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When I received this assignment my first thought was, "I've struggled with materialism 

for most of my life. Sadly, for most of my life I didn't realize it." I still struggle with it 

today and so do many others.  

What is materialism? Here are a couple of popular definitions you'll find on the internet 

and in books: 

Materialism is defined as "the preoccupation with material things rather than 

intellectual or spiritual things." 

Materialism is defined as "a tendency to consider material good and physical 

comfort more important than spiritual needs and values." 

Our own E. H. Wendland writes, 

Colossians 3:2, "Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things." "Set your 

minds" (φρονει̂τε), is a present imperative. The word means "to think," "to form an 

opinion," "to set one's mind on something." This is a verse that a world gone mad 

over "things" needs to hear. We call this disease materialism. Who of us has not 

been afflicted by this sickness, which wants more and more of what this world 

has to offer?1 

Materialism is something we see everywhere in our society. Many American families 

have two cars, two houses, two jet skis, two vacations, and a new this and that whenever 

we want it. Treasuring wealth too much or coveting what we don't have, is so common 

in our culture we don't recognize it.  

Materialism is not a new problem. Listen to what Luther writes in the Large Catechism, 

5 … Many a person thinks that he has God and everything in abundance when he 

has money and possessions. He trusts in them and boasts about them with such 

firmness and assurance as to care for no one. 6 Such a person has a god by the 

name of "Mammon" (i.e., money and possessions; [Matthew 6:24]), on which he 

sets all his heart. 7 This is the most common idol on earth. He who has money 

and possessions feels secure [Luke 12:16–21] and is joyful and undismayed as 

though he were sitting in the midst of Paradise. 8 On the other hand, he who has 

no money doubts and is despondent, as though he knew of no God. 9 For very 

few people can be found who are of good cheer and who neither mourn nor 

complain if they lack Mammon. This care and desire for money sticks and clings 

to our nature, right up to the grave.2 

                                              
1 Wendland, E. H., & Trapp, J. A. (1986). Sermon Studies on the Epistles (ILCW series A) (p. 167). Milwaukee, 

WI: Northwestern Publishing House. 
2 McCain, P. T. (Ed.). (2005). Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions (p. 359). St. Louis, MO: Concordia 

Publishing House.) 
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The spiritual consequences of materialism are obvious; anything in which a person puts 

their trust in is their god. It is a sin that can destroy saving faith.  

Is any Christian immune to materialism? Here is another comment from Luther, 

There are three conversions necessary: the conversion of the heart, the 

conversion of the mind, and the conversion of the purse. Of these three, it may 

well be that we find the conversion of the purse to be the most difficult.3 

Charles Spurgeon writes, "With some (Christians) the last part of their nature that ever 

gets sanctified is their pockets."4 It is my belief that every Christian struggles with the sin 

of materialism.  

I have included a list of Jesus' parables for you at the end of this paper. It's a list of his 

parables in chronological order. My list shows forty-nine parables. Out of the forty-nine 

parables I found five that address the sin of materialism.  

I have also included for you a "quick" review of 'what is a parable.' It comes from the 

new NPH series Bible Discovery Series. I found the reminders from Joel Seifert to be 

helpful. 

So, let's take a look at what Jesus says about materialism in the parables.  

 

The Rich Man Foolishly Builds Bigger Barns: Luke 12:16-21 

Context 

Jesus is journeying to Jerusalem. Along the way he is speaking out fearlessly against the 

Pharisees and experts in the law. At the home of a Pharisee, Jesus continues to speak 

out against the Pharisees with six "woe to you" statements. After his third statement an 

expert in the law actually confronts Jesus about what he is doing; "Teacher, when you 

say these things, you insult us" (Lk 11:45).5 This was probably a small group within the 

Pharisees who were specialists in the study and teaching of the law. Jesus answers this 

man's accusation with a like number of specific "woe to you" statements directed 

toward this group.  

Jesus knows what he is risking by speaking this way. He is risking his life. They had killed 

God's witness in the past and they were plotting to do the same to Jesus. Back in 

Chapter 6 Luke records that the Pharisees "were furious and began to discuss with one 

another what they might do to Jesus" (Lk 6:11). After this confrontation opposition 

                                              
3 http://www.reformedtheology.ca/2corinthians9.htm 
4 Ibid. 
5 The Holy Bible: New International Version. (1984). (Lk 11:45). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. All quotes 

from the Bible will be from the NIV1984 unless otherwise noted. 
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against him grows; " When Jesus left there, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law 

began to oppose him fiercely and to besiege him with questions, waiting to catch him in 

something he might say" (Lk 11:53–54). Jesus is demonstrating for his disciples how they 

must proclaim the truth once he turns the gospel ministry over to them. This bold 

witness will bring persecution and death for his followers.  

