Liturgy:
Reading : Luke 12, 13-34

Text       : Luke 12, 13 -21

Ps.   105 : 1,3

Ps.   116 : 9,10

Ps.       4 : 3

Ps.     49 : 2,3,4

Ps.     73 : 8

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Already at one of their first synods, namely at synod held in 1956, the FRCA decided that on the third Sunday in the month of February the churches should have a special service for prayer and thanksgiving for harvest and labor, a special service to thank the LORD for His goodness in providing us with our daily needs, to thank the LORD also for the harvest of the season past. At the same time, looking ahead, we pray that the LORD will continue to feed us with the food we need. That’s in a nutshell the purpose of this special service.
So at the end of this service we will unite in prayer. However, Br. & Sr., to do this sincerely, we need the right attitude towards the blessings the LORD had blessed us with. What I mean is, when at the end of this service we want to honour God as the Lord of the harvest, we also have to acknowledge that it was not the work of our hands, but the LORD who provided us with all that we needed. In other words, we ought to pray in the awareness that our life is indeed dependent on God in every thing: prosperity and adversity, food and drink, health and sickness.
Of course, we all believe this firmly. None of us has difficulty in confessing this. Yet is this confession now also reflected in the way we live our daily life, especially in today’s secularized society, which is dominated by a spirit of materialism. The vast majority of people are lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God. Living in the midst of this society, we as God’s children have to keep our own lifestyle, i.e. a lifestyle in accordance with the Word of God, which teaches us what our attitude should be also towards the earthly blessings we receive from God’s hand. Yes, also all our earthly blessing are gifts from God, given to us not in the first place for own pleasure, but that we may serve God with them. After all, that’s the aim of our life, to glorify God with all that we have received. Beloved, is this indeed visible in the way we go about all our earthly blessings, or is the spirit of materialism eating his way also into the church. I don’t think that I’m beating air, when I say that here lies a real danger for all of us.

We can be thankful that from a material point of view the majority of the membership of the congregation is well off. Yet the question now is: does thankfulness for these material blessings now also show up in such a way that we want to use our affluence in the service of the LORD first? Or, like the vast majority of the people around us, do we too make it our aim to make the most of these earthly blessings for own pleasure, whilst God’s kingdom becomes secondary?
This is indeed a very important question, especially now this morning we have come together to thank the LORD for His blessings and to pray that He may continue to feed us with the food that is needful for us. Again, we can only pray this prayer in a proper spirit when in all these matters we have the right attitude towards the LORD, who knows even our inmost thoughts.

In order that we may indeed pray in a proper spirit, let us first listen to what the LORD Himself teaches us about what our attitude towards earthly wealth should be. This morning we will do so by focusing on

THE PARABLE OF THE RICH FOOL

From this parable, we learn:

1) earthly wealth is of no value with respect to the certainty of one’s life

2) yet it has value with respect to our service in God’s kingdom

I
In Luke 12, Br. & Sr., the Lord Jesus addresses His disciples first of all, yet He does so in the hearing of a crowd of people, who are listening in as well. The Pharisees had troubled the Lord Jesus with their questions, and this with the aim to seek an occasion to catch Him, since they wanted to get rid of this Rabbi of Nazareth. Because of it the future looked very grim. 
But then in vs. 5 Christ says, directing the attention in particular to those who until now had faithfully followed Him, God who has power over body and soul knows every child of His individually. He will care for them and protect them, so what is there to fear, vs. 7. Next Christ points to the angels in heaven, before whom He will confess the names of those who confess Him as their Saviour. Thus in view of earthly threat Christ points to the promise from heaven, teaching the people what really counts in life. Directing your eyes to these wonderful promises of God, many other things simply fall by the wayside, are no longer counted as important.
Well, it is at that moment – when Christ is busy to direct the attention of the crowds to things that really matter in life – it is at that moment that from within crowd someone comes with the question, vs. 13, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”
This request may strike us as very unspiritual. Was this man not interested in Christ’s teaching that he came at this moment with such a request? However, then we should consider that the vast majority of the people were following Jesus for exactly the same reason, namely to be relieved from their earthly problems: healing of the sick and nothing else. That’s what they were waiting for most of the time. Perhaps the man who came with this request thought if so many are healed by the power of Jesus’ word, why would Jesus not be able to help me in the conflict I have with my brother. If demon-possessed people come to reason by the authority of the word of this rabbi, why would my unwilling brother not do the same?

