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Fourteen Addresses to Edinburgh Students. 

by W. T. P. Wolston, M.D. 

Chapter 12  

A Rich Man's Perplexity; or, "What shall I do?" 

There is a very striking contrast, in this scripture, between the question of the young man 

to the Lord, "What shall I do?" (ver. 17), and the question of the Lord, to the poor blind man at 

the close of the chapter, "What wilt thou that I should do?" (ver. 51.) You do not read in this 

gospel, that the first questioner was a young man; but in the corresponding narrative, given to us 

in the Gospel of Matthew (Matt. 19: 20), we read that it was a young man, who came to Jesus 

with this deeply important question. 

The young man was a ruler, and he was rich; but, ruler though he were, and rich also, the 

question of the possession of eternal life had not been settled satisfactorily in the history of his 

soul. Clearly, he was an earnest young man. It is a nice thing to see an earnest young man, and 

this one was distinctly so. He was running: "There came one running, and kneeled to him, and 

asked him, Good Master, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" (ver. 17.) Clearly, he 

thought of eternal things. Evidently the question crossed his mind as to how eternal life was to be 

obtained. He had it not; he wished it. He wanted it, and desired, seriously, and earnestly, to know 

how he was to get eternal life. 

Now, I trust there is a young man here — perhaps more than one — who really desires to 

know how to get eternal life; but, I do not doubt, that, till our eyes are thoroughly opened to see 

where we are, the same kind of question as this rich young man put to the Lord, would be put by 

us. He says, "Good Master, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" Do you suppose that 

eternal life is to be inherited by doing? We have all thought so, at some time. But, some one 

says, does not the Lord answer him, and bid him do certain things? No doubt He does; but, it is 

just like this, the Lord, when this young man comes to Him, says, as it were, I will find out what 

you are prepared to do. And what comes out is this — he was not prepared to do that which 

would have given him eternal life, had it been obtained by doing. That is clear. In reality, he was 

tested; the Lord took him on the ground upon which he came to Him. And so will the Lord do 

now. I believe He takes us all at first upon the ground upon which we have accosted Him. 
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This ruler came to Jesus, apparently in immense earnestness, for he ran, and knelt to Him. 

Have you ever knelt to Jesus yet? to the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God? I do not mean as a 

form, but with a sense in your heart that there was an immense need, which only He could meet. 

"He kneeled to him, and asked him, Good Master, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" 

It was a most important question. No more important question could fall from his lips, and I am 

sure the Lord took a deep interest in him, for we read, "Jesus beholding him, loved him" (ver. 

21). Beautiful words, "He loved him!" I have no doubt there were moral features, and natural 

characteristics in this young man, that would make him a most desirable friend, and desirable 

companion. There was a fervour, an earnestness, a genuineness, and simplicity about him, that 

was charming, and, looking on his mere natural qualifications, the Lord "loved him." 

But, he came with this thought, you see, that he must "do" something. We have all thought 

similarly. When we think of possessing eternal life, the first thought always is, "What shall I 

do?" The Lord immediately replies, "Why callest thou me good?" He does not answer his 

question straight; He puts another question to him, "Why callest thou me good? There is none 

good but one, that is, God." That ought to have smitten his conscience at once with the sense, if 

there be none good but one, I am not that one, and therefore I cannot do any "good thing." 

Another gospel tells us that he said: "Good Master, what good thing shall I do?" (Matt 19: 16.) 

Do you think you can do any good thing? I sometimes hear men talking about being better; nay, I 

have even heard them sometimes talk about "doing their best" What folly! 

The Lord Jesus Christ says here, "There is none good but one, that is, God." And Scripture 

says, "There is none that doeth good, no, not one." Here Christ asks, "Why callest thou me good? 

There is none good but one, that is, God." I think the Lord gave him the opportunity of saying, 

"But thou art God." Had he really known, and clearly discerned the Person of Jesus, he would 

immediately have said, "Thou art God." But, I take it, he saw no more in Christ than that He was 

a teacher of religion, hence when the claims of the Lord on him are presented to him, he does not 

rise to them. He could not, so he turned away sorrowfully. 

First of all, the Lord says to him, since he came on the ground of doing, "Thou knowest the 

commandments, Do not commit adultery." There are men in this hall tonight, who could 

truthfully say, I never did that. Perhaps there are some here who have committed it. Well, let 

even the adulterer learn this, that Christ can forgive him that sin, and the blood of Jesus can wash 

out that awful moral stain upon the soul. "Thou knowest the commandments, Do not commit 

adultery, Do not kill, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Defraud not, Honour thy father and 

thy mother." The Lord presents to him that table of the law which bears specially on his 

neighbour, and what he was to his neighbour. Then he says, "Master, all these have I observed 

from my youth." That is, his outward conduct toward man had been perfect But, my friend, let 

your conduct be never so perfect outwardly before man, that does not put you right before God. 

