April 5 & 6, 2003

Luke 12: 16-21

“When is Enough, Enough?”

     Most of the food grown in Third World countries is grown to export to richer countries. Over sixty percent of the seedless grapes consumed world wide are grown by Chili.  Most of the cattle grown and butchered in Latin America ends up as hamburgers in fast food restaurants in the United States. The anchovy fisheries of Peru, with 1/6th of the world’s fish production, export most of their catch to feed pets in North America. In the United states we spend eight billion dollars a year to feed 48 million dogs and 46 million cats. Please understand I love animals and have a well fed dog in my home, but I wonder what our Lord’s judgment will be on a society in which 80% of it’s dogs are deemed overweight while the poor in the world starve to death. The combined annual per capita income of South and Central America is $812 and has a poverty rate of 93%.

     When John D. Rockefeller was the richest man in the world, someone asked him how much money was enough. He replied, "Just a little bit more." Mark Twain who said “I am opposed to millionaires, but it would be dangerous to offer me the position.” Most Western societies have built their economies on the production of things that people are conditioned to want, but do not really need. In the weeks that followed 9-11 when every man, woman and child in America wanted to do something, anything to make it better or assist the families of those who had lost loved ones in the tragedies. When any request brought a million dollars or a flood of donated blood, do you remember what the leaders of our country had to say about what the average American needed to do? Remember? We were told that the best thing for us to do was to get back into the malls and stores and vacation destinations of the nation and the world and buy. Buy!

     Now I am not beating up on our nation like many left wingers do. It is our consumerism that has fuelled the economies of the world. If we stopped buying the per capita income in South and Central America would be cut by 90%. China would be crippled, Japan would go into an even steeper decline. The world raises, grows and manufactures to sell to us because they are greedy. We raise, grow, manufacture and buy because we are greedy. It is a very interesting cycle when you study the interdependencies of the nations of the world. We hear talk about a global village, the more proper metaphor for the word today should be a global strip mall. Any given street of commerce looks the same whether you are in Enfield Connecticut, Evansville Indiana, Dohar Qatar or Singapore. Call the protestors from the streets, our consumerism puts the food on the table in Belize and it puts the bicycle under the bottoms in Beijing. 

     Undeniably America has more things than any other nation in the world. We also have more books on how to find happiness too. And what we all find from hovel to castle is that what Benjamin Franklin said in 1765 is true. He said, “Money and things never made a man happy yet, nor will it. There is nothing in its nature to produce happiness. The more a man has, the more he wants. Instead of its filling a vacuum, it makes one. If it satisfies one want, it doubles and triples that want another way.” Of those earning less than $15,000 annually, take a guess, “What percentage say they have not achieved the American dream: 95%. How about the percentage of those earning more than $50,000 annually: 94%.”

     In 1990 James Patterson and Peter Kim wrote a book based on extensive surveys of the American Public, the book was called; “The Day That America Told The Truth.” Questions were asked concerning a wide range of topics from morality to work to family life. The results are really quite surprising. And while it’s easy to write off the results as being American I’m sure that many of the results would have been the same in any nation of the world.

     One of the questions asked was “What would you be willing to do for Ten Million Dollars?” A follow up survey was done asking about 5, 4, 3 and 2 million dollars and the results remained fairly consistent. It was only under $2 million that they began to see a fall off in what people would do. So it would appear the price for many Americans was $2 million. Out of the ten questions asked 2/3 of the respondents agreed they would be willing to do at least one, and some several of the deeds. What were they? Would abandon their entire family 25%, Would abandon their Church 25%, Would become prostitutes for a week or more 23%, Would give up their American citizenship 16%, Would leave their spouse 16%, Would withhold testimony and let a murderer go free 10%, Would kill a stranger 7%, would change their race 6%, would have a sex change operation 4%, or would put their children up for adoption 3%. Heck folks they’re blowing themselves up and bus loads of people with them for $10,000 in the West Bank. We are not very different in what we will do, in America we would just negotiate a better price.

     I will never forget the little story about a man who asked a young woman on a bus if she would sleep with him for a million dollars, her reply was, “Yes.” He then asked her if she would possibly sleep with him for say a hundred dollars. She said, “What kind of woman do you think that I am?” He said, “Ma’m I have already established what kind of woman you are, I am now just haggling about the price.”

     If there is one message that comes to us in ten thousand seductive voices, it’s the message of our country and our century that life does consist of things. You can see it on a hundred billboards as you drive down the highway. It is the message from the sponsor on television. It is sung to you in jingles on radio. It is blared at you in four-color ads in the newspapers. We’re like the donkey that has the carrot extended before it on a stick. The donkey sees the carrot and wants it, so the donkey moves toward it, but the carrot moves, too. The carrot is always there, promising to fill the appetite. But what it promises, it does not deliver. Greed can never be satisfied. I just want us to be honest. Be honest with yourself and honest with your God. You might say this poor fool in Luke chapter 12 is not me, somebody over there maybe but never me.

