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TRUE OWNERSHIP

(based on Luke 12:13-21)

When I was in high school, I was voted the one most likely to become an absent minded professor.  But my story pales in comparison to the one about a true absent minded professor.

This man was very forgetful.  He regularly forgot his socks or his keys or his wallet or where he was going.  In fact, if it weren’t for his patient and loving wife, he would certainly have been fired from his position at the university because of all the problems caused by his weak memory.

One morning when he came down to breakfast his wife said, “Now dear, don’t forget.  Today is moving day.  While you are at work today, the movers will come and move us to our new home a few blocks from here.”  He reassured her that she had nothing to fear.  But knowing her husband’s propensity to forget, she said once more, “Dear, PLEASE don’t forget.  Today is moving day.  So, remember don’t come to this house after work.  Come to our NEW home.”

Well, he vowed not to forget and, taking his lunch and his briefcase in hand, headed off to the nearby university, walking deep in thought.

When he left the campus around 5 o’clock, he absentmindedly walked right to his old house.  He was so deep in his own world of thought that he completely forgot about the move.  He unlocked the door and walked in.  To his great surprise everything was gone!  Furniture, curtains, clothes, everything!  At first he panicked.  He thought his family had abandoned him for some reason or that there had been some sort of foul play.  But after about 10 minutes of wandering around the house wondering what had happened, he suddenly remembered.  This was moving day!  His family hadn’t left him!  There had been no alien abduction!  But, no matter how hard he tried, he could not remember WHERE they had moved.  He just couldn’t remember where the new house was!  

So, he ran outside and when he did he saw a little boy riding down the sidewalk on his bicycle in front of his house.  He flagged him down and said, “Hey, kid!  Do you know the family that used to live here?  Do you know where they moved?”  The little boy got a disgusted look on his face and said, “Aw Dad!  Mom said you world forget!”

Sometimes, when it comes to really important things, we are so lost in our own world and our own thoughts that we forget, just like the absent minded professor.

The main thing we tend to forget is that we are STEWARDS of our lives and of all our blessings.  Well, what does that mean?  Stewards are managers.  Stewards are responsible for something.  The things that we are responsible for include our lives, our talents, our time, our money, our health.  All these things and more are given to us by a gracious God who expects us to manage them well.  We are God’s stewards!

God is the true owner.  And we are but his stewards!  Don’t agree with that?  Are you thinking “What’s mine is mine.  God had nothing to do with it?”

Well, I’d like you to consider a story.  It’s from Luke 12:13-21.  I’ve printed it on the cover of your program.  Take a look at it with me.

vs. 13
Someone in the crowd said to him (Jesus), “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.”

What audacity!  Here is a man who comes up to Jesus and tells him what to do!  He hasn’t been listening to Jesus.  He’s lost in his own thoughts and concerns.

And, it is an old story involving the rights of inheritance.  In the ancient world, the bulk of an inheritance, including all the family land, went to the eldest son.  It is a simple thing to understand how this developed.  You see, the family estate was everything.  All of a family’s wealth came from the efficient management of an estate.  Now if a man dies and leaves his property to one son, the estate, the family property, the wealth of the family, the influence of the family will be carried on.  However, if there is a division of the land, the family’s fortunes will be diminished.  If the family property is cut in half everybody loses.  If each son inherits one half, and if they each have two sons, within two or three generations the family will be reduced to poverty. 

No, land was precious.  It must be kept intact.  Only one son can inherit the land.  Now, this meant that other sons would have to make their own way.  They often went into the military, or public administration, or law or medicine or became scholars or religious leaders.  The oldest son, in complete control of the esstate, was obligated to help them get started, but in no way was the land to be divided.

Now, as you can imagine, this arrangement was quite popular with eldest sons and widely despised by younger sons.  There are countless stories from antiquity about younger sons protesting when the bulk of the inheritance went to the eldest son.  This passage is one of those stories.

vs. 14
But he said to him, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?”

Jesus refuses to get involved in the inheritance dilemma.  He brusquely tells the man he will have no part in his quarrel with his brother.

vs. 15
And he said to them (the crowd), “Take care!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”

Then he turns to the crowd and makes a statement that cuts to the heart of the matter.  He warms against all forms of greed and reminds the crowd that accumulating possessions is not the purpose of our lives.

vs. 16-19  Then he told them a parable: “The land of a rich man produced abundantly.  And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?’  Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’


Please notice that the man believes that he is the true owner of all his possessions.  He says, “my barns, my crops, my grain, my goods!”  Six times he uses the word “I.”  He is so self-absorbed and so self-centered that he fails recognize that it was God who made the earth and the seeds, it was God who sent the sunshine and the rain, it was God who gave him the strength and the ingenuity to succeed, it was God who blessed him!

It reminds me of the old rhyme: I gave a party and invited three.  I, myself, and me.

The rich man probably had a bumper sticker on his wagon that said, “The one with the most toys when he dies - wins!”

