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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. 
Peo​ple who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruc​tion. 
For the love of money is the root of all evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced them​selves with many griefs.


The Bible never contradicts itself, because God is the author of the Bible and always speaks the truth to us.  But there are places in the Bible that appear to contradict each other.  In each such case where two things seem to contradict each other, further study reveals that they do not contra​dict each other, but rather really reinforce each other.


The apostle Paul here warns us about wanting to get rich, which appears to be the exact opposite of the point Jesus is making in two of His parables.  Jesus tells the parable of the treasure hidden in the field and of the pearl of great price, and seems to approve of the people who acquired these things for themselves.


The parable of the treasure found hidden in a field has been the more troubling one for me.  It would seem that this man has rented the field for farming, and as he is plowing the field, his plow hits something under​ground.  He digs it up, thinking it is a rock that needs to be removed from the field, but instead finds a treasure chest.  He then reburies the chest, and buys the field, without telling the owner about the treasure he has disco​vered there.  This seems on the surface like stealing the treasure from its rightful owner.


That need not have been the case, since it is very likely that the original owner knew nothing about the treasure, which may have remained buried there for a long time already.  Just as there are common financial suggestions today, so there were then.  Today, there are various steps to take to financial security.  First, pay off all your credit cards.  Second, keep some emergency money in a savings account.  Third, when you invest further, put some in a money market, so that you can right a check on it, and won’t be caught short.  Only then should you invest elsewhere.


In the centuries before Jesus’ time, a more wealthy man would divide his possessions into three parts.  One part would be his land and buildings.  A second part would be his ready cash.  But the third part would be what he intended to fall back on in a rainy day, and that he would bury in the ground somewhere.  Obviously, he could not tell many people where it was buried, and it did happen more than once that a wealthy man would die without telling anyone where he had buried his wealth.  This is most likely what had happened to produce this treasure found hidden in a field.  Thus, the original owner of this treasure was long gone, and it truly was a case of finders keepers.


Jesus’ point with this parable is not what we should do if we find trea​sure buried in a field, or even that we should go looking for such a treasure.  Rather, this treasure represents the one most valuable thing in all of life; when we discover what that one thing is, then we should give up everything else we have to acquire it.  Of course, that one most valuable thing in all of life is Jesus and His Gospel message of forgiveness through His death on the cross for us.  Nothing else has any value at all compared to that.


Jesus’ parable of the pearl of great price has a similar point.  When the pearl merchant finds that one pearl of great value, he sells everything else he has to buy it.  This does not seem practical.  Before, he had made a living buying and selling various pearls.  Obviously, he would buy the pearls for less than he could sell them for, and he would live off the diffe​rence.  Now, he has sold all his other pearls, and he possesses only one pearl of great value.  What is he going to do with it?  Can he eat his pearl?


Jesus’ point with this second parable is the same as with the first para​ble.  The pearl of great value is Jesus and His Gospel message of forgiveness through His death on the cross for us.  Nothing else has value compared to that.  Therefore, when he possesses that pearl of great price, he has everything he needs.


When the apostle Paul warns us here about wanting to get rich, he is not at all talking in the same terms Jesus was.  Jesus tells us to get faith in Him, while Paul warns us against trying to replace Jesus with money.  So they really are making the same point, but from different perspectives.  Do acquire Jesus, the pearl of great price.  Don’t be misled by wealth which, as Paul says in our Epistle reading today, “is so uncertain.” 1Tm6v17.  Money can indeed be an antichrist, that is, something which tries to take the place of Christ.


Paul is not warning us here against being rich, but against wanting to be rich, and there is a difference.  Many rich believers in Jesus are described in the Bible.  Adam, for example, possessed the entire planet, until he distributed some of it to his many children.  Abraham was very wealthy, because God blessed him with great wealth.  Solomon was fabulously wealthy.  And in our Epistle reading, Paul is speaking specifically about rich believers.  He tells Timothy what message to give to rich believers: “Com​mand 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.” 1Tm6v17.  This is good advice for all believers, even for those who are not so well off.


