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                      Luke 12:13-21 – “Richness Toward God”
Terry and I came to the Lord during the time of the Charismatic Renewal in the 70’s.  And as many good things as came out of this renewal movement, which swept across denominational lines, the Gospel of Prosperity was not necessarily one of them!  For those who may not be familiar with this concept, this “Gospel of Prosperity” was based on a theology that if a person was faithful to God – if they were “sold out” to Jesus – they’d be rewarded with material wealth.  And, conversely, if they did not enjoy material prosperity, there just had to be something wrong in their relationship with God!  Sin in their lives – or just not enough faith!!
Many folks thought this “Gospel of Prosperity” was a new thing in our day and time.  But it wasn’t.  In fact, this kind of theology and thinking was very much Old Testament!  You remember a fellow by the name of Job?  Remember how he lost all of his wealth and health – and how his “buddies” came around him, letting him know, in no uncertain terms, that there had to be a good reason for this turn of events in his life.  What had he done to bring this on himself?!

Even during the time of Jesus, in Judaism of the first century Near East – this kind of theology and thinking was still going strong!  Remember when the disciples asked Jesus if the man born blind had been afflicted in this way because of his sin, or because of his parents’ sin?  There was still a strong contingent of those who believed God blessed the faithful with health and wealth, and afflicted the unfaithful with sickness and poverty.

I’m thinking here of the incident from the 12th chapter of Mark’s Gospel, when Jesus and some of his disciples were watching folks put their offerings into the Temple treasury.  And wealthy folks were dropping in large sums of money.  Then this poor widow came along, and drops in two little coins, worth nothing, compared to the other offerings.  But Jesus made it clear that this woman had given more than all the others – because she had given sacrificially – all she had to live on – while the others had merely given out of their abundance.   
Greed was an ongoing theme in Jesus’ teaching of his disciples.  We might do well to recall some examples of this.  How about his calling of Levi, the tax collector – one who lined his own pockets with what he collected over and above the required Roman tariff?  How about his indictment of the Pharisees, who he indicate “inside” were full of greed?  The story of the Prodigal Son, who thought all the money from his inheritance would provide him with the means to live the “good life?”  Jesus’ reminder that one can’t serve both God and worldly wealth?  The parable of the rich man and the poor beggar Lazarus?  The rich young ruler, and his question about what he must do to inherit eternal life?  And, finally, another tax collector – Zacchaeus – and his change of heart, once he had an encounter with Jesus?
Those of us who have chosen to follow Jesus today are not immune from the lure of wealth and possessions,  and the temptation to fall into the Enemy’s trap of letting “greed” lure us away from truly seeking first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness.  One day last week, I was meeting a friend for coffee – Shawn Porter, the rector of Calvary Anglican Church.  I didn’t notice Shawn sitting outside Starbuck’s, as I was walking from the parking lot.  However, I did notice this big, beautiful, shiny, chrome-embellished Yamaha Roadstar motorcycle, parked near the front door of the coffee shop!  And Shawn noticed me eye-balling this fine piece of machinery, and smiled and asked, “You weren’t ‘lusting’ after that motorcycle, were you?!!”

Our lesson begins today with Jesus teaching about the Kingdom of God.  And then, all of a sudden – totally unrelated to the matter at hand – this man calls out to Jesus from the crowd, insisting that he intervene in a dispute with this man’s brother over the family inheritance.  In addition to the fact that this was rude, and out of place – it also spoke to the likelihood that this man hadn’t been paying attention to what Jesus was saying about living in the Kingdom, because he was so consumed with making sure he received his “fair share” of this inheritance!
Now, to place this in context, this man who called out to Jesus may have been the younger of the two brothers – which meant, according to Mosaic Law, the older brother (the firstborn) would have received double the inheritance of any of his younger brothers.

But Jesus wasn’t about to become distracted, and drawn into this family matter – this dispute between these brothers.  As we might say, he didn’t have a dog in that fight!!  But he did use this as an opportunity for a teaching moment – didn’t he?! … saying, “Take care!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life doesn’t consist in the abundance of possessions.”

