Liturgy:

Reading : 1 Tim. 6, 2b -21

Text       : 1 Tim. 6, 6-8

Ps.  147 : 1,4

Ps.  147 : 6

Ps.    87 : 4 (after baptism)

Hy.  48 : 3
Ps   145 : 1,4,5 (collection song)

Ps.    73 : 8

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
It is just over 50 years ago, that at Synod Armadale 1956, in the evening session of the third of January, a request was dealt with tabled by the FRC Armadale, to have annually a special worship service for prayer and thanksgiving for harvest and labor. The Church of Armadale proposed to do this on the last Sunday in January. Synod without mentioning any arguments for this decided to have this worship service on the third Sunday in February. This differs somewhat from what our sister churches in the Northern hemisphere do. Our sister churches in The Netherlands, for example, have a special service of prayer at the beginning of the season, and a special service of thanksgiving at the end of the season. In our climate this would not always be easy to decide when to do this, hence the combination of the two, with still having a special Sunday, on which we give thanks to the LORD for the earthly blessings He has blessed us with.
Of course, daily we render our thanks to the LORD for His providential care over our life. We also do this every Sunday, when as congregation we come together in worship. Nevertheless, beloved, it is still a good custom next to all this to have a special Sunday of thanksgiving, to thank the LORD for His blessings both upon what the earth has brought forth as well as upon the work of our hands, whereby in addition we also pray that the LORD may continue to bless us with His indispensable blessing, also in the season laying ahead of us.
Yet before we draw near in prayer to the LORD, first we will turn to God’s Word to learn what constitutes true thankfulness or to phrase this a bit more practical: what attitude we are to take towards the material things God has blessed us with. Yes, are we really content with what we have received or do we like so many people around us always hunger after more, somehow never being truly content. Beloved, does it show up in our life that we are different? Is it to see in our life that we definitely have not been affected by the spirit of materialism, which is so current in today’s society? In other words, do we as God’s children still know what it means to be rich in the LORD?
This morning we will listen to what God Himself teaches us about this issue. We will do so by focusing on the words of our text, where among others we read, “Having food and clothing with these we shall be content.”

I have summarized the message of this morning’s text as follows,

CHRISTIAN CONTENTMENT MAKES ONE REJOICE 
IN WHATEVER GOD GIVES

Since

1) God’s gifts are always sufficient

2) in addition, only God’s gifts truly enrich life

I
The apostle Paul, Br. & Sr., wrote his first letter to Timothy, whilst he himself was traveling Macedonia, having left Timothy behind in Ephesus. At that time, Ephesus was still a very young congregation, which had to fight the influence of a worldly society, in the midst of which it lived. This influence was so strong that it had affected even some of the leaders within the congregation, who thought they could make some financial gain out of their leadership, thus enriching themselves at the cost of the membership of the congregation. Enslaved by the spirit of materialism, they though they could gain some money even from the preaching of the gospel. Of course, from this we should not conclude that a minister should not receive any money for the work he is doing, or for example that a Christian bookshop should not ask money for the Bibles they sell. The point is what motivates us. In the verses 4 + 5 of Ch. 6, Paul says about these false teachers, “They are …” From these two verses we learn, that more was wrong with these false teachers than only that they considered godliness as a means of gain. Nevertheless this was part of their problem. Material gain was to them of greater interest than the well-being of the flock. They loved to be honored as teachers and to be rewarded accordingly not by God but by men. Thus they indeed used godliness as a means of gain.

In vs. 6 Paul elaborates on this subject of godliness and gain. After all, there is indeed great gain in godliness. Paul had written this already in Ch. 4, 8 of this same letter, where it reads, “…” I preached on this text in West Kelmscott after the Athens Olympics in August 2004 under the theme, “Training in Godliness.” In that sermon I described ‘godliness’ as follows, “Something that comes about in one’s life as fruit of knowing God. Because of this knowledge it becomes one’s desire to seek the Lord in whatever he does. You take God’s Word serious, have respect for the LORD and show this respect also in obeying his commandments.” The OT calls all this ‘the fear of the LORD’, which is the beginning of all wisdom.
So in Ch. 4 Paul had already written that godliness is profitable for all things, and therefore – Ch. 6 – there is indeed great gain in godliness. Yet, says Paul, only when this godliness is coupled with contentment. What does the apostle mean with this? What is this contentment he speaks about?
Being content – when thinking about what this means, in our mind we may have a picture of a person, who at night after a hard day’s work sits in a easy chair feeling quite satisfied, since the day brought him exactly what he had expected from it, and so the person is content. You will understand, Br. & Sr., this is not the contentment the apostle Paul is referring to in our text.