Luke begins Chapter 12 with these words, "Meanwhile, when a crowd of many 

thousands had gathered, so that they were trampling on one another, Jesus began to 

speak first to his disciples, saying: 'Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, 

which is hypocrisy'" (Lk 12:1). Jesus now turns his attention to his own disciples. He 

warns them not to follow the Pharisees hypocrisy. The Pharisees look religious on the 

outside, but they are spiritually dead. Their hypocrisy will be exposed by God.  

Jesus knows his disciples will need encouragement to be faithful witnesses of the gospel 

in the face of persecution. Jesus contrasts the hollow fear of man with true fear of God.  

The disciple who is tempted to disown his master should take into account the 

eternal consequences: the Son of Man will disown him on the day of judgment 

with the angels of God as witnesses. On the other hand, the disciple who 

courageously witnesses faith in Jesus will be acknowledged on that day. Here is 

added incentive to be fearless.6 

Jesus concludes this discussion with specific encouragement; "11 When you are brought 

before synagogues, rulers and authorities, do not worry about how you will defend 

yourselves or what you will say, 12 for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that time what you 

should say" (Lk 12:11–12).  

This brings us to the parable of rich man who foolishly builds bigger barns. "Someone in 

the crowd said to Jesus, 'Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me'" (Lk 

12:13). Jesus refuses to be drawn into this conflict. It's something we've seen from him 

before. He didn't intervene when Martha was asking Jesus to tell Mary to help her with 

the meal preparations. Instead, Jesus uses this as an opportunity to address the 

underlying issue: greed. There will be many obstacles which could keep the disciples 

from being faithful witnesses. One of the most serious temptation is to become 

attached to worldly possessions.  

The Parable 

16 And he told them this parable: "The ground of a certain rich man produced a 

good crop. 17 He thought to himself, 'What shall I do? I have no place to store my 

crops.' 18 "Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build 

bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19 And I'll say to 

                                              
6 Prange, V. H. (1988). Luke (p. 142). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House. 
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myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; 

eat, drink and be merry." ' 20 "But 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?' 21 "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself 

but is not rich toward God." (Lk 12:16–21)  

When you look at this rich man that Jesus describes he looks successful. I'm sure that if 

you asked any of his neighbors they would say he is very successful. He is growing more 

crops than he can store. He seems wise; I'll expand my business so that I can 

accommodate its growth. He is planning for the future, "I'll build bigger barns." He is 

planning his retirement, "Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry." He spends all his time 

and efforts focusing on his needs now and in the future.  

God's view of this man is quite different; "You fool (ἄφρων)." This is the same word used 

in the Septuagint's translation of Psalm 14:1; "A fool says in his heart, 'There is no God.'" 

He is completely ignorant of the real situation. He thought the possessions he acquired 

by his efforts would assure him of a life of leisure. He left God out of all his plans. When 

God interrupts his plans by ending his time of grace on this earth, he is completely 

unprepared for eternity. All he has accumulated will be left to others. He stands before 

God as a spiritual beggar. God has one choice when it comes to this rich man's eternity; 

he sends him to hell. Notice too that Jesus says this rich man won't be the only person 

in hell because of materialism.  

Few in Western society live as if possessions and security are not the most 

important aspects of life. This chapter of Luke opposes the idolatry of security 

and urges a profound trust in God, not money. 

The most obvious arena where this parable deserves a voice is our view of 

retirement, which looks very much like the rich fool's soliloquy. We are not 

content to make a living; we want to make a killing or at least enough to retire 

early. But life is not about taking our ease and taking care of ourselves. To be 

"rich toward God" means to live productively, reflecting the character of God in 

all our relations.  

Other areas where this parable has pertinence involve the choices we make with 

our resources, most notably in weddings and funerals. In modern society both 

have become pictures of fantasy and occasions for inordinate expense. Christians 

should rethink what it means to be rich toward God in our public displays.7 

A final thought on the parable. This parable is not meant just for the wealthy. Even those 

who aren't wealthy can be just as driven by greed and focused on things instead of God. 

                                              
7 Snodgrass, Klyne R. (2008). Stories with Intent, A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (pp. 399-

401). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co. 
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Shrewd Manager: Luke 16:1-13 

Context 

Chapter 15 of Luke has been referred to as "the lost and found chapter." It contains 

three parables about lost things. The final parable is often referred to as the parable of 

"The Prodigal Son." Jesus uses these parables to address the complaints of the Pharisees 

and teachers of the law about the people that Jesus associates with like tax collectors. 