The Greek word used in our text for “greed” is pleonexia, meaning insatiableness, covetousness, and literally, a desire to have more and more.”
I’m reminded here of John D. Rockefeller, when he was once asked, “How much money is enough?”  His response was, “Just a little bit more!” (Repeat)

This temptation against greed requires constant vigilance – hence Jesus’ words, “Watch out!”… “Be on your guard!”
Jesus goes on then to tell this well-known parable about this successful, wealthy farmer, who has such an abundant crop that his existing barns won’t hold it all.  Then he has this great idea that he’ll just tear down his old barns and build bigger ones, and then just sit back, and “eat, drink, and be merry!”
However, little does he know that all of those cheeseburgers and fries he’s been eating over the years are finally gonna catch up with him, and some of that plaque in his arteries is fixin’ to break loose, and cause him to have a fatal stroke – that very night!!  I know these details aren’t included in the way Jesus told this story – but they could have been!!
“One’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions!”
We live in a world, and a society and culture that often holds up a standard that flies in the face of Jesus’ words here!  We live with a prevailing mindset, as the bumper sticker I’ve mentioned before states so clearly – “He who dies with the most toys wins!”
Now, don’t get me wrong!  In don’t believe there’s anything unchristian or unfaithful about being comfortable in this life!  But I believe there are some questions each of us needs to ask ourselves!  First, what, or who, better yet, is the “driving force” and motivation for what I do each day?  And, is the lifestyle I believe I must have standing in the way of seeking first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness?  Am I so “strapped” with paying for all of the “things” in life the world has convinced me that I deserve, and that I owe myself – that I don’t have much, if anything, left to give towards advancing the Kingdom?!

OK – once again I’ve quit preachin’ and gone to meddlin’!!  But, I believe, even as Christians – even as those who have made a conscious decision to serve and follow Christ … because you and I live in this world, and we’re not immune to its voices and temptations – we need continued reminding of the principle Jesus addresses in today’s lesson.
I can still remember those days when the message of the Gospel of Prosperity was the message of the day!  A beautiful house, fine cars in the driveway, and a stylish wardrobe – often seemed to be taken as an indication that one was living a life that was pleasing to God!  Unfortunately, what a lot of folks spent their time on back then was not necessarily an intensive study of God’s Word – but a lot of teaching tapes, books, and seminars on how to live the “good life” of health and wealth!  But, even in my limited knowledge and understanding of the things of God, at that time – it still seemed like something was missing. And that there was a lot more to Kingdom living than this limited theological perspective held out!!
So, how does one become “rich toward God?”  In the Gospels, we see a contrast between laying up treasures in heaven vs. laying up treasures for ourselves.  Probably the best place to seek answers here would be for us to look at what the Scriptures have to say.
Luke 12:33-34 tells us to “Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

In 1 Timothy 6:17, Paul says to “Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant, nor put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God …”

And then in Matthew 6:33, our Lord kind of sums it all up for us when he says that we should “Seek first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness, and then all those things that we have need of will be added to us, as well.”
As far as Jesus is concerned, we lay up treasures in heaven by humbly living for him in the here and now.  We do this by not expecting the world to “revolve around me!”  By being sensitive and responsive to the needs of others – not just those who can reciprocate, and do for us in return!  We pray, we fast, and as God’s Word reminds us – we should not grow weary in doing what is good and right.

We’re not talking about earning “brownie points” with God here!  And we’re certainly not talking about earning our salvation through good works.  Your salvation, and my salvation have already been bought and paid for with the shed blood of Jesus, and his death on the cross!!

What we’re talking about here is fruit which should be naturally produced as a result of our life in Christ … as a result of the fact that you and I are “new creations,” and that the “old things have passed away, and everything has become new!”

The bumper sticker on the back of our cars, and trucks, and mini-vans (and motorcycles) shouldn’t read, “He who dies with the most toys wins,” but “He who dies with Jesus wins!”  Amen?!
“Richness toward God” may very well mean that I don’t end up having everything the media, the magazines … and the world, society and culture tell me I need and deserve!  But “richness toward God” means that I’ll be able to experience an “abundance of life” that no amount of money can buy, and no manner and number of possessions can come close to!!

Remember the old Schlitz beer commercial?  “You only go around once in life, so you need to grab for all the gusto you can?!”  Most often, I think we tend to see this as a worldly philosophy of life.  But, if you think about it, it can have spiritual application, as well!  Because we need to make the most of our life in the here and now, for Christ’s sake!  We have all eternity to look forward to – but our time here on this earth and in this mortal life – only gives us a limited opportunity to make a difference, to live out our witness in faithfulness, and produce fruit that is of eternal value and significance!

May you and I strive to live lives that are truly “rich toward God!”  May we have the courage and strength to live as Christ calls us to, which many times will differ from the standards, and the values, and the priorities of this world!  May we seek first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness, and may our treasures be laid up – not on earth – but in heaven!  Amen!!       

