
Deeper Study of Luke 12:13–21 
“The Parable of the Rich Fool” 

1. Context in Luke’s Gospel 

Luke 12 is part of a larger discourse (Luke 12:1–13:9) where Jesus teaches about true 
discipleship in light of coming judgment. Just prior to this passage, Jesus is warning about 
hypocrisy and persecution (vv. 1–12), calling people to fearless faith. Then suddenly, a man 
interrupts with a financial dispute (v.13), which Jesus declines to mediate. 

N.T. Wright notes this interruption highlights how fixated people can be on wealth, 
even in the presence of deep spiritual teaching. The man is tone-deaf to Jesus’ 
warnings, just as we can be when distracted by material anxieties. 

2. Linguistic Insights & Greek Word Study 

●​ “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance” (v.13):​
The Greek verb merisai (μερίσῃ) implies forced division or arbitration, not just sharing. 
The request is for Jesus to settle a legal dispute, suggesting the speaker is looking for a 
rabbinic ruling. 

●​ “Take care, and be on your guard against all covetousness” (v.15):​
Jesus uses two imperatives (horate and phylassesthe)—intensifying the urgency.​
The word for covetousness, pleonexia (πλεονεξία), literally means “the desire to have 
more” and is often associated with idolatry in Jewish and Greco-Roman literature. 

●​ “Soul” (v.19)  psychē (ψυχή):​
In Greek and biblical usage, this can mean life or self. The fool is talking to himself, not 
praying or seeking counsel, reflecting a closed, self-absorbed spirituality. 

●​ “Fool” (v.20)  aphrōn (ἄφρων):​
Used in OT wisdom literature for the one who rejects God’s way (cf. Psalm 14:1). Not 
unintelligent, but morally and spiritually bankrupt. 

●​ “Required of you” (v.20)  apaitousin (ἀπαιτοῦσιν):​
A rare plural verb here, possibly implying angelic agents or divine figures who “demand 
back” the life, like the return of a loan. It implies accountability and lack of control over 
life itself. 

Joel Green (NICNT) emphasizes that the fool assumes control over time, life, and 
goods, but Jesus’ parable exposes this delusion. 

3. Intertextual & Thematic Echoes 

●​ Ecclesiastes 2:18–19​
As noted by Mark Moore, the themes are nearly identical: amassing wealth only to lose 



it upon death. The “vanity” of gain echoes loudly in Jesus’ punchline.​
 

●​ Psalm 14:1​
As Thomas Long notes, the word “fool” echoes this psalm: “The fool says in his heart, 
‘There is no God.’” The rich man lives as if God is irrelevant, functional atheism.​
 

●​ Luke 15:11–32 (Prodigal Son)​
Long sees narrative parallels: 

○​ Both involve inheritance and self-focused plans. 
○​ Both have a moment of reflection: “What shall I do?” 
○​ But the prodigal turns back to the Father, while the rich fool doubles down 

on self. 
○​ The prodigal gets a feast hosted by grace; the fool throws a party for one. 
○​ Final judgment comes: in one case with restoration, in the other with death.​

 
●​ Luke-Acts & the Early Church​

As Long and others argue, Luke will later show how the early church lives 
counter-culturally: 

○​ Acts 2:44–47 and Acts 4:32–37 depict communal generosity and detachment 
from private wealth. 

○​ The parable anticipates this contrast between Kingdom economics and worldly 
greed. 

4. Theological and Eschatological Implications 

●​ Jesus is not a mere Rabbi or arbitrator (v.14)​
 He reorients the man’s, and our, concern from inheritance to eternal significance. 

●​ Life is not measured in possessions (v.15)​
 A radical critique of consumerism. Possessions deceive us with a false sense of 
permanence and peace. 

●​ A Kingdom Vision vs. a Barn Vision​
The rich fool sees security in “plenty of grain” (v.19), but the Kingdom calls us to see life 
as a gift to be stewarded, not a commodity to be hoarded. 

Dallas Willard wrote, “The idea that our security is in stuff is the illusion that spiritual 
formation breaks.”​
Living “rich toward God” means actively rethinking how we define success and where we 
place our trust. 

5. Summary: Living "Rich Toward God" 

Jesus calls us not just to avoid greed but to live by a better Kingdom vision.​
This is not about wealth vs. poverty but about trust, orientation, and stewardship.​
Being “rich toward God” means: 



●​ Seeing possessions as tools, not treasures. 
●​ Practicing generosity as a sign of Kingdom allegiance. 
●​ Living with the humility that life is a gift, not a guarantee. 

As Eugene Peterson put it:​
“If we build a barn for every blessing, we’ll never have room for God.” 
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