As usual, they feel justified in their complaints about Jesus' actions. "A Jewish 

commentary on Exodus 18:1 says, 'Let not a man associate with the wicked, not even to 

bring him to the law.' Jesus is going totally against this rabbinic advice."8 But that is 

what we would expect from Jesus; "The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was 

lost" (Lk 19:10).  

Chapter 16 begins a large section of Luke's Gospel that present a series of stories about 

outcasts. Jesus is speaking to his disciples, but the Pharisees are there listening to his 

every word. The parable of the shrewd manager begins this section.  

The Parable 

1 Jesus told his disciples: "There was a rich man whose manager was accused of 

wasting his possessions. 2 So he called him in and asked him, 'What is this I hear 

about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be 

manager any longer.' 3 "The manager said to himself, 'What shall I do now? My 

master is taking away my job. I'm not strong enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to 

beg— 4 I know what I'll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome 

me into their houses.' 5 "So he called in each one of his master's debtors. He 

asked the first, 'How much do you owe my master?' 6 " 'Eight hundred gallons of 

olive oil,' he replied. "The manager told him, 'Take your bill, sit down quickly, and 

make it four hundred.' 7 "Then he asked the second, 'And how much do you 

owe?' " 'A thousand bushels of wheat,' he replied. "He told him, 'Take your bill 

and make it eight hundred.' 8 "The master commended the dishonest manager 

because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in 

dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. 9 I tell you, use 

worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be 

welcomed into eternal dwellings. 10 "Whoever can be trusted with very little can 

also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be 

dishonest with much. 11 So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly 

wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 12 And if you have not been 

trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your 

own? 13 "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love 

                                              
8 Prange, V. H. (1988). Luke (p. 172). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House. 
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the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot 

serve both God and Money." (Lk 16:1–13)  

Jesus tells a story about a dishonest manager who is accused of wasting his employer's 

money. He is called to give an account of his actions. He knows he is guilty so he takes 

steps to secure his future when he is no longer employed. How does he do that? He 

again wastes his employer's money. This time he tells those who owe his employer 

money, to reduce their bills. The first large debtor is allowed to cut his bill in half. The 

second is allowed to take 20 percent off his bill. The rich man compliments his manager 

for the shrewd and prudent way in which he uses money (even though it's not his own) 

to guarantee a more secure future for himself. This manager is using his employer's 

money to make friends with his employer's debtors. He is also putting them under 

obligation to himself. He feels confident that later on, when he is unemployed, he will be 

able to go to them for help. 

"The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For 

the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the 

people of the light" (Lk 16:8). The rich man actually commends his dishonest employee. 

He is not commending him for his dishonesty, but for acting shrewdly (φρονίμω). The 

Greek word means to act intelligently, to use your power to think things out carefully. 

Unbelievers know how to do business in a sin filled world to benefit themselves. When 

an opportunity presents itself, they act decisively to make sure things work out for their 

benefit. They are singularly minded, focused on themselves. All their efforts are directed 

toward putting money—anybody's money—to the best possible use for their benefit.  

"For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are 

the people of the light." Do you think Jesus disciples caught the accusation that Jesus is 

making here? Do "the people of the light"—Jesus disciples show the same concern for 

the future which they know is eternal? In this world a believer has "split vision"; one eye 

on the concerns of this world and one eye on the kingdom, but do we allow ourselves to 

be denominated more by concerns for the here and now rather than Christ's eternal 

kingdom?  

In v9, Jesus applies this parable to his disciples; "I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain 

friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal 

dwellings" (Lk 16:9). The NIV translation of this verse is not literal but a free translation 

that correctly reproduces the meaning of the original. The KJV gives a literal translation 

of v9; "And I say unto you, Make to yourselves friends of the mammon (μαμωνᾶς) of 
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unrighteousness; that, when ye fail, they may receive you into everlasting habitations."9 

Prange notes in The People's Bible; 

The word mammon is found in the Greek text and goes back to the same Hebrew 

root as that found in amen. It means "that in which one puts trust." It came to 

mean simply "money" or "possessions," the earthly things in which so many trust. 

