Letters to the Front Lines #19

“Resisting The Grip of Greed”

1 Timothy 6:3-10

“Greed is good.”

That statement was made for shock value in the 1987 film Wall Street, where a corporate raider named Gordon Gekko (portrayed by Michael Douglas) addresses a group of shareholders:

The point is, ladies and gentleman, that greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed, in all of its forms, greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge, has marked the upward surge of mankind. And greed—you mark my words—will not only save [this company], but that other malfunctioning corporation called the USA.

From the perspective of capitalism, greed may be good. I had an economics professor once say that if everyone in America suddenly became content with what they owned, the economy would grind to a halt.

But the Bible has a very different take on greed. It is not good; in fact, in the Scripture we will study tonight, greed is the root of all kinds of evil. Even in the church.

The Root of Gospel Corruption

Turn with me to 1 Timothy 6, where we see the root of gospel corruption in verses 3-5,

If anyone teaches false doctrines and does not agree to the sound instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ and to godly teaching, he is conceited and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words that result in envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions and constant friction between men of corrupt mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to financial gain.
Timothy is reminded of the responsibility to protect the faith. Having repeated the command, Paul issues a kind of “wanted poster” for false teachers in the church. It is the counterpart to the “job description” given in chapter 3.

Paul evaluates the false teachers in relation to questions of truth, unity and motivation. His criticism of them is that they stray from the faith, split the church, and love money. They are deviating, divisive and desirous.

Paul strongly condemned anyone who taught something contrary to this orthodox teaching of Christ. The Greek word is heterodidaskaleō, a compound of heteros, “different, another, foreign,” and didaskō, “to teach.” Paul uses the phrases “sound words” and “sound teaching/doctrine” in 1 Timothy 1:10; 2 Timothy 4:3; and Titus 1:9; 2:1 in a technical sense to mean “orthodox teaching from Christ through the apostles.” This is not someone who merely differs from the pastor on a nonessential matter of doctrine, or even advocates a different ministry method. Paul had in mind someone who strays from God’s Word in forming his or her beliefs.
 J. B. Phillips renders this as “some doctrinal novelty.” 

The message is not simply doctrinally sound; it must lead to godliness. Godly teaching is literally, “the teaching which accords with godliness.” A similar expression occurs in Titus 1:1, “the truth that leads to godliness.” Here then are two essential marks of sound teaching. It comes from Christ and it promotes godliness.

Isaiah’s first test of a teacher was, “To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, they have no light of dawn” (Isaiah 8:20). The church must “keep the pattern of sound [healthy] teaching” (2 Timothy 1:13).
 Tony Evans writes, “Godliness is a lifestyle that consistently pursues and reflects the character of God. It is a way of life. It’s the way you should roll. All of God’s people are called to godliness.”

As for the false teachers, the apostle doesn’t mince his words when describing those who do not submit to the authority of Scripture. He names three negative characteristics of their influence.

First, those who reject the authority of Scripture are “conceited.” This is the same term Paul used of a new convert given too much authority too quickly in 1 Timothy 3:6. The word describes someone whose lofty view of himself and his own ideas towers above everything and everyone else.
 A believer who understands the Word will have a burning heart, not a big head. This “conceited attitude” causes a teacher to argue about minor matters concerning “words.”

Second, despite the heretic’s lofty view of himself, he “understands nothing.” We could translate Paul’s words with an English idiom: “He’s a know-nothing.”
 These teachers were not simply misguided; they were totally ignorant. This was apparent as their doctrine was measured against the apostle’s and as their conduct was measured against true godliness.
 

This is tragically true in many of the televangelists today. R. C. Sproul wrote about them, 

What seems to be happening here is not a willful, informed attack on orthodox Christianity. The heresies of TV preachers…seem to follow more from ignorance than from malice. Very little evidence of any significant knowledge of either church history or theology is displayed by [them]. These men are not scholars. There is nothing wrong with that. Not all Christian ministers are called to be technical theologians. There are other godly vocations to be pursued than scholarly ones. What is alarming, however, is the attitude with which these “teachers” assert their novelties, claiming divine authority for charting a new course. Some of them have been approached charitably and privately by theologians warning of these heresies, but to no avail.

Those who deviate from the gospel, then, “is conceited and understands nothing.” Or, putting the two phrases together, he is “a conceited idiot” according to J. B. Phillips
 or “a pompous ignoramus” according to the Revised English Bible. This is strong language. But then the false teacher is guilty of a serious offence.

Third, Paul’s use of Greek highlights the irony of a conceited know-nothing trying to unravel the mysteries of philosophy. “Controversial questions” translates a word meaning “philosophical investigation,” for which Ephesus had become renowned. “Disputes about words” comes from a rare compound word meaning, literally, “word-fight.” One Greek satirist described the debate between Stoics and Epicureans as a “word-fight,” deliberately using the term to make them look silly.

Yet the results are no laughing matter. These false teachers are divisive. “He has an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words,” or “a morbid enthusiasm for mere speculations and quibbles” (reb). It is noteworthy that Paul portrays him as “sick,” whereas he has called apostolic teaching “sound” or “healthy.”
 As this dangerous sickness spreads, it produces poisons that destroy relationships and church unity.

The issues at the core of such friction have changed over the years, but these depraved, ignorant men have a singular motive behind their word-fighting and philosophical prattle: personal, monetary gain.
 Their motivation for ministry was money.
 What they did was not a true ministry; it was just a religious business.