That does not fit your soul for God; and this young man felt he was not right before God. 

"Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and said unto him, One thing thou lackest: go thy 

way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and 

come, take up the cross, and follow me" (ver. 21). He had a deep interest in him. I love to think 

that the Lord has a deep interest in every young man in this hall tonight I may go further, and 

say, He loves you. Whether you love Him is another question. I do not think you have loved 
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Him, until you have found out that He loves you. "We love him, because he first loved us" (1 

John 4: 19). The heart of Jesus was deeply interested in this apparently anxious young man, this 

thoroughly anxious inquirer. "Then Jesus beholding him loved him." Your conduct has been 

beautiful, He seems to say, but "one thing thou lackest." 

Matthew's gospel tells us, that when the Lord had put the details of the law before him, he 

replied, "All these things have I kept from my youth up: what lack I yet?" (Matt. 19: 20.) He 

himself, conscious of deficiency, propounds the question, "What lack I yet?" I will tell you what 

he lacked. He lacked the real knowledge of Christ, and, my friend, if you have not Christ, no 

matter how beautiful and moral your life may be, you lack everything. Let a man have and be 

what he may in this world, if he do not possess Christ, he lacks everything really worth having. 

The man who is not right about Christ, is wrong about everything else; be certain of that. The 

man who is right about Christ will be the man right about most things; but the man who is not 

right about Christ, is wrong about everything. 

The Lord knew his condition, and expressed it in the words, "One thing thou lackest." And 

what was lacking? Attachment to Himself. You have not attached yourself to Me, and there are 

certain things in the road which hinder you so doing. "One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell 

whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, 

take up the cross, and follow me." No man likes to take up the cross. First of all, do not you see 

what a difference it would make in this life? He was something in this life, because a rich man is 

always thought more of than a poor man; every one knows that. Far more is usually thought of 

the student that has heaps of money, than of the man who has only enough to pay his lodgings, 

and his class fees. We know that perfectly well. We know what men are, and riches are distinctly 

obstacles in the road of blessing. 

But I pray you to carefully note that I do not think the Lord desires to teach you or me here, 

that eternal life is to be got by our giving up earthly things; that is not the way the gospel speaks. 

The gospel does not say we must give up in order to get. No, men are "turned to God from 

idols," as Scripture says (1 Thess. 1: 9); and turned to know Christ through grace, and possess 

Him; then, as they possess Him as their Saviour, what they are engaged in drops from them as 

autumn leaves. The reason why the Lord presented the truth as He did in this narrative, was 

because the young man came upon the ground of doing. He, so to speak, says, I must test you, 

whether you are prepared to do that which will at least put you on the way of getting eternal life. 

"Go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor;" because, observe, he took the 

ground of loving his neighbour. 

There are two tables of the law. The first is that summed up in, "Thou shalt love the Lord 

thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind" 

(Luke 10: 27). And the other table is, "Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself." Had he loved 

his neighbour as himself? He had not committed adultery; he had not murdered; he had not 

stolen; he had not borne false witness; he had not defrauded; and he had honoured his father and 

his mother. He was most estimable; but did he love his neighbour as himself? Certainly not. 

Why? Because he was wealthy. If he had loved his neighbour as himself, he could not have been 

wealthy. 
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Let us take an illustration! If I have got £1,000, and I love my neighbour as myself, I shall 

give him half of it I cannot keep it to myself. I love him as myself. I must give him a share equal 

with myself. But, you ask, where would that land you presently? Just where the Lord would have 

this young man land. I have £1,000; I see my neighbour, who has not so much. If I love him as 

much as myself, then I go and hand him over £500. I have got £500 left, but again I see another 

neighbour without any, and I give him the £250; but there is another neighbour whom I see, who 

gets the £ 125, and so on. Why, you say, you will be stripped. That is the point. The Lord does 

not take a long time in reaching it He says to the rich youth, If you mean to get eternal life on 

that ground, you go right away, and sell all you have, and give it to the poor; and thus illustrate 

the principle of the man who loves his neighbour as himself. Further, you will then have got rid 

of that which is a hindrance to your coming after Me. 