If the Lord Jesus had acceded to the request of this man, most likely we would not have asked any question. Yet now Jesus refuses this request we start looking at it somewhat differently than those requests for healing. However, is this right? Let us be careful that we that we do not make the wrong judgment here. For why did the Lord Jesus not accede to this specific request?
Some say the reason was that this man was driven by covetousness. Yet the text doesn’t say this. The Lord Jesus simply responds by saying that He had no authority to make any judgment in this issue, vs. 14, “…” Why was this? Why did the Lord Jesus have no authority here, whilst He did heal sick and cast out demons? What was the difference? The point is this, beloved, in those days the vast majority of the Jews saw the Lord Jesus simply as some kind of social worker, who had come to heal the broken structures of society. In our text, Jesus now makes clear that there is a limit to His healing authority.
True, Christ had come to heal life. He even gave it back to demon-possessed people and persons who had died. Yet Christ did so in order that people would come to faith in Him, and this as living people who wanted to break with sin in their life and prepare themselves to enter the kingdom of heaven. It’s this perspective which the man who made this request fails to appreciate. That’s why the Lord Jesus did not accede to his request. For God had not sent the Saviour into this world to be a ruler in material issues. Christ had a much higher calling, namely to free people from their earthly desires to set their heart on the eternal things. That’s why in the continuation of Luke 12 Christ warns against the sin of covetousness.
Doing so, the Lord Jesus does not warn in particular this one man, who made this request. Everyone has to consider that “life does not consist in the abundance of things he possesses.” Everyone – I derive this conclusion from the beginning of vs. 15, where it reads, and he said to them (plural), “…” Christ warns here against the desire to have more and more. Take heed, so He says, for no matter how rich you are, wealth does not guarantee life. You can’t protect your life with dollar bills.

True, God has made us stewards of this world, who have to live from their goods. Food and drink, clothing and shelter, it all has to be paid for, and so we have to be good stewards. If you have no money, no possessions, it becomes very difficult to make ends meet. Therefore, what is wrong with adding to your possessions? Does this not show good stewardship?

From a human point of view, Br. & Sr., it may indeed seem to be like this. Yet this should not cause us to draw the conclusion: the more goods one has the more certain one can be of life. For, once again, abundance does not guarantee life.

I realize that many people think this way. They hunt for prosperity, trying to build up a life on this side of the grave as safe as possible. Yet, so we hear the Lord Jesus say in our text, life does not consist in the abundance of the things one possesses.

Our Saviour underlines this with an example taken from life. He says there was a rich man whose ground yielded plentifully, a farmer who was already rich, but who through an abundant harvest became even richer. The harvest was so plentiful that he did not even know what to do with it. His barns were too small to store the crops. So, he asked himself the question, vs. 17, “…” Considering this question, he said to himself, vs. 18, “…” At first sight, this seems to be a very wise decision. When your barns are too small to store the crops, you have to build bigger ones, haven’t you? Here is a wise farmer who shows good initiative. Yet the Lord Jesus calls him a fool. Why?

For a start, beloved, the foolishness of this farmer was not that he did not show initiative. He was so to speak a good businessperson. Perhaps in this respect some of us could even learn from the way in which this man conducted his business. Yet why then does the Lord Jesus call him a fool? The simple answer is this man expected everything from his wealth. Also, everything seems to revolve around himself. Just pay attention to the word ‘I’, which is continuously on his lips.
Vs. 17 > “What shall I do?”

Vs. 18 > “I will do this...” whilst a bit further he speaks about “my barns”, my crops”, and “my goods.”

This farmer does not at all consider himself a steward of the goods God had entrusted to him. He doesn’t even know how to be thankful to God for the rich harvest he had received. He sees it all exclusively as fruit of the work of his own hands. It is his crop, his goods. God is not mentioned at all.