He focused on the quantity of stuff he could accumulate when God wanted him to focus on the quality of his relationships with family, friends, neighbors, and God.

He was a rich man.  But, he was not rich in God’s sight.  In fact, God calls him a “fool.”  Why?  Because he’s missed the spiritual truth that God blesses us so that we can be a blessing to others!  Did you hear me?  God blesses us so that we can be a blessing to others.

When we spend our lives getting without any though of giving, we are just as big a fool as this fellow in the story.

“All this is MINE!” he shouts.  But he is a fool.  He’s a fool for failing to see God’s part in his success.  And he’s a fool because of the decision he made about what to do with his success.

It’s no sin to be financially successful.  Money is not evil.  The Bible says, it is the “love of money” that is evil.  To love money more than God is to misplace your priorities.  The man in the story had an attitude problem.  He left God out of the equation.  He forgot that his blessings came from God and that God blesses us to be a blessing to others.

All he could think to do was to horde and to hide his great wealth.  Bigger barns!  That’s the solution!  Now I can retire.  “Eat, drink, and be merry.”  He never stopped to consult God.  He never said, “Lord, what would you have me do with all this abundance?  How can I use some of it to be a blessing to others?  Like Scrooge in Dicken’s A Christmas Carol, he was so wrapped up in himself he didn’t see his responsibility to use some of his excess to bless others.  

The key word in this story is not “rich.”  God’s not against rich people.  This is not a story about the foolishness of being rich.  It’s a story about how quickly riches can make fools of us.  The Bible says, “The fool hath said in his heart, ‘there is no God’!”

When it comes to money, many of us are atheists.  I don’t mean intellectual atheists who deny the existence of God.  I mean that we are practical atheists.  What’s a practical atheist?  A practical atheist is someone who acts as if God doesn’t matter.  It’s not so much that we deny God as it is that we ignore God.  We are acting like an atheist when we leave God out of the equation of how we manage our blessings.

vs. 20   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?’ 


Who gets your stuff when you die?  Can’t take it with you, you know!  Who gets your stuff?  Your wife, certainly.  Your kids, of course.  What about the rest?  Auction!  You think your wife or kids wants your precious bowling trophy or your golf clubs or this or that?  No.  No.  Auction!  You know whose going to get a lot of your precious stuff?  Strangers!  

We thought getting stuff was more important than giving to God’s church or helping someone in need.  Well, now that you got all this stuff, what’s going to become of it when you die?  It will go to strangers!

Death makes fools of us all.  All the things we thought were important were not things that made us rich in God’s eyes.  At the great judgement, God wants to know if we were good stewards, if we supported his church, if we helped anyone along the way.  God’s not impressed because we got a lot of stuff.  We got to leave it all to relatives or strangers anyway.  We are going to stand naked before our God at judgment and God is going to want to know what we did with the blessings he sent our way.

vs. 21   So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.”

This is God’s world.  God is the creator, the owner of this world and all that is in it.  We are just passing through.  We are stewards, managers.  Don’t cling too tight to your money or your stuff.  You gotta let go of it in the end anyway.  Take your blessings and be a blessing.  Let go of a little of what you are hoarding and support God’s church and Christ’s ministry of compassion and reconciliation.  Don’t greet God as a fool who thought only of himself.  Be rich toward God.  

Sigmund Freud once told the story of a sailor who was shipwrecked on one of the South Sea islands.  When the natives found him they lifted him to their shoulders and marched triumphantly into their village.  The sailor feared that he was to be their main dish for dinner that night.  But to his astonishment, they put him on a throne, put a crown on his head, and proclaimed him as their king.  He was their absolute ruler.  Every native was his servant.

He greatly enjoyed his new station in life, but after a while, he began to wonder about it all.  He thought this must be too good to be true.  So, he discreetly asked some questions, and he found that it was their custom once each year to make some man a king, a king for a year.  He also learned that at the end of his year, the king was banished to an island where he would starve to death.  Of course the sailor didn’t like that too much, but being a resourceful man, he put his mind to work and he hit upon a marvelous solution.  

Since he was king, his orders were obeyed.  So, he put the natives to building boats.  When they had enough boats, he started transplanting fruit trees to the island where he was to be sent.  He had the carpenters go there and build comfortable houses.  He set the farmers to clearing the land and planting crops.  So when his kingship was over he had a place of abundance to which to go.

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there you heart will be also.”

Let us pray:
Gracious God, we are all fools really.  We trust in money and stuff for our security instead of trusting in you.  We think that all our blessings are because of our own cleverness and resourcefulness instead of acknowledging the major part that you play in setting the stage for our success.  Forgive us for our self-centeredness and help us to manage all aspects of our life as blessings from above.  Keep us from being so focused on getting that we forget about giving for the sake of your kingdom.  Bless us we pray, but only insomuch as we are enabled to be a blessing to others.  Amen. 