It is called unrighteous, or worldly, in contrast to the true heavenly treasure.10 

Here are a couple more free translations that might help explain the meaning of this 

verse:  

And I tell you, with the money that's often used in wrong ways win friends for 

yourselves so that when it's gone, you'll be welcomed into the everlasting 

homes.11 

Put yourself in a good position through your use of money, which so easily leads 

you astray, so that when this age is over God will receive you into his eternal 

dwelling.12 

Jesus is instructing his disciples to "use worldly wealth to gain friends" for themselves, so 

that when it is gone (at their death or Jesus' return), they "will be welcomed into eternal 

dwellings." They can use money to win others for Christ. They can use money for 

extending Christ's kingdom throughout the world. When this money suddenly "is gone," 

when Christ returns or death comes, then they "will be welcomed into eternal 

dwellings." Luther and others believe this welcome will come from those whom these 

Christians have helped with their gifts for the Lord's work. Others believe it refers to God 

himself. What we know is that every believer will hear these words of Jesus; "Whatever 

you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me" (Mt 25:40). 

Jesus ends this parable with these words; "No servant can serve two masters. Either he 

will hate the one and love (ἀγαπάω) the other, or he will be devoted to the one and 

despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money (μαμωνᾶς)" (Lk 16:13). It is 

worth noting that Jesus uses the Greek word ἀγαπάω; the word for God's one-sided love 

                                              
9 The Holy Bible: King James Version. (2009). (Electronic Edition of the 1900 Authorized Version., Lk 16:9). 

Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc. 

10 Prange, V. H. (1988). Luke (pp. 181). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House. 

 
11 Beck, William F. (1976). Luke (p. 172). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House. 

 
12 Snodgrass, Klyne R. (2008). Stories with Intent, A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (p. 415). 

Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co. 
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for sinners. Only one person or thing can have our ἀγαπάω—can be the Lord of our 

hearts.  

Archbishop William Temple once said, "Your religion is what you do with your 

solitude." In other words, the true god of your heart is what your thoughts 

effortlessly go to when there is nothing else demanding your attention. What do 

you enjoy daydreaming about? What occupies your mind when you have nothing 

else to think about? Do you develop potential scenarios about career 

advancement? Or material goods such as a dream home? Or a relationship with a 

particular person? One or two daydreams are not an indication of idolatry. Ask 

rather, what do you habitually think about to get joy and comfort in the privacy 

of your heart?13 

God demands that he holds first place in our life.  

The Pharisees are in the background listening as Jesus speaks these words to the 

disciples. These elders of the church had taught all the people that earthly riches are a 

sign of God's favor; a reward for a life of good works. Riches became a cause for pride in 

the people especially the Pharisees.  

In this parable, Jesus shows them and his disciples that this is the wrong attitude about 

wealth. Wealth and possession are indeed a gift of God.  They are given for a purpose. 

They are to be used for service in God's kingdom. God, the giver of these gifts, is always 

more important than the gifts. If money takes priority over God, then it is 

mismanagement that can be eternally disastrous.  

This parable's application to materialism drew my thoughts to these words of Paul; 

7 But just as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in 

complete earnestness and in your love for us—see that you also excel in this 

grace of giving. 8 I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of 

your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others. 9 For you know the 

grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he 

became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich. (2 Co 8:7–9)  

Paul had just held up the Macedonians as a model of giving to the Corinthians. These 

Macedonians were not rich by any measure. They were in fact poor. Yet, they were 

zealous to give what little they had for the work in God's kingdom. They did it with 

joyful hearts. Then he points them to Jesus who is the Creator and owner of everything. 

Jesus gave up all he had to come to this world and redeem us. Giving for the work of 

the kingdom is a fruit of faith. It is the response of a grateful heart to the goodness of 

                                              
13 Keller, Timothy (2009). Counterfeit Gods (p. 168). New York, NY: Penguin Random house LLC. 
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God. If God and his grace is what you love most, you will give your money away to 

ministry, charity, and the poor in surprising amounts.  

Is materialism a problem for you? What do you spend most of your money on? Is it 

clothing, children, or grandchildren? Is it the latest gadget like an iPhone, Fitbit, Surface 

Book Pro, or 4K TV? Is it vacations, a boat, gambling, or season tickets for your favorite 

team? Is it the latest status symbol such as homes and cars? The mark of an idol is that 

you spend too much money on it. Jesus said, "Where your treasure is, there is your heart 

also" (Matthew 6:21). Your money flows effortlessly toward your heart's greatest love.  