In this parable, the Lord Jesus gives us a picture of life without God, as we see it also in today’s secularized society, where man thinks that he himself can control and rule everything. The vast majority of the people around us don’t need God. They can manage on their own, and as far as the eye meets, many of them see to do well. Yet in the meantime, everything revolves around oneself, in the same way as it did with the man in this parable. Ultimately, this man knew no other love than love for himself. That’s why he wanted to build bigger barns. He wanted to store the crops all for himself, in order to live well from it for many years. Yes, this farmer thought with such a good harvest from now on I can enjoy life, take my ease, eat and drink, and be merry, and why shouldn’t I? Is life not given to enjoy it? It did not enter the mind of this farmer that there were perhaps other people well less off than he was: the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. No, the whole crop had to go into his large barns. He wanted to enjoy the abundance all for himself in a life without God.
See there how this man made his plans on an evening when he saw the abundant harvest ripening in the field. Perhaps lying on his bed, he used his poetic imagination and saw already those large barns filled with crops. How good the future would be! Boasting, this farmer said, vs. 19, “…” Yet then follows vs. 20, “…” Thus in the end this farmer, who had put his trust in many goods, which he had piled up – in the end this farmer lived a smaller number of hours than the number of years he had hoped to live.
See there the foolishness of this farmer, beloved. It is foolish to think that life consists in the abundance of the things one possesses. All of sudden, all the plans, this farmer had made, came to nothing. All his calculations, made without God, failed. The end of his life was near just when he thought he was finally able to enjoy it. God put an end to all his splendid calculations. What a fool you are – so God said to this farmer – for wealth does not give you life. Life comes from Me. I am the only One who can give it, but who also takes it in My time.

Thus, God required the soul of this rich fool during the very night that he was making plans for years ahead. God put an end to these plans, and so the many goods, which this man thought he could enjoy undisturbed, whose would they be now? This man had never thought of the idea that another would enjoy what he had worked for so hard.

Concluding this parable the Lord Jesus says, as this rich fool “so is he who lays up treasures for himself, and is not rich toward God.”

Laying up treasures for oneself – this means you do not reckon with God, you only live for earthly things. Yet what safety do earthly things give in the face of death. The parable of the rich fool makes it quite clear: earthly riches can’t give you life. Take heed, therefore, so Christ says. Take heed that not the continual desires to increase your possessions determine your life. Don’t think that this will guarantee you a certain measure of safety. For, a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he possesses. Think of the rich fool. All his glorious plans came to nothing, despite all the riches he had.

Thus, Christ will teach also us this morning that earthly wealth is of no value at all when it comes to saving our life. Instead, all the wealth we receive is of value only when we use in the service of God’s kingdom. Therefore, beware of all covetousness. Don’t lay up treasures for yourself, lest you loose sight of the purpose of life, i.e. the purpose for which God has created us: to live for Him. This brings me to my second thought.

II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, Br. & Sr., earthly goods are of no value when it comes to make our life safer. Yet this should not cause us to draw the conclusion that earthly goods are of no value at all, and therefore we would be better off choosing voluntary poverty in order to escape the danger of covetousness. After all, nowhere does Scripture speak negatively about riches as such.

True, Scripture warns against the dangers of riches. I think of what the apostle Paul writes in his first letter to Timothy, I Tim. 6, 9, “…” The parable of the rich fool is a clear example of this.

Yet the LORD does not ask us to give up our riches. Quite a few disciples of the Lord Jesus were well off, yet the Lord never asked them to give up these riches. True, when the LORD blesses us with wealth we should think also of the poor. However, this does not mean that we have to give away all our possessions. Sometimes people draw this conclusion referring to what we red about the first congregation in Jerusalem in Acts 4, 32, “…” However, we should also consider what the apostle Peter said to Ananias, who under the pretense of having sold his possessions for a certain amount of money, put only part of this money at the apostles’ feet. To him Peter says, Acts 5, 4a, “…”
Looking at these Scriptural data, the Bible surely does not teach that we have to give up all our riches. At the same time, Scripture does warn not to set our heart on the riches we have received. For whatever we have received is entrusted to us by the LORD that we might serve Him with it. Well, that’s exactly what the Lord Jesus means when He says in the concluding part of our text, “Don’t lay up treasures for yourself, but be rich towards God.”

To be rich towards God – this means, beloved, living in a world full of luxury, where everyone seems to live only for himself, a world in which everything seems to revolve around dollar bills – living in the midst of this world, we as God’s children have to show a different lifestyle. I realize we can’t go out of this world, withdrawing ourselves so to speak to a Reformed island. Yet at the same time, Scripture also says, you are not of this world. The point now is, how to show this in our day-to-day activities, how to show this also in the way we deal with earthly goods.

