
Beware of Covetousness (Luke 12:13-34)

Sunday school May 14, 2017

I want to call you attention to READ Luke 12:13-21. This text begins with an unnamed
person in the crowd asking Jesus to arbitrate an inheritance dispute he had with his brother
on his behalf. Jewish laws on inheritance were clear: Deut. 21:17 says to give eldest son a
double portion. If someone had, for example, 8 sons, you would divide the inheritance by 9
(8+1), then give 2/9 to oldest and 1/9 to each of 7 younger. In spite of the clarity of the
law, inheritance disputes were common. My dad used to say, “money does weird things to
people,” and it does. If you want to see some weird behavior, put a large pile of money like
an inheritance in someone’s grasp. People will do things they would never ordinarily do if
they think they can get that big pile of money. So inheritance disputes were common, and
they were usually arbitrated by a Jewish rabbi.

What’s interesting about Jesus’ response in verse 14 is that doesn’t even try to arbitrate
the dispute. He doesn’t even try to figure out who is right. He doesn’t ask the man to
bring his (probably older) brother to him so that they can talk about it. Instead He goes
into a long discourse on possessions and the danger of loving possessions. The overriding
command in this discourse is in v. 15: “beware of covetousness.” The rest of the discourse,
really all of the way down to verse 34, is an explanation on why they should beware. It
starts, “for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth.”
Possessions are not the center of living for Him. Last time He warned them beware of
leaven of Pharisees, which is hypocrisy; that was back in chapter 12 verse 1. Now He warns
them beware of covetousness. Notice that He doesn’t say beware of possessions, but He says
beware of covetousness. That is, beware of loving and desiring possessions. That’s what
we’re going to study today: Jesus’ warning on loving possessions.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. The first part is the...

I. Parable of Rich Fool The purpose of this parable is to illustrate the covetousness He
warns against. I’ve broken it down into 3 parts.
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IA. High-Quality Problem READ v. 16-17 The rich man in this parable is a landowner
and farmer. In those days, if you owned enough land to have a significant farm, you were
rich because most people didn’t and one way you measured wealth was by the amount of
land you owned. In this particular year, he has a bumper crop. The crop is so big that his
barns can’t hold it. On Wall Street, they call that a high quality problem: your gain is so
big you are not sure what to do with it. As most of you know, my professional expertise is
mathematical finance, so I like to play around in the stock market a little. Every once in
a while, I do the calculation just right, and I end up with a big gain (relative to my small
scale) in stock market. Once I have that gain, the mathematics say I should lock in the gain
by the selling the stock. The problem with doing that is, the way the tax code works, if I
sell have to pay taxes on the big gain. If I keep holding the stock, I don’t. That’s a problem
(do I increase the amount I have to pay to Uncle Donald or not?), but it’s a high quality
problem: I have a big gain! It could be that I got the calculation all wrong and I ended up
with a big loss. That happens occassionally too. So this farmer has a high quality problem:
his crop is so big he doesn’t know what to do with it.

Transition: The next part is his...

IB. Greedy Solution READ v. 18-19, notice all of the first person pronouns This
solution is not that different than what modern American capitalism sometimes comes up
with. I like capitalism; I think it’s the least bad economic system ever invented, but it has
its flaws. If you think in terms of grocery stores, in the 1950’s we had mom and pop grocery
stores. They weren’t big enough, so we built supermarkets. In the 1980’s, supermarkets
weren’t big enough, so we built Wal-Marts. They weren’t big enough, so in the 1990’s we
built Super Wal-Marts. Today, those aren’t big enough, so we built Amazon. We just keep
building bigger and bigger stores to sell more and more stuff and make more and more money.

This solution the rich man comes up with is filled with first person pronouns (there are 6 of
them in verse 18 alone), so the real problem with this solution is he is only thinking about
himself and his wealth. He’s not thinking about God or anyone else. I want to make sure
you realize that, from a business perspective, this solution makes perfect sense. Think about
the situation. If he had bumper crop, probably everyone around him did also because of
the way weather trends usually go. So if you know a little economics, that means that the
market was oversupplied and the price was low. So his solution is to increase his storage
capacity, put some in storage, and let the price come back up. Then he can sell it at a higher
price and make more money. So even though his solution is sound business strategy, it is
problematic because he is only thinking about himself and what to do with his wealth. Food
was not that easy to come by in those days, so probably some people needed that food. Back
in Luke chapter 3, we studied the teaching of John the Baptist, and one of his commands
was to give away the stuff you don’t need to those who do need it. Luke 3:11 says, “He that
hath two coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath meat, let him do
likewise.” Instead of doing that, this rich man stores up the food for himself. He only thinks
of himself.
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Transition: Last part...

IC. Far-Reaching Consequences READ v. 20-21 God Himself enters the discussion
now. He calls the rich man a “fool,” meaning someone whose practices deny God. So the
problem with the rich man’s solution is that it doesn’t consider God. The first reference I
gave you is I Cor. 15:32, where Paul talks about the importance of thinking about the next
world and not just about this one. It says in part, “what advantageth it me, if the dead
rise not? let us eat and drink; for tomorrow we die.” If there is no life after death, the rich
man’s way of thinking is a perfectly good way to think. Of course, the Bible tells us there is
life after death. There used to be a saying that was popular a few years ago: “he who dies
with the most toys wins.” No, he who dies with the most toys still dies, and what’s really
important is what happens next.

