
GE – Assaulted by Ambition 
8/11/19 
Luke 18:18 
Sunday AM 

It’s amazing how many life lessons can be learned from a preschool toy. Take for example this little canister. As 
you’re aware, this toy is used to help kids learn their shapes/colors while working on their fine motor skills. Yet 
from this toy they also learn something we seem to forget – you can’t fit a square peg into a round hole. 

Solomon, the richest/wisest guy to ever live struggled w/ this idea. He tried, “Everything under the sun” to fill the 
hole in his heart. In his journal, Ecclesiastes, he said, “I said to myself, I said to my heart, ‘Come now. Let’s just see 
what might fill up this hole in my heart.’” He tried everything! Only to conclude, “You know what I learned. It’s all 
meaningless. It’s like chasing after the wind.” He learned you can’t cram a square peg into a round hole or use the 
things of this world to fill the hole in your heart.  

Last week we began a series entitled, the Great Escape in which we’re investigating the biggest lies in our lives 
we use to fill the God-shaped hole in our hearts that usually steal away our intimacy w/ God. Last week we looked 
at anxiety; today we’re going to look at ambition.  

ambition – is the desire/determination to succeed.  

Such a definition seems benign; but for most, ambition is a quality to be revered more than it’s to be feared – yet 
how quickly we can be stolen by success when our earthly ambition supersedes our spiritual calling. 

I believe the Bible teaches ambition is a gift from God, and that Godly ambition is a quality to be cherished; yet 
like so many things in life, when it’s misunderstood and misapplied – it can lead us astray down a path where we 
seek the things of this world to fill the hole in our heart instead of allowing God and His will to satisfy our soul. 

In speaking on ambition – Pastor John Stott wrote: In the end, there are only two kinds of ambition – self-centered 
and God-centered – meaning… one can be ambitious for oneself or for God. There is no third alternative. 
Ambitions for self may be quite modest – enough to eat, drink, and wear, as in the Sermon on the Mount; or they 
may be grandiose desiring a bigger house, a faster car, a higher salary, a wider reputation, more power. But 
whether modest or immodest, these are ambitions for myself – my comfort, my wealth, my status, and my power 
(my flesh).  Stott 

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking 
to your own interests but to the interests of others. In your relationships w/ one another, have the same mindset 

(ambition) as Jesus… Philippians 2:3-4 

Notice the distinction – we can live for our ambition or for God’s ambition – we can live for our success or for 
God’s success – but we can’t live for both.  

selfish ambition (eritheia) w/ an inordinate love for self or for one’s personal gratification w/ disregard for others 

empty conceit (kenodoxia) w/ a highly exaggerated view of one’s self – lacking all sense of humility. 

Paul was saying a man’s personal ambitions are always about satisfying the flesh. Compare that to Paul’s 
encouragement – have the same attitude (ambition) in you that Jesus had. And what was Jesus’ ambition – it was 
to do the will of His Father. 



As you’d expect, Jesus had much to say on the topic of ambition/success. Once w/ his disciples, he spoke to them 
about following Him and said – What does it profit a man to gain the whole world but forfeit his own soul. 

In another instance, Jesus had an encounter w/ a rich young ruler who was far more concerned w/ his earthly deeds 
than his heavenly need.  Read – Luke 18:18-27 

In this story we find a young man who came to Jesus caught in the vicious cycle of success. He was absolutely 
committed to pursuing his ambition and to keeping up his successful image/persona. You could imagine he was 
young, handsome, well-liked and well-dressed. He was likely the cover boy for Mediterranean GQ wearing an 
Abercrombie toga w/ Gucci sandals. I’m sure he power-lunched at the Jerusalem Athletic Club, drove a sports 
chariot, and lived in a penthouse overlooking the Temple. By all appearances, it looked as if he had life by the tail. 
People wanted to be w/ him and people wanted to be like him. But in reality, he was running on empty. Success 
had left him wanting more. So, when Jesus came to town, the young man came to Jesus looking for answers to 
give him peace of mind and peace of heart. 

In the young ruler, we see a man who was wealthy but not secure; religious but not righteous; good but not godly – 
a man stolen by success/assaulted by ambition.  

This AM I want us to learn from this young man what to do so that we don’t get assaulted by ambition. I believe 
his story offers us (3) important principles.  

