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“The Barn Builder” 
A Sermon for 11 Pentecost – 4 August 2013  

St. Aidan Anglican Church, Moose Jaw 
 
How much of our own “petitionary prayers” come out of whitewashed self-
centeredness? 

 Notice some of the “first world problems” or “FWP” that blights the worldview 
of many people, including many Christians in our culture:  

o “I’m so cold – somebody set the AC to 72F, I need it at 74F” 
o “I’m starving – all I have to eat is…leftovers” 
o “Nobody cares about me – nobody commented or liked my FB status” 
o “Why do people put so much pressure on me – I don’t know what I 

want for my birthday” 
o “My iPhone 5 is too big for my skinny jeans” 
o “I went to go babysit, and the kids didn’t even know what their own Wi-

Fi password was” 
 
Today’s Gospel lesson carries on something from last week that is often overlooked; 
the story begins with prayer: “Teacher [Ask], tell [search] my brother to divide the 
family inheritance with me [knock].” 

 This anonymous petitioner has learned the lesson on prayer (from last week’s 
Gospel lesson [Luke 11:1-13) from Jesus very well: “Ask…search…knock…” 

 He is doing exactly what Jesus urged us to do 
o Not only that, he is asking a Rabbi to do something that Rabbis in the 1st 

century Jewish community were to do: be judges in the community 
o The man’s rights were being violated and justice – as we know from 

listening to all the Hebrew prophets from Isaiah to Malachi, including 
John the Baptist and Jesus himself – was important 

 
The man’s petition is not out of line then, but Jesus abruptly dismisses him – so much 
for formulaic prayer! Why the brush off? 

 Jesus has exercised elementary spiritual discernment 
 He discerned that the petition-prayer for justice was a cover for the man’s 

greed, for covetousness 
 It is one of the most common things among men and women who follow Jesus 

to try and use a good thing and something essential to the Kingdom of God as a 
cover for our sin 

 Normally, those who have committed themselves to following Jesus are not 
easily tricked into overt sin – we don’t normally set ourselves in the way of evil 

 For the most part, the Devil doesn’t waste his time tempting us with outright 
evil – he typically tempts us with something that looks good, but disguises evil 

 For me, I will jump in to bring about “reconciliation” between people without 
letting forgiveness and grace work its transformative power on its own in 
people’s lives – it makes me look good as the “helpful priest” 

 I can often speak “lies” with the same words that I use to declare truth, e.g.: 
o Is a cry for “justice” a whine for a more greed-driven money? 
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o Is a campaign against political corruption fuelled mostly by anger? 
o Is a proposal for evangelism a mask for idolatry to “King Number”? 
o Is a Mission Action Plan merely a blueprint for bloated ambition? 

 
Virtually every temptation that comes our way is disguised by a virtue and something 
right and necessary and good – the Puritans knew this: we tend to sin in our strengths 

 Thankfully, Jesus is not a simple prayer-answerer 
 He’s been through rigorous temptations before in the desert 

o Those 40 days in the wilderness forged a heart that was not naïve in 
these matters 

o Everything that the Devil put before Jesus was wrapped in Scripture 
packaging 

o Jesus was not tempted by the obvious evil but by the apparent good 
o Yet, Jesus stood firm, and now he sees through this man’s so very 

correct prayer – and stands fast 
o The man’s prayer request for justice was a smoke screen for greed – and 

Jesus’ story blew the smoke away 
 
Jesus goes about ignoring the man’s rights (for justice) and targets his greed 

 But he does so not directly but by the indirectness of a parable, a story 
 Will the man out of the crowd recognize himself in the story of the Barn 

Builder? 
 If he does, it will require an exercise in his imagination because parables are 

neither illustrations nor moral explanations 
o Parables are doors, drawing spectators into becoming participants 
o We are free to enter them or not, because the way God changes us is 

through invitation, not invasion 
o His truth doesn’t come as a stick, but as a story 

 
It doesn’t take much imagination, however, to realize that each of us live in a place of 
prodigious wealth – we live in a “barn-building” society 

 I’ve often reminded my children that being born in Canada is the biological 
equivalent to winning the lottery 

