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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson this evening we come to the parable of the rich fool.  

Before we get to the text itself, however, it is important for us to look at the 

context.  Jesus had just had lunch with a group of Scribes and Pharisees.  It 

was a tense time.  Our Lord pointed out their hypocrisy and they, rather than 

repent, hardened their hearts.  They began to assail Jesus with all sorts of 

questions, hoping to be able to trap him and discredit him.  Jesus was not 

interested in playing their game.  He turned from them and began to address 

his disciples and the crowd that had begun to gather.   

His message to them was not to fear men--such as the scribes and the 

Pharisees.  Instead they were to fear God—to love, respect and obey the One 

Sovereign Lord. And if danger and tribulation came, they were to remember 

that God ever sees and never forgets not his own.  He said, “Are not five 

sparrows sold for two pennies?  Yet not one of them is forgotten by God.  

Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  Don’t be afraid.  You 

are worth more than many sparrows.”  He told them that even if things look 

dark, they were to remember that he was not ashamed to acknowledge his 

brothers before the angels of God.  He said, “I tell you, whoever 

acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man will also acknowledge him 



before the angels of God.”  He told them that God has placed a hedge of 

protection around his own, saying, “When you are brought before 

synagogues, rulers and authorities, do not worry about how you will defend 

yourselves or what you will say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that 

time what you should say.”  The obvious reaction to such teaching would be 

to proclaim, “This is a glorious truth.  How rich we are!  Think of it; God 

himself is with us in every circumstance.  We are not alone.”   

But there was one in the crowd upon whom Jesus had made absolutely 

no impact.  He had ears to hear, but he did not hear.  Our lesson begins,  

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

The person who made this request missed the riches Jesus was talking about.  

Instead, he was consumed by one thought: he was being cheated out of his 

inheritance.  Now there are regulations in the Old Testament for the divvying 

up of estates.  And it may or may not be in this man’s case that an injustice 

was being done.  We don’t know.  In any event the man believed there was a 

problem.  It sounds familiar, doesn’t it?  It is remarkable how in matters of 

inheritance ill feelings can abound and people can feel hard done by and 

long standing relationships can be destroyed.  But be that as it may, this man 

wanted Jesus to intervene and make a decision about his father’s estate.   



 Why Jesus?  Well, Jesus was a teacher, a rabbi and from time to time 

rabbis were known to settle arguments of this kind.  Jesus refused.  He 

answered the request saying, “Man, who appointed me as a judge or an 

arbiter between you?”  There were probably three reasons for this.  First of 

all Jesus would not want to ignore the authorities who were supposed to take 

care of matters like this.  This was the job of judges and courts.  Calvin put it 

his way: 

 For the Father made [Jesus] a Teacher who should by the 
sword of the Word cut between the thinking and the thought and 
penetrate into men’s hearts.  He was not a minor court judge to 
divide up inheritances.   

Second, and more important, Jesus had come for a much greater purpose 

than this.  He had come to seek and to save that which was lost.  He brought 

a spiritual redemption, not a worldly one and he didn’t want there to be any 

confusion on that point.  And third, and perhaps most important, Jesus 

wanted to use this moment to teach not only the man but the entire crowd the 

danger of greed.  John Calvin spoke about the need for this warning in a way 

that sounds as if he were speaking to our society today.  He put it this way: 

 …even from the richest life is taken away in a moment, 
and then what does it avail them to have accumulated such 
great wealth?  All confess that this is the truth, and Christ is 
only saying what is ordinary and common and what everyone 
says.  Yet nevertheless what does everyone set his heart on?  Do 
not rather all men frame their lives and compound their 



purposes and intentions in such a way that they place their life 
in a present plenty and so stray far from God?  Therefore all 
men need to arouse themselves against getting tied up in the 
snares of covetousness and thinking they are blessed because 
they are rich.   

How many times have you heard someone say, “You can’t take it with you” 

while at the same time it was clear he was living his life as if he could?   