Alas! he loved his money more than his soul. He loved his riches more than eternal life. He 

loved more, what he had got, than what he might have got — that is, Christ The test was too 

great. What was he told? "Come, take up the cross, and follow me." What does the Lord mean by 

this? I am the rejected Saviour. Do not you shut your eyes; let no man delude, or deceive 

himself. It is a rejected Saviour that is preached today. Jesus is not popular. He could not be. The 

cross is not popular. It could not be. Oh no! "Take up the cross, and follow me," was a hard 

saying, although coupled with "and thou shalt have treasure in heaven." He had treasures on 

earth, and they entangled his heart. What do we then find? "He was sad at that saying, and went 

away grieved: for he had great possessions" (ver. 22). He said to himself, I cannot part with my 

money, my being something on earth, even though promised blessing in heaven, so he "went 

away grieved." He was simply tested; and I believe we all get tested. I have been tested, and you 

will have to be. 

But if there be one here tonight who wants eternal life, do I tell you, that you have to give 

up everything to get eternal life? I do nothing of the sort. That is not the gospel. The incident of 

this young man is a good illustration of the sad fact, that man is wrapped up in what makes much 

of himself, and further that he will not drop the thing that is seen, and temporal, for what is 

unseen though eternal. He will not give up the present things, seen and temporal, for what is 

unseen and eternal. The young man loved his money better than Christ; he loved what he had got 

better than what he might have got He loved the bounties Providence had given him, and he 

clung to earth, to its wealth, to the things of time. He was as near salvation as you are tonight, but 

alas! he missed it. Do not you miss it. He was very near getting it; when coming to the feet of the 

Saviour, and hearing Him say, "Come, and follow me." What is His answer? No, I cannot do that 

He goes away with a sad heart. He kept his money, and his lands, but he parted with Christ, and, 

as far as Scripture tells us, never met Him again. I gravely question whether you and I, if we be 

found in everlasting glory, with treasure there, by-and-by, will find that young man there. 

Mark what the Lord says now: "Jesus looked round about, and saith unto his disciples, 

How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God! And the disciples were 

astonished." Then again he says: "Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter 

into 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 into the kingdom of God. And they were astonished out of measure, saying among 

themselves, Who then can be saved?" (vers. 23-26.) That is a grave question, "Who then can be 

saved?" If these earthly things come in as such insuperable difficulties, who can be saved? Let 
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me reply. You may be saved if you will have salvation in God's own way. If you are going on the 

tack of doing good, so as to give God a meritorious reason why He should bless you, then you 

will never get it If you take the place which the man in the end of the chapter takes when he 

comes to Jesus in his need, you will have it. 

You will have been struck with the contrast between the rich man who comes and asks, 

"What shall I do?" and the man in the end of the chapter, the poor blind beggar, to whom Jesus 

says, "What wilt thou that I should do unto thee?" What a difference between the "What shall I 

do?" of the sinner to the Saviour, and the "What wilt thou that I should do unto thee?" of the 

Saviour to the sinner. Who can be saved? Any one who lets Jesus save him; any man who will let 

Jesus play the Saviour's part, — that is the man who will be saved. if you have not been saved, 

why not? Do not you want to be saved? Are you not desirous of being saved? The disciples may 

anxiously inquire, "Who then can be saved?" What is the answer, — Every one who takes his 

place as one incapable of doing that which will save himself; and, who feels that he cannot earn 

eternal life for himself; and, who will draw from the Saviour's grace, and fulness, and goodness. 

You come to Jesus; you heed the lovely voice that calls you, and come to Him, and you will have 

treasure in heaven. Who can be saved? The man who hears the voice of Jesus, comes to Him, 

trusts Him, and gets all that His blood can purchase for him, and all that the Saviour's heart can 

minister to Him. The man who will let Jesus bless him, that is the man who will be saved. 

"Who then can be saved?" the disciples exclaimed in wonder. "And Jesus looking upon 

them saith, With men it is impossible, but not with God, for with God all things are possible." 

You ask, What does that mean? It is not possible for you and me to be saved by our own efforts. 

Why is it impossible? Because we are sinners, and cannot save ourselves. How can you meet the 

claims of God in righteousness? You must be more than a man to do that. You may think your 

case is not a bad one. It is not the verdict of the sinner as to his own condition that settles it You 

are no judge of your case. God has judged you, and me, to be sinners in our sins, lost, and 

undone. He has judged us to be what we are, incapable of extricating ourselves from the 

condition in which sin has landed us; and, the thing which is not possible with us, is possible 

with Him. "Who then can be saved?" said the disciples. Well, says Christ, "with men it is 

impossible, but not with God; for with God all things are possible." Whom then am I cast back 

upon? I am cast back upon God. How can you be saved? You must let God save you. You must 

bow down before God, and let Him save you. You say, How? It is very simple. It is by the grace 

of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is by the atoning work of the Saviour. There is no other way. 

