
Pentecost 11 

Jesus says, “One’s life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.” Or Paul, also in today’s 

readings says, “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth . .  . Put to 

death – a range of vices, but then he says  - greed( which is idolatry)..”   

Here are classic texts about the power of possessions and greed in our lives. And to these two 

examples can be added so many other incidents and stories from the prophets through to the 

teaching of Jesus, and to the life of the early church. Possessions and greed can derail us in our quest 

for spiritual peace and a good life.   

These surely are telling words for us in this land of many possessions; and perhaps even for this 

church which ponders its many possessions and what to do with them. These are texts with which 

we must grapple –  not so much in what is the meaning of the words (which is clear) – but does this 

teaching actually mean anything to us as we contemplate our lives.  

In this world, we are the rich; we Australians are the ones with many possessions; we have the 

wealth; we have the power. What are we meant to do in the face of such overwhelming teaching. 

Life is so much more than our treasure? 

We of course can take the forensic approach and seek to find “the get out clauses” so as to render 

such a warning on possessions and wealth meaningless.  So, for example, we could argue, it is not 

money which is the root of all evil, but as 1 Timothy 6: 10 says, it is “the love of money which is the 

root of all evil”. And of course that wouldn’t be us! In today’s teaching we have a similar opportunity 

to finesse the text.  The context for this teaching on possessions is a family inheritance dispute – 

very fertile ground for arguments over possessions: where there is a will there is a relative!  Jesus 

was asked to arbitrate – but backpedalled at a million miles an hour. Rather he saw the dispute as 

being an opportunity to provide this teaching about the power of possessions in our lives.  We are 

not involved in a disputed estate, so does this teaching really apply to us?   

And then there is the story which Jesus told. Really it is a crass, overblown account of a person 

whom most would deride and laugh at. An already rich man, who through good fortune has an 

abundant harvest –  and then does not treat this good fortune as something to share or spread 

around. He just hordes it and builds bigger barns for themselves. We think immediately of any 

number of our well know Australian billionaires – a Ms Rhinehart or Mr Palmer perhaps come to 

mind.  And we certainly are not like them!  

Yes, we can possibly can get around this story, and also the teaching of Paul about greed.  

Unfortunately, however, it does not remove us from the fact that our lives are dominated by 

possessions. Our whole economic system is based on the consumption of stuff and services. Indeed, 

for our economy to work, it actually needs a bit of greed to get those markets moving. And it is that 

self-same capitalist system which allows you and I to live very comfortable lives, and have more than 

enough possessions in our life. True we can from time to time be challenged about this motive of 

greed … and we need to be reminded about say, the exploitation of garment workers in Bangladesh 

– many of whom literally give their lives for the sake of our comfort and wealth. Or we can 

acknowledge that greed is a key cause in the degradation of our environment.  But by and large such 

thoughts are just little blips on the road of our comfortable life.  



In fact, I think we become puzzled, perhaps even annoyed that there are other biblical teachings 

which extol having great wealth and possessions. Having many possessions, rather than being a 

problem, is a sign that we are blessed by God. So take Psalm 1, for example,  

“Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked or take the path that sinners 

tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on this law 

they meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield 

their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper!” 

Prosper. A great old fashioned word: prosper.  

Prosperity, wealth and possessions are a tangible sign that you are blessed by God; and more to the 

point, wealth and prosperity is your reward for “delighting in the law of the Lord and on this law you 

meditate day and light”. (And if you are poor, well it is your own fault!) This teaching is not isolated. 

Again and again in the scriptures prosperity, wealth and possessions are seen as a tangible sign of 

one’s faithfulness and piety.  

In our world today – the growth of Christianity is mainly because of this emphasis on the so called 

‘prosperity gospel’. Yes, we can see it in areas where the church is rapidly expanding, say in Africa, 

Asia and Latin America. We see it too as being a part of the independent, mainly Pentecostal 

churches within the West, including Australia.  Money and possessions is a constant theme. They say 

do not to be afraid of them. Indeed, we should welcome them – we should even seek them.  More 

the better. Believe and be rich! And a spin-off that attitude is that these churches are not afraid of 

talking about money for themselves. Money is always being spruiked for people to give, donate, 

tithe and offer to their church.  The more the members of the congregation have, the more the 

church itself may have.  

I am all sure you have these stories. Here is ours.   

A couple of years ago Jean and I were in Perth attending a funeral of a dear friend. While there we 

caught up with someone from our former congregation. Since our living in Perth this person had 

moved house. They had moved from an ordinary place, in an ordinary suburb, to a house that 

actually came down the bank of Swan River- let me tell you, a very exclusive address in Perth.  Why 

had they moved, what was happening, how come? Well this was God’s blessing on her and her 

family. It was a sign. It was clearly something she wanted to rejoice in and announce.  We found it 

difficult -  and started talking about the weather.  

