Spiritual Disciplines #6

“The Simple Life”

1 Timothy 6:6-19


“Oh, to go back to the simple life!”


Ever hear someone say that? Ever hear yourself say that? Maybe you yearn for a time when life seemed to move at a slower pace, when there wasn’t so much clutter, so much noise, so much…stuff. Oh, sure, all the modern technology and conveniences make some tasks easier and quicker, but has it really made life better? Or have all those “time-saving” devices only made us try to do more things in less time?


This is not new to the 21st century. Henry David Thoreau wrote in his classic book, Walden, “Our life is frittered away by detail. Simplify. Simplify.”
 Ever feel like your life is being “frittered away”? Perhaps the answer is found in the spiritual discipline called simplicity. 


What is meant by “simplicity”? Webster’s defines the word as “to make simple or simpler: as…
a: to reduce to basic essentials 

b: to diminish in scope or complexity : streamline 

c: to make more intelligible : clarify”
 


Many of us would agree that we would be better off if we could streamline and clarify our lives. But “to reduce to basic essentials”? That might not be so enthusiastically embraced! Richard Foster touches a nerve as he writes, 

Because we lack a divine Centre our need for security has led us into an insane attachment to things. We really must understand that the lust for affluence in contemporary society is psychotic. It is psychotic because it has completely lost touch with reality. We crave things we neither need nor enjoy. “We buy things we do not want to impress people we do not like.” …We are made to feel ashamed to wear clothes or drive cars until they are worn out. The mass media have convinced us that to be out of step with fashion is to be out of step with reality. It is time we awaken to the fact that conformity to a sick society is to be sick.


Christian simplicity cuts against the grain of American consumerism. Madison Avenue cries out, “More! More! You need more!” Wall Street declares, “Greed is good!” Yet those who follow these paths to prosperity wind up empty inside. In the words of one song, “You’ve got more than you need, but less than you want.” Jesus warned in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Colossians 3:5 identifies greed as idolatry. 

Simplicity, though, says in the words of Paul, “if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that” (1 Tim. 6:8). Christian con​tentment is coupled with godliness, the knowledge of God in Jesus Christ, and “godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Tim. 6:6).
 In other words, for the Christian, “less is more.”
Paul used this term to describe himself in 2 Corinthians 1:12-13,

For our boasting is this: the testimony of our conscience that we conducted ourselves in the world in simplicity and godly sincerity, not with fleshly wisdom but by the grace of God, and more abundantly toward you (NKJV)
The Greek word translated “simplicity” is haplotētēs, meaning, “singleness, simplicity, sincerity, mental honesty,” the virtue of one who is free from presence and hypocrisy.
 That sounds like a good thing, doesn’t it?

Unfortunately, many in our world equate simplicity with scarcity. They envision monks or nuns who have taken a vow of poverty and have renounced all worldly goods as evil. They wonder, “Will I have to give up my car, my house, my television… everything I own?” And they conclude, “If that’s what simplicity means, I don’t want it!”

But that is not what simplicity is at all. I like how Max Anders puts it:

Simplicity is a virtue. It is a blessing. It is a centering force in our lives that orients us toward a right perspective on things and activities in life. It puts Jesus at the center of life, and puts everything else in proper perspective and proportion around Him.
 
Or, put another way, “Simplicity is the only thing that sufficiently reorients our lives so that possessions can be genuinely enjoyed without destroying us.”
 The discipline of simplicity is not designed to make life less enjoyable; it allows us to enjoy life regardless of how much or how little we have!

It is important to note that the Christian discipline of simplicity is an inward reality that results in an outward lifestyle. Both the inward and the outward aspects of simplicity are essential. We deceive ourselves if we believe we can possess the inward reality without it having a profound effect on how we live. And to attempt to arrange an outward lifestyle of simplicity without the inward reality leads to deadly legalism.
 When both the inward attitudes and the outward actions are kept in balance, we will see what the life of simplicity is all about.

I would like to propose this morning two overriding benefits of living the simplified life. The first is the freedom that simplicity brings to us, and the second is the focus we gain.

Simplicity Brings Freedom


First, simplicity brings freedom. I know that, for many, the idea of simplicity means restriction and denial, but that is how the devil wants to spin it so that we will avoid it. That is how Satan characterizes all of the spiritual disciplines we are examining in this series. But, in fact, the whole point of the disciplines is freedom. They are not intended to limit us or restrict us or hamper us. They are intended to give us the strength and insight to do the things we want to do. Just as the athlete’s physical regimen is not intended to limit him but to give him freedom to excel in his chosen field, so the Christian’s spiritual regimen is intended to give him freedom to excel in his walk with God.
 

In the same way, simplicity brings freedom. Foster goes so far to say simplicity is freedom, bringing joy and balance.
 On the other hand, 

…the Bible deals decisively with the inner spirit of slavery that an idolatrous attachment to wealth brings. “If riches increase, set not your heart on them,” counsels the psalmist (Psa. 62:10). The tenth commandment is against covetousness, the inner lust to have, which leads to stealing and oppression. The wise sage understood that “He who trusts in his riches will wither” (Pro. 11:28).

One of the strongest statements in God’s Word on the subject is found in First Timothy 6, a passage referred to earlier. After warning against false teachers “who think that godliness is a means to financial gain” Paul begins in verse six,

But godliness with contentment is great gain. 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 that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. [Now jump down to verse 17…] Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.

