
1 
 

Discerning Abundance 
Luke 12:13-21 

18th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Rev. Don Best 

Bethel Presbyterian Church 
West Union, Iowa 

In our gospel reading this morning Jesus is again approached by “someone in 
the crowd.” Instead of asking a question, this person has a request, but it 
sounds a bit more like a command. After responding to the request, Jesus tells 
a parable. Listen now to Luke, chapter 12, verses 13 through 21, and hear the 
Parable of the Rich Fool: 

13 Someone in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the 
family inheritance with me." 
14 But he said to him, "Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over 
you?" 
15 And he said to them, "Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of 
greed; for one's life does not consist in the abundance of possessions." 
16 Then he told them a parable: "The land of a rich man produced abundantly. 
17 And he thought to himself, 'What should I do, for I have no place to store 
my crops?' 
18 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. 19 And I will say to my soul, 
'Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be 
merry.' 
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?' 
21 So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich 
toward God." 

This is the Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

 Sermon  

In our reading, Jesus tells a story about a farmer. Nothing unusual there, 
Jesus often spoke about and used agriculture in his teaching. Farming and 
animal herding were a big part of the economy and culture in Israel during 
the first century; as is the case here in 21st century Iowa. However, in spite of 
the agrarian nature of this parable, I assure you it can speak to all of us, no 
matter what our chosen profession. 

The farmer in this story is rich: “The land of a rich man…” Rich, of course, is a 
relative term. Compared to Jesus’ audience, I think we would all be considered 
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rich; Jesus spent much of his time around the poor of his day.  Let’s assume 
that this farmer had everything he needed, and then some. Probably a large 
land holder, a good-sized farm, and probably hired workers to do most of the 
farming for him. After all, without tractors, planters, and combines, farming 
was very manual work; more work than the landowner could do on his own. 

The story begins when this rich man has had a very good year. His ground has 
produced abundantly, and he finds himself with more produce than he knows 
what to do with. “What should I do,” the rich man thinks to himself, “for I 
have no place to store my crops?” Faced with this dilemma, the rich farmer 
hatches a plan: 

“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.” 

Finding himself with more goods than he can possibly store in his current 
barns, the farmer decides to tear them down and build larger ones. This crop, 
apparently larger than any he had harvested before required a building project 
just to store it all away. Then, after the barns have enough capacity, the 
farmer says to himself, “…you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, 
eat, drink, be merry.” 

Now, your first thought might be, “sounds like good retirement planning to 
me.” And you would be right. Almost from our first days on a job, the subject 
of putting some away for our golden years comes up. “Son, now that you are 
earning a good living, maybe you should think about putting some away for a 
rainy day… or a family, or a house, our college, or retirement.” At least that’s 
the way it went in my family. 

Almost everyone who earns money in this country pays into Social Security so 
that we will have some income when we retire. Then there are countless other 
ways to save or invest our money: equities, stocks, bonds, etc. The choices for 
how to invest and save are endless. Company after company are ready to put 
your money to work for you; to build your nest egg; to grow your portfolio. 
Of course, land is always a sound investment, because after all, God isn’t 
gonna make more! 

But, back to our rich farmer. He has spent years building up his farm. He has 
had a record crop and put away enough to live on for many years to come. 
Then: 

“God said to him, ‘You fool!’ (That’s why this is the parable of the rich fool.) 
‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things 
you have prepared, whose will they be?’” 

Bad luck, right! The rich farmer who worked hard to build his farm, had a 
bumper harvest one year, tore down and built new barns, and was set to 
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“relax, eat, drink, and be merry for years to come;” dies. Before he has even 
begun to enjoy his retirement, he dies a sudden death. Bad luck, but you 
might say, at least, if he did the proper estate planning, it will all go to his 
heirs or organizations of his choosing.  

But this is not a story about careful retirement and estate planning. If we go 
back to the beginning, when Jesus was asked to settle a family dispute over 
inheritance, when Jesus began the parable, he said: “Take care! Be on your 
guard against all kinds of greed; for one's life does not consist in the 
abundance of possessions.” 

This is a parable about the dangers of greed and the love of possessions. If we 
look again at the man’s discernment about what to do with the abundance of 
his harvest we see that two things are lacking. Listen and see what you think 
he is missing. 

“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.’” 

The first thing lacking in the man’s planning for his abundance is any thought 
to his neighbors. The overwhelming use of first-person pronouns in his 
thought process shows a complete lack of awareness of any others; others in 
his family, or others in his community.  

Greed is the moral antitheses of generosity. The rich fool in the parable set his 
eye on the accumulation and enjoyment of his own wealth. Without thought or 
mention of helping others. The New Interpreters Bible Commentary says:  

“The thought of what he might be able to do for those in need never enters 
the rich fool’s mind. His innermost thoughts reveal that he has no sense of 
responsibility to use his abundance for the welfare of persons less fortunate 
than he. Greed has eaten away any compassion he may have once had.” 

The second thing lacking is thankfulness. With such a bountiful harvest, the 
problem of what to do with the abundance of God’s gifts should have sparked 
in him a deep sense of gratitude. But the man seems to have gone straight to 
solving the logistics of storing and planning how to enjoy what he has been 
given. 

We live in a society that focusses on possession and acquisition. We are 
constantly bombarded with advertisements and incentives to buy and get new 
and better things. Credit is the answer to make this happen quicker, leaving 
us with the problem of larger debt, along with our many possessions. But our 
scripture lesson and the parable of the Rich Fool shows the folly in abundant 
possessions. 
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We are the recipients of abundant gifts from God. The world around us, the 
Church, and the possessions we enjoy are all gifts from God. Certainly, some 
have more than others, but there is also no denying that others in this world 
have far less than we do. 

What we must hear from today’s reading from, Luke, chapter 12, is that we as 
Christians must discern wisely when it comes to the abundance that we 
receive from God. Generosity should be the rule and not greed. And, as I have 
said before, generosity grows from a deep sense of thankfulness and gratitude 
for all that we have been given. Our generosity is forged in our thanksgiving 
and gratitude for the abundance that we have. 

In addition, that same kind of discernment of gratitude and generosity in 
abundance must manifest in how we handle the abundance that we have as a 
congregation. Our resources and the gifts that we have here at Bethel should 
be received with thankful hearts, managed with care, and shared with 
generosity. 

The final verse in our reading, verse 21, gives us more to think about. In the 
end Jesus said, “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but 
are not rich toward God.” Jesus does not go on to explain what it means to be 
rich toward God. One might understand from the parable of the Rich Fool that 
storing up treasures for your self means that you are not “rich toward God.” 
That the very act of gathering the gifts of your labor, and saving for the 
future precludes you from being “rich toward God.” But I think the reference 
to greed at the beginning of our reading, the obvious greed of the Rich Fool, 
and the complete lack of generosity and thankfulness on his part, give us a 
pretty good understanding of what it means not to be “rich toward God.” 

Being “rich toward God” means receiving the abundance of God’s bountiful 
gifts, responding in true thanksgiving for the blessing we receive, and sharing 
those gifts with those less fortunate. Like the farmer in our reading, our lives 
and our church are filled with abundance, how we respond, as individuals and 
as a church, is up to us. 

Let us pray: 

God of abundance, you give us so much in creation and in our lives. Help us 
Lord to discern ways to use these gifts to be “rich toward” you. To share these 
gifts with one another, with those in our community, and with the world. In 
the name of your greatest gift, the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 