I Avoid the PERFORMANCE Illusion v. 18 

The Performance Illusion is the idea that who we are and our value as a person is based on the success we 
achieve/accomplish. It’s based on the appearance of being a winner. It’s the Lombardi fallacy. 

Winning isn't everything, it's the only thing. Lombardi 

We’re consumed w/ success and how we perform? We’ll do about anything to be #1. In fact, it seems our entire 
sense of self-worth is measured by what we achieve. Look at this young man in Jesus’ story. 

Good teacher, what should I do to get eternal life? 

Did you catch his question?  What must “I” do? He was so accustomed to doing he had no clue he was undone. 
He banked his identity/value on his performance, but his performance was never going to be enough to please God 
or fill the hole in his heart – and neither will yours. He thought his value as a person was dependent on his 
performance – and yet our value is based on who we are in Christ. 

He took matters into his own hands to make a name for himself and to reach a place of stature. And this is what 
misplaced/misapplied ambition does – it causes us to go after our will at the expense of ignoring God’s will 
thinking it will bring us a sense of fulfillment. 

I think of the story of David’s son Adonijah. When David was old, and preparing to surrender his kingship, 
Adonijah carpe diem-ed to seized the day. The only problem was it wasn’t God’s will for him to be king, so he 
soon found himself up a creek w/out a paddle – literally holding onto the horns on the altar begging for his life – 
trying to take something that didn’t belong to him thinking it would fulfill him. This is what the rich young ruler 
did too – he took matters into his own hands thinking his efforts would make the difference. 



  
Jesus said, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God. You know the commandments: Don’t commit 

adultery; don’t commit murder; don’t steal; don’t accuse anyone falsely; respect your father and your mother.'" He 
said, "I’ve obeyed all these commands.” 

Jesus gives the guy a pop quiz on the big (10) – only if you notice, Jesus only asked about the second (6) and not 
the first (4) that deal w/ a person’s relationship w/ God.  

Jesus only mentioned the outward commands that others see and not the inner commands which are harder to see 
lived out. And the guy says to Jesus, “Yeah, I got an “A”. I’m an honor student – I’ve kept them all. 

The ambitious always think life has to do w/ their performance/accomplishments – and this guy thought his deeds/
behavior were good enough to earn God’s favor and approval. He thought God was going to be so pleased by his 
goodness that Jesus was going to meet him at the pearly gates and parade him down Main St. to the throne. 

Sadly, I think many of us think this way. We feel like our earthly significance/eternal destiny are somehow linked 
to our performance and what we can accomplish. That’s why so many people think their good deeds can save them 
and keep their salvation secure. But the Bible clearly states that our earthly significance/eternal destiny are not 
linked to our accolades/accomplishments but only by God’s grace offered on a blood-stained cross. 

The will of God is discovered thru our holy surrender to God and not thru our earthly ambition to prove ourselves. 

II Avoid the POSSESSION Confusion  v. 22 

The Possession Confusion is the idea that who we are and our value as a person is based on the stuff we amass. – 
it’s measured by the labels on our clothes, the houses we live in, the cars we drive, the money we’ve banked, and 
the trophies collecting dust on our shelves.  

Don’t think b/c your older/wiser it doesn’t apply to you.  I see the same antics going on among senior adults as I do 
among teens – they’re just usually a little shrewder. 

It’s like the doctor who saw his 92 yr old patient out w/ a very attractive, much younger woman on his arm. The 
man said to his doctor, “Hey doc, thanks for the great advice – I feel much better.” The doctor said, “What advice 
was that?” The man said, “You told me to get a hot mama and be cheerful.” The doctor said, “No, I didn’t.  I said 
you have a heart murmur; be careful.” 

Contrary to what we’ve been led to believe, ambition and success aren’t determined by our performance, power, 
possessions, prestige, position, or any person on our arm.  

This was the attitude of the rich ruler. He considered himself better than others b/c of his possessions. And like 
many people today, we sometimes think our earthly ambition/success means we’re more blessed than those who 
have not – making us better than others.   