 But beyond our immediate country we recognize that God, the Creator, has 
given us not only what we need on planet earth, but much, much more 

o We aren’t just given a few trees for shade, but thick forests of birch, fir, 
and cedar 

o We aren’t just given a star or two to navigate by, but vast constellations  
o We aren’t just given a few birds to keep the insects under control, but a 

huge ballet of pirouetting martins flashing through the skies 
o Annie Dillard exclaims that over “the creator’s exuberance…the 

extravagant landscape of the world [is] given, given with pizzazz, given in 
good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over.”1 

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (New York: Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), p. 146. 
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Our wealth is not only exterior, but also interior 
 We are not barely saved, given only enough grace to cross the threshold into 

heaven 
 Rather, God is lavish, extravagant, and prodigious with His grace to us 

 
Because of this good wealth from God, greed is a nearly invisible sin – in our 
incredibly high standard of living and nearly unlimited access to consumer goods, we 
are all vulnerable to the sin of greed 

 Greed is a symptom of wealth, a disease that the affluent West is deeply 
infected with 

 We are rich, we have more than we need, and the moment we are wealthy, 
whether in goods or in God, we are liable to greed – it isn’t long before we start 
thinking of building bigger barns 

 What begins as a good – that is, pleasure in the extravagance of God’s blessing 
in creation and salvation – soon becomes an orgy of power and control 

 We reinterpret our wealth and position as something we created, something 
that we’re in charge of and we often use it to control others, like the “poor,” 
who must be organized and controlled by us 

 We tell ourselves that we are doing so much good, but we need bigger barns 
 Sometimes we become so busy building barns we have little energy left over for 

building the much more demanding and difficult personal relationships of love 
with God or our neighbour 

 
Eugene Peterson alerted me recently to the parallel between the first and last in the 10 
Commandments 

 The first is “You shall have no other gods before me”; the last is “You shall not 
covet” 

 The first commandment establishes our lives before God in pure worship so 
that we love him without compromise 

 The last commandment protects our friends and neighbours from becoming 
depersonalized into objects for my greed, things that I can love without loving 
them 

 Just as idolatry results in pollution of our love for God, so does greed result in 
pollution of our love for one another 

o In fact, in today’s reading from Colossians, Paul draws the connection 
between idolatry and greed together by writing: “Put to death…greed, 
which is idolatry” (Col 3:5)  

 If we keep the first commandment well and the last commandment well, all the 
commandments in between are protected: love God, love your neighbour 
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The parable of the barn builder is picture of greed: using what we have to get more 
instead of giving more away 

 The only true wealth we can have is a wealth of grace that we have received and 
of love that we can give 

 We can never truly be wealthy with power, money, or influence 
 Just as the parable of the barn builder exposes our greed-wealth, it calls us to a 

new kind of generosity 
 
In a lively sequence of vivid comments, Jesus drives home the ramifications of the 
parable in the lines that follow our Gospel lesson, let me read them from The Message: 
 

(Read: Luke 12:22–31 The Message) 
 
In our wealth and in the context of an affluent, consumer culture, how do I avoid 
greed? If we can’t control it, how do I limit its control of me? 

 Of course, we can avoid impulse buying – do I really need this? Wait a couple 
days before a significant purchase 

 Remember, every dollar you spend is a vote for a system 
 Give away money without telling others who it is from 
 Remember that your “tithes and offerings” are not just God’s 10%, but that all 

that we have comes from God, everything we have is grace 
 
Most importantly, we must simply discover and live out of the reality of our own 
poverty so that we can respond appropriately to God’s giving 

 Poverty is a condition in which we do not have what we need to live adequately 
 Only the needy are prayerful, and the reality is that we are all needy for God 
 When we discover our urgent need for God, we acquire energy to learn and live 

the language of prayer appropriately 
 Wealth is the opposite condition to poverty: we have far more than enough, we 

think we are self-made and in control, and in the process of building a barn 
that can handle the “more than enough” our language is stripped of the 
personal connection to God and to others 

 We lose our basic sense of neediness, God-neediness, and lose both the interest 
and the fluency in the true language of prayer 

 In our preoccupation with bigger barns, we can forget to ask for bread for our 
friends and neighbours 

 But as this story sinks into our imagination, making plans for building a huge 
barn suddenly seems like a pretty small project compared to asking for bread 
for our neighbour 

 Only the needy are prayerful, and each of us need a sense of our poverty so that 
in prayerful humility before God we can discover true wealth 

 