Christ’s teaching about greed and possessions are hard enough, I might add his consistent and 

strident teaching against greed and possessions, are hard enough to live up to; let alone believing we 

should have more, and should be rejoicing in them. The very thing we endeavour to do – avoid too 

many possessions, are seen by our sisters and brothers in the faith as being good. You can see that 

the issue is fraught, and there is a clear fracture line through the Christian community today 

surrounding wealth and prosperity.   

I would like to suggest that are three different positions. 

1. There is the view that welcomes our capitalist system, and its benefits for the faithful. 

Indeed, a Church historian like Rodney Stark, would contend that there were certain 



features of Christianity which promoted the growth of capitalism from the early times, and it 

was not just the so called ‘Protestant work ethic” found in places like Holland and England 

which prompted capitalism’s growth. Key in Stark’s thesis was that Christianity was not just a 

mystery religion, one that relied on religious experiences within its followers.  From early 

days, the church elders, taught that reason was the supreme gift of God and that reason was 

the means to progressively increase their understanding of scripture and revelation.  As a 

consequence Christianity was always oriented to the future, while other major religions 

were more concerned about preserving the past, and that historic moment of revelation or 

experience. Capitalism, as Stark argues, was nothing less than a sustained application of 

reason to commerce and trade. 

 

So Christianity and our current wealth and advancement are entwined.  . . and this is God’s 

blessing. The so called Christian West has been blessed; individuals are blessed – this is just 

the way it is.  

 

2. The second view is I guess where most of us, if perhaps not all of us, sit. We do see the 

power of greed to corrupt the human soul. We cringe at the sight of conspicuous 

consumption. We see today the rich are getting richer, and the poor, poorer. Christ, or Paul 

for that matter, was indeed onto something when they could assert that there were more 

significant realities than just being economic players, consumers. Happiness does indeed run 

deeper than having the latest fashion or gadget or thing. But we also know we benefit from 

our economic system; that system that arose in a manner like Stark suggests. So we would 

concede our general standard of living relies on this economic system with which we are 

entangled. And that is not necessarily wicked and evil. We indeed would hope it was much 

fairer. Perhaps John Wesley summed up this position second view well with his aphorism: 

earn all you can, give all you can. 

 

But with this view it is our duty to humanise this globalised free market system. Restrain its 

excesses – make trade and economic endeavour a means for all to have a good life . . .  and 

not just a small section. But today do we actually have the will to do this. The political 

themes that are playing out in the world at the moment – such as the vote for Brexit, or the 

rise of Donald Trump, or of Pauline Hanson – all show that many believe the political class 

have failed ordinary folk; they no longer have secure jobs, and their income is not able to 

sustain them – say, buy a house for oneself and one’s family; and because of this they 

become fearful of the other. They want walls and not bridges.   

 

Even our compromise with our economic system is today failing.   

 

3. And this is where the third approach is so significant. You see there are those who do take 

Christ’s teaching about possessions seriously, and do literally take a vow of poverty; and do 

forsake all possessions; and do only seek treasure that is in heaven. Even Stark would 

acknowledge that within the Christian Church there have always been those who have run 

counter to increasing the power, and one must add wealth, of the Christian church and its 

engagement with, one could say, integration with, the rise of capitalism. So, for example, 

Francis of Assisi, rebelled against the wealth of the church of his time. He sought to live 



more in harmony with nature so that his community could build up treasure that was in 

heaven.  . .  and not wealth and power in the land. 

The point is we need people like Saint Francis, to remind us, to bring us back to these 

essential issues. We should always encourage them . . . listen to them. Indeed, I think we 

have entered an interesting time with our comparatively new Pope, bearing the name 

Francis, who can haul us back to a more focused understanding of the flaws and failings of 

our economic system and remind us of the poor, the marginalised, and what ultimately is 

important in our lives.   

These prophets can guide us through our ambiguity, and that may be personally painful – 

like having to pay more taxes, or having to pay more for environmentally and ethically 

sustainable products . . .  but we who are caught up in this system, should listen to the 

prophets in our midst.  

Yes, this is all fraught.  

Scripture itself is ambiguous, and we too find it ambiguous living amidst all our possessions.  

Let us be thankful for what we have – acknowledge we are indeed richly blessed, but let us see - like 

in the story of Harry and Herbert, and the story of the rich fool – and in so many examples we can 

think of – such treasure is not everything. It indeed is nothing when it comes to having a full life. Sit 

lightly with our possessions. Rather the full life is about love and the service of the other. And not 

the building up of self with all we can get.    

Jesus says, “One’s life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.”         

   

 

       


