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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.  
This is one of the ‘hard sayings’ of the gospel as it seems so strict. It certainly poses a 
challenge for any of us with comfortable means. Taken literally, it is clearly an impossibility – 
threading a camel through a needle - but Jesus often spoke in hyperbole, deliberate 
exaggeration to make a powerful point. The image is used in the Jewish Talmud as well, and 
also in the Quran – sometimes it’s an elephant going through the needles eye instead of a 
camel.  The needles eye metaphorically refers to a narrow opening.  
I have heard it claimed that in Jesus’ time when Jerusalem was a walled city with gates all 
around, that one gate was especially narrow and was nicknamed the needle’s eye. If a 
trader arrived with his camel fully laden with goods, slung on both sides of the saddle, he 
would have to unload the camel and lead it through the gate, leaving his baggage behind, 
otherwise it would be too wide. Momentarily at least, he had to leave his goods behind. No 
doubt he would hitch the camel up and nip back to collect his precious goods to sell in the 
market.  
If this is true, it would account for Jesus’ saying because it would have been a familiar sight, 
like many of his parables.  
So the challenge for the rich person is really about being detached from worldly goods. We 
know we can’t take them with us when we die, but that is out of our control. What is within 
our control is how we deal with our wealth in this life, our attitude to it, its importance in 
our lives, how we use our money and who for. Are we over attached to our wealth, however 
much or little each of us has? Can we set it aside, do we have it in proportion? Remember 
the challenge to the rich young man who wanted to please God – Jesus told him, give away 
all you have, then come and follow me – and he went off, sorrowful. The answer he got was 
much harder than he expected.  I always think, maybe he came back later, having made that 
sacrifice. We are not told in the gospel – because really the point is not what did he do, it’s 
rather ‘what will I do?’  
Entering the kingdom of heaven, Jesus said, is hard for the rich. He’s not talking about the 
next life, heaven in that sense. He’s talking about here and now. The kingdom that he 
proclaimed in his teaching, that was there, that had arrived. The rule of God in our lives. 
Why would it be especially hard for the rich to be part of that kingdom? Because it is so easy 
to feel self-sufficient when one has plenty of material wealth. Being aware of our need for 
God comes more easily when we know we are needy in other senses. Pride and 
complacency and a sense of security do not combine well with trust in God.  
Maybe this is why Jesus also said ‘blessed are the poor’ which Matthew turned into ‘the 
poor in spirit’. Poverty is not a good thing. But the state of mind which often goes with 
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wealth is not healthy for us either. God is not impressed with our material wealth, except in 
as much as he would like to know what good we have done with it.  
This is a key point isn’t it – if all Christians gave away everything they have, they would all be 
dependent on charity and unable to give to charity themselves any more. This would not 
make much sense. The rich young man’s challenge is not necessarily the right challenge for 
all of us. But we all do need to sit loose to money, to cultivate generosity and open 
handedness; to examine our attitudes and the way we use our material resources. Psalm 62 
says ‘If riches increase, set not your heart upon them’.  Wise advice. You never know when 
you might be called to unload your camel.  
 
Keep us, good Lord, under the shadow of your mercy in this time of uncertainty and distress. 
Sustain and support the anxious and fearful, and lift up all who are brought low; 
that we may rejoice in your comfort, 
knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 
 