 

The Rich Man and Lazarus: Luke 16:19-31 

Context 

This parable follows the previous parable above. Jesus' teaching about the importance 

of being trustworthy in our handling of worldly wealth. When the Pharisee heard this 

parable they "were sneering at Jesus" (Lk 16:14). In the verse just prior to this parable, 

Jesus seems to be responding to a remark made by someone. One of the Pharisees 

could have claimed that Jesus had no right to talk about what was detestable in God's 

sight, because in their view he is too careless with some of the laws. Jesus responds with 

this familiar statement; "It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least 

stroke of a pen to drop out of the Law" (Lk 16:17). Then Jesus spoke about the sanctity 

of marriage. Many of the Pharisees and religious leaders made it easy for a man to 

divorce his wife.  

The Parable 

19 "There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in 

luxury every day. 20 At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with 

sores 21 and longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table. Even the dogs 

came and licked his sores. 22 "The time came when the beggar died and the 

angels carried him to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried. 23 

In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with 

Lazarus by his side. 24 So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and 

send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I 

am in agony in this fire.' 25 "But Abraham replied, 'Son, remember that in your 

lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but 

now he is comforted here and you are in agony. 26 And besides all this, between 

us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from 

here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.' 27 "He answered, 

'Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father's house, 28 for I have five 

brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of 

torment.' 29 "Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen 
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to them.' 30 " 'No, father Abraham,' he said, 'but if someone from the dead goes 

to them, they will repent.' 31 "He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and 

the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.' " 

There are few cultural items that are worth noting before we look at this parable. Purple 

fabric was rare and expensive because of the difficult process of obtaining the dye. So, 

the purple clothing of the rich man is a mark of luxurious living. Bread was used to wipe 

the hand of those who were eating and it was thrown under the table. This is another 

symbol of the desperate situation Lazarus was in. There is no mention of Lazarus being 

buried while Jesus notes that the rich man was buried. At this time, not being buried was 

viewed as a sign of God's curse.  

This parable is very similar to the one we looked at in Chapter 12 concerning the foolish 

rich man. That man planned to "take life easy; eat, drink and be merry" (Lk 12:19). 

However, he never got the chance. The rich man in this parable seems to enjoy his 

prosperity and wealth for some time, but they end up in the same place at death; they 

end up in hell.  

In this parable Jesus presents two people; a rich man and a poor man named Lazarus. 

The way Jesus tells this parable, the rich man's and Lazarus' situations couldn't be more 

different. The rich man is extremely rich and lives an extremely luxurious life. In fact, it 

seems to be the entire focus of his life; he "lived in luxury every day." Lazarus is 

extremely poor and his physical health is extremely poor. Lazarus waits at the door of 

the rich man for charity. We get no indication that the rich man ever noticed that 

Lazarus was at his door. When the rich man and Lazarus die their eternal situations are 

reversed. Lazarus is in heaven and the rich man is in hell.  

This parable demonstrates how an improper attitude toward money will affect a man's 

attitude toward God as well as toward his fellow man and will have dreadful eternal 

consequences.  

What the parable attacks is a particular kind of wealth, wealth that does not see 

poverty and suffering. It attacks the idea that possessions are for one's own use 

and that they are owned without responsibility to God and other people.  

The rich man's wealth and self-centeredness do not allow him to see Lazarus. If 

Jesus asked Simon, "Do you see this woman?" (Luke 7:44), he could as well have 

asked the rich man, "Do you see Lazarus?" The ability to see is the mark of 

Christian discipleship.14 

                                              
14 Snodgrass, Klyne R. (2008). Stories with Intent, A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (pp. 433-

434). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co. 
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Looking at our world today, we see increasingly that our societies are divided into "the 

haves" and "the have-nots." In our own country, we've seen this gap grow with the 

sagging economy and booming stock market. Look at cities like New York and Chicago 

where you have multimillion dollar condos that cast a shadow on poverty-stricken 

neighborhoods.  

There is not a one of us in this room today that are not rich according to the world 

standard. Many of us have two cars, a nice home, wonderful clothes, cell phone, internet, 

cable TV, multiple vacations, and the list goes on. The poor are all around us. Do you see 

the beggar at the street corner? Maybe you do and you roll up your window.  

A friend of mine shared a story with me. He loves coffee. He has a big and growing 

family so there isn't a lot of extra cash for a "good" cup of coffee. However, he tries to 

scrounge enough money each week for one $5 cup of really good coffee at his favorite 

place. Often times there was man begging outside of this store. He couldn't remember 

the number of times he passed him without giving him a second thought. But one day 

he did stop. He spent time talking with the man. He learned about all of this man's 

troubles. He told the man about Jesus and even invited him to church. As he was 

leaving, he gave him the $5 he was going to spend on his cup of coffee. He has no idea 

what the man did with money. He's never seen the man at church. But the man heard 

about Jesus and had enough money to eat a couple of meals that day.  