At this point Peter broke in, and said, "Lo, we have left all, and have followed thee." I 

think it was rather a pity that Peter said that, but the Lord's reply amounts to this: "You have 

made a very good thing by it. It is a good thing for you that you did, Peter." Indeed, it is quite 

true. If you have left all, and followed Jesus, you have made a good thing by it You have not 

really lost anything. What have you lost? He says, "There is no man that hath left house, or 

brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my sake and the 

gospel's" — (see how beautifully he personifies the gospel) — "but he shall receive an 

hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, and children, and 

lands, with persecutions; and in the world to come eternal life" (vers. 29, 30). There is a string of 

blessings for you, with persecution, if you stand for Christ I never knew a man, who stood for 

Christ, who did not get into trouble. 
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When I was a student myself I got plenty of roasting. There was no Christian Association, 

and there were no Christians among the men in the college, that I knew of, at least, at first. There 

were plenty of fellows on the world's side, and they gave me a good deal of the petty persecution 

that godless men can furnish a young disciple of Christ with. I got my share of it, and it was a 

first-class thing for me. It kept me humble and clinging to Christ. Do not you be afraid of a little 

persecution. It will do you far more good than a little flattery. Depend upon it, this is true. The 

man who gets persecuted, and by grace is enabled to walk in lowliness, and to remain true to 

Christ shows that his conversion is genuine, and his faith real. Persecution will do him good. 

A good many young men are like Jonathan, when he did not fully follow David. They do 

not stand for the Lord. They escape persecution, but they escape more than that They escape the 

support of Christ; they escape, the enjoyment of the love of Christ; and they escape the privilege 

of being a witness for Christ. Here we are to enjoy His salvation, "with persecutions; and in the 

world to come eternal life." 

Well, now, have you left anything for Christ? I recollect perfectly well about three weeks 

after I was converted in London, that an old servant of God came to me, and said, "I hear you 

have been converted recently." "Yes, sir," I said. Then he told me to follow the Lord fully, and 

quoted these two verses (29, 30). I did not see him again for many long years, but, twenty years 

afterwards, I reminded him of the scriptures he had given me when I had been a Christian but 

three weeks. "And was what I quoted true?" he asked. "I daresay you have got some persecution 

for the Lord's sake, but have you not proved His support?" I could only say how true were the 

words of my Lord, and to you let me commend them. I found the blessing of the Lord upon 

everything. I found myself outside the world, but in the family of God. I found myself to be a 

brother to all who belong to the Lord Jesus Christ. I found I had ten thousand unknown brethren. 

As it is put here, "Ye shall receive an hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren." If you 

follow the Lord you will find yourself among the people of God, amongst those who will take a 

deep interest in you. 

I must bear witness to the truth of the principle, which the Lord unfolds here, that, the man 

who leaves anything for Christ, and for the gospel's sake, is compensated for it by the Lord. The 

Lord also sustains him in the enjoyment of His own heavenly blessings as he passes through this 

scene. If there be a young fellow here desirous to follow the Lord, be encouraged, my friend, to 

do so. You will never regret decision for Christ, nor discipleship in following Him. 

What follows is very interesting. The Lord was going up to Jerusalem, to die; and He tells 

the disciples, as they were going up, what things were to happen. He went before them, and I 

doubt not the disciples were very much astonished at the Lord going out of their company, and 

going ahead. They followed and were afraid. Then He took them apart and showed them the 

things that should happen to Him. "Behold, we go up to Jerusalem; and the Son of Man shall be 

delivered unto the chief priests, and unto the scribes; and they shall condemn him to death." If 

you and I are to live, Christ, the holy man, upon whom death had no claims, must go into death; 

and here He unfolds, in the most distinct way, that there is no way into the glory of God, except 

through His own death. There is no way to get eternal life but through His death. If we are to 

possess eternal life, it is not by any doing on our part. It is by His dying. The Jews, He says, 

"shall deliver him to the Gentiles: and they shall mock him, and shall scourge him, and shall spit 
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upon him, and shall kill him: and the third day he shall rise again." He was rejected of the Jews 

then, and He is a rejected Saviour still, for Christ is as much rejected in the nineteenth century as 

when He spoke these, words. You stand for Christ, believe on Him, and be a man for Christ, and 

you will find this out. But what will He give you? His support. It is such joy to be on the Lord's 

side. It is a blessed, and a wonderful thing, to be on the side of the rejected Saviour. 

