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THE MESSAGE OF THE REFORMATION? HARD WORK OR 
CONNECTIONS? 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Luke 12:13-21 

The Parable of the Rich Fool 

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

inheritance with me.” 14 But he said to him, “Man, who made me a judge or arbitrator 

over you?” 15 And he said to them, “Take care, and be on your guard against all 

covetousness, for one's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” 

16 And he told them a parable, saying, “The land of a rich man produced plentifully, 

17 and he thought to himself, ‘What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?’ 

18 And he said, ‘I will do this: I will tear 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, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, 

whose will they be?’ 21 So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich 

toward God.” 

 

It’s a great day to be a baseball fan in Kansas City! The Kansas City Royals are in the 

World Series, playing well, and could win it all. It appears that all of the hard work 

they’ve put in since spring training is paying off. All the grounders they’ve fielded, the 

fly balls they’ve chased, the hours of videotape they’ve studied, the hours of batting 

practice, the hours spent in the weight room have apparently paid off according to 

Royals pitcher Jeremy Guthrie. Guthrie was being interviewed from the dugout during 

the game Wednesday night. During that interview he mentioned a second ingredient 

for success in the World Series: good fortune. He used those very words: good fortune.  
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Every baseball fan knows what he meant. Hard work cannot produce that blooper fly 

ball that falls in neatly between the second baseman and the center fielder for an RBI 

single. Hard work does not make the right fielder lose a fly ball in the lights so that your 

hitter ends up with a stand up double instead of a long out. Hard work does not 

account for the ump making a bad call that allows your sliding runner to be called 

safe at the plate. Those are examples of what Jeremy Guthrie meant when he used 

the term “good fortune.” 

 

Hasn’t good fortune played a role in your own life? The jobs you’ve had, the work 

you’ve had the chance to do, the “crops you’ve harvested,” the fruits of your labor, 

the possessions you’ve accumulated. How much of it was the result of hard work and 

how much was the result of good fortune, or, as the Bible calls it, God’s grace? How 

have you experienced God’s amazing grace in your work life, particularly in the 

relationships God has given you?  

 

The connections you have.  The friend who told you about a job.  The church member 

who hired you. The encouragement from a pastor or teacher. The adults who taught, 

trained, and mentored you. The spouse who held you accountable. The supervisor 

who promoted you. The shop owner who helped you obtain his business. The God who 

gave you faith and strength and courage and ability. The God who gave you a 

healthy relationship with yourself, who gave you a sense of dignity. Yes, in your work life 

you have worked hard and accomplished much, but how much of what you have 

accomplished and accumulated has been due to God’s grace, especially through 

the relationships He has given you? 

 

But, then you see this fella who built bigger barns. It’s not just that he doesn’t see work 

as worship of God. It’s not just that he doesn’t see that it was by God’s grace that the 

weather cooperated perfectly as well as the crop-eating pests. What is truly confusing 

is that this man speaks and acts as if he has no relationships. It’s as if he got this wealth 

all by himself. In his decision to build bigger barns, he does not confer with his wife or 

friends. In his reveling over the crop, he doesn’t thank God or consider giving his 

workers a bonus.  
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The word “my” is intentionally emphasized here in Jesus’ parable. MY crops. MY barns. 

MY grain. MY goods. MYself. All of it is his. All the credit goes to himself for his hard work. 

His relationships, his connections, played no role in his acquiring of wealth, as he sees it. 

He is a rich man, because he has worked hard and because he has accumulated 

more than enough. 

 

Isn’t that the same mistake we make in how we identify the poor? They don’t work 

hard, and they have less than enough. It does not occur to us to consider the role their 

relationships have played in their becoming poor. How many of their relationships are 

broken? Are they experiencing social isolation? Is their relationship with God what it 

should be? Is their relationship with themself a healthy one? Do they have a sense of 

personal dignity, or do they have deep feelings of shame and inferiority and 

worthlessness?  

 

Typically, it does not occur to us to consider the relationships of those who are poor, or 

to consider that the first and foremost way we can alleviate their poverty by building a 

friendship with them. Instead, our first instinct in helping the poor is to give them food or 

money in the hope that it will help them pull themselves up by their own bootstraps.  