Brothers, do we take time to personally help the poor? If you are like me, most of the 

time I'm so caught up in fulfilling my own needs that I forget about the poor. I don't 

forget to pay my mortgage, cell bill, cable bill, car payment, or any of my bills. I don't 

forget to give my check to church each week. Sure, some of that gift to the church goes 

to help the poor, but I don't often give that any thought. I could give to the local food 

bank. I could volunteer at the school to help provide and serve meals to poor children in 

our area. There are a lot of things I could do. But I don't often do them. I must 

shamefully admit I am too much like that rich man that "lived in luxury every day."  

 

Materialism in America 

I don't think any of us would be surprised by the news that materialism is a problem 

here in the United States. It is not just a problem with adults, but now it is a fast growing 

problem with children. Below are some quotes from varies articles I reviewed. 

According to a national survey commissioned by the Center for a New American 

Dream, American children aged 12 to 17 will ask their parents for products they 

have seen advertised an average of nine times until the parents finally give in, 

with 55% of kids saying their parents will eventually give in. Worse, among 12-to-
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13-year-olds, 62% say that buying certain products makes them feel better about 

themselves. 

A survey by the Millward Brown global market research agency shows that 8- to 

12-year-olds in America are more materialistic than anywhere else in the world. 

75% desire to be "rich," and kids here in the U.S. are more likely to believe that 

their clothes and brands describe who they are and define their social status.15 

 

Melissa Greenwood sees it every day at her high school: the hyper-focus on 

designer labels, the must-have trendy cell phones, the classmates driving sport 

utility vehicles. "It bothers me because I would like to think I am the opposite," 

said Melissa, a 16-year-old high school junior from Arlington Heights, an affluent 

suburb of Chicago. She says she sometimes finds it difficult to avoid the urge to 

fit in." Let's face it," she said. "Honestly, what teenage girl doesn't want to look 

cute and have the latest accessories?" 

Polls show that the obsession with material things is growing and that being rich 

is more important to young people today than in the past.16 

 

It's one of those days when I'm dissatisfied. I don't like what I look like. I don't like 

the stuff in my room. I don't like my boring life. I need more stuff to feel better. 

To feel new. I go to the mall because it promises to help me. The Gap, J. Crew, 

Anthropologie, American Eagle. I can't miss. . . I find myself wanting things. Not 

because I need them, but because they seem like they'll make me more 

interesting, more exciting. Like somehow, the stuff I own can change the life I 

have. When I look at the ads in magazines or on TV, that's what stuff promises 

me: A better life, a better me.17 

 

Like so many families, the Wilsons' lives revolve around their kids' sports. Her 14-

year-old son Liam, has been playing club soccer since he was seven, while his 

sister, Ella, 12, is a competitive gymnast. The family doesn't see their 

grandparents or attend relatives' birthday parties during the fall and spring 

because there are always soccer games. Denise … admits she is addicted to 

                                              
15 http://www.growingagreenfamily.com/spoiled-consumer-minded-kids/ 

16 http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2007/jan/22/20070122-111119-1982r/?page=all 

17 http://www.christianitytoday.com/iyf/hottopics/faithvalues/christians-and-materialism.html 
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watching her children play. . . "If I can't go to a game, I'll have this weird sadness 

and I don't know what to do with myself."18 

I could have listed many more things, but I think you get the picture. The devil is busy 

convincing us that we can find true happiness from the things of this world 

(horizontally). But there is never enough stuff to make us happy. We can't find true 

happiness in a place God didn't design us to find true happiness. True happiness comes 

from our relationship with the one true God (vertically). Only through God given faith in 

Jesus can we have true happiness and peace. That is the way we were designed.  

 

Final Thoughts 

My path to the full time ministry is much different than the path for most of you. I didn't 

grow up WELS. I didn't attend a Christian day school or high school. I went to a major 

university and graduated with a Mechanical Engineering degree. I spent over twenty 

years in the corporate world of America. In that world, materialism isn't considered a 

problem. It's a way of life. The amount of material items you accumulate are a measure 

of success. 

Let me share a quote with you from Timothy Keller's book Counterfeit Gods, 

We will not escape our idolatry of success simply by berating ourselves over it. At 

the end of the 1990s, just before the dot-com crash and September 11, 2001, the 

excessive emphasis on success and materialism was exposed in an article by 

Helen Rubin in the magazine Fast Company. 

