard; Possible only with God.


3. The demands of the new obedience are fulfilled: We have left everything. We have followed you.


2. Five new requirements set forth with special emphasis on: Attitude toward property; Loyalty to family.


1. Receive eternal life.