     Let me be honest with you, it is you and it is me. I remember when I was about 23, I used to play golf with one of the wealthiest men in the town we lived in every Thursday nigh. He paid the greens fees nearly every week for me. We played in a men’s league, 9 holes every Thursday night. I remember saying to myself, “I wish I had the money to play 18 holes a week, anywhere, it wouldn’t matter. Naw, that will never happen.” Fast forward twenty years. I am 43, I remember playing golf with some guys once a week at Fendrich or Helfrich golf course. I got what I had wanted at 23. I remember saying to myself one day at Fendrich, “I would really like to be able to play where it wasn’t so crowded, where people knew the rules and etiquette of golf, where I could just walk on anytime and play, Naw, it will never happen.” I now have a membership at Rolling Hills Country Club, the cheap ministerial membership but I still have one.” I wonder what I will imagine in a couple of years and say, “Naw, it will never happen.” This is what I’ll do I’ll join a better club, play a little bit more, get that handicap down. A place where I can store my golf clubs and have a locker to put all my golf stuff in. And I will say to myself, “You have a bunch of wonderful rounds of golf laid up for many years. Take it easy, get a coke and a chocolate chip cookie at the half way house, have a good time, you’ve earned it. What did God say to the rich man in Luke chapter 12? “You fool, this very night your life will be demanded of you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” Greed is seductive, it goes by many names. 

     The rich man made some mistakes along the way based on greed, we would be well served if we did not make the same mistakes in whatever you call what you do in your life.  His first mistake was being erroneously materialistic.
A. Misconception of the measure of success.
The number one issue with most people when it comes to choosing a career is money. But compared to work that you’ll do well and enjoy doing, money is a rotten standard for making or evaluating career decisions. The number one reason that people leave their chosen profession…low job satisfaction.

His next mistake was being appallingly self-centered.
Six times the man says “I” and five times “my”. He saw himself as a self-made man, believing his blessings were the fruits of his own hands.

His third mistake was being tragically shortsighted.
He had a short planning horizon in light of eternity. He was a workaholic. Everything he did was to accumulate and amass for retirement when he could sit back and take it easy. He was consumed with achieving his goal.

     All he ever really wanted in life was more. He wanted more money, so he parlayed inherited wealth into a billion-dollar pile of assets. He wanted more fame, so he broke into the Hollywood scene and soon became a filmmaker and star. He wanted more sensual pleasures, so he paid handsome sums to indulge his every sexual urge. He wanted more thrills, so he designed, built, and piloted the fastest aircraft in the world. He wanted more power, so he secretly dealt political favors so skillfully that two U.S. presidents became his pawns. All he ever wanted was more. He was absolutely convinced that more would bring him true satisfaction. Unfortunately, history shows otherwise. He concluded his life emaciated; colorless; sunken chest; fingernails in grotesque, inches-long corkscrews; rotting, black teeth; tumors; innumerable needle marks from his drug addiction. Howard Hughes died believing the myth of more. He died a billionaire junkie, insane by all reasonable standards.

     There are many types of Greed and you might be surprised at my take on at least one. We can be Greedy for Stuff The Bible speaks a lot about money, but contrary to popular opinion it’s not opposed to making it or keeping it. After all Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David, Solomon, Job and many others in the Bible were very wealthy. However the Bible gives several warnings concerning how we acquire our wealth, what we do with it after we have it and what it does with us after it has us.

     This quest for stuff is as old as time itself and history is filled with accounts of the depths to which people were willing to go to get stuff. The Bible warns in 1 Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is at the root of all kinds of evil. And some people, craving money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many sorrows. Sound familiar? The bible is saying be careful as to what motivates you, that’s why Jesus said in Matthew 6:24 “No one can serve two masters. For you will hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.
It was John Wesley who taught the early Methodists Make all you can, save all you can, give all you can. Not bad advice, even after 250 years.

     The second type of greed that we can fall prey to is self centeredness we become Greedy For Self. This can be in the form of one upsmanship. You know this one well. No mater what the other person is going through, they’ve had one and theirs was worse. Or they have one and theirs is always better for some reason or another. We become like the little girl in grade one who went on a tour of a dairy with her class and after the tour when they had finished seeing everything the dairy had to offer the guide asked the class, “Now are there any questions” and the little girl replied “Did anyone notice that I’m wearing a new jacket?”
     One of Theodore Roosevelt’s children said this about their father “Father always had to be the center of attention, when he went to a wedding he wanted to be the bride. When he went to a funeral, he was sorry he couldn’t be the corpse.”
     We get to the point that all that matters in our life is me and mine, it’s not just that we want the very best for ourselves we don’t care if we have to take it from someone else. And then we justify it as looking out for our loved ones. Sometimes it goes to extremes. Remember the mother in Texas whose daughter was trying out for the cheerleading team in high school. In an effort to distract one of the other contestants so she wouldn’t do well in the finals she killed the other contestant’s mother.