Of all the subjects we obsess about . . .  success is the one we lie 

about the most—that success and its cousin money will make us 

secure, that success and its cousin power will make us important, 

that success and its cousin fame will make us happy. It's time to 

tell the truth: Why are our generation's smartest, most talented, 

most successful people flirting with disaster in record numbers? 

People are using all their means to get money, power, and glory—

and then self-destructing. Maybe they didn't want it in the first 

place! Or didn't like what they were when they finally achieved it.19 

Rubin makes an important point when she says that success, money, power, and fame 

all cousins of one another. It's been my personal experience that success, money, power, 

and fame are so closely tied together that you can't separate them. Understanding this 

                                              
18 http://qz.com/578166/american-parents-have-become-obsessed-with-their-children-being-good-at-

sports/ 

19 Keller, Timothy. (2009). Counterfeit Gods, The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only 

Hope that Matters. (p. 92) New York, NY: The Penguin Group.) 
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close connection between success, money, power, and fame is critically important. I'll do 

my best to try to explain this point from my own life experience.  

My dad believed in hard work. I was very young when he shared with me Paul's words to 

Timothy, "If a man will not work, he shall not eat" (2 Th 3:10). Dad believed that hard 

work would help you overcome any challenge in your life. I saw that play out in his life. 

There were many nights after our family devotion that dad headed to the dining room 

table to take correspondent classes so he could qualify for the next promotion or 

opportunity at work. It is a lesson that I have never forgotten.  

Any of you who really know me, know that I'm not the best athlete or scholar in this 

room. However, I always made good grades and I was successful in athletics even in 

college. I did it by hard work. I believed I could outwork anyone.  

I graduated from engineering school in 1984. It took me six years to get my degree 

because I got married and there were bills to pay. That attitude of "I can outwork 

anyone," is what I took with me into my professional life. I poured all of my effort into 

climbing the corporate ladder. And it paid off. My span of control was greater than any 

other manager at the company. My salary was higher than any other manager. I got the 

best perks. I was the manager that got to take the business trips to the Orient and 

Europe. I routinely filled in for the vice president when he was gone. My dad was right; 

hard work brings success.  

If you would have asked me if success, money, power, and fame were my god, I would 

have thought you were nuts. I was regular in church and Bible study. I served on church 

committees every year. I was a good giver; 10% no problem. Yes, I had listened to all the 

stewardship sermons. I was accomplishing everything on God's check list. If anybody 

questioned this, I knew they were wrong. How else could you explain the success, 

money, power, and fame that God was giving me for all my hard work.  

That sounds familiar doesn't it. It's the attitude of the Pharisees in Jesus' day. Material 

blessings were a sign of God approval. Success, money, power, and fame go hand-in-

hand for those who've earned God's favor. It fits our American life style. You work hard, 

you accomplish what your company wants, then you are rewarded. My relationship with 

God, and there are many others like me, was based on what I did. The more things I 

completed on God's check list, the more he blessed me. And I poured myself into 

church work just like my job. I was a wreck and I didn't know it.  

What changed me? It wasn't a sermon on Sunday morning. It wasn't a Bible study. It was 

a pastor who took the time to get to know me. It was a pastor, led by God at just the 

right moment to say to me, "You're looking for satisfaction, joy, and peace in the wrong 

place. Go home, read Ecclesiastes, and we'll talk about what you read." That night 

changed the entire direction of my life. I discovered for the first time that I would never 
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find perfect peace, joy, and love horizontally—from this world. The only place I could 

find perfect peace, joy, and love was vertically—from God. It is a lesson I have to relearn 

every single day. 

Do I still struggle with materialism? Yes, every day of my life. I am so blessed by our 

Lord. Everywhere I look I see his blessings. Far too often his blessings, rather than the 

Lord hold my attention. May the Lord give me eyes to see this sin and the humility and 

strength to repent of this sin every single day.  
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Attachment 1 

 

Parables of Jesus in Chronological Order 

 Parable Matthew Mark Luke 

1 New cloth on an old coat 9:16 2:21 5:36 

2 New wine in old wineskins 9:17 2:22 5:37-38 

3 Lamp on a stand (also see #6) 5:14-15   

4 Blind man   6:39-42 

5 A tree and its fruit   6:43-45 

6 The wise and foolish builders   6:46-49 

7 Wise and foolish builders 7:24-27  6:47-49 

8 Moneylender forgives unequal debts   7:41-43 

9 Lamp on a stand (2nd time, see #3)  4:21-22 8:16, 11:33 

10 Rich man foolishly builds bigger barns   12:16-21 

11 Servants must remain watchful (also see #44)   12:35-40 

12 Wise and foolish servants (also see #42)   12:42-48 

13 Unfruitful fig tree   13:6-9 

14 Sower and four types of soil 13:3-8, 18-23 4:3-8, 14-20 8:5-8, 11-15 

15 Weeds among good plants (Kingdom of 

Heaven) 