But in the moment when men rejected Him, He in love gave Himself for them. He died, 

and His work accomplished, He has gone to the right hand of God, where He is now glorified. 

There He sits; but He is the same Jesus tonight, as when He passed Bartimaeus that day, in the 

chapter before us, — the same tender Saviour, though now in glory. Get you to the feet of that 

risen, ascended, victorious Saviour, and let Him bless you. If you want Him, you will find Him 

just as did the blind man. There he was, poor fellow, sitting by the wayside. He heard of Jesus, 

and so have you tonight. He was sitting there, hoping to get a little money, and, as he heard the 

crowd approach, I have no doubt, he said to himself, "I shall have a prosperous day, and get a 

good deal of money from this passing multitude." But he was curious to know the meaning of 

that crowd. He was told, "Jesus of Nazareth passeth by." No doubt he had heard of His miracles, 

and of how He had opened other men's eyes, and he concluded He could open his. 

In a minute the filling of his purse, and the getting of money are forgotten, and his voice 

rings over the crowd: "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me. Jesus, Son of David, have mercy 

on me." That is what he says. The people said: "Hold your peace, be quiet; do not make a noise. 

Do you think He will stop for you?" But we read, "He cried the more, Jesus, Son of David, have 

mercy on me." And that voice of need falls on the Saviour's ear, and touches His heart, and 

Scripture says, "Jesus stood still." He was on His way to Jerusalem to perform the wonderful 

work of the cross, of which I have spoken, but the cry of need arrested Him. He is now in 

heaven, in glory, but, the voice of need touches Him now, just as the voice of misery and need 

touched Him then. "Jesus stood still, and commanded him to be called. And they called the blind 

man, saying unto him, Be of good comfort, rise; he calleth thee." 

And what do we then find? "And he, casting away his garment, rose, and came to Jesus." 

The thing that hindered him, he cast away. Picture to yourself that blind man, sitting by the 

roadside, with the people all around him. When his cry is heard he felt, If I am going to get to 

Him through that crowd, I must cast off my garment — it will but hinder me; and so he cast 

away his garment. He got rid of the thing that hindered him. Every man has hindrances. Do you 

likewise get rid of your hindrances, and come to Jesus. Read it again: "And he, casting away his 

garment, rose, and came to Jesus." He was in earnest; he came to Jesus. He got through the 

crowd, until he stood in the presence of Jesus. "And Jesus answered and said unto him, What 

wilt thou that I should do unto thee?" That is the point: "What wilt thou that I should do unto 

thee?" "The blind man said unto him, Lord, that I might receive my sight." He wanted to see; he 

wanted his sight. 

What do you want? Your sins forgiven; your soul saved; pardon, love, and acceptance with 

Him? You may have all. What Christ does, is to put down a blank cheque, with His name at the 

bottom, and you can fill it in for any amount you like. He says to you tonight, "What wilt thou 

that I should do unto thee?" What is it you desire? That you may see the Saviour, the Son of 

God, who died but rose again? "Lord, that I might receive my sight," said the blind man. "And 
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Jesus said unto him, Go thy way, thy faith hath made thee whole. And immediately he received 

his sight." His eyes were opened, and what was the first object he saw? Jesus! And that is what 

happens when the eyes of the sinner are opened. He sees Jesus. 

The Lord says to him: "Go thy way, thy faith hath made thee whole. And immediately he 

received his sight, and followed Jesus in the way." He did what the rich young man did not do. 

Jesus said to the rich young man, "Come, take up the cross, and follow me." And he went away 

sorrowful. To this man, with his eyes now open, what did Jesus say? "Go thy way." Observe the 

Lord never makes a man follow Him. He would not make him a compulsory follower, if I may 

so speak. He who follows Him must love to follow, and that is just Bartimaeus' case. What do I 

read? "He received his sight, and followed Jesus in the way." He quickly made up his mind that 

henceforth the way of Jesus was to be his way. He followed Jesus. That was right There is no 

compulsion. Did I tell you that you must follow Jesus, you would not do it. But you may follow 

Jesus. If you learn His love, you will follow Him. You will say from this night, Christ for me, 

and I am going to follow Christ, through evil report, and good. I am going to be for Jesus, and to 

follow Him in the way. 

You have true discipleship here. The Lord help you to follow Him too. That is the right and 

wise thing to "do." 

 


