Sermon 26th September 2010 1 Timothy 6: 6-19
Good morning everyone. I wonder how content you are feeling at the moment? What do you think of where your life is? What the future holds?
There seems to be lots of things to worry about at the moment doesn’t there? Ever since our new government was elected they have been preparing us for the swingeing cuts that they are soon to make to public services and we are all wondering how that is going to affect us. More jobs being lost, benefits under threat, taxes rising, salaries frozen, pensions withering away, university places dwindling and students facing ever increasing debt. As well as all that the problem of global warming continues to escalate and many families of men and women in the armed forces live the constant fear of further losses in conflicts overseas.
I am sure that all of us would love to be content with our lives, to be at peace, happy and secure, but how many people really are? 

Some of the statistics are really scary.

Young people are finding modern life particularly hard, the 16-25 age range bearing the brunt of the current recession.  20% of this age range cannot find work, 10% have serious problems with drugs or alcohol and 10% report that they have never felt loved. Over half regularly struggle with stress and depression and 12% of those surveyed described life as meaningless. Across the UK nearly a third of working people of whatever age hate their jobs, and feel exhausted, unappreciated or underpaid. 

All around we see people who are unfulfilled, dissatisfied, empty and lonely. 
This is despite the fact that we live longer than ever, have better lifestyles, and have more choice than ever, for example I discovered that the average supermarket now has four times as many items on sale than in 1980.
And maybe that is a symptom of the problem we all have to deal with. We live in a materialistic, consumer society in the western world. We are constantly bombarded with advertising that tells us our lives are not complete without the latest gadget or cosmetic product.

I’m sure all of us at one time in our lives have had something we have been desperate to acquire. Maybe it’s been a mobile phone – in the early days of course they were the size of a housebrick and almost as heavy, but the status symbol of choice for the aspiring yuppie. Now of course, the iphone is the one to have.
Maybe we long to change the way we look – the number of people opting for some form of plastic surgery is rising all the time, men as well as women, perhaps this is a reflection on the increasing pressure to conform to an ideal image, that few of us actually attain. 

Well in my youth this is what I was desperate to own. A Honda CB750 FB. I thought it was fantastic – great looking and all the performance I would ever need. I saved for ages, and with the help of a bank loan eventually managed to purchase my dream machine. 
For a while I was in seventh heaven, but gradually I came to realise that my new bike wasn’t perfect. 
It wasn’t quite as fast as I had hoped, the suspension needed some work, and the brakes were hopeless in the wet – which could be very scary! Mind you I still think it is one of the best looking bikes I ever owned. 
But it wasn’t too long before Honda released the VFR750   – a faster, more reliable, more sophisticated, cutting edge machine, and altogether more desirable than my bike. That became the bike I most wanted to own, although sadly I never managed it – in the end I traded in my bike for a car when I realised that relying on 2 wheeled transport was too impractical. 
The contentment I had from purchasing my dream bike was only short-lived, and that’s true for everything we long for in the material world around us, before long there’s always something better, newer, more desirable. It’s a never ending merry-go-round. And it’s that ceaseless desire for something more, something better, than can lead many people into financial difficulties. Part of the problem that created the recent credit crunch was the problem of debt, both for individuals, banks, and even for entire countries. If we can’t afford something we want now, it was too easy to go into debt to get it.
And although debt is a serious problem for many people, I did come across this story on the internet which you might like:

A man goes into a petshop. 
Good morning, he says, I would like to buy a parrot .. how much are those plain grey ones on the bottom shelf?
£10 each says the shopkeeper.
Not bad says the man, but how much are those yellow ones on the middle shelf?
£20 each says the assistant.
Hmmm say the man, OK, but how about those multi-coloured ones on the top shelf, they look the best of all, how much are they?

