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Purses That Don’t wear Qut

A sermon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Preshyterian Chursh, Oxford, PA on August 9, 1992, the
9th Sunday after Pentecost. Soripture Lessons: Luke 12:32-40.

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON ARD OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

One night when | was about four years old fmy parents tucked me into bed.
My mom sat on the edge of my bed and rny father stood silhouetted by the light
behind him. They had something to nive me. My father held in his hand s leather
bag with a silver draw string. He told me how his mother had niven it to him when
he was a 1iltle boy. Her parenis had giver it to her. It was an ancient purse. (L

1ooked nothing Tike the purses we have today. It was out of style and yet it

showed no sign of wear,

My father turned it over in his hand, exsmine it with great care and then he
handed it to-me. “Thig is the mast veluable possession | can ever give.” He spoke
very solemmg‘. “MNever lnsé it. Ne;éf ,la‘t angbndg £ake it from you. Open it and see
what's inside.” 1 loosened the silver string and resched inside. There were no gold
or silver coins inside. Instead there were promises. My father detected rmy look of
disapointment. “Don’t be disappointed. These promises are more valuable than
money”, he whispered. | took out a promise and gave it to my father to read. It
said, "Fear not, 1ittle flock. It is your father’s good pleasure to give you the
kingdom.” He said, “There’ll come & time when some people will tell you that
there’s nothing mare real than money and possessions. They'tt tell you not to trust
éngthing you can’t touch or eat or see. They1l tell you that there’s no kingdom and

ne King, but you roust not telieve them.” It was very lang aga when my father said

these things and | was very, very sleepy and sometimes wonder if it was all a
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dream.

Jesus was traveling to Jerusalem where he had a rendezvous with death. He
told hig disciples, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it’s your Father’'s good
pleasure to give you the kingdom. Sell your posssessions, and give alms. Make
purses for yourselves that don’t wear out, ané unfailing treasure in heaven, where
il th:@f'ff comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there your
fieart will be also.”

Maney a‘nd possessions are twao of the most powerful concerns in our lives.
what can fill ue with more fear than the thought of losing our money and
possessions or going bankrupt or having our car repossessed? Can you think of
anything that’s the source of mare fear than money?  “How’m 1 going to pay these

bills?” “How will | ever afford to send my kids to college?” “1 hope that check
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doesn’t bounce.” “How’'m | going to pay my workers?” “wWhere’m | going to get
maney for food and the mortgage?” “I hope the car doesn’t breask down?” “Will |
have enough to live an when | retire? will | become a financial burden to ny
children in my old age?” Our fears about money and possessions are two of our
most powerful fears in aur life.

And in the face of all these fears, Jesus tells his disciples, “Sell your
possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an
unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys.”

Mowr 1et’s face it. Mene of us obeys this commmand. We're all too afraid to

obey it. In fact, I've been taught to interpret it in such a way so that nothing
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would be s&id that would require our conversion. We corafort ourselves by telling
ourselves how difficult this passage is to interpret.

1. We say, “Jesus doesn’t give this command to everyone. He gave it Lo his
disciples back then or to & few extracrdinary pecple today like Mother Theress. He
doesn’t rmean it for everybiedy.” But somehow, | Teel Tike I'm wiggling out frarm
under the command of Jesus.

2. We say, "Jesus didn’t mesn these words to be taken 1i terally. He really
meant that we should give sawe of our money and possessions to the poor, maybe
10%, but probably whatever we can spare. ‘We should make 8 pledge to the church
and take our worn out clathes to the Neighborhood Services Center. But somehaw |
say to myself, “Is that really all Jesus meant?”

3. Orwe say, “Jesus really meant that we should only be wi//izg to give up
all our money and possessions if we have to choose between them and Him.” But
somehoyr | feel I'm faced with that decision every day and often don’t make the
right choice.

4. Or we say, “He can’t mean what he says. It’s so impractical. What would
happen to the gross national product. ‘We’d all be on relief. We’d become a burden
on society.” So we say, “Jesus, your command is impractics] and intolerable and
were not going to obey it.”

The amazing thing is that some idiots have actually taken these words
literally and obeyed them. The disciples gave up sll to follow Jesus. The garly

church obeyed this for awhile. Around the year A.D. 300, Anthony, an Egyptian
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came to church one Sunday and heard these words of Jesus being read. He walked
out immediately, not even staying for the sermon. If he had stayed for the sermon
he probably would have heard the minister say, “Jesus really didn’t mean what he
said.” Anthony went out and sold all that he had and gave it to the poor. At that
time the Church had become weslthy and corrupt and had begun to loose sight of
their mission. Anthony bore witness to the reality of the Kingdom of God and
inspired a great revival of faith in Christ and obedience to his word.

Around &.D. 1200 Francis, a selfish, wealthy Italian met a poor leper on the
road. The sight of this unfortunate man filled Francis with a kind compassion that
he'd never felt before for the poor. He felt compelled to get off his horse and
embrace this leper and kiss him on his disfigured lips. Francis then hecame so
concerned for the poor that he went and sold a1l that he had and gave everything to
the poor. His life and testimony brought new life to a dead church grown wealthy
but spiritually weak. Through his preaching many men and women came to know
and obey Christ.

