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Sharing in a Life of Generosity

1 Timothy 6:6-19

We need to get one thing straight before we even get started on this sermon: If you are here today, you are rich. Oh, I know you can think of a bunch of people who have more than you do. And I suppose if you are looking at your status in our country—or even our county—you could make the case that you are not at the top of the rich list. But whether you have ever considered it before or not, you are rich. And some of you—like me—could even be considered extremely rich.

Don’t believe me? There’s a website where you can find out where your annual income places you on the global rich list.
 I was shocked to discover that my salary places me in the top .85% of the world’s population. But before you start figuring out how much you can cut from my compensation, let me give you something else to think about: If your income is only $12,000 a year, then you are in the top 13% of the world’s population. In other words, if you are receiving $1000 a month, then you are receiving more money than 85% of the world’s population. And you know what that means, don’t you? It means we’re rich—every single one of us. We need to come to grips with that truth before we can even begin to understand Paul’s words to Timothy about the dangers of wealth.

I guess I really should come clean with you. Part of the reason that I wanted you to see how rich you are is because I missed it the first time I read this text. It wasn’t that I didn’t see Paul’s words to Timothy at the end of our passage that had this transition, “As for those who in the present age are rich….” No, it’s just that I read them as words to someone else. I read them as if they were words that didn’t apply to me, because I’ve been guilty of looking at the lists that tell who the richest people in the world are, and never once have I found my name. And, when I compare myself to them, it’s easy to say (which I did in my early preparations for this sermon) that the words Paul writes to Timothy about those who are rich in this age aren’t addressed to me. And I discovered long ago how dangerous it can be when a preacher or teacher thinks the lesson is about “somebody else.”
Of course, that stuff about the rich comes at the end of our text today. We’ll get to that in a minute. But right away Paul speaks a word that could have been an editorial in this morning’s paper. It’s almost as if he’s speaking directly to our culture, or at least to a sizable chunk of us. Did you hear how he began? After reminding us that we brought nothing into the world at our birth, and that we will take nothing out of it when we die, Paul reminds us that it is possible to be content with food and clothing. But then he gives us a much-needed warning: “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.”
This is a word to those who want to be rich. Since I came clean with you earlier, let me make another confession. I am among those who want to be rich, and sometimes that ugly truth stares me in the face. I could give you a million justifications about that not being my primary focus. I could tell you that I’m seeking riches only to provide for my family. I could make a pretty good case that the pursuit of riches is nothing more than the Protestant work ethic flourishing in a capitalistic society. But those would all be dodges. No, I can look back at my personal story and see moments where I have acted completely out of character in order to strike it rich. I could fill your bookshelves with partially-written book manuscripts whose only purpose was to make millions. I could tell you about ventures in the stock market that I thought would make a killing. I could even tell you about the Beanie Babies that still lie around the house that were going to pay for the girls’ college one day.
Admittedly, some of those moments are more farcical than others, but I suspect you have stories that sound the same. There is something within us that seems to want more, to not be satisfied with what we have long enough to recognize how rich we truly are. And, if we really scratched beneath the surface of it, what our pursuit of wealth might say to us is that we are not fully convinced that God will be able to take care of us, that no matter what the scriptures suggest otherwise, that ultimately God will not provide.
Have you ever discovered that fear living within you, the fear that God can’t possibly be trusted to provide? Sometimes it sneaks into our lives and our actions before we’re fully aware of what we’re up to. It can take many forms, from compulsive shopping that we hope will satisfy some unnamed longing within us to the hoarding of resources even from those we love the most to amassing great fortunes and thinking that if can just save enough then we will be secure. At one level, those are simply wise, understandable choices. But at another level, when considered out of our baptismal identity, they are choices that are not in keeping with who we are as God’s beloved children.
In a book about keeping Sabbath, Wayne Muller writes about arriving at a place of sufficiency, which he describes as that moment when we finally understand that we have enough. He writes, “What is enough? After a meal, our craving for food dissolves….After a drink from a cool fountain, we are no longer desperate to find water. The instant we have enough, dissatisfaction and desire melt away.”

With that understanding of “enough” in mind, Muller then describes what can happen to us if we focus our heart not on what we think we need, but rather on what we have. “When we are attentive and awake (to the riches that we have), a single breath can fill us to overflowing. The touch of a loved one, a particular angle of sunlight can bring delight to our hearts. The simple gesture of someone’s hand resting in our own, a taste of honey, or a strain of melody can give birth to quiet satisfaction, a sense of enough.”

But Paul’s warning is that those of us who are constantly seeking riches—who are focused on what we don’t have—will never reach that place. We will forever be trapped in seeking after more, and when we are trapped in that cycle, nothing is ever enough. We will always want more, because “everything we have mocks us; we see only what is missing, and all that is already here seems pale and unsatisfying.”

What Paul seems to be suggesting is that at our most vulnerable moment—our births—we were held and cared for by a God who can provide. And, if we stop our pursuit of wealth long enough for our hearts to become attentive, we will discover the overwhelming abundance of God’s gifts—of God’s blessings—that are ours. You are richly blessed and cared for, Paul writes, but you will miss that if you are focused on what you don’t have. And, what’s worse, you will even begin to think that you don’t need God at all, that you have what it takes in possessions or wealth or connections to get by without any help from God. Paul’s picture of those whose love of money has led them away from the faith is clear: He writes of them in warning to us, “In their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.”
And now we come to the final section of our passage, which as you recall Paul begins with these words, “As for those who in the present age are rich (and I hope you will at least consider the possibility that you are among them), 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.”
Paul’s final words to us remind us who are rich of a number of important things. No matter how much we think our wealth is secure—or that our wealth will take care of us—we could not be more wrong in that thinking. I have lost track of the number of people who have won the lottery or made millions in the dot com world and thought their life was secure only to discover that their wealth brought them no lasting joy. If you think your money is safe or that you are safe because of your money, Paul says you need to wake up. Your trust should be in God, not money.

The final reminders Paul gives us, however, aren’t warnings, but prescriptions for taking hold of the life that is truly life. We who are rich are to do good, to be rich in good works, be generous and ready to share.

Today I want to invite you to that kind of fullness of life. I want you to consider measuring your wealth not by what you possess, but by what you are able to give away. I want you to think about the gifts that you can give that are not simply leftovers or castoffs, as our family often takes to the Good Will. No, I want you to think of giving away your very best gift, your finest gift, because if we can give away our best—if we can give away what we love the most—then we must be very wealthy indeed.
So here’s your assignment. Go through your home at some point this week and see what you have accumulated that has deep meaning and value to you. And then consider someone who may be in need, or who would enjoy a gift that you could give, and then give something away for the sheer delight in giving. Be generous and share what you have.

And then I want you to do something else. I want you to do the same thing with your money. It may be that you will find yourself making a gift to feed people by supporting one of our members in today’s Crop Walk. It may mean that you will give generously to the church because you have seen the way our ministry is changing lives. Or it may even mean that you will give an extravagant amount of money away because you sense how deeply you have been blessed—to give it for the sheer joy of giving without expecting anything in return.

And your final assignment is a bit easier. When you sit down for a meal this week, whether with your family or by yourself, think of someone who may be eating alone, and invite them to share a meal with you.

Will you join me in those commitments this week? And if you do, may you find deep joy in your generosity shared in response to God’s overwhelming generosity to you.
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