                              “ Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life! “
                    October  14th, 2007,  Sermon  # 6:   “ Greed  vs.  Gratitude! ”
                    ( Ephesians  5:1-7;  1st Timothy 6:3-10, 17-19;  Luke 12:13-21 )

***********************************************************************
     There are a lot of farmers in North Dakota.  There are also a lot of farmers in northern Minnesota where I grew up.  Some farmers are struggling just to survive, and some don’t even make it.  But other farmers do very well and have become very rich.  However, there’s one thing that both poor and wealthy farmers have in common.  They understand more than most that we need to trust in God for all that we need.
     Most you of know that when it comes to agriculture there is so much that’s out of your control.  We can’t control the weather.  Too little rain or too much rain can be a disaster – not to mention hail storms or tornados.  Then there’s disease, insects and other pests that can cause tons of problems.  

     On top of all that, the prices that farmers get for their crops are often out of their control – although many are thankful that grain prices have been good lately.  The fact is, anytime a farmer has a good year he should have an attitude of gratitude for God’s mercy and provision.

     Sadly, the farmer in Jesus’ story didn’t understand this.  In our Gospel reading from Luke chapter 12 Jesus tells us about a farmer who had a bumper crop.  Now, what is the first thing this farmer does?  Does he fall down on his knees and thank God for His mercy?  Does he then immediately set aside some of his wealth to support God’s Temple and help the poor?  No.  All he thinks about is himself.

     The farmer says to himself:  “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”  But hear what Jesus says about his attitude:  “…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?’  This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.”  

     These words of Jesus are a loving warning to us – especially we Christians who live in America.  We are the rich people of this world.  This is true if you only make minimum wage.  In fact, even Americans on welfare have far more money than many people in 3rd world nations who live on less than 1 dollar a day and don’t have any government programs to help them.  Such people learn to rely on God as their true treasure.

     When I was in St. Louis there were some men from a poor African nation who were studying at our Seminary so they could return to their home land and serve as pastors.  
     One day while they were eating lunch in the cafeteria one of the African men made this comment to the American students at their table:  “It must be very difficult for you to be Christians in America.  In our nation we are very poor and so we learn to lean on Jesus every day.  But here in America you have so much wealth and so many distractions and temptations that can take your focus off of Jesus.  We will pray for you!”
     No wonder Jesus says the following to us:  “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” 
     Today we continue our sermon series:  “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life!”  We’ve learned how God uses Baptism to connect us to the death and resurrection of Jesus so that we might receive the forgiveness of our sins and live a new life that says “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s will for our lives.

     Paul talks about the Baptized life in our reading from Ephesians chapter 5 where he begins by saying that we Christians should be imitators of God.  In other words, as we strive to live the Baptized life we should follow Jesus’ as our example.

     However, the reason we strive to imitate Jesus is that Jesus is first of all our SAVIOR!  Paul says we should live a life of love because “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us…”  Paul says the same thing later on in Ephesians chapter 5 where he talks about the blessings Christ gives to us in Holy Baptism.  Paul says:  “…Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word,…”

     There you have it!  Jesus died for our sins and He has given us this salvation in Holy Baptism where our guilt was washed away and we were made holy in God’s sight.  We are now new people who get to live the Baptized life to the glory of God who saved us.

     In our reading from Ephesians Paul says we should avoid various sins, and one of the sins he mentions is greed.  Today’s sermon title is:  “Greed vs. Gratitude!”  Paul says:  “…among you there must not be even a hint of … greed … For of this you can be sure:  No immoral, impure or greedy person – such a man is an idolater – has any inheritance in the Kingdom of Christ and of God.”
     Now, please let me tell you what Paul does NOT mean by these words.  Paul is NOT saying that if you ever struggle with the sin of greed you are then lost for all eternity.  

     We’ve learned in this sermon series that the Baptized life is a daily battle against the desires of our sinful nature.  We all must fight against the greed that lurks in our evil hearts.  However, as Christians we trust in Christ for mercy, and His mercy moves us to say “No” to greed and “Yes” to an attitude of gratitude!

     So, then, what DOES Paul mean when he says that no greedy person will inherit the Kingdom of God?  Paul is talking about those who reject Christ and allow greed to dominate their lives.  The farmer is Jesus’ story focused only on his riches and the pleasure it would bring him.  His need for God’s mercy and love was the farthest thing from his mind. 

     In fact, that’s why Paul says that greed is the same as idolatry.  You see, whenever we replace God with anything we have then made that thing a false god.  The sin of greed flows from our self-centered sinful nature which clings to anything other than God for security and hope.

     We can be greedy for many things, such as *money, *cars, *clothes, *homes, *toys, *land, *entertainment, *food, *alcohol, *tobacco, *drugs, *sex, *work, *rest, *hobbies, *popularity, *science, *friends, *family, and the list goes on.  When we put our hope in created things and fail to trust in our CREATOR, we are then enslaved by our greed – which is idolatry.