 To issue the warning against greed Jesus does two things.  First, he 

lays out the principle and second, he gives an illustration of the principle in 

the form of a parable.  Here is the principle: 

Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a 
man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.   

Now the word for “greed” in the Greek is a very descriptive one.  It literally 

means “the thirst of having more.”  It is an uncontrolled yearning to have 

more and more and more—a yearning that is never satisfied.  Think about 

being out at sea on a life raft.  The drinking water runs out, so you begin to 

drink seawater.  Because it is salty, it makes you thirstier still.  You drink 

again and again and again until your thirst literally kills you.  That is what it 

is to be greedy—to be consumed by greed—and that is why our Lord warns 

us that our life does not consist in the abundance of our possessions.   

 To drive the warning home Jesus tells a parable.  It begins, “The 

ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop.”  Now, what is wrong 



with this farmer?  His success was not a problem in and of itself.  The Bible 

does not condemn success or riches as such.  God didn’t rebuke Abraham or 

Job because they were very wealthy.  And these people were rich—for their 

time they were Bill Gates wealthy.  Nor is there any indication that this rich 

fool had acquired his wealth dishonestly.  It’s quite to the contrary.  We are 

given the impression that he had become rich because God had blessed the 

labours of his hands and had made his soil so fertile it produced huge crops.  

So what is wrong with the rich farmer and why did Jesus call him a fool?   

Let me give you three things.  First, the man didn’t understand the 

nature of wealth.  Second, he didn’t understand his own nature.  And third, 

he didn’t understand God.  Let’s take them one at a time.  That he didn’t 

understand the nature of wealth becomes clear in the next verses.  Look at 

the lesson: 

 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.’” 

First of all, this man didn’t recognize the nature of wealth.  That is, he failed 

to understand from whom his wealth had come or to whom it ultimately 

belonged.  Listen to him: “My crops…my barns…my grains…my goods.”  



In those few short verses he refers to himself 12 times.  We can’t help but get 

the impression that this man would say, “What has God got to do with it?  I 

ploughed.  I planted.  I weeded.  I gathered in the harvest.”  But it’s 

interesting, isn’t it—Jesus did not begin the parable by saying “A man 

worked very hard and made himself a great fortune.”  He began it by saying, 

“The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop.”  Jesus was 

pointing to the fact that the man’s prosperity was from God, who gave the 

growth.   

The man regarded the wealth as totally his own rather than from God 

and so he misused it.  He did not understand the nature of his wealth and so 

he failed to see that with this blessing had come a responsibility.  Rather than 

use his wealth for God honouring purposes—for family, for the needy, for 

the building of the kingdom—he hoarded it.  Beloved, let me bring this close 

to home.  Are you using your God given riches in a God honouring way?  

How do you stack up?  It’s an important question.  God does not condemn 

wealth as such but it is clear from the Bible that much wealth is a very 

dangerous thing that must be handled with great care and caution.  Let me 

give you a number of examples.  You remember the story of Achan.  When 

Joshua and the Israelites entered the Promised Land the first city in their way 

was Jericho.  They attacked and destroyed it and dedicated all the wealth of 



the city to God.  It was an offering to him of the firstfruits of the land.  But 

during the battle a man named Achan had come upon a fine garment, 200 

pieces of silver and a wedge of gold.  He coveted them.  Rather than leave 

them for God he stole them and put them in his tent.  As a result the 

Israelites were defeated in their next battle and Achan and his family were 

destroyed.  Think also about King Solomon.  He was the wisest man in the 

world.  And yet he let the love of affluence ruined his life.  Ananias and 

Sapphira sold a plot of land and pretended to give all the proceeds to the 

church while they had really held a portion back.  For lying to the Lord in 

this way they were struck down dead.  Paul wrote to Timothy that his helper 

Demas had deserted him “because he loved this world.”  He also told him in 

an earlier letter, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.”  Our Lord 

himself taught that it was easier “for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

   Now the answer to wealth and its dangers is not to shun it as some 

have done throughout the history of the church, seeking to get by with as 

little as possible.  God created this world with an abundance of useful, 

beautiful and pleasant things for our delight.  Nor is the answer to have some 

sort of communal or communist system in which all wealth is “shared”.  The 

Bible asserts the right of private property when it commands us not to steal 



or to covet.  Your property belongs both to you and God; it does not belong 

to me at all.  No.  The real answer lies in the proper understanding and use of 

the things God has provided.  James Boice put it this way: “We are not 

called to relinquish things but to use them under God’s direction for the 

health and well-being of ourselves and our families, for material aid to 

others and for promoting God’s truth.”  The rich fool didn’t understand this.  

