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Sermon 08-3/4-2019 

“Help yourself or help others?” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 12:13-21 

 

13 Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance 

with me.” 14 But he said to him, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over 

you?” 15 And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for 

one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” 16 Then he told them a parable: 

“The land of a rich man produced abundantly. 17 And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, 

for I have no place to store my crops?’ 18 Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns 

and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19 And I will say to my 

soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ 20 But 

God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things 

you have prepared, whose will they be?’ 21 So it is with those who store up treasures for 

themselves but are not rich toward God.” 

 

1) 

Do you remember the Saturday two weeks ago? My, was that a storm here in the 

Fox Valley. It was frighteningly amazing what 30+ minutes of heavy winds can do. 

Like many of you my family and I did not have power for over a day. Entire 

neighborhoods were affected. It was interesting, two of my neighbors immediately 

hauled out portable generators from their garages and used them to keep their sump 

pumps, fridges and freezers going. The noise was quite annoying but the useful 

effects of having a generator when the power is out for several hours and days are 

undeniable.  

 

Though, it got me thinking. Here I was, living with my family in a home out of 

power and two of my neighbors had generators. Why couldn’t they share them 

with me? We could have taken turns operating our sump pumps and charging our 

freezers and fridges in intervals. 

 

In the gospel story from Luke today we heard about a scenario in which someone 

said to Jesus:  
“Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.” 

When the power was out in my street, should I have prayed to my Lord Jesus 

saying:  
“Teacher, tell my brothers on the other side of the street to divide the usage of their 

generators with me?” 

 

What do you think the Lord would have responded to me? 

 

Based on our Gospel story from today we’d have to say that Jesus might have said:  

 

“Markus, why don’t you just go over to your neighbors and ask them kindly if you 

can use their generators?... And if they don’t share, why do you need me to fix it?” 

 

Is this hypothetical reaction of Jesus provocative to you?  
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I’m certain the man in the Bible story was provoked by Jesus’ seemingly uncaring 

response. I’m sure this man expected that Jesus would talk to his brother. 

I have to admit, though, I’m not sure if it’s fair to compare this Bible story 

with the issue of my neighbors not sharing their generators.  

 

It’s important that we see the story in the Bible has two main concerns: 

One is that we can’t always expect that Jesus is taking care for what we think is an 

injustice – that is kind of a side point. 

The other concern and main point is a lesson on greed. Jesus detects that the man 

who wanted his brother to share the inheritance was trapped by emotions of greed. 

So Jesus uses this to give an important message on greed.  

 

Yes, it seems to be the Jesus way of living to share a generator if you have one and 

your neighbor doesn’t. But again: I never asked my neighbors to share – it 

wouldn’t be fair to label my generator owning neighbors as greedy – who knows 

what kind of circumstances it was that they were so quick to run their generators 

and to have generators in the first place.  

 

So let’s turn my personal power-out situation around: 

What if I would have had a generator? I set it all up and I notice that my next door 

neighbor doesn’t have one. Sure, I might have been compelled to ask if she needed 

it and I probably would’ve been happy to share it.  

But then I have another next door neighbor, an older couple – wouldn’t I 

want to ask them too if I should share my generator with them?  

And then what about the neighbor with whom I share a back yard – he might 

need it.  

And what about the single mom living just two houses down from me? She 

could use it too! 

 

You see where I’m going with this. Eventually you can help only so many people 

until you don’t help anyone at all.  

 

So where is the balance between greed, generosity and natural limits to help? 

When do you become greedy and when are you irresponsible in your generosity? 

 

2) 

These are big questions – they are so complicated, I am not able to tackle them, let 

alone attempt to answer them. You can apply this question to enormous challenges 

of our day and age: 

 

- When is it greedy not to share natural and economic resources as a nation 

with other countries? And when does it start to backfire and ruin yourself to 

the point that you will no longer be able to help anyone? 
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- What is the magical percentage-number of refugees that a developed country 

can host before you hit an unsustainable overpopulation? I have listened to 

smart politicians, activists and researchers both here in the US and from 

Europe and I have not found that there is a conclusive answer. 