     However, please understand!  I’m not saying that it’s wrong to use and enjoy all the wonderful gifts God gives to us.  What I’m saying is that the sin of greed takes over when we focus more on God’s gifts than we do on God Himself who gave us those gifts.
     If greed begins to dominate your life you will find that you will always be wanting more but you will never, ever be satisfied or content.  In contrast, when Christ saves you from greed and God’s wrath you will begin to have an attitude of gratitude that will find joy in life even in the midst of poverty.

     Paul wrote about this truth in our reading from 1st Timothy chapter 6.  Paul begins by condemning those who promote false teachings that conflict with God’s Word.  Paul talks about men who have been robbed of the truth and teach that godliness is a means to financial gain.  
     We see this evil error today in the form of the “prosperity gospel.”  This error suggests that you should imitate Jesus because then God will reward you with health, wealth and prosperity.  This evil error also says you should give generous offerings to Church and charity because then God will reward you with even more riches.

     But this is an evil lie!  We don’t strive to imitate Christ just so God will bless us.  Instead, we strive to imitate Christ because our sins are forgiven and God’s love has given us an attitude of gratitude.

     In the same way, we don’t give generous offerings to Christ’s Church and charity in the hope that God will give us even more financial blessings.  No!  We give generous offerings because we have a Savior who died for us and conquered death for us and whose love has given us an attitude of gratitude.

     God may or may not give us earthly riches.  But whatever our circumstances may be, the Holy Spirit moves us Christians to say “No” to evil greed and “Yes” to an attitude of gratitude which flows from the mercy, love and eternal hope we have in Jesus.
     As we go on to examine the rest of our reading from 1st Timothy chapter 6, we see that Paul has 2 things to say to us Baptized Christians. 
     First, he tells us to be content with the basics of life, and not to despair if we do not have as much as others.  Paul reminds us that we brought nothing into the world and we can take nothing out of it.  Nevertheless, we can rejoice because we have Jesus – and He is all any of us really need in the end.  
     Therefore, Paul warns us not to love money, because the love of money is idolatrous greed.  Instead, we should love Jesus and the treasure He gives us.  Those pastors from Africa understood this truth.

     But then Paul goes on to make second important point.  He speaks to Christians who have been blessed with wealth.  After listening to what Paul said about money we might think that it is a sin to be rich.  In that case, we Americans are in trouble because, as I said earlier, we are the rich people of this world.

     However, Paul makes it clear that it is NOT a sin to be rich.  In His wisdom God decides to give some Christians more wealth than others.  It’s not wrong for us American Christians to be rich.  The question is:  “What is our attitude toward our riches?”  

     Paul says that those who are rich in this present world should not be arrogant - as though we have obtained our riches by our own power - nor should we put our hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but we should put our hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.
     Simply put, we rich Americans can enjoy all the good things God has mercifully given to us.  But we should not be arrogant and put our hope in these gifts, or we will be guilty of sin and we will be disappointed.

     Think about it.  All that we have and work so hard to obtain could be lost at any time.  Some here today can remember the great depression and how some people lost everything.  In more recent times we think of those who lost everything in hurricane Katrina.  It could happen to us, too.  If one of us loses his or her job or faces some other costly crisis, things can get scary fairly quickly.  Earthly wealth is so uncertain.

     But God’s promises are totally certain.  So, we rich Americans must learn to put our hope in God who saves us from greed so we can have an attitude of gratitude that flows from the forgiveness, love and eternal hope we have in Jesus.

     Paul goes on to say that we rich Christians should also be rich in good deeds; that we should be generous and willing to share.  Paul says that such a life of generous gratitude flows from the knowledge that our real treasure is Jesus and the eternal hope He has given us.
     When we make out our monthly budgets we should pray to God about how much of His money we get to give to Church and charity.  How much you give is between you and God.  But if you keep your focus on Christ and all He has done for you, you will develop an attitude of gratitude that will overflow with generous giving.

     God has given us many earthly blessings, and we can enjoy them while giving thanks to God for His mercy.  But our life is not found in all these earthly things.  Our life is Jesus who died for us and saved us from our sinful greed so that we might live lives of gratitude.  This Good News means that even if we Americans end up being just as poor as the Christians in 3rd world nations, we can still have an attitude of gratitude.  Even if you lose everything you hold dear, you will never lose Jesus, who holds you dear!  

     Your sins are forgiven.  The guilt of your greed has been washed away in the waters of Baptism.  God loves you.  You will live with Him forever in His Kingdom.  This awesome salvation moves us to say “No” to greed and “Yes” to a life of gratitude.  Amen!