He misused his wealth by storing it away selfishly.   

 The man misunderstood the nature of wealth.  Second, the man 

misunderstood his own nature.  Look at verse 20: “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?’”  The rich fool seemed to 

think that he was in control of his life, body and soul.  He though he was 

“the master of his fate and the captain of his soul.”  Truth be told, this man 

didn’t even know the date of his death.  That God had numbered his days 

and ordained his end was something that had never occurred to him.  He 

ought to have read Psalm 39: 

Show me, O Lord, my life’s end 
and the number of my days; 

let me know how fleeting is my life. 
You have made my days a mere handbreadth; 
the span of my years is as nothing before you. 

Each man’s life is but a breath. 
Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro: 



He bustles about, but only in vain; 
he heaps up wealth without knowing 

who will get it. 

Boice put it this way: 

Everything you have must one day be left behind.  It is 
yours now to use or abuse, but one day it will be taken from 
you and you will stand naked before him who is your Maker.  
How will you stand in that day?  Will you stand as one who has 
put God first and has therefore come to see possessions as a gift 
from Him to be used for God’s work?  Or will you be one of the 
many who have sold out to possessions, to the exclusion of all 
else, and have died without hope of salvation? 

What will it be?  Will you recognize you are more than a body to be clothed 

and a belly to be fed?  Will you open your eyes to the eternal dimension of 

life?  C. S. Lewis once made the point that you have never met an ordinary 

person because they are no ordinary people.  There are people who are on 

the road to becoming glorious creatures of light; there are people on the road 

to becoming unspeakable horrors.  Only a fool refuses to see this, because a 

fool says in his heart that there is no God. 

 Third and last, this rich fool didn’t understand the nature of God.  In 

fact, he didn’t even think about God.  For all practical purposes he was an 

atheist.  As such he refused to give God thanks and praise.  Psalm 103 was 

foreign to him: 

Praise the Lord, O my soul; 
and all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 

Praise the Lord, O my soul, 



and forget not all his benefits— 
who forgives all your sins 
and heals all your diseases, 

who redeems your life from the pit 
and crowns you with love and compassion. 

Now here’s the thing.  Because this man didn’t recognize that God is the 

fount of all blessings, because he didn’t understand that God owns the cattle 

on a thousand hills, because he didn’t know that the riches of God, which he 

is so quick and lavish in his bestowing, are riches that do not rust away or 

dissolve into dust, he had no idea how rich—or how generous—God is.  A 

measure of God’s generosity is found when we read a little further on in our 

chapter.  There we find these words: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your 

Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.”  The greedy man missed 

that altogether. 

God is pleased simply to give the kingdom to poor sinners who come 

to him asking for mercy.  And give it to them he will.  And with the kingdom 

he will give even more.  He will give himself, to live in them and to 

transform them and to make them pure, holy, thankful, obedient and full of 

cheer.  Rich in grace.  Rich in faith.  Rich in good works.   

Beloved, it is God’s good pleasure to bless his people.  He would have 

them to be rich in himself.  There’s a line in Zephaniah that speaks of the 



depth of God’s good pleasure in the blessing of the faithful.  Listen to this.  

It is from Zephaniah 3:17: 

The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save.  He 
will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he 
will rejoice over you with singing. 

Think about that this week.  To be rich in the things of God means that you 

know, through the work of his Spirit, that God “rejoices over you with 

singing.”  To be rich towards God means you have heard his song.  God 

grant us grace to hear and to delight in it.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