13:24-30, 36-43   

16 Growing seed (Kingdom of Heaven)  4:26-29  

17 Mustard seed (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:31-32 4:30-32 13:18-19 

18 Yeast (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:33  13:20-21 

19 Hidden treasure (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:44   

20 Valuable pearl (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:45-46   

21 Fishing net (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:47-50   

22 Owner of a house (Kingdom of Heaven) 13:52   

23 Lost sheep (sheep as children, also see #29) 18:12-14   

24 The sheep, gate, and shepherd (John 10:1-5,7-18) 

25 Master and his servant   17:7-10 

26 Unmerciful servant (Kingdom of Heaven) 18:23-34   

27 Good Samaritan   10:30-37 

28 Friend in need   11:5-8 

29 Lowest seat at the feast   14:7-14 

30 Invitation to a great banquet   14:16-24 

31 Cost of discipleship   14:28-33 

32 Lost sheep (sheep as sinners, also see #20)   15:4-7 

33 Lost coin   15:8-10 

34 Lost (prodigal) son   15:11-32 

35 Shrewd manager   16:1-8 (9-13) 
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36 Rich man and Lazarus   16:19-31 

37 Workers in the vineyard, early and late 20:1-16   

38 Persistent widow and crooked judge   18:2-8 

39 Pharisee and tax collector   18:10-14 

40 King's ten servants given minas (also see 

#48) 

  19:12-27 

41 Two sons, one obeys one does not 21:28-32   

42 Wicked tenants 21:33-44 12:1-11 20:9-18 

43 Invitation to a wedding banquet 22:2-14   

44 Signs of the future from a fig tree 24:32-35 13:28-29 21:29-31 

45 Wise and foolish servants (2nd time, see #9) 24:45-51   

46 Wise and foolish virgins 25:1-13   

47 Servants must remain watchful (2nd time, see 

#8) 

 13:35-37  

48 Three servants given talents (also see #40) 25:14-30   

49 Sheep and goats will be separated 25:31-46   
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Attachment 2 

What's a Parable? 

Almost every confirmed Lutheran has been taught a simple definition of a parable: a 

parable is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. A parable can be an extended simile 

or a metaphor.  

A simile is a figure of speech in which one thing is compared to another, often using the 

words like or as. A simile is often a single sentence: "That athlete is like a lion." A parable 

is an extended simile, often a short story or an illustration from life. Jesus would say, "The 

kingdom of God is like . . ." Others are metaphors, comparisons made without using like 

or as: "That athlete is a lion." By most counts there are more than 30 examples of 

extended similes and metaphors-parables-found in the New Testament, by which Jesus 

taught the people.  

Through these simple stories, Jesus helps us wrestle with the nature of the spread of the 

gospel, the essence of the kingdom of God, and how he calls us to live as his holy 

people in a sin-filled world.  

Why address such deep and challenging topics in such simple, down-to-earth stories? 

You don't really need to turn to the Bible to find the answer to that question. Even non-

Christians speak of the good Samaritan, the prodigal son, or the pearl of great price. It is 

because they are so simple and down-to-earth that parables are such effective tools.  

Stick to the point of Comparison!  

While the definition of a parable is fairly simple, the message of parables can often be 

considerably more challenging. As a form of simile or metaphor, parables generally have 

three parts: a known, an unknown, and the point of comparison between them. Take the 

following example: Steve is like a bear in the morning. The person telling the parable is 

using a known (the surly nature of a bear) to explain the unknown (what Steve is like in 

the morning). The point of comparison is the grumpy disposition shared by Steve and 

the bear.  

That sounds simple enough, but it is very easy to abuse or twist the intended meaning 

of a parable if we don't stick to the main point of comparison. To say that the speaker 

intended to teach us that Steve sprouts fur and claws every night and wakes up like that 

would be to misconstrue what the speaker intended to say about Steve.  

 

(Seifert, Joel C. (2013). Bible Discovery Series, God's Imagery, Interpreting Scripture's 

Symbols, Parables, and Word Pictures. (pp. 81-82) Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern 

Publishing House.) 


