A Teacher Like No Other #14

“Money Matters”

Luke 12:13-34
In recent months we have witnessed a rise in tensions and violence stemming from prejudice of many kinds. As far as we have come as a society, we still have a long way to go to root out this evil from our midst.

There is another kind of prejudice—perhaps the term “profiling” would fit the bill—that even happens in the church. It may have even happened this morning right here in our church. It goes something like this:

“Did you read the bulletin this morning? Check out the sermon title.”

“I know! And did you see that the pastor is wearing his money tie?”

“Oh, boy, here we go again!”
Yes, there is an ugly prejudice when it comes to preachers and money. I knew of one man—an unbeliever—who said, “Whenever I hear that someone is a preacher, I check for my wallet!” Now I admit that some ministers have deservedly earned such a reputation but, please, don’t paint us all with the same brush!

You might be surprised to know that Jesus spoke about money and possessions more frequently than any other subject except the kingdom of God.
 Fifteen percent of everything Christ said relates to the topic of money and possessions—more than His teachings on heaven and hell combined.
 Of the thirty-eight parables Jesus tells, sixteen deal with the subject of money.

Why did Jesus put such an emphasis on money and possessions? There’s a fundamental connection between our spiritual lives and how we think about and handle money. We may try to divorce our faith and our finances, but God sees that as impossible.
 In fact, our attitudes and actions about the one reveals the truth about the other. David Allen Hubbard writes,

Show me your checkbook, and I’ll tell you something about your faith…. How we use wealth is a clear-cut indicator of what we think is important. Nothing announces our priorities more sharply than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.

Don’t worry—I’m not going to audit everybody’s checkbooks and bank accounts today. That’s not my chosen field and, frankly, it’s none of my business! Nor am I going to beg for money; I’ve always said I am a lousy beggar, and I’ve learned in this church that such tactics are unnecessary. 

I do want to focus our attention this morning on what Jesus taught about money. The Gospels provide ample material to preach an entire sermon series on Jesus’ lessons on money and possessions, and perhaps we will do that in the future. This morning, let’s take one particular passage where Jesus addresses three important truths concerning our treasure: Luke 12:13-34.

Jesus Alerts about Avarice

The passage begins with a man interrupting Jesus as He is teaching others. Verses 13-15 record,

Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.” 

Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?” Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” 

We might be surprised at the man’s request for Jesus to solve a family matter, but in those days rabbis were often called to settle such cases. Yet Jesus flatly refused to get involved. Why? Because the heart of the problem was the problem in the man’s heart. His greatest need was to have his hearts changed. Like too many people today, he wanted Jesus to serve him but not to save him.

So Jesus turned to the crowd (notice the change to “them” in verses 15 and 16) and alerted them about avarice. That word “avarice” is a word we don’t use much these days, but it covers the topics of greed, envy, jealousy, covetousness (another word we don’t use as much these days), and materialism. It is interesting to note that at least three different words were used in the Greek New Testament to describe “greed” and each word gives a slightly dif​ferent insight. Epithumeo speaks of greed as being a passionate desire. Pleonexia means, literally, “to have more,” and philarguria means, “the love of sil​ver.”
 Perhaps that is why Jesus warns against “all kids of greed.”
 Greed comes in many manifestations.
I like how Warren Wiersbe defines the word: “Covetousness is an unquenchable thirst for getting more and more of something we think we need in order to be truly satisfied.”
 The key in that definition is the phrase “we think we need in order to be truly satisfied.” Mark Twain said, “Civilization is a limitless multiplication of unnecessary necessities.”
 “Unnecessary necessities”—that sounds like a contradiction, doesn’t it? The problem is what we call a “necessity”— we often confuse “essentials” with “extras” or, as some put it, “needs” for “greeds.” 

The problem isn’t money. Money isn’t the root of all kinds of evil; the love of money is. Money is amoral—it’s not good or bad in and of itself. But it holds the most potential to become a substitute for God. Money is consistently portrayed as God’s chief competition.
 This is why Paul refers in Colossians 3:5 to “greed, which is idolatry.” John concludes his first letter in 1 John 5:21 with, “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.” I like how The Living Bible words it: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God's place in your hearts.”
Do you realize that greed causes a person to break all the other commandments?
 True, the last commandment says, “Thou shalt not covet.” But if Paul is correct in stating that greed is idolatry, then coveting breaks the first commandment as well. Greed causes some to dishonor their father and mother, as Jesus accused the Pharisees of doing in Mark 7:9-13. The perpetual pursuit of more causes people to make work their god, breaking the spirit of the Sabbath rest. And we can list numerous examples of covetousness leading to theft, adultery, and murder. 

Jesus urged His audience to keep their priorities straight and to hold temporal comforts loosely.
 To underscore His point, Jesus tells a parable,

And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 

“Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” ’ 

“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 

“This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.” 

We have some farmers that can relate to this story…or maybe they wish they could relate to this story! The farmer of Jesus’ parable had a bumper crop; he had more crops than he knew what to do with! So what does he decide to do? Pull down his barns and build bigger ones! That will take care of the storage problem. With enough of everything laid by he can relax, enjoy his wealth, and look forward to years of pleasure. 

Is that wrong? No, there is nothing wrong with being financially successful (as long as it is legitimately earned, as it appears to be here). There is nothing wrong with being financially sensible, investing for the future. The problem is that this man is being financially selfish and short-sighted. Notice the repeated my (four times in verses 17–19 while I occurs eight times in the Greek) which points to an ingrained selfishness. The man is not concerned to use his wealth wisely. He is trying neither to serve God nor to help other people. He is concerned only with self-indulgence.
 