What we do in this world effects the treasure we have in the next one. Most people have to
choose if they want treasure for themselves in this world or if they want to be rich toward
God in the next one. I Cor. 1:26 says, “ not many wise men after the flesh, not many
mighty, not many noble, are called.” There are a few, but not many: most people have
to choose where they want their treasure. I’ve told you this story before, but back when I
worked in accounting, purely in the flesh I made a goal to be millionaire by age 40. I was a
good accountant; I could figure things out that most of my peers could not. So I probably
would have made it had I stuck with accounting. When I was 26, God called me to leave
accounting and start toward the vocation I’m in now. I spent 7.5 years in graduate school
earning almost nothing in terms of dollars. I turned 40 last year; I’m not a millionaire. Have
more treasure in heaven because I followed the Lord’s calling.

I’ll close this section with some instructions Paul gives to Timothy in I Timothy 6:17-19:
“Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not highminded, nor trust in uncertain
riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy; 18 That they do good,
that they be rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing to communicate; 19 Laying up
in store for themselves a good foundation against the time to come, that they may lay hold
on eternal life.” The danger in having a lot of possessions is the tempation to trust in them
rather than in the Lord. For a few people it’s OK to be rich in this world, but most people
have to choose: do I want to be rich in this world or rich toward God? The rich man here
makes the wrong choice.

Transition: With rest of this discourse Jesus is trying to encourage His hearers to be rich
toward God. That’s...

II. Thinking Not About Earthly Possessions READ v. 22-23 These two verses are
an overview of what is to come. He turns back from the unnamed man in the crowd to His
disciples. He starts with the word “therefore,” so what comes next are logical consequences
of laying up heavenly treasure before God rather than earthly treasure for yourself. Put
another way, before came the parable; now comes the explaination of this parable. As an
explanation, He gives 4 arguments against focusing on earthly possessions. The first two
come from nature, and the first one is...
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IIA. Ravens READ v. 24-26 Raven is big ugly black bird. It’s a bird of prey, so it has
to find something that it can kill before it can eat. It was an unclean bird according to
Jewish law; Deut. 14:14 tells us that. Because of these facts, most people wouldn’t care or
worry about where a raven gets its food. Most ravens could starve to death as far as most
people care. The most important phrase about the raven is in the middle of v. 24: “and
God feedeth them.” The rich fool had barns and wanted bigger barns. The ravens have no
barns, yet they always find things to eat because God supplies it for them. When Elijah was
camping beside the brook that dried up in I Kings 17, he was fed by ravens both morning
and evening. Where they got that food from we don’t know other than God gave it to them
and told them to take it to Elijah. Last time we talked about how much God cares for His
people. He says we are of more value than many sparrows, and He implies here that we
are also of more value than many ravens. So if He feeds ravens and the sparrows, He will
certainly feed us. Many times He uses our own work to feed us, but ultimately the ability
to work so that we can eat comes from Him. That’s the argument of the raven.

Transition: Next argument...

IIB. Plants (Lilies and Grass) READ v. 27-28 Spring wildflowers are some of the most
beautiful things in God’s creation. Up in Devil’s Fork State Park they have the oconee bells
that grow only in one little region. Every year I want to get up there and see them; maybe
we can plan that for our church outing next spring. Right now the magnolias outside my
office at university are blooming. You walk by them and you see these big, white, beautiful
flowers. I have flowers in the landscape in front of my house. The tiger lilies are my favorites,
but they are not blooming yet. What I want to make sure you realize is that all of the flowers
and beauty we observe in nature is designed and perpetuated by God. He causes all of that
to happen. So knowing the value He places on His people, if He causes an insignificant plant
to have that kind of beauty, what will do for us? Of course, the answer is: a lot.

Transition: Next argument...

IIC. World’s Actions READ v. 29-31 Here Jesus contrasts what the world does and
what we should do. I mentioned before money does strange things to people. A lot of people
are consumed with getting as much money as they can. I have colleagues down at university
who work 80 hours per week so that they can get overload pay and drive a Mercedes or live
in a lakeside house. I drive a 2004 Cavalier because I could care less about what I drive, but
the world cares a lot about things. In Jesus’ time period, I’ve mentioned before that the
Roman government only cared about money and power, in particular their money and their
power. Jesus tells us here the Kingdom of God isn’t like that. I’ve mentioned before that
the phrase the “Kingdom of God” is a key phrase in Luke. It has many aspects, but here it
refers to the heavenly kingdom that is to come. In John 18:36, when Jesus is before Pilate,
He says that His kingdom is not of this world. His kingdom is the kingdom of God, the one
that is to come.

Transition: Last argument...
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IID. Father’s Desire READ v. 32-34 There is only one place where bags don’t get old
and break, where there are no thieves to steal, no moths or other insects, bacteria, or fungi
to corrupt. That place is not in this world, but in next one. Jesus tells us here the Father’s
good pleasure is to give that kingdom to His people. He also wants our hearts to be in that
kingdom because we are rich in that kingdom.

Conclusion

As a final thought, this warning is particularly relevant to Christians in the United States.
In a country as prosperous as ours, through saving and working most people are capable
of building at least some material wealth. Therefore, the temptation to focus on acquiring
physical possessions is very great. Because of that, many people seem to live to work. They
work every waking hour to make a few more dollars. I decided quite a few years ago that
I am not going to live so that I can work. I am going to work so that I can live for Him.
I think I live a much more blessed life because I did that. Beware of covetousness, that is
desiring or loving earthly possessions. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be
also.
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