Paul, however, is speaking here about wanting to be rich, which is a desire that is never really satisfied.  It is like getting ahead of the driver in front of you on the expressway.  When you do succeed in getting ahead of the driver in front of you on the expressway, you will find that someone else is still in front of you, and the challenge remains to get ahead of him.  You can spend your entire drive trying to get ahead of the driver in front of you, and at the end of your drive find that there are other drivers still in front of you.  Just as wanting to get ahead of the driver in front of you is an insa​tiable desire, one that is never satisfied, so the desire to have more money is one that is never satisfied.


The apostle Paul gives us good advice when he says: “Godliness with contentment is great gain.”  “Great gain” is what people want when they buy lottery tickets or go to the casino.  But those are not the ways Paul says to get “great gain.”  Rather, if they really want “great gain,” they need to follow the formula Paul has laid out for them.  They need first to have “godliness,” that is, to be devoted to God and His Word, and then they need to be content with what they already have.  Then they will have “great gain.”


Consider what “great loss” those who win the lottery have.  When they win big in the lottery, they suddenly acquire worries they never had before.  Now they must worry how they will protect their money so that no one will steal it from them, a worry they never had before.  Every day, people remind them of the danger that someone will try to steal it from them, as long-lost relatives come crawling out of the woodwork, as they say.  Instead of the “great gain” they had wanted, in many ways they have instead acquired a “great loss.”


But “godliness” plus “contentment” truly is “great gain.”  After all, as Paul says, “we brought nothing into this world, and we can take nothing out of it.”  Everyone of us was born with not even the shirt on our backs, and even though they will dress us in nice clothes for burial, those nice clothes will not keep us warm.  We came into this world with nothing, and we can take none of it with us.  It is only loaned to us by God for our use here and now.  So, Paul tells us that “if we have food and clothing,” we are to be “content with that.”


But “people who want to get rich,” Paul says, are in an entirely different category.  These are the people who think money is the answer to all our problems.  If I had money, they think, then I could always take care of myself, and wouldn’t need help from anyone else.  I could then buy whatever I needed, and if I ever got into trouble, I could simply buy my way out of that trouble.  In fact, I might just be able to buy my way out of trouble with God.  God needs money, too, and I would gladly give God enough money to get into His heaven.


That truly is ridiculous, even ludicrous thinking!  “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,” Ps24v1, says the psalmist, so what can you pos​si​bly use to buy off God?  Everything already belongs to Him, and He lets you use it for a while.  Would you buy Him off with what He is letting you use?  If I reach into your pocket and take money out of your wallet, can I then use that money to pay off my debt to you?  How ridiculous!  So are those who think that they can somehow buy God off with their money or their good life or their own sacrifices.  No, the only coin God accepts is the blood of His Son shed for us on the cross.


Listen again to what Paul says about “people who want to get rich.”  “People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap,” that is, a hole in the ground, “and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction.  For the love of money is the root of all evil.  Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the fatih and pierced themselves with many griefs,” that is, they them​selves push sharp objects into themselves.


This can be a hard lesson for us, in part because of us, but also in large part because of the world in which we live.  Some people in our world are fabulously wealthy, and others are becoming fabulously wealthy.  Earlier this year when GM was announcing so many recalls, Mary Barra was con​stantly in the spotlight, and her salary was various reported, even up to $14 million.  One of the newscasters in Detroit, Stephen Clark, one night said that she was earning every penny.  He failed to convince me that she or anyone else can earn that much salary.


It can seem that everyone wants to get rich, and that greed is in the very air we breathe.  Paul advices us instead to aim at “great gain,” which comes from “godliness” and “contentment,” not from greed.  Paul points us to that precious treasure hidden in a field, unknown to so many today, to that one pearl of great price, our Lord Jesus.  He is the One, as Paul reports elsewhere, who has acquired for us the forgivness of sins, which is “the riches of God’s grace that He lavished on us with all wis​dom and understanding.” Eph1v7,8.  He is the truly “great gain” which God wants for us now and forever.  Amen.
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