How quickly and completely credibility disappears when Christian leaders are found to have financial motives! The temptation of financial profit may characterize false teachers, but it also poses a threat to unwary believers, particularly if they are financially well-to-do and in positions of leadership. The dangers are probably even greater today.
 Ministers motivated by money leaves a bad taste is the mouths of so many unbelievers, and it ultimately turns them away not only from church, but from Christ. That is why Paul is so adamant in his warnings to the church against false teachers that worm their way into the body.

The Route of Godly Contentment

In contrast the greed of the false teachers, Paul shows the route of godly contentment in verses 6-8,

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.
The very notion that godliness could be a means to gain sounds preposterous. Yet Paul’s way of undermining it is not to contradict it but to confirm it. “Godliness” (eusebeia) is “gain” (porismos), even great gain, providing you mean spiritual gain, not financial, and providing you add contentment. Paul is echoing his earlier statement in 1 Timothy 4:8 that, “godliness has value for all things, bringing blessing for both this life and the next.” The reb expresses well his play on words: “They think religion should yield dividends; and of course religion does yield high dividends, but only to those who are content with what they have.”

Contentment is defined, “feeling or showing satisfaction with one’s possessions, status, or situation.”
 Contentment is being at ease (inner sufficiency) where you are and being thankful for what you have. Contentment doesn’t mean complacency; rather, it’s learning to be satisfied until God gives you more. Complaining is empirical proof of discontentment. But if you have contentment, you have inner sufficiency in spite of external circumstances. You have that which “is truly life.” (6:19). A lack of contentment will stifle godliness, but content people know that God is acting on their behalf.

True contentment comes from godliness in the heart, not wealth in the hand. A person who depends on material things for peace and assurance will never be satisfied, for material things have a way of losing their appeal. It is the wealthy people, not the poor people, who go to psychiatrists and who are more apt to try to commit suicide.

Job said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there” (Job 1:21). Solomon wrote, “As he had come naked from his mother’s womb, so will he return as he came. He will take nothing from the fruit of his labor that he can carry in his hand” (Ecclesiastes 5:15).

When someone’s spirit leaves his body at death, it can take nothing with it because, when that person came into the world at birth, he brought nothing with him. Whatever wealth we amass goes to the government, our heirs, and perhaps charity and the church. We always know the answer to the question, “How much did he leave?” Everything! 

Paul defends his definition of contentment by accepting an undeniable truth: Everything material is fleeting. Material wealth has value; it helps us sustain life and accomplish good while on earth, but it’s temporary.

Stott writes, “Possessions are only the traveling luggage of time; they are not the stuff of eternity. It would be sensible therefore to travel light and, as Jesus himself commanded us, not to store up for ourselves (that is, to accumulate selfishly) treasures on earth.”
 Too many of us know the “price of everything and the value of nothing.” We are so glutted with luxuries that we have forgotten how to enjoy our necessities.

Is Paul only talking about food and clothing? Probably not, for what Paul is defining is not the maximum that is permitted to the believer, but the minimum that is compatible with contentment. This is clear because he has already portrayed God as the good Creator, whose gifts we are to receive with thanksgiving, and he will soon add that God “richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment” (1 Timothy 6:17). So he is not advocating austerity or asceticism, but contentment in place of materialism and covetousness.

The Ruin of Greedy Calamity

Finally Paul warns against the ruin of greedy calamity in verses 9-10,

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. 

Paul chose his words carefully here. Note he did not write, “Those who are rich fall into temptation …” The Bible never condemns the rich for their abundance. God never calls money or wealth evil. Contentment has nothing to do with circumstances and everything to do with attitude. The fundamental question is not, “What do you have?” but “What do you want?”
 We should not ask, “How much will I get?” but rather “How much can I give?”

King Solomon was once the wealthiest man in the world, and he said, “The one who loves silver is never satisfied with silver, and whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with income” (Ecclesiastes 5:10). One can be filled to overflowing with wealth and material possessions. But without an eternal perspective, such earthly focus will only result in craving for more and end in many griefs. On the other hand, one can be the steward of God-given wealth and yet find peace, purpose, and contentment in God when pursuing the spiritual over the material.
 Nowadays it is difficult to decide which is more dangerous—the love of money in a materialistic society or the Christian’s rationalization for joining in the chase.

In perhaps the most misquoted verse in the New Testament, Paul gives the reason for ruin: the love of money. Not money itself, but love for it; the excessive desire to build wealth is the root that feeds an endless outgrowth of evil.

The word order in this sentence places emphasis on the pronoun “themselves.” Their unwise choices cause their many sorrows, beginning with the decision to love the wrong objects. Therefore, in the end, they have only themselves to blame.

Our fast-paced, consumer-oriented culture would have us believe that contentment is the cardinal sin of capitalism. Very few products are built to last because, in just a couple of years, they will be obsolete, which keeps marketing gurus working overtime to convince us that we desperately need the latest updates. Don’t get me wrong; I’ll take capitalism over communism or socialism any day, and there’s nothing wrong with product improvement. The problem is not on the supply side of the consumer equation; it’s on the demand side. It’s not up to Madison Avenue to tell us what will make us happy; that’s our own responsibility.

The truth is, we will never find happiness in the acquisition of more, more, MORE. Contentment is not something we find; it’s something we decide.
I encourage you to adopt three short statements and then resolve to make them true:

•
I’m grateful for what I have.

•
I’m satisfied with what I earn.

•
I’m generous to those in need.

Paul’s essential emphasis is clear, namely that covetousness is a self-destructive evil, whereas simplicity and contentment are beautiful and Christlike virtues. In a word, he is not for poverty against wealth, but for contentment against covetousness.

Greed is not good. Greed leads to all kinds of evil and hurt.

Godliness with contentment is good. 

May this be the mark of our lives.
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