“Rich Toward God”

Luke 12: 13 – 21

(Sermon preached by Rev. Randy Tschetter at Temple Baptist Church, Jamestown, ND) (June 11, 2017)

Several months ago during my lunch break, a man named Don and I had a short conversation
about theology and theological books. He told me that he was a “fan” of Philip Yancey and that
he really appreciated Yancey’s book, RUMORS Of Another World – What On Earth Are We
Missing? When I went back to my office I found my own marked up copy of RUMORS. Chapter
6, entitled, “Out Of Order” captured my attention and led me to the Parable of The Rich Fool in
Luke 12.

Imagine for a moment that you are attending a TV-game show. The lights are bright, the stage is
colorful, the studio audience is excited, and the stakes are high. The program producer appears
from behind the curtain and announces:
“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight some lucky person (one of you) will
walk out of here with a check for $10 M. Welcome to the richest
game show in history: “WHAT IS YOUR PRICE?”
“I have never won anything in my life,” you think to yourself, but then the announcer calls your
name to “. . . COME ON DOWN.” The crowd cheers as you jump from your seat and hurry
down the aisle where you are met by a beautiful girl who leads you on to the stage. The curtain
opens to reveal a wheelbarrow overflowing with stacks of $100 bills. “All of this money ($10
million) can be yours” you are told. “All you need to do is agree to 1 condition.”
Your mind races wildly as you think of all the things you could do with that much money (retire
without financial worries or build a new house or send your kids to college or have a street or
building named after you. But then reality sets in as the announcer declares, “for the opportunity
of a lifetime, all you have to do is choose 1 option:” put your children up for adoption or become
a prostitute for a week, or give up your American citizenship, or abandon your church OR
family, or leave your spouse. “Which option will you choose for $10 M?”
I read about this hypothetical game show in Max Lucado’s book entitled: “WHEN GOD
WHISPERS YOUR NAME.” In the same chapter, Lucado refers to a 1991 survey conducted by
James Patterson & Peter Kim in which REAL PEOPLE were asked what they would do in
exchange for $10 M. According to the survey, 25% said they would abandon family, 25% said

they would abandon their church, 23% said they would become a prostitute for a week. 3% even
indicated they would put their kids up for adoption. 2/3’s of those polled would agree to at least
one option. More than ½ would not leave the “WHAT IS YOUR PRICE?” would pay the price
to own the wheelbarrow filled with cash. The sad reality of this scenario is that many people are
willing to give up their faith or family or morals for a lot less than $10 million – for a cheap thrill
or to support a bad habit.
Interestingly, this hypothetical story is NOT ALL THAT UNLIKE the situation in today’s text in
LUKE 12 where Jesus told a rich man: “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of
greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions” (vs 15). That bit of
advice and the parable which follows was given by Jesus in response to man who asked Jesus to
settle a dispute between himself and his brother regarding their “inheritance.” While the details
of the dispute are sketchy, Jesus’ parable of the RICH FOOL suggests that man in question was
overly concerned about wealth, money, and possessions – about accumulating “stuff” or
“things.”
In the parable Jesus describes a man whose land produced a crop so large and bountiful that he
had to tear now his old granaries to build new and larger grain bins to store the crop. The rich
man then decided to sit back and relax - to “eat, drink, and be merry.” The parable ends:
“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being
demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will
they be? So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves
but are not rich toward God” (vss 20 – 21).
All of that causes me to ask: “What does it mean to be rich toward God?” My first response is
that the person who is rich toward God acknowledges that wealth and possessions are gifts from
God. That does not mean that a large checking account, or a healthy stock portfolio, or expensive
cars are in and of themselves indicators that a person is rich toward God (certainly there are
“crooked” rich people in the world). Neither am I suggesting that a person who is NOT wealthy
is somehow not blessed or is cursed by God
The author of James wrote: “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the
Father of the heavenly lights. . .” (1:17).

In his farewell sermon (Deuteronomy 6), Moses challenged the Israelites by saying:
“When the LORD your God brings you into (promised land)
- a land with large flourishing cities you did not build, houses filled
with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not
dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant - then when you eat and
are satisfied, be careful that you do not forget the LORD, who brought you out of
Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Italics added).
Occasionally when my wife and I sort through our mail, we will make a comment like, “That
$1M miracle check we have been expecting still has not arrived.” While neither of us grew up in
WEALTHY families, we were both born into loving families and born with some innate abilities
to study and learn. I was blessed with a dad who understood the value of education and worked
hard to enable his children to attend college and seminary. My wife has survived 2 bouts with
cancer but neither of us has ever been the victim of a debilitating accident. While we have both
worked and earned paychecks we do not have a wheelbarrow full of cash. Yet we know that have
been BLESSED.
Like Israelites, there is always a temptation to think that the wealth and possessions
we have accumulated are TOTALLY the result of our own efforts and our own hard work.
In the parable (LUKE 12) Jesus points out that the “GROUND” produced a good crop
While it is safe to assume that rich man had worked hard and followed good farming practices,
the reality is that man’s wealth / prosperity were also the result of soil suitable for raising crops,
and proper amounts of rain and sunshine – factors totally out of his control. I know that people
“rags to riches” stories about the person who “pulled self up by boot-straps.” The point is that no
matter how hard a person works or how much wealth a person accumulates, it is never just about
us. Being rich toward God begins as we recognize his hand of blessing in our lives