B Anthony and Francis lived longed ago. But is it possible, today, to be set
free from the fear of losing everything? Is it possible that there really is a God
who has come to us in Christ and given us a kingdom? s it possible that God
wants to make of us a congregation which bear witness to the reality of the
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Gospel? WOuldn t it be wonderful if we could really obtain for ourselves purses

that never wear uut trpaqure in heaven which can never be taken from us?_ T)o., oo w0,
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& couple of weeks ago our family went to the ocean for the day. | saw some
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people just plunge inta the cold surf. That’s not for me. | got my toes wet Tor a

while. Then | walked in up to my knees and stood there for a while. About fifteen

~minutes later | was up to my waist. Finally, | took the plunge. Mayhe that’s the

walj we have to deal with this difficult saying of Jesus. There may be a few
Anthonys ar Francises who plunge right in and obey. Most of will want to get our
toes wet first. How do we begin to abey what Jesus 5ays?

Maybe we could get our toes wet by writing up our wills in such a way that
we include the poor, along with our children, as our heirs. Matjbe ve could leave at
least @ portion of our estate for & ministry of the church that focuses an the poar,

And then maybe we could go in a little deeper and get our knees wet by

making & concerted effort to get 1o know soime poor peaple persenally. 1 prefer to

~_get to knaw-people who are Tike myself. [t would be very difficult for many of us

Lo get to know a poor person really well. Wouldn't it be s wonderful testirmony ta
the pawer of God if we were as concerned Lo bring the saving gospel of Jesus
Christ to the poorest people in our community as to the more wealthy?

And then maybe we could go up to our waist by raising our mission giving
right when we need money to complete our church? ‘what & testimony to the power
of God to see headlines screaming from the Oxford Tribune: Oxford Presbyterian
Church significantly increases its pledge to mission giving despite not having

enough maney te cornplete their new church. This money will be used to bring the

7
gospel of Christ to some af the pocrest people in the world” (o~ 3 el bo 7“‘"’0 )

I have a friend who use to pastor the Eastminster Prestyterian Church in
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_because you're struggling financiallyz .

¥ichita, Kansas., It was back around 1976, They were going through & multi-
million doller building campaign. They had raised over a millian dollars. Then an
earthquake hit Guatemala, destroying homes, villages and churches in a natian
that’s already poor. The minister went to the session and congregation and said,
“Let’s give our million dollars ta our brothers and sisters in Guatemala to rebuild
their homes and churches.” The idiots went alang with him.

Is it possibie that Jesus has come ta save us from our always wanting more
and never being satisfied with what we have? Wouldn’t it be great to become a
community of disciples where it’s safe to he poar; where you don’t have to feel
worthless and unwanted and undesirable if you're poor or unemployed or bankrupt.
“Where you can go to church and know that you won't be made to feel ashamer

Jesus wants us to know that Sod is trustworthy. Jesus wanis us to know
Lhat God is & great God, and & grest King above all gods. God is areater than
Mammon. God is greater than our maney and possessions. And the greatest fear
that a Christian should ever fear is not the fear of losing our money and
possessions but 1osing our hold on the reality of Christ and his Kingdarn.

Jesus didn’t come to make people more religious. The Bible portrays the
whale human race as being already incurably religious. we’re all so religious that
given the chance we'll worship just about snything and foremost amang the things
We Warship is maney and pessessions. when Jesus gave us this commandment he

wanted us to know that the chief human prablem isn’t secularism but idolatry. He



makes a frantal attack on this power that money snd possessions have gver us. He

says to us, “Your va}ue doesn’t lie in how much money you have or how many
possessions you own.” Wil e

“Da not be afraid, 1ittle flock, for it's your Father’s qood pleasure Lo give
you the kingdom. Sell your posssessions, and give alme. Make purses far
yourselves that don’t wear out, andunfailing Lreasure in heaven, where no thef
comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there your heart

will be also.”

Let us pray: Rightecus Ged: you have taught us that the poot- shall have your kingdern ~apdHrRsRe
qertiE e siknterildbawasth. Keep the church poor enough o preach to poor people  and-hnedesammmb-to
waltk-rrithrihe-deendznd. Mever weigh us down with too much cash on hand. Save yaur church from vain display or
lavish comforts, so that, traveling Yight, we may move through the world showing your generous love, made
knowr in esus Christ our Lord. &men.

Pastoral Prayer
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L-:-r d God we praise 1:| o, wa worship you, be».,au;e bg o baptlsm into the bady of Chirist you hava given
us anew beginning, 3 new kind of I]fe %We know that much of our Tife - our thoughts, feelings, and actions - has not
yet been toushed or changed by the new life you have given: help us to see the elaims of your love in every part of
aur life and hiaving seen them to accept thern, so that evetything in us bay be remade by your love,

Eternal Father, you sent us your Son so that as he obeyed you perfectly your kingdorn on earth could
beqin. Mow that you have sent us the Spirit, help us to obey you as Christ did, su that your kingdorn begun in hirn
rnaiy be spraad in us,

We pray, Lord God, for your Church throughout the werld: that it may share to the full in the work of
your Son, revesling you, reconciling the world to yoursz1f; that Christians may learn to love one another, s you
have loved us.

We pray for cur country...

‘e pray for those who are anxious and frrightened. ..

For those who are tempted to the bresking point...

For those wha want te do gour will but don’t have the power...

For those who want to believe, but are filled with daubt...

For those who want to be filled by your Spirit and don’t know how ...

We pray for our community... especially for those who are on financially on the ropes.. for the
unernployed and under-employed...

We pray for those who have lost loved ones (Hanszns, Bromleys)

“We pray for the sick and dieing...

&nd now as Christ has taught us, hear us as we humbly pray...