£30 says the shopkeeper, but you will have to pay for them at £5 a week for the next 6 weeks if you want one.
That's strange says the man .. why is that?
Ahh, says the owner, that's because those are on higher perches!
So how much money do we need to be content. Well there was an interesting survey a few years ago which asked people how much they earned and what they thought they needed to earn to live the way they wanted to. The survey found that if someone earned £25,000 then they felt that £50,000 would be enough. If they earned £50,000 then they felt that £100,000 would be sufficient, and so on. In other words – satisfaction seemed to lie in doubling what we have. Interestingly no-one replied that they had enough just as they were. The Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon once said, ‘You say, "If I had a little more, I should be very satisfied." You are wrong. If you are not content with what you have, you would not be satisfied if it were doubled’. The American media mogul Ted Turner was interviewed a few years ago and he said ‘wealth is just relative. I might sit down one day and think ‘I’ve made $10 billion, and think I’ve done pretty well, but then I realise that Bill Gates has made $100 billion and I feel like a total failure’. 
Well the hard fact is that if we are not content with what we have it can be a sign that we have fallen into the envy trap. Sometimes we don’t even realise that envy has a grip on us, because it just sort of creeps up on us. Proverbs 14:30 tells us that ‘a heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones’. 
So if we are not content could it be that envy has crept into our lives. It might be that there is someone at work who has a better job, or a higher salary than us, even though we know they are not as good at their job as we are. 
It might be something we have seen in the media, or something that someone else has and we haven’t – because as that advertising slogan goes ‘we’re worth it’ aren’t we? It might even be related to our faith – perhaps someone else has had an experience of God that we haven’t. We ask ourselves - why doesn’t God speak to us in that way, give me that spiritual gift. Why do others in the church not recognise the ministry we think we have?

The reading we had from 1 Timothy tells us quite plainly what is going to happen if we allow ourselves to fall victim to the temptations and traps that lead to envy. When we just can’t be content with what we have, with what God has given us. 
Verse 7 is often used in the funeral service – we brought nothing into the world and we take nothing out. That should give us a sense of perspective. We are only on this earth for the merest blink of an eye in the timescale of eternity, and if we spend it constantly dissatisfied, always wanting something else, fixated on what we don’t have then what a waste of that short life we have. Whether we are a Christian or not nearly all of us have the sense that our life does not end at death, that there is something more.  Ecclesiastes 3 v11 says that ‘God has set Eternity in the hearts of men’. 
We believe that God has plans for us, plans that don’t end when we die, but what we do here on earth matters, affects how we spend the rest of eternity. Its crazy to spend so much time and energy on acquiring things we don’t really need, when God has important things for us to do, things that matter, things that affect the lives of others, and that only we can do.
The competition, self-centredness, and greed that so often our society promotes has no place in Gods kingdom. To be generous, not selfish, to value relationships above material things, and to use our gifts and abilities to serve others is what God asks of us, and is what will provide us with fulfilment.

The implication of 1 Timothy 6 v 6 is that the way to find true contentment is to cultivate a God-centred life. Be content with what he provides and use our energies to serve him and others. It is the only way to fill the void within us that our consumer society exploits. Only a God centred life can satisfy the hunger we all experience, and so often try to appease with material things.
But of course it’s not easy. We are all immersed in the materialistic culture around us, and it can be hard to distinguish between what we need and what we want. We will probably all face a time in our lives when we have to make a decision to have less money to spend in order to do what we believe God is asking of us, or to have more money to spend at the expense of our relationship with him. But time and time again God proves that he will always provide for us, even when we find it hard to see how we will cope.  
So many Christians have that experience. God is faithful, and we have seen practical examples of this in the testimony Graham has given about how God has provided both for the youth work here and for Graham personally. 
But sometimes we do make bad decisions. Sometimes we are seduced by the lure of material things, and sometimes chasing these things can take us far from God.  As our passage says, we can wander away from our faith and end up piercing ourselves with all kinds of grief. Its not that God has left us – he never does, it’s just that sometimes we are distracted by the attractions of the world around us, and lose sight of what it is that really matters. We wander away from him, like a small child in a funfair who lets go of their parents hand to chase some shiny trinket, and ends up lost in the milling crowd.
The wonderful thing is that God will never give up on us, he is always patiently waiting for us to come back to our senses, to recognise our foolishness and seek his renewed forgiveness and restoring power. Hebrews 13 v 5 says this - Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, "Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you."
I’m not saying that we should stop buying anything. The bible doesn’t tell us that money in inherently bad – money can do a lot of good, and there are quite a few rich people who give away huge amounts of money to those in need. The message here in 1 Timothy is that we need more than money, more than material things – we have a spiritual hunger that only a relationship with our creator can fill. 
If we are not addressing that need then we can never find true fulfillment. At the end of the day all the distractions of the material world are just smoke and mirrors with nothing substantial, nothing worthwhile there at all. Its only by knowing, trusting and obeying God that we can find true contentment.
Lets Pray:

Lord God forgive us when we are  distracted by the lure of our consumer society, when we allow envy and desire to have a hold on our lives, when we wander away from you. Thank you that you provide all that we need, and help us to remember that it is only in you that we can find lasting contentment.

In Jesus name,

Amen.
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