 

In airplanes they always run these safety clips and demonstrations before takeoff. 

If you’ve flown before: What do they always tell you you have to do before you 

can help others put on their oxygen mask? Put yours on first! Because obviously 

you won’t be able to help anyone if you get unconscious in the process of helping 

others first before you help yourself. 

 

Is this a way to look at greed? Do you have to look after yourself first before you 

can look after others?  

Seems reasonable, right? But then you have the life of Jesus: He gave his 

“oxygen mask” away! He was willing to die so others can live. That’s the message 

of the cross, that Jesus’ death was not only sacrificial but also beneficial.  

How could you apply this to your own life? 

 

3) 

Let’s take another look at our story from today. Jesus is clearly teaching a message 

on greed. The context is property, Jesus tells a parable: A man wants to build 

buildings to store his surplus of produce. It’s not about suggesting that building 

bigger barns to store a greater surplus is a bad thing. The bad thing is that in the 

story the motivation for building bigger barns was off. The man who built those 

barns wanted to be safe and sought this safety in material possession rather than in 

the ultimate source that is in charge of safety and salvation in our lives: God. 

  

Have you noticed that the man in Jesus’ parable is only speaking to himself? (…) 

Who should he be speaking to when it comes to issues of safety in life? God!  

 

Jesus tells this parable not to be judgmental and throw greedy people under the bus 

– Jesus loves people, including people who struggle with greed! 

 

Moreover: Jesus loves you! He loves all of us and he wants us to know that we are 

walking into a trap when we think that possessions provide all the safety we need. 

According to Jesus, seeking safety in possession is a set up for greed. 

 

Nobody wants to be told they are greedy. But I ask you: Please expose yourself to 

Jesus’ warning. We all are fallible persons – we all can get trapped in the desire to 

seek safety by developing greedy passions, by building up riches that ignore God 

and the need for our neighbor. 

 

There is this old story about the monkey trap…  
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Apparently you can catch a monkey by putting desirable food for a monkey in a 

heavy bottle that has an opening that is just big enough for the monkey to squeeze 

its hand through. But when the monkey puts the desirable food into its hand and 

makes a fist, … well, the hand doesn’t fit through the narrow bottle opening 

anymore. The monkey’s trapped: Trapped by its own greed not to let go of the food. 

I don’t mean to make fun of monkeys… are they really that different from us? Isn’t 

there power in the image. You can’t help others when your hand is stuck in a 

bottle. You can’t even help yourself when your hand is stuck in a bottle! 

 You can’t find any help in greed.  

 

4) 

In the Gospel of Luke Jesus keeps telling us that we should focus on sharing before 

we focus on gaining. That’s a hard lesson to learn because our logic tells us that we 

can only help if we have enough in the first place. Jesus’ seems to think 

differently!   

 

How can you take this message home with you? How can you let Jesus speak to 

your heart? You may find the idea of living a sacrificial life that focuses on 

generous giving completely unattainable.  

 

Don’t beat yourself up. Elsewhere Jesus said that we should be smart like foxes 

and that means that we can and should employ our reasons that tells us that things 

like sharing a single generator with the whole neighborhood will not do any good 

unless that generator gets miraculously multiplied like in the famous feeding 

stories of Jesus. 

 

So how do we act smart like foxes but still being 100% serious about sacrificial 

living? 

  

In airplanes they tell you “put your own oxygen mask on first then help others…” 

You can live your life and turn this into a principle of greed only focusing on 

yourself! 

Or you can live your life the way Jesus says: Sure, do the first part, “put your mask 

on” but don’t get stuck in, put the emphasis of your life on the second part “help 

others!” 

  

This way we are rich toward God and it’s the only way that brings hope; hope in 

life and hope in death. Amen. 