Sneetches – The Star-Belly Sneetches had bellies w/ stars while the plain belly sneetches had none upon thars. 
Those stars weren’t so big, they were really quite small. You might think such a thing wouldn’t matter at all. But b/
c they had stars, all the Star-Belly Sneetches, would brag, “We’re the best kind of Sneetch on the beaches. W/ their 
snoots in the air, they’d sniff and they’d snort, “We’ll have nothing to do w/ the Plain-Belly sort…”  



Jesus said – One thing you lack. Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven. Then come, follow me.’ At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, b/c he had great wealth. 

Why did Jesus issue such a challenge – was He saying God’s favor is based on our poverty/works?  NO!  Jesus is 
questioning the man’s trust. The call to sell off all of his stuff touched a nerve and exposed the true condition of his 
heart.  He didn’t trust God; he trusted his stuff b/c earthly ambition was more valuable that God’s will. 

This rich young ruler believed that all he had amassed in life mattered – and the result was he allowed his stuff to 
steal his affection, his worship, and his identity. As a result, he walked away from God for a few earthly trinkets 
that eventually would fade away.  

We still do this today. We make it our ambition to live the American Dream – believing all we amass somehow in 
some way makes us significant – only it doesn’t.  

I think Solomon had it right, he wrote: I have also learned why people work so hard to succeed: it is b/c they envy 
the things their neighbors have. But it is useless. It is like chasing the wind.  Ecclesiastes 4:4 

What’s Solomon’s point?  Whoever has the most toys only thinks he wins, but he’s only fooling himself.  B/c 
success isn’t measured by how much stuff you own or how many games you win, but by whether or not God has 
your heart. So, to live w/ earthly ambition is fruitless. 

Watch out and guard yourselves from every kind of greed; b/c your true life is not made up of the things you own, 
no matter how rich you may be. Luke 12:15 

III Accept God’s PERSONAL Solution  v. 27 

The people who heard him asked, "Who, then, can be saved?" Jesus answered, "What is humanly impossible is 
possible for God." 

While Jesus is answering a question on eternity/heaven, He concisely manages to confront and provide a solution 
to anyone who’s life is driven by the ambition of the flesh. And He simply says – man’s way and God’s way are 
not one in the same – and man’s way will never fill the empty whole in your heart. So, stop pursuing a path of 
independence from God in exchange for dependence upon God. Trust and follow Him.  

In everything you do in word and in deed, do it to the glory of God. Colossians 3:17 

Ambitions for God, if they’re to be worthy, can never be modest. There’s something inherently inappropriate about 
cherishing small ambition for God. How can we ever be content that He should acquire just a little more honor in 
the world? No! Once we are clear that God is King, then we long to see Him crowned w/ glory/honor, according to 
His true place. We become ambitious for the spread of this kingdom/righteousness everywhere. When this is 
genuinely our dominant ambition, then not only will all these things… be yours as well, but there will be no harm 
in having secondary ambitions, since these will be subservient to our primary ambition and not in competition w/ 
it. Indeed, it is then that secondary ambitions become healthy.  

Christians should be eager to develop their gifts, widen their opportunities, extend their influence and be given 
promotion in their work – not now to boost their own ego or build their own empire, but rather thru every-thing 
they do to bring glory to God. Stott 



I think about the Parable of the Talents – The owner entrusts (3) men differing portions of his estate to manage 
while he is gone. The first (2) servants double the owner’s estate and the 3rd buries it. In the end, God chastises the 
3rd servant b/c he did nothing w/ it. 

Point – As it pertains to God’s will/purpose, in striving w/ the H.S., we should aim high, dream big, and work 
diligently to see His kingdom come and His will be done.  

So, we make it our goal to please Him… 2 Corinthians 5:9  



DISCLAIMER: These messages are offered for your personal edification and enrichment. There is no legal 
copyright on this material. I have used many sources, and I have always attempted to cite any exact quotations. 
Any failure to cite a quote is simply an oversight on my part. 

If you are a preacher or teacher, I encourage you to use this material to stimulate your own Spirit-driven 
imagination. Additional study beyond this material will benefit both you and your listeners. 

You have my full permission to use any of this material as long as you cite the source for any substantial amount 
used in your message. If you borrow the majority of a message or outline, I encourage you to simply preface your 
remarks by saying something like: “Some (or “much” as the case may be) of the ideas I’m sharing in this message 
came from a message by Pastor Joey Rodgers in Georgia.” This simple citation may prevent any criticism that may 
be directed toward you. 

Pastor Joey Rodgers


