Readings: Luke 12: 13-21

Don’t forget God

St Mary’s Fowlmere

The parable of the rich fool is one of those stories in the Bible which at one level seems quite simple but
when you dig into it a little bit deeper can really become quite challenging. Reading it, I'm drawn to two
words in this story and those words are man and fool.
When we look at the word “Man” it was used after someone in the crowd had asked Jesus the question,
“Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.” Quite demanding really, and Jesus had not
come to settle individual disputes. Having said that, the man had referred to Jesus as Teacher which was
a term of respect, but Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?” It's
quite interesting the scene that we have here. For several chapters in Luke's gospel Jesus has been
teaching his disciples, but at the beginning of chapter 12 where we find this reading we are told,
“Meanwhile when a crowd of many thousands had gathered so that they were trampling on one another
Jesus began to speak first to his disciples,”. So Jesus was teaching his disciples yet this massive crowd
could hear how Jesus was teaching them. It was a very public teaching session which I guess you could
say the same thing about me talking to you this morning. I'm talking to you, a group of Christians, a
group of Christian disciples, yet anyone can walk in through those doors and listen. That person may or
may not be a follower of Jesus but our worship is public; it is only the walls round this building that stop
people hearing what I'm saying.

There's a story of a church in Africa which met under a tree, and they worship God from this place under
the tree, and people walked past and witnessed it: the public face of a group of Christians learning about
their saviour and their God. There is much that we can learn from that.
So at the beginning of this parable reading, Jesus is teaching the disciples but it's someone in the crowd
that are watching this teaching session who stands up and insists he's clearly got a problem. He's got a
disagreement with his brother about an inheritance. It's worth noting that at that time in Israel the only
way you could build your wealth from scratch was through inheritance. You could earn small amounts of
money doing various jobs but it’s only by inheritance that you could really get on that wealth chain. So
this was an important issue to the man and he is clearly worried that his brother is going to get all the
inheritance.
And Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?”. To refer to somebody
like that as “Man” was really a rebuke. It reminds me of the time at the wedding in Cana when Jesus’
mother said, “Jesus what can you do to help?” and he started his response with, “Woman” which was a
similar rebuke. Why rebuke this man for what perhaps is a reasonable request for help? Jesus goes on,
“Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance
of his possessions.”

So here is a man who is really worried about his future but only in terms of his wealth and so we are told
the parable of a certain rich man with a bumper crop. “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 sent to him, “you fool”. Both God and Jesus are
quite happy to put someone in their place when they're doing something wrong. But why is God calling
him a fool? 5 reasons.
1.
God is calling him a fool because the man is only thinking about himself. He has this amazing
crop and he didn't thank God for it; his focus is purely on himself. If you look at verse 17 to 19 it says,
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“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 my grain and my goods. All
those references to I’s and my’s. This is his only thinking about himself. When we are fortunate and are
given many good things by God we must never forget to thank God
2.
God called him a fool because he thought only of the present and he thought of pleasure and the
pursuit of that pleasure. He was rapidly becoming a hedonist: hedonism being the situation where the
pursuit of pleasure is your main goal in life. That is not what God demands of us at all.

3.
God called him a fool because he forgot about the brevity of his life. Riches can build up a real
false sense of security where we drift away from our dependency on God. No-one has control over the
lengths of their lives. There are times when I look back at my life and I look at times and I think that was
a wasted time and that makes me sad. But that doesn't gain anything either. We have to consider what
we are doing now because without being too depressing we don't know how long we've got and this
man was being called a fool by God because he was not addressing that issue at all. He just assumed he
would go on forever and that he had got vast amounts of wealth in order to support him so he was fine .
4.
God called him a fool because had simply forgotten about his own mortality. He had forgotten
totally that that he would die as of course we all will at some point; what's that old phrase – there are
only two certainties in life death and taxes or something like that? And at some point we must be
prepared to meet our maker and he had forgotten about it because his wonderful harvest and his huge
wealth had driven that away from him
5.
Finally, God called him a fool because he had forgotten that you can't take possessions with you
when you die. There's a story of a rich man who died, and someone asks how much did he leave and the
clever response was everything. 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?
One thing this passage is not saying, by the way, is that wealth in itself is a bad thing. It is what we do
with it that is key.
The reading kinds of splits up into three parts doesn't it. The first three verses where we have the chap
from the crowd interrupting Jesus teaching his disciples wanting Jesus to help him gives us the purpose
of the parable. Verses 16 to 20 which is a picture of covetousness, is the parable itself, and finally the
last verse 21 is saying what the problem is. “This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for
himself but he's not rich towards God.”
What does that mean not being rich towards God? It means not investing in serving the Lord; not
investing your time and your talents and your treasures in serving the Lord. Quite a message for us this
morning.
Let me just finish with a comment on that word I used a moment ago, “covetousness”. When I was a
child I remember passing my 11 plus, and those of my friends who did likewise all seemed to be given
presents for doing so. Now I’m not going to go into whether you should be given presents for passing
something like the 11 plus – that’s not my point. My point is that I was jealous of what those other
children were receiving and I wanted something to, and that was not how my parents brought me up at
all. And I don’t think I would be alone in this place today when I say that at various times in my life I have
seen what other people have and think, Gosh, I’d like that. How easy it is, though, to forget that 10th of
the 10 commandments is you shall not covet your neighbour’s house etc etc. I rather think that
whenever God sees me looking, and wondering, he would be saying, Man, David, you are a fool.
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And what is more, such is his desire for everyone to hear his message, when God says, “Man, David, you
are a fool” he wants everyone to hear that.
Whatever comes to you in life, whatever wealth, gifts, any good things you receive, Don’t forget God!
Amen.
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