 

Is that the message of the Reformation? Is that the wording on Luther’s seal? Pull 

yourself up by your own bootstraps? Work hard? Earn your way?  Hold on – this is 

different, we would say. When we consider poverty, we’re not talking about eternal 

life. Eternal life is a free gift. Eternal life is by grace alone, through faith alone, but to 

make a living you have to earn it.  

 

What role have our relationships, our connections, played in our work life? What role 

has God’s grace played in our work life? What does Jesus teach us in this parable? 

That this wealth belongs to the rich man, because he worked for it? In this story, Jesus 

teaches us that the rich man’s soul belongs to God, and God can take back that soul 

whenever He wants. The rich man’s soul belongs to God, because everything he has 

belongs to God. Because anything you cannot take with you is not really yours. It’s a 

gift. It’s the daily bread that has come from the hand of God. It’s on loan to you. It’s a 

trust to be managed.  
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No matter what we think we did to get it, it was given to us as a gift and can be taken 

back from us at any time. You remember Jesus’ encounter with the rich young man in 

which Jesus instructed him to go and sell everything he had. What was Jesus trying to 

get him to do? To give up what he had earned?  No!  He was trying to get him to give 

up his belief that what he had he had earned. Jesus was trying to get him to admit 

that all he had was not his by way of hard work but was a gift of God’s grace to be 

used as such. Jesus was trying to get him to admit that everything he had was 

because of his connections, so that he would see the same is true of eternal life. We 

have eternal life because of our connections.  

 

What would Jesus have us learn? We have eternal life because of our connections. In 

fact, everything we have, everything we call “mine,” is due to our connections. On our 

own we’re broken, our relationship with God is broken, our relationships with loved 

ones are broken, our relations with the poor are broken, our relationship with our stuff is 

broken, and our relationship with our self is broken till Jesus fixes our connections, fixes 

our relationships, reconciles our relationships beginning with our relationship with God.  

 

“For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Jesus and through Jesus to 

reconcile all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace 

through His blood, shed on the cross.” (Colossians 1:19-20)  

 

God promised there would be blood that reconciles, the bruising of the heel of the 

seed of Eve. For Adam and Eve’s relationships were broken. Their relationship with God 

was broken by their disobedience. Their relationship with one another was broken 

through Adam blaming Eve. Their relationship with “self” was broken. Lost was their 

sense of dignity and worth. It was replaced with shame, so they sowed fig leaves to 

cover their nakedness. But God promised to provide the reconciliation of all their 

relationships through the blood of Eve’s seed. Not by hard work but by connections. By 

Jesus reconnecting them to God by His own blood, by His own lifeblood. That didn’t 

mean Adam and Eve wouldn’t work hard in childbirth or by tilling the ground. It meant 

God would provide for them by His grace, so that their hard work could be offered to 

God as worship and the fruits of the labors could be offered to God as thanksgiving.  
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That’s what Jesus would have the poor learn from us. That is, our restored connection 

with God, our reconciliation with God through Christ. “I am broken and you are 

broken, but Jesus can fix us.” Jesus would address their poverty by reconciling them to 

God and then by reconciling them to others and then by reconciling them to 

themselves, with a sense of dignity and worth. We can’t do that reconciling. But, as 

Jesus has reconciled us to God, so He can reconcile us to the poor.  He reconciles us 

to accept them as they are and to build friendships with them first and foremost. So 

that He can begin to reconcile all of their relationships, so that through our friendship 

with them they learn that the bottom line is not hard work but connections, so that one 

day, by God’s grace, we all, rich and poor and in between may render our hard work 

to God not to earn anything but work hard as praise and thanks to God for the gift of 

eternal life through Jesus.  As praise and thanks to God for the talents and skills and 

opportunity to work that He’s given us, as praise and thanks to God for our daily 

bread.  As praise and thanks to God for the people He’s blessed us with in our lives!  

And even as praise and thanks to God for blooper singles!!   

 

Amen 

 


