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There is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it; but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains. But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. In the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you to keep the commandment without spot or blame until the manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ, which he will bring about at the right time-- he who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords. It is he alone who has immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see; to him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen. As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty, or to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life.

           As our American society would measure things, I have never been a wealthy man. But if I were to broaden that search to include more than Europe and here, I am rich indeed: overflowing with clothing and musical instruments and more fabric than can possibly be stitched together in one lifetime. Materially, compared to most of the world’s population, I am rich. And so are you…

          We do live in a particularly material wing of a rather material hemisphere in an unabashedly material world. You would think, surrounded by so much wealth and interest in acquiring yet more wealth, that we would all be good with our money, that we would all have excellent financial habits. Uh huh… we know this is not remotely the case, and if we wonder why, some answers have been presented already this morning, courtesy of St. Paul in his advice-rich letter to his protégé, Timothy. He first offers this gem: There is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; for we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it; but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. He offers the reminder that we humans really shouldn’t need by now, that no matter how much you acquire, you can’t take it with you. All of our stuff that brings us so much pleasure and worry comes with an expiration date, and it matches our personal expiration date exactly.
Nevertheless, some of us get caught up in this impossible dream: as the story goes, there once was a rich man who was near death. He was very grieved because he had worked so hard for his money, and wanted to be able to take it with him to heaven. So he began to pray that he might be able to take at least some of his wealth with him. An angel appeared to him, and said "Sorry, but you can't take your wealth with you." The man begged the angel to speak to God to see if the rules might be bent. Shortly, the angel reappeared and informed the man that God had decided to allow him to bring one suitcase with him. Overjoyed, the man gathered his largest suitcase, and filled it with pure gold bars (evidently, he was also a power-lifter, but I digress), and placed it beside his bed. Soon afterward, he died and showed up at the gates of heaven to greet St. Peter, who said "Hold on, you can't bring that in here!" The man explained to St. Peter that he had permission and asked him to verify his story with the Lord. Sure enough, St. Peter checked it out, came back and said, "You're right. You are allowed one carry-on bag, but I'm supposed to check its contents before letting you through." St. Peter opened the suitcase to inspect the worldly items that the man found too precious to leave behind. Puzzled, he exclaimed, "You brought paving bricks?

	          Why do we keep falling for the glitter of our worldly gold? Paul knows why: But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains. These two sentences, if they were taken seriously, could totally change the world. We are encouraged at every turn, our whole lives, to acquire endlessly. We are taught that enough is never enough, just the opposite of biblical teaching. And we do fall into temptation, probably never more so in world history than now, when things we don’t need and can’t afford await just a few ‘clicks of the mouse’ in order to wing their way into our clutter collections. Many a night I have lain awake in bed and purchased stuff with just a few taps on my phone! We get trapped, as he says, by senseless and harmful desires, and our efforts to fulfill these desires has ruined an uncountable number of our brothers and sisters, and has maybe ruined some of us, too. Want to do something really sobering when you get home today? Here’s your homework: go inside, and have a good look around your house, and think: gee, all of this stuff used to be money!

          We now arrive at probably the most mis-quoted bit of Scripture ever: For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. How do we usually hear it? Money is the root of all evil, right? Not even close, friends. It is the love of money, the unmonitored desire for infinite money, that is, not the root, but a root in the giant tree of God’s economy. There is no Biblical defense of poverty for its own sake; there is no glory attached to being penniless, because in the larger picture, we are expected to have, to use, and even to enjoy wealth, remembering that it is a means to an end, not an end unto itself, and that the point of wealth is that we can afford the generosity that grows our souls.

          St. Paul leaves the generic behind now and addresses Timothy directly; if we are wise, we can try and take these words as personal advice. He says, but as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, and gentleness.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus encourages his listeners to lay up treasures in heaven, and these are exactly the kinds of treasures he means. Shun all the clap-trap, shun all the destructive schemes, and pursue righteousness. Become the homespun person we so frequently reference, your life woven out of good deeds and better future intentions, living your life on top of your foundational needs rather than under your questionable debts. Pursue faith, which is a gift of the Spirit, as is love, and also gentleness. Let go of your societal need to be the toughest one on the block; that need grows from the same root-stock as the intemperate love of money. Someday, we all will end our earthly lives, and Paul aggressively urges us not to shop till we drop, but to pursue more laudable goals.

          His final advice for today is simply this: Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and for which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. If you insist on being grasping, groping, and if you can’t live without acquiring something every single second, devote your energy to taking hold of something that will actually last forever, your life with God. Jesus led Paul right into this discussion with his teaching that the treasures to be most cherished are incorruptible, not at risk from moths or rust or theft. In modern times we have all heard the little line that the best things in life aren’t things. Absolutely, eternally, biblically true, friends…the best things in life aren’t things at all.

            Well…do your best with this ancient wisdom, laboring uphill against the tidal flow of society, and remember that there are some who will never, ever learn: an old miser, due to his terrible cheapness, had no friends nor family. Just before he died, he called his doctor, his lawyer, and his minister to come see him. They complied, and gathered together around his bed. "I always heard you can't take it with you, but I am going to prove you can," he said. "I have $150,000 cash hidden underneath my mattress. It's in 3 envelopes of $50,000 each. I want each one of you to grab one envelope now and just before they throw the dirt on my grave, you throw the envelopes in." Weeks later, the three attended the funeral, and true to their word, each threw their envelope into the grave. On the way back from the cemetery, the minister said, "I don't feel so good about this, I am going to confess, I desperately needed $20,000 for a new addition at the church, so I took out $20,000 and threw only $30,000 in the grave." The doctor said, "I, too, must confess. I am building a clinic, but I took $30,000 and threw in only $20,000." He looked ashamed. The lawyer said, "Gentlemen, I'm surprised, shocked, and ashamed of both of you. He may have been cheap, but he was our friend! I don't see how you could, in good conscience, hold on to his money. I want you to know that I threw in the entire amount; in fact, before I came this morning, I wrote him a personal check."

          May God’s richest blessings be on our building of authentic wealth. Amen!