Perhaps Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians can give us some guidance here. I now think in particular of what the apostle Paul writes in Ch. 7, 29-31 of this letter. Let us just take our Bible and read this passage together, “…”

“The time is short… the form of this world is passing away.” This means the Christian life must be lived in the realization that there is no time to waste and therefore, “even those who have wives should as though they had none.” Of course, this does not mean that those who are married are called to forget about their marital duties. The point is this: also as married people, we ought to make our married life instrumental to the building of God’s glorious kingdom. As husband and wife, we may enjoy marriage, but it should never be at the expense of our service in God’s kingdom.

Next, it reads those who weep should be as though they did not weep. This means, also the sadness we experience in life should never blur our vision to the extent that we loose sight of the glorious future we are awaiting. Never forget we are on our way to the marriage feast of the Lamb, where God will wipe away every tear from our eyes.

The same applies to the joy, which God gives us in this life. Again, we may enjoy life, but it should not cause us to loose sight of the unprecedented joy, which one day will be reveled to us in the New Jerusalem. 

Summarizing, our life should not be determined merely by the things in this world. This is something we should remember also in going about our business, for example, or about the wages we receive as employee. Do not lay up treasures for yourself. Instead, always remember that none that this world has to offer can be compared with the glory which one day will be revealed to us.

Be rich toward God – in very practical terms this means, Br. & Sr., we should not be taken up with this life as if this is it, and therefore try to get out of it as much as possible. True, we have to live in this world, to do business in this world, etc. We are not allowed to withdraw to some monastery kind of life. Instead, the point is, how do we do business, how do we live with what God has entrusted to us? Do we set our heart on it, or do we use it in such away that when necessary we can also easily part with it, since there are more important things in life than money and possessions. Let us all examine ourselves on this score, old and young alike.
Via the parable of the rich fool, Christ teaches all of us a lesson in good stewardship. The bottom line of this lesson is, we ought to rejoice in being rich toward God.

This morning we have come together to give thanks to the LORD for the blessings He has bestowed upon us in the season past, whilst we will also pray God for His blessings upon the season that lays ahead of us. How now do we pray? I mean with what kind of attitude? Looking back upon the season past: what did we do with the rich blessings God has blessed us with? Indeed, rich blessings – materially, most of us lacked nothing, instead we have in abundance, especially when looking a bit further a field in this world, where so many people suffer, having no food, no shelter, often in danger of life. Did we show thankfulness to God for all these blessings, putting His kingdom always first, also when it came to finances, or did at times church and school have to wait, since there were other items, higher on the list of priorities. How much was our life determined by today’s spirit of materialism. Let us be honest, beloved, this world full of glittering tinsel can so easily lead us astray, diverting our attention from the world to come.
Materialism and world-conformity are some of the greatest dangers that threaten the church in this first decade of the 21st century. The love for dollar bills, the desire to have a more expensive car, a more luxurious holiday, and you name it, can so easily get us in our grip and start to rule our life. It becomes the most frequent topic of what we are talking about, to the extent that it seems as if this is what life is all about. Yet all this has nothing to do with being rich toward God.

No, I don’t say that we are not allowed to enjoy life, or are not allowed to enjoy it when God blesses us materially. The question is, when this is the case, is God’s kingdom still number one in our life? It’s easy to say this with our mouth, but more important is whether it also shows up in the way we live. Can people see it in our life that we also do what we say. Can they see that we indeed live our life differently than the world around us, not only on Sunday, but also throughout the week?

In the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus teaches us, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.”
 Only when this rule determines our life, we can pray in a proper spirit, sincerely thanking God for the blessings He gave us.
Beloved, never let yourselves be deceived by the riches this world has to offer, but instead think of the riches you have in Christ, who was rich, yet for our sake became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich.
 Whoever knows about these riches will no longer crave for the treasures of this world, but indeed rejoice in being rich toward God. Then with most ardent desire, we look forward to the day that these riches will be revealed to us in full glory.

Therefore, beloved, and I say it now with the words of our Saviour, Mat. 6, 19-21, “…”

Amen.
� Mat. 6, 33


� 2 Cor. 8, 9
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