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Pentecost 12  8/3/08  Ten Values that Build Strong Families – Part 10:  “Learning to be Content” ––Exodus 20:17 (9th & 10th Commandments)
I. INTRODUCTION.

If you watched the news this past week you may have heard about the indictment of Senator Ted Stevens, Alaska, on charges that he lied about accepting gifts from an oil contractor.  The Justice Department on Tuesday accused Senator Ted of accepting expensive work on his home which included a new first floor, garage, wraparound deck, plumbing and electrical wiring.  He is also accused of accepting from the same oil contractor a gas grill, furniture and tools, and of failing to report swapping an old Ford for a new Land Rover for his daughter Lily.  From May 1999 to August 2007, prosecutors said, the senator concealed, “his continuing receipt of hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of things of value from a private corporation.”  If these accusations are true it will bring to an end an otherwise distinguished career in the United States Senate.  The question I had as I read that story was, “If Senator Ted is guilty, why would an 84-year-old man –– who is already a millionaire –– risk everything for a few home improvements?”  I believe there is a simple answer –– ‘he wasn’t content with what he already had –– Senator Ted wanted something better.’  
II. THE PROBLEM OF DISCONTENTMENT.

The Ninth and Tenth Commandments speak to this problem of discontentment.  And so does Jesus in today’s Gospel lesson.  As our lesson opens we find Jesus preaching to thousands of people about life and death issues.  He is warning them about the dangers of hypocrisy and the reality of hell.  He is saying that in this life there is nothing more important than fearing and loving God above all things.  Just as Jesus was about to reach a crucial part of His sermon, a man elbows his way up to the front of the crowd and interrupts our Lord.  He said, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”  
Obviously this man's father had died recently and now he and his brother were squabbling over the inheritance.  For this man, one thing is certain:  the trees would never bud again in spring… the sky would never again be blue… the flowers would stop blossoming… if he didn't get his fair share of the inheritance.  
It was this preoccupation with greed that kept him from hearing what Jesus had to say.  Ironically, here is a man standing before the divine Son of God –– through whom the Universe had been created –– and all he could think about was adding more ‘stuff’ to his pile of ‘stuff!’  
Understandably, Jesus was irritated by this man's rudeness and greed and so He said to him rather abruptly, “Man, who appointed me a judge over you to decide such things as that?”  What Jesus was saying is, “You haven't understood a word I've said!  You have the mistaken notion that my purpose for coming to this world is to settle land disputes between greedy brothers!  But nothing could be further from the truth!”  Jesus was not saying that fairly dividing estates was wrong.  He was realistic enough to know there are honest disagreements that need to be settled in an orderly fashion.  Rather, He was simply saying that dividing property wasn't the reason why He came.  
Using this as a teachable moment, Jesus turned to the crowd who were listening in on this conversation and said, “Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life doesn't consist in the abundance of his possessions.”  And yet, if there is one message that is drummed into our heads day after day, it’s the idea that the most important thing in life is ‘stuff’.  Jesus, on the other hand, is saying, “That's a lie!  If you're not happy with what you have now, then don't expect that adding more stuff to your pile will do the job either.”  

To make sure people understood what He was saying, Jesus told a story about a man who had made his money as a farmer.  We don't know the farmer’s name but we do know that he was a wealthy man who was well-respected in his community.  
Now Jesus did not intend to use this story to give rich people a black eye.  Riches are not, by nature, evil!  Some of the most godly people in history were wealthy.  Take, for example, Abraham, who would have to be considered a very wealthy man, or Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy man, who provided the tomb in which they laid the body of Christ.  It was wealthy people during the first century who opened up their homes for Christians to worship.  So no one is arguing that wealth, in and of itself, is evil!  
However, for every verse in the Bible that talks about the virtues of wealth, you can find ten that talk about the pitfalls of wealth.  The reason for this is quite simple:  Money has a way of bonding us to what is physical and temporary, and blinding us to what is spiritual and eternal.  
Jesus indicates that this farmer is an ambitious man.  It's safe to assume that he did not make his money by gambling or stealing from his neighbors.  He made it the ‘old-fashioned’ way –– he earned it.  The Bible clearly encourages ambition.  It never encourages us to live like sluggards who exploit the welfare system when we’re capable of being gainfully employed.  Yet, there is great danger in being ambitious if we are motivated by greed and discontent.

