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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 11 

4 August 2013 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:   Hosea 11.1-11; Psalm 107.1-9, 43; Colossians 3.1-11; Luke 12.13-21 

 
Who is the one who is rich towards God? 

 
Lord God, help us to learn from your living word and to put what we learn into practice. 
 

26 years ago, one of the great films of the 20th C hit movie screens around the world.  Wall Street 
tells a gripping story of corporate excess; it won Michael Douglas an academy award for best actor 
as Gordon Gekko, the ruthless corporate raider. The key scene in the film is his speech to a 
shareholders meeting: 

Greed, for lack of a better word, is good.  Greed is right, greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts 
through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit.  Greed, in all of its forms; 
greed for life, for money, for love, for knowledge, has marked the upward surge of mankind. 

Well, today we heard Jesus saying, greed is not good.  Greed is a threat to our immortal souls. Be 
on your guard against all kinds of greed, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 
possessions.  And we heard St Paul telling the early churches that their new life in Christ leaves no 
place for earthly desires, including greed, which, he says, is idolatry. 

There is a similar message in all the great religious traditions:    

In Buddhist thought, greed, hatred and delusion are the three evils that defile the mind.   

The Qur’an teaches that righteousness is not about right worship, but about your core beliefs and 
your generosity.  Righteous are those who believe in GOD, the Last Day, the angels, the scripture, 
and the prophets; and they give their money, cheerfully, to relatives, to orphans, to the needy, to 
foreign travellers, to beggars, and to redeem slaves.   From sura 2. 

The Jewish Scriptures, the Old Testament, condemn greed many, many times.  We are even told 
that Joshua’s whole campaign to settle the Israelites in the Promised Land was threatened because 
one greedy soldier stole some of the treasures of the tabernacle, and buried them in the ground 
under his tent.  The story is in the book of Joshua, chapter 7. 

As St Paul so often reminds us, the values of faith are in sharp contrast to the values of the world.  
Sociologists would say they are counter-cultural.  St Paul calls them the fruits of the Spirit as 
opposed to the fruits of the flesh. 

In many translations, today’s Gospel passage is often headed The parable of the rich fool.   But why 
is he foolish?   He has had a good season, perhaps several good seasons.  His barns are too small to 
hold the bumper crop.  So he wants to pull them down and build larger storehouses.  That makes 
sense, surely. 

Yes, it does.  Except that this has become his preoccupation. His wealth has become his god.  He is 
guilty of idolatry; he has broken the first of the ten great commandments, You shall have no other 
god besides me. 

Jesus gives this parable in answer to a question about inheritance.  This a touchy issue in many 
families.  Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.  In those days, the eldest son 
inherited double what the other sons did.  The idea was to stop the father’s farm being divided up 
into such small plots that they could not support a family. Jesus refuses to be drawn into the dispute.   
Instead, he warns against "all kinds of greed" – that is a message for both brothers, and for us.   
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Jesus is not condemning wealth, he is condemning greed . . .all kinds of greed, greed for money, or 
power, or fame, or sporting trophies, or sex, or a better body shape, or a privileged suburban 
environment . . .   Any or all of these can become false gods, and turn us away from the worship of 
the one true God.  In our globalising, materialistic, largely secular culture, a life of faith is 
distinctive, and challenging. 

If we compare ourselves with many other people in Australia we are not rich. Our name is not 
Packer, or Rinehart or Lowy or Forrest … some of us struggle to pay the usual bills, especially if 
we are self-funded retirees. 

But we are rich compared with some people on the margins of our own society, even more when 
compared with millions of people around the world -- the pygmies of the eastern Congo or the slum 
dwellers of Manila or Cairo or Rio, or subsistence farmers in Papua New Guinea and many other 
countries.  As people of faith, we are responsible to them as well as to our own families. They, too, 
are our neighbours. 

Some early Christians pooled all their possessions, believing Jesus would return in their own 
lifetime.  What use would money and property be then?   As the church grew, and Jesus did not 
return, the churches’ leaders had to face the problem of rich people who expected to have a special 
place in the congregation because of their wealth.  And of people in the church, who grovelled 
before them.    

Some of us are better off financially than others, but we are all equal before God, and wealth and 
social position is not an issue in this congregation, as it is in some.   We accept that, in this life, 
some people have more talents, or more education, or more opportunities, or better health, or better 
luck … so they end up with more money and more possessions and a longer and happier life.  I was 
born in the same year as Rupert Murdoch and spent most of my life in the same business, but I 
made only a fraction of the money he did.  Which is great -- I now have only a fraction of his 
worries. 

The Gordon Gekkos of the world tell us that greed leads to prosperity.  But greed also leads to 
calamities like the global financial crisis and the deaths and bankruptcies which came with the pink 
batts program.  And more.   