     This type of thinking is caricatured in the new movie, “Head of State” staring Chris Rock. The politician running against him is always saying at the end of each appearance, “God Bless America and nobody else.” At the end of the movie Chris Rock’s character says, Have you seen what I have seen, God has blessed America, how about everybody else.” I say, “God Bless America and everybody else.” I got jumped several days ago because I prayed for Iraqi’s and I prayed for the safety of our military men. I was recently told by one of our veterans that I have done more to recognize and thank veterans than any pastor he has ever seen. At my own expense, you were all given an American flag pin, button or ribbon to wear. I even do work for our military. I bleed red, white and blue. But I will always and without reservation mirror the character in “Head of State.” I will always say, “God bless America and everybody else.

     The final type of greed I want us to look at is Greed for The Spiritual This is kind of an interesting twist on greed. Maybe you are wondering exactly how you can be spiritually greedy? How you could want too much spiritual stuff? I mean isn’t it good to be spiritual? As Christians shouldn’t we want more and more of the spiritual?
     Let me digress a bit with a quote about money, now I know that we’ve already talked about money, that I’ve made my point about money and we really don’t have to revisit the first point at all. However bear with me. J. Paul Getty was one of the richest men of his time. He was a multi millionaire when a million dollars actually meant something and he had this to say about wealth: Money is like manure. You have to spread it around or it smells.
     I have met people who are as tight with their spiritual knowledge as Scrooge McDuck was with his money. They go to every conference offered, listen to ministry tapes galore, watch nothing but Christian programming on television, have read all of the latest Christian best sellers, have 47 different translations of the bible and have no interest in spreading that spiritual knowledge around at all. And money’s not the only thing that begins to smell if it’s not spread around.
     People who are spiritually greedy begin to view themselves as spiritually superior to others in the church, they’ve read more, heard more, consumed more. But they haven’t shared more. They never considered ministering to others with their knowledge, it’s like they are afraid that if they give it away they won’t have as much for themselves.
     They are the great white sharks of Christianity, on a constant feeding frenzy, they aren’t discriminating about what they consume, as a matter of fact they take in so much from so many different sources that they don’t even know what they believe. And like the great white shark they perform no useful function. Every Christian, every believer has been called to minister. I don’t mean we’ve all been called to preach but we’ve all been called to minister.
     When your life is done and you stand before God and he asks, “What did you do to advance my kingdom” what are you going to say? Well I listened to every sermon that Billy Graham every preached. And? And I read every book that Max Lucado wrote. And? And I listened to every CD that Hillsongs produced, and I went to all these seminars, and used five separate daily devotional guides and, and, and … And then God will say “But what did you do to advance my Kingdom?”
     You ever wonder why God leaves us here after we become Christians? If our only reason for existence as a believer was to gain more spiritual knowledge and worship God wouldn’t we be able to do that better in Heaven? He left us here to make a difference, and that will only happen when we minister to other people.
     So what is the secret? The secret to not being greedy? Well the secret is keeping first things first. Matthew 6:33 He will give you all you need from day to day if you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern. 
Not making stuff your primary concern, not making self your primary concern, not even making spiritual things your primary concern, but making the Kingdom of God your primary concern. 
     But how do we do that? First of all find out what the Kingdom entails, and you can only do that by being a member of that kingdom. By surrendering your will to His. Secondly, you must maintain a kingdom focus. It is not about you, it is not about this church, it is not about this building, it’s programs or plans, unless they are all part of a kingdom focus. It is a little bit like, “God Bless America and everybody else.” 

Michael Moore, author of “Stupid White men and other Sorry Excuses for the State of the Nation.” Is an ex-auto-worker from Michigan who takes a camera into corporate headquarters and tries to confront executives about social issues concerning their company's behavior. He was the idiot hollering on the Acadamy Awards this year.

In 1999 he commented on CNN Bill Gates was worth $90 billion, and that means he has more money than 100 million of the poorest Americans combined. In other words, one man has amassed as much personal wealth as the combined wealth of an entire group of 100 million American people! 

Greed is based on a belief in lack, instead of a belief in abundance.

If you doubt that abundance is a reality in this world, then look at someone like Bill Gates who has accumulated an abundance of wealth beyond anyone's imagination. I suspect he believes in abundance; and in his little world there is abundance instead of lack. You see, it doesn't matter if you think the world cannot provide enough for everyone (though it probably can); what matters is if you believe it can provide enough for you.

When you believe in lack, then the logical extension of that is to think there will never be enough to go around and you had better grab what you can before someone else gets your share. The less you think there is to go around, the more motivated you will be to grab even more, out of fear that you may suffer from not having enough.

I believe in a God of Abundance who says, “Try me, see if I do not pour out upon you a blessing, good measure, pressed down shaken together overflowing.” That is “God Bless America and everyone else. In the mid 80’s director Oliver Stone released a movie entitled “Wall Street.” This little speech by Gordon Gecko became the rallying cry for the go-go 80’s. Listen to it and when we have the invitation afterwards, ask yourselves do I want this to be me or how about a kingdom approach that says, “God Bless America and everybody else.” Let’s watch.

(Show Wall Street Clip)

Let us pray:

LifeLifters- “I Give You My Heart

8:45- Just As I Am.

11:00- “I Give You My Heart.”   
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