Max Lucado comments,

This rich man indwelled a one-room house of mirrors. He looked north, south, east, and west and saw the same individual—himself. I. I. My. I. I. My. I. My. My. I. My. No they. No thee. Just me. Even when he said you, he spoke to himself. “You have many goods. Take your ease.”

His problem begins in that he has no regard for God. He speaks of my crops, my barns, my grain. Who gave him the good crops? Who gave him the ability to get rich? It doesn’t seem to occur to him that he has what he has because God has given it to him.
 Here we see a practical atheist—he lives as if there was no God.

No regard for God leads to no regard for others. He gives no indication of wanting to meet anybody else’s needs. If someone had approached him about donating some of his excess food to the hungry, he would have responded, “Why should I do that? I’ve earned what I’ve got. If they want something to eat, they can get a job! This is mine!”
Nowadays we would hail this farmer as a success story. News reporters would interview him…perhaps he could write a best-seller. But God has a different evaluation of him, consisting of four letters: “Fool!” Why such a negative review? A man’s life is an uncertain thing at best and no one has the assurance that he will live the years he would like. The really stupid thing was the rich man’s easy assurance that the future was in his control. A man whose life hangs by a thread and who may be called upon at any time to give account of himself is a fool if he relies on material things.

Instead, Jesus tells His listeners that they should be “rich toward God.” What does that mean? It means to acknowledge gratefully that everything we have comes from God, and then make an effort to use what He gives us for the good of others and the glory of God. Wealth can be enjoyed and employed at the same time if our purpose is to honor God. To be rich toward God means spiritual enrichment, not just personal enjoyment. How tragic when people are rich in this world but poor in the next!

Jesus Admonishes about Anxiety

Avarice is not the only problem when it comes to money matters. In verses 22-31, Jesus admonishes about anxiety:

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear. Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes. Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds! Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life﻿﻿? Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest? 

Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you, O you of little faith! And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. 

From the sins of greed and selfishness Jesus turns to that of worry, which in a way is connected with the other two. Greed can never get enough, worry is afraid it may not have enough. We tend to think of materialism as only affecting the wealthy, but this is not so. Wealth can be a danger to those who don’t have it as well as to those who do.
 
The Greek word Jesus uses for “worry” in this text, metēorizesthe, meant in classical Greek “be raised up” or “suspended.” While it came metaphorically to mean “worry,” the literal meaning could be rendered, “be up in the air.”
 Isn’t that a graphic way to describe what financial worry?

According to the Bible, worry is a sin. Fundamentally it displays a lack of trust in God’s ability to meet our needs. We are, in effect, telling God, “I just don’t believe You will take care of me.” None of us would say that out loud, but our actions speak louder than words at that point. Furthermore, Jesus goes on to point out that obsessional worry is incompatible both with Christian faith and with common sense.
 If God takes care of the flowers of the field and the birds of the air, won’t He take care of us, His children?
Warren Wiersbe concludes with three consequences of worry: 

Worry is destructive. Our English word worry comes from an old Anglo-Saxon word that means “to strangle.” “Worry does not empty tomorrow of its sorrow,” said Corrie Ten Boom; “it empties today of its strength.”

Worry is also deceptive. It gives us a false view of life, of itself, and of God. Worry convinces us that life is made up of what we eat and what we wear. We get so concerned about the means that we totally forget about the end, which is to glorify God. There is a great difference between making a living and making a life.

Worry is deformative. It keeps us from growing and it makes us like the unsaved in the world. In short, worry is unchristian; worry is a sin. How can we witness to a lost world and encourage them to put faith in Jesus Christ if we ourselves are doubting God and worrying? Is it not inconsistent to preach faith and yet not practice it? The late chaplain of the United States Senate, Peter Marshall, once prayed “that ulcers would not become the badge of our faith.” Too often they are!

Jesus Advises about Allegiance

Finally, in verses 32-34, Jesus advises about allegiance.

Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
When it comes down to it, money matters are really about our allegiance, or loyalty. What is the most important thing in our lives? Is it God and His kingdom that will last forever, or is it the stuff of earth that will eventually pass away?

Consider what Jesus is saying: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth.” Why not? Because earthly treasures are bad? No. Because they won’t last. When Jesus warns us not to store up treasures on earth, it’s not just because wealth might be lost; it’s because wealth will always be lost. Either it leaves us while we live, or we leave it when we die. No exceptions. According to Jesus, storing up earthly treasures isn’t simply wrong. It’s just plain stupid.

John D. Rockefeller was one of the wealthiest men who ever lived. After he died someone asked his accountant, “How much money did John D. leave?” The reply was classic: “He left all of it.” You can’t take it with you.
 As Chuck Swindoll says, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul!”

Verse 34 concludes, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” This verse shows the essential thrust of Jesus teaching. It is not the amount of one’s possessions but the allegiance that is emphasized, because it is the direction of one’s heart, heavenward or earthward, that is all important.

If we focus more on the gifts than on the Giver, we are guilty of idolatry. If we accept His gifts, but complain about them, we are guilty of ingratitude. If we hoard His gifts and will not share them with others, we are guilty of indulgence. But if we yield to His will and use what He gives us for His glory, then we can enjoy life and be satisfied.

Our treasures and God’s pleasures must go together. We must look at earth from heaven’s point of view and make sure that we put God’s kingdom first in everything. The main question is, “Where is your heart?” If our hearts are fixed on the transient things of earth, then we will always worry. But if we are fixed on the eternal, then God’s peace will guard our minds and hearts. We must hold loosely this world’s goods, and be willing even to give what we have in order to help others. It is not wrong to own things so long as things do not own us.
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