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I Timothy 6:6-19 CONTENTMENT

Here we are, one week before a federal election. Anyone just a little sick of the campaign yet? I certainly am. While I was out on Dalmeny Lake in my kayak yesterday afternoon, I thought about that. Why does this election campaign – in fact any election campaign bug - me so much? I can’t wait for it to be all over. I understand that such campaigns are necessary, but the way they are conducted really makes me cringe. 
The answer I came up with was that they irritate me because they seem to give licence to politicians and their supporters to indulge in rubbishing, name calling and belittling others, not to mention exaggerating and maybe even lying through their teeth. And it’s all without censure! 

I dislike election campaigns because they accept as normal a naked grab for power - through a metaphorical duel to the death!  That’s what is at the root of all the promises and all the undermining. It’s the allure of power. 
Am I being too cynical? I’d love to believe that each party has the best interests of the nation as their primary motivation, but I’m afraid I’m not convinced. 

Election campaigns give us a glimpse into the mire of the fallen soul. One of the primary tools politicians use to gain support is to ignite in voters both wanting and the fear of losing what we want if we vote for the opposing party. It’s very cunning. 

Election campaigns aside, it is actually the unbridled wanting in our lives that has the power to deprive us of our peace and contentment in life. Think about that for a minute. When we are consumed by something we want, and we don’t get what we want, we can experience feelings ranging from mild disappointment to fierce anger. At times, unfulfilled desire can have the power to completely consume our thoughts and govern our actions. It can cause deep unhappiness in our lives.
A psychologist I know once said to me that he believed the root of all anger and discontent was blocked desire.  

The Bible has much to say on this matter of contentment.

v6 in our reading from 1 Timothy says:

“And religion does make your life rich, by making you content with what you have. We didn't bring anything into this world, and we won't take anything with us when we leave. So we should be satisfied just to have food and clothes.” 

Then in Philippians (4:12) we read this:
“ I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” 

And in Hebrews (13:5): we find this:
“Don't fall in love with money. Be satisfied with what you have. The Lord has promised that he will not leave us or desert us. ” 

I wonder if we can say that we are truly content?  

Paul said he’d learned the secret of being content in any and every situation. He was content when he was chained up in a dingy, smelly, rat-infested dungeon. He was content when he was running for his life, because his message had brought out the lynch mob.  He was content when he went for days without food, as much as he was content when he was sleeping on a soft mattress and dining at rich men’s tables. 

What was Paul’s secret of contentment? In his words to Timothy this morning, we see that it all has to do with overcoming desire.
If you asked the average person in the street what their greatest desire in life was, they’d say “to be rich!” I’ve asked young people on many occasions what they want to do when they leave school:  so many of them say, “something that will bring in a lot of money!”

The millions of dollars that are poured into Lotto every week testify to our culture’s pursuit of money.  So many people think, “If I could just win the lotto – I’d be able do this, this and this – I’d be able to get everything I want - and then I’d be content.”  It’s the need to fulfil our desires that makes people run after money. Yet, the more we are driven to pursue what we want, the more we experience discontent.  It’s the unbridled wanting that makes us discontented.
Listen to v 6 again:

“And religion does make your life rich, (but listen to this!) by making you content with what you have”

Paul says our faith, our religion – has the ability to make us rich. But it makes us rich, not by providing us with material riches, but by making us content with what we have. 

How this works, practically speaking, is that if we walk closely with God, he is able to change what we want. He is able to contain and simplify our desires. Unfulfilled desire is replaced by trust and a sense of safety.  
True satisfaction comes, not from pursuing our desires, but by knowing God.  It comes from a deep and intimate relationship with him, and with his people. We are truly content, aren’t we, when we have what we want? Faith in God, says Paul, changes what we want.  We find we want simply what God provides for us, and so we become content with what we have.   

This was how Paul was able to be content in the midst of the most difficult of circumstances.  He was content with what he had – no matter how little or how much it was, because God had changed his heart.  He no longer hankered after material things – he hankered after God!  He just wanted to do and to be what God wanted. He lived in an attitude of trust in God, and therefore was content and at peace.

That’s all very well, isn’t it?  The Apostle Paul was in a class of his own! But how do WE get to a point in our relationship with God where this becomes real for US? 

I think Christians often make the mistake of thinking that to experience the promises of God – such as contentment - we simply have to ask him to give it to us, and then sit back and wait for it to be delivered.  Asking God to give us what he promises is important, but often there is more to it than just sitting back in expectation.
If a young couple desperately wants a child, it is very appropriate for them to come before God, and pray, “Lord, give us a child!” But I doubt very much whether God’s answer for them would be an immaculate conception!  They would have a part to play, wouldn't they?

If we want to bring contentment to birth in our own lives, we have a part to play as well.  We will not suddenly wake up one morning feeling totally at peace with the world and with ourselves.

How does it come about then?

Paul gives us two areas to concentrate on.  The first has to do with our thought patterns.  He says to Timothy (v7):

“We didn't bring anything into this world, and we won't take anything with us when we leave. So we should be satisfied just to have food and clothes.”

Paul puts things in their right perspective, and then tells Timothy we need to be satisfied with what we have.

The fact that Paul actually tells us to do this, indicates that we need to do something ourselves to reign in our desires.  We do have a certain amount of control over our thought patterns.  If we find we are often thinking about money or other things we don’t have, we can actually CHOOSE to change our thinking.  
It may mean committing certain Bible verses to memory, that remind us that God will provide for us, or that he will never leave us.  It may mean consciously turning those thoughts over to God when they begin to plague us.  But we need to be proactive – tackle those thoughts ourselves.  Paul says in his 2nd letter to the Corinthians, that he “takes captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.” We need to train our thoughts not to be constantly hankering after things we don’t have, but rather to recognise we are completely dependent on God, trusting in him, and being satisfied with what he has given us.

The second area Paul suggests Timothy concentrate on is more practical.  He gives him something to actually do.  He tells Timothy to try his best to please God and be like him, and gives him some areas to work on:

· Be faithful.  Faithfulness, by definition, requires discipline. To be faithful in prayer, or worship or giving, or serving, we need to be disciplined, and that requires decision and commitment.
· Be loving. Note Paul doesn’t say “feel” loving.  It’s “be” loving.  We can act in a loving way towards a person who in reality rubs us up the wrong way. Feelings may well follow, but in the first instance we must put love into action. 

· Be dependable. That means to be trustworthy – to do what we say we will do.  To be there for others when they need us. 

· Be gentle. Don’t be pushy or heavy handed with others, insisting on our own way.

· Stick  to your guns as a Christian. This is an encouragement for Timothy – and us – to “stand up for Jesus”.  This was particularly relevant in Timothy’s day, as standing your ground as a Christian was dangerous!  It could lead to confiscation of property, arrest, imprisonment, or even death.
We begin to get the impression that contentment comes about as a result of a life of Christian commitment. A life lived with God at the centre, and a life of putting others before ourselves -which is, in fact, consistent with the rest of Scripture. 

So, the bottom line is that it is in our love of God and of our neighbour that we will find true contentment.

If this morning, we have come here with churning desires, unsettled thoughts, troublesome emotions, or anything else which has served to rob us of our contentment, let us take this opportunity to get off the treadmill. Let us come before God in repentance for getting our priorities wrong, and let us re-consecrate our lives to the Lord who gave his life to set us free from all that would rob us of peace, freedom and contentment in him.
Let us pray