Most people are defensive when talking about money.  But, as Christians, we are accountable to 
God for how we use our money, as well as for how we use our time and our talents.   We are called 
to be grateful for what God has given us, to be less greedy, and to share what we have, to support 
the mission of the church through our local congregation, to give to the great Christian charities 
which work to overcome poverty and injustice, and to be good neighbours to everyone.  Christians 
are called to be generous;  our guiding principle should be ‘need, not greed’.  

We could all live on a little less, and give away a little more – we can set a good example by not 
wanting the best house in the street, or the finest jewels, or the best car in the car-park, or five-star 
accommodation when we travel, if we travel, or clothes by the finest designers, or even, as I tell 
myself, the biggest library in town.  For whose will these treasures be when we die? 

Our problem is that we like to look our best when we go out, we enjoy our houses and our cars and 
our hobbies, and our travel luxuries; and we can always justify spending our own money on them, 
just as Gordon Gekko justified corporate greed and the rich man justified pulling down his barns 
and building larger ones.  The issue is, ‘Do we love these things more than we love God?’  Only 
you and God know that.   

When John Wesley began his ministry in the 18th century he had to face the issue of his own wealth.  
He was a fellow of Lincoln College in Oxford and had a good income.  He was certainly much 
better off than most of the people he was preaching to.  So he began to teach three principles of 
Christian stewardship – gain all you can, save all you can, give away all you can.  The principles are 
as sound today as they were then. 
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Gain all you can. Money can become a god, money can be misused, but money in itself is good.  
As Wesley said, In the hands of (God’s) children, it is food for the hungry, drink for the thirsty, 
raiment for the naked. . . . By it we may supply the place of a husband to the widow, and of a father 
to the fatherless. We may be a defense for the oppressed, a means of health to the sick, of ease to 
them that are in pain. It may be as eyes to the blind, as feet to the lame: yea, a lifter up from the 
gates of death! 

So, he said, gain all you can. But be careful not to damage your own souls, minds, or bodies, or the 
souls, minds or bodies of anyone else.  So, as a Christian, you cannot work in industries that pollute 
the environment or endanger workers.  Have we any garments in our wardrobe marked Made in 
Bangladesh? 

The second principle, Save all you can.  Do not spend money merely to gratify the desires of the 
flesh, the desires of the eye, or the pride of life.  Do not desire expensive food, fancy clothes, and 
elegant furniture: because the more you have, the more you want.  But the more you save, the more 
you have to give away. 

Wesley’s third principle was Give all you can.  All your money belongs to God, not just the first 
tenth.   And Wesley practiced what he preached.  In an age when a single man could live 
comfortably on 30 pounds a year, his annual income rose to 1,400 pounds. So he began to limit his 
expenses, to have more money to give to the poor.   

His diary records that one year his income was 30 pounds and his living expenses 28 pounds, so he 
had two pounds to give away.  The next year his income doubled, but he still managed to live on 28 
pounds, so he had 32 pounds to give to the poor.  In the third year, his income jumped to 90 pounds.  
Instead of letting his expenses rise with his income, he kept them to 28 pounds and gave away 62 
pounds.  In the fourth year, he earned 120 pounds.  His expenses were still only 28 pounds, so his 
giving rose to 92 pounds. 

Obviously, he did not have to face the problem of inflation!    

But Wesley’s principles are timeless.  In the 1930s, Mahatma Gandhi urged his followers to Live 
simply that others may simply live.  The message was taken up by Mother Teresa and later by the 
World Council of Churches in a message to all its member churches in 1983.  

Greed has been a threat to the human soul since men and women became conscious of God. 
Thousands of preachers have preached on today’s Gospel passage over the centuries. It was a 
favourite topic of the church fathers, as they faced the problems of a growing church.   The hymn 
we sang earlier comes from this period, it is one of 10 hymns written by Synesius, the bishop of 
Ptolemais in Libya, in the early fifth century : Lord Jesus, think on me, and purge away my sin; 
from earthbound passions set me free, and make me pure within. 

Synesius’s superior was Cyril, the Patriarch of Alexandria, at a time when the city was at the height 
of its influence and power in the Roman Empire and Christians were among the rich families of the 
city. This is how Cyril ended one of his sermons on today’s gospel: 

Who is the one who is rich towards God?  Clearly the one who loves virtue, rather than wealth;  
whose purse is open to the needs of the poor, according to his means and to the utmost of his 
power.  He gathers in storehouses that are above, and lays up treasures in heaven.  Such a one will 
be rewarded for his virtue and for his upright and blameless life; Christ shall bless him: by Whom, 
and with Whom, to God the Father be praise and dominion with the Holy Spirit, for ever and ever,   
Amen. 

_________________________ 
 