Another aspect of being rich toward God may seem a bit contradictory. Blessings are not always
blessings. Perceived blessings can be a curse. The “lucky” winner of the wheelbarrow full of
cash mentioned earlier may not really be so lucky. As I was writing this sermon, I GOOGLED
the phrase: Challenges of Winning The Lottery. The first posted article was entitled: “How
Winning The Lottery Makes You Miserable” and stated, “If you win the $1.5B Powerball
Jackpot, you may not be as lucky as you think” (TIME.COM – January 2016
http://time.com/4176128/powerball-jackpot-lottery-winners/).

The story references a book authored by Don McNay entitled: LIFE LESSONS FROM THE
LOTTERY. McNay points out that sudden windfalls can lead to chaos, divorce, and suicide and
that people are often not ready for the upheaval the money brings into their lives. He writes, “It’s
the curse of the lottery because it made their life worse

instead of improving them.”

According to the article, Jack who won $315 million said, “I wish I had torn up the ticket.”
Abraham who won $30 million said, “I’d have better off broke.” Sometimes the things we think
will be a “blessing” can actually become a “curse.”
It is important to understand that Jesus did not suggest that possessions and wealth are inherently
evil. The word translated “LIFE” (vs 15) is from Greek word “” is the same basic word as
“eternal life” in John 3:16. Reference here is not just physical life but rather life on a higher
plane or with a meaningful existence.

Craig Blomberg who is a respected NT scholar points out that both the Old and New Testament
recognize the “inherent goodness” and at the same time the “seductive nature” of possessions.
Blomberg also writes while “Material blessings are a good gift from God meant for his people to
enjoy,” they are “simultaneously one of the primary means of turning human hearts away from
God” (Neither Poverty nor Riches, pp 243 – 244).
How does a person overcome the seductiveness of wealth, live on a higher plane, and become a
person whose heart is rich toward God? The text in Luke 12 does not give any explicit answers
but the Scriptures do provide some guidance. At the core of NT teaching on possessions is the
matter of generosity. Walter B Russell writes: “When we refocus our sights on the spiritual
inheritance found in Christ, we generously give back to God as his stewards” (Revolution in
Generosity, Willmer, ed, p 64). Paul

wrote in Philippians 4 “that our attitude should be the same as that

of Christ Jesus” - who made himself nothing, who took form of a servant, who humbled self and
became obedient to death on cross. The generosity of the Gospel as demonstrated in Jesus
becomes a model for generous giving and living. In short: the GREED which characterized the
rich man in LUKE 12 needed to be replaced with GENEROSITY
In RUMORS (mentioned earlier), Yancey references a book entitled Shantung Compound in
which Langdon Gilkey shares his personal diary of his experiences in Japanese prison camp

during WWII. As Yancey retells the story, Shantung Compound was an internment camp which
housed about 200 American prisoners plus more than 1000 other prisoners from other countries
and nationalities. The conditions in camp were miserable. Daily food rations included six slices
of bread, boiled water, and a bowl of stew. The prisoners were malnourished and losing weight.

One day 200 parcels arrived from American Red Cross (1 for each American) in the camp. The
parcels included powdered milk, 4 tins of butter, 3 cans of Spam, 1 lb. of cheese plus chocolate,
sugar, coffee, jam, salmon, prunes or raisins, and items of clothing. Gilkey wrote that this food
which was like “manna from heaven” was shared with fellow prisoners of various nationalities
lasted about 6 months
Shortly after Xmas (in midst of winter / when morale was low) a donkey-train arrived with 1550
parcels from Red Cross. The Japanese commandant determined that each of the 1450 prisoners
would receive 1 parcel AND an extra ½ parcel would be given to the 200 Americans
(presumable because the parcels were from the AMERICAN Red Cross). Again Gilkey writes,
the excitement in the camp was like 1000 Xmas Eve’s all rolled into one. However, the next day
the prisoners discovered that no parcels were being distributed. According to the story, a few
AMERICAN prisoners were protesting the arrangement - insisting that the parcels be distributed
only to AMERICANS because parcels were from AMERICAN Red Cross. In other words, they
demanded 7 ½ parcels for each American with none to be shared with other prisoners. The result
Gilkey writes was “A community where everyone had long forgotten whether a man was
American, British, white, Negro, Jew, Parsee, or Indian had suddenly disintegrated into a
brawling, bitterly divided collection of hostile national groups” (Rumors, p 110).
Bounty had led to GREED. The end result was that the 200 extra parcels were shipped to
another prison camp. Out of GREED comes DEATH. Out of GENEROSITY comes LIFE. Once
again we hear these words from Jesus: “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of
greed: for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions”