Notice that Paul does not command the rich to get rid of their wealth, nor does he say (as he is often misquoted), “Money is the root of all evil.” It is not money that is evil, it is the love of money that leads people to all sorts of evil. Simplicity frees us from the tyranny of things.


Dietrich Bonhoeffer uses an Old Testament example to illustrate this point:

Earthly goods are given to be used, not to be collected. In the wilderness God gave Israel the manna every day, and they had no need to worry about food and drink. Indeed, if they kept any of the manna over until the next day, it went bad. In the same way, the disciple must receive his portion from God every day. If he stores it up as a permanent possession, he spoils not only the gift, but himself as well, for he sets his heart on his accumulated wealth, and makes it a barrier between himself and God. Where our treasure is, there is our trust, our security, our consolation and our God. Hoarding is idolatry.


Ever thought of it that way before? “Hoarding is idolatry.” Earlier we saw from the pen of the apostle Paul that greed is idolatry. We must be very careful not to allow anything to take the place of God in our lives, for that is the essence of idolatry. If you read the final verse in the book of First John in most English translations, you will read something to the effect of, “Dear children, keep yourself from idols” (1Jn 5:21). But consider how The Living Bible paraphrases that: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”  Isn’t that good? That is what simplicity does—it frees us from the temptation to allow things to come before God in our lives. As Bonhoeffer concludes, “The life of discipleship can only be maintained so long as nothing is allowed to come between Christ and ourselves.”


The discipline of simplicity brings freedom from anxiety as well. Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 6:25-33,

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?
And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.
The issue is not the amount of food or clothes, but our attitude toward them. We can possess things without the things possessing us. We can learn what Richard E. Byrd, after months alone in the barren Arctic, recorded in his journal, “I am learning, that a man can live profoundly without masses of things.” Simplicity sets us free to receive the provision of God as a gift that is not ours to keep and can be freely shared with others.

Simplicity Brings Focus

Simplicity also brings focus. Remember, the Greek word translated “simplicity” also meant “singleness” and “sincerity.” When we streamline our lives by reducing our wants to basic needs, we will clarify our focus and priorities. (I think Webster would like that statement!)

This past week I listened to the recording of a sermon my father preached a number of years ago on the subject of simplicity.
 He looked up several Scriptures that spoke of “one thing” that focuses our lives.


In Mark 10:21 (and in Luke 18:22), Jesus told the rich young ruler, “one thing you lack.”  He had a lot of things going for him—he thought he had it all together—but Jesus pointed to one thing he lacked. What was it? A right relationship with God.

In Luke 10:41-42, Jesus is visiting Martha and Mary at their home. While Martha fussed with getting dinner ready, Mary sat at Jesus’ feet listening to Him. Martha complained about this, and Jesus answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things.  But one thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her.”  What was the “one thing” here? Mary had chosen to feed her soul instead of her body.

David wrote in Psalm 27:4, “One thing I have desired of the Lord, that will I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in His temple.” The Amplified Bible adds “in His presence” to “dwell in the house of the Lord.” We might ask, “But isn’t He always with us?” Yes, but we must consciously realize the Lord’s presence there with us and act accordingly.

All of this points to Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:33, “Seek first the kingdom of God.” The central point for the Discipline of simplicity is to seek the kingdom of God and the righteousness of his kingdom first and then everything necessary will come in its proper order. It is impossible to overestimate the importance of Jesus’ insight at this point. Everything hinges upon maintaining the “first” things as first. Nothing must come before the kingdom of God.


Consider Psalms 23:1, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” The word “want” can mean to lack something, but it can also mean to desire something. David may have meant that we will not lack anything, but could he not have meant it the other way—”The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not desire anything else”? My father concluded,

“The secret of contentment is not having all that you desire, but desiring what you already have and enjoying it.” This has to be true, because some of the most contented people you’ll ever find have very little of this world’s goods—and the reverse is also true.

Simplicity brings freedom and simplicity brings focus to our lives.

So what does “the simple life” look like? How can we put this concept into practice? Foster provides several principles for the outward expression of simplicity:

· Buy things for their usefulness rather than their status. 

· Reject anything that is producing an addiction in you. 

· Develop a habit of giving things away.

· Refuse to be propagandized by the custodians of modern gadgetry. 

· Learn to enjoy things without owning them. 

· Develop a deeper appreciation for God’s creation. 

· Look with a healthy skepticism at all “buy now, pay later” schemes.

· Shun anything that distracts you from seeking first the kingdom of God.

Following these principles will free us from the addiction and anxiety of materialism, while helping us maintain our focus on what is really important. But it is not easy to go against the tide of culture. Many of us have been subtly sucked into the rat race of “keeping up with the Jones’.”  In the words of Rich Mullins, “the stuff of earth competes for the allegiance I owe only to the Giver of all good things.”  I’m not so worried that a false gospel will carry us away but that our simple devotion to Christ will be lost among the clutter. 


The simple life does not mean taking a vow of poverty, dressing in rags, or never enjoying life. Remember the lyrics I mentioned earlier, “You’ve got more than you need, but less than you want”? That song doesn’t end there, but it concludes with the reality of the simplified life. When we come to understand what we have in Jesus, we see that we’ve got “all that we need and all that we want.” That is simplicity. That is contentment. That is what godliness is all about.
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