Not only was this farmer in our text rich and ambitious, he was also progressive.  When he had made his killing on the market, he decided it was time to invest in capital improvements.  His problem was no longer growth and production, it was storage.  And so he decided to tear down the old barns and build new ones.  
Even the most cynical of observers would have to admit that this man had everything going for him.  But then, one night, everything changed forever.  You can imagine the rich man is sitting at his desk late one night and across from him sits the town architect.  Spread out before them are the blueprints for the new barns.  The rich farmer says to the architect, “There was a time when I had the best farm in the entire Jordan Valley, but now I want more than that –– I want to have a model farm that will be the talk of all Israel!”  
And so the two men continue to work far into the night.  Finally, the rich man’s wife enters the room and urges her husband to call it a day, but he won't quit now.  They work on until the clock strikes eleven.  Finally the architect excuses himself and the rich man sees him to the door.  
After he bolts the door, the adrenaline is still pumping, so he goes back to his desk and continues to work.  Suddenly, there's a knock on the door.  As he is about to open it, he discovers to his amazement that someone is already in the room.  With a shaking voice, he asked, “Who are you?”  The unwelcome visitor said, “I am death.”  The rich man said, “Death, what do you want?”  Death says, “I've come for you.”  The rich man says, “That can't be –– this is a mistake... you didn't tell me you were coming!”  Death says, “Oh, yes, I told you many times, but you weren't listening!  I told you when I took that teenager a few months ago.  I told you when I took your closest friend last year.  In fact, I told you every time you read the obituaries.  The problem is, ‘You didn't listen’.”  
The rich farmer said, “Wait a minute, let's make a deal!  You can have half of everything I own if you just let me live!”  Death says, “What would I do with that?”  The rich man says, “Wait a minute, you can have it all, it's yours –– take it... just let me start all over again!”  
Death is not persuaded –– and so the rich man's life becomes history.  He had prepared for everything that life could throw at him except for life's only inescapable reality –– Death.  
The next morning his wife comes downstairs to find her husband slumped over the desk.  In a panic she tried to waken him only to discover he was dead.  Two days later the community gathers for the funeral service.  He is eulogized as a man of vision and nobility.  They talked about his success and his contributions –– after all he had built the biggest barns in the community.  Then they took his body to the cemetery.  Over the grave was placed a large, impressive stone and on that stone a verse from the Bible was printed along with a statement about how successful and noble and visionary he was.  Then the crowd went home.  
That same night the angel of God entered that cemetery.  He came to the rich man's tombstone and over all they had engraved he wrote one condemning word:  F O O L –– fool.

Too late the rich man discovered there are no safety deposit boxes in a casket.  He had built great barns and reached the pinnacle of success in the eyes of his peers, but tragically had not given much thought to God.  Now, don't misunderstand –– I'm sure he was religious man; he gave lots of money at church.  But he lived his life as if God did not matter and if we make the same mistake, God says we are FOOLS, too!

III. APPLICATION.

Somewhere in the life of every human being an important decision must be made –– that decision is, “Who are you going to live for –– God or yourself?”  By the grace of God we are given the privilege to live for Him and to receive an inheritance that shall never pass away.  That's why Jesus told us “…not to worry about your life, what you will eat or about your body, what you will wear, for life is more than food and the body more than clothes.” ––Luke 12:22-23  
And yet God is a realist.  He knows you have to pay taxes and deal with the cost of living.  God knows about unexpected medical expenses and nursing homes.  He's not saying to us in this text that we are not to think about such things.  Rather He's saying that we are to seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness and then all these things will be given to you as well.  
There are many people in our world who live for possessions.  For them, possessions are their reason for living.  Their family life is controlled by it.  The church they attend is seen as a means of advancing oneself in the market place.  Their business is not seen so much as a way to serve the public, but as a way to acquire wealth.  But what happens when the price of gas sky-rockets and the economy goes south or they’re wiped out by illness, scandal or natural disaster?  For many, their reason for living seems to disappear.  
What is Jesus trying to tell us in our text?  He is trying to tell us that the material ‘Stuff’ of this world is not what makes life worth living!  What makes life worth living is knowing that the God who made us loves us so much that He sent His Son to save us.  What makes life worth living is knowing that our sins are paid for and there’s is a home waiting for us in heaven that far exceeds anything this world has to offer.  As Scripture says, “Eye has not seen, ears has not heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him.” ––1st Corinthians 2:9  
Both the Ninth and Tenth Commandments give us the same warning as our Gospel lesson:  “Beware of greed” for a man's life is not measured by how much ‘Stuff’ he possesses.  Rather, our lives find purpose in knowing and serving mankind’s Savior whose suffering, death and resurrection have won for us an eternal kingdom!  Live for Christ and his life will live through you.  God grant it be so for Jesus' sake.  Amen!!!  