In the original Greek for contentment a word is used that literally translated means ‘being autarchic’. You may not know this word, but perhaps you have heard about the word ‘autarchy’, which refers to a system or policy of economic self-sufficiency aimed at removing the needs for imports. An autarchy thus is an economically self-sufficient country. Well, beloved, that’s the word the apostle Paul uses here and what in our Bible is translated with contentment. Our text thus speaks about Christian self-sufficiency, contentment, since as regards God’s children, all their needs are met in Christ; contentment, since whatever God gives will always be sufficient.
Having learned now what Paul means with contentment, you will understand, beloved, that this contentment is an essential part of true godliness. Godliness – that is you want to live out of God’s fatherly hand. When doing so, we will always be content with the things God provides us with. Yes, indeed always! 
It is good to give this some further thought this morning, especially now we have come together for a special worship service to thank the Lord for all the material blessings He has given us. 
To give thanks to the LORD – can we all do this, also those families where at times things were rather tight, families who had difficulty in making ends meet from week to week? Perhaps we can still thank the Lord for what He gave. Yet to be really content might just be asking too much, especially when looking at others, who can go on holidays and have all they want. To be truly thankful always, is not all that easy. Let us honestly say this to each other this morning and not try to cover this up.
To always be content with whatever the Lord provides, is that not asking the impossible from us. Beloved, it is not when day by day we live our life with Lord. In actual terms this means, instead of looking at the other side of the fence where the grass always seem to be greener > instead of doing this, we should look on high to God who did provide!

When looking at our life, when looking in particular also at those difficult days we had to number, was the LORD not there to provide us with whatever we needed? At times deep down, perhaps we would have liked that God had provided us with more. Nevertheless, at the same time when being truly honest with ourselves, we also have to admit whatever we received was nevertheless sufficient. God’s fatherly hand never failed. Daily He provided us with the food that was needful for us. Well, this gives not only every reason for thankfulness, but also every reason to be content, doesn’t it?

This contentment differs totally from the teaching of those deceitful spirits mentioned in the verses preceding our text, false teachers who considered godliness as a means for material gain. Opposing these teachers the apostle Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, says, there is indeed great gain in godliness, namely when it is coupled with true Christian contentment, i.e. being content always with what God provides us with; content also when we are less off than others are. This should never lessen our thankfulness. Instead let us realize that God is near always to provide for us, under all circumstances.

The apostle Paul himself testifies about this in his letter to the Philippians. I think here of what he writes in Ch. 4, 11 of this letter, “…I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content.” In this verse the apostle uses the same word that in our text is translated with contentment. The apostle Paul had indeed learned to be content in all that the Lord had placed on his path. In Phil.4, 12 he writes, “…” And then he adds in vs. 13, “…” Thus, relying on Christ and His power Paul was able to face all those different circumstances with contentment, realizing God always provides sufficiently both in circumstances of abundance or when suffering need. God’s hand indeed never fails.
This scriptural contentment, as the apostle Paul speaks about it, Br. & Sr., is more than just resigning yourself to what is placed on your path. I think here of comments one can hear at times, when people say, “Whether you like it or not, you have to accept it, since you can’t change things anyway.” Beloved, let me tell you, this is not the contentment of which our text speaks; people, who speak this way, often inwardly rebel, and are not content at all.

When Scripture speaks about contentment, it will teach us to live out of God’s fatherly hand, in a similar way as LD 10 HC speaks about this. Living from God’s fatherly hand – this means accepting in faith that nothing comes by chance, but both prosperity as well as adversity, health and sickness, wealth and poverty, employment and being unemployed, it all comes from God, who alone knows what is good for us. Yes, then whatever the circumstances may be, I will look on high and say, “Lord, Thy grace is sufficient for me.” Then I faith I have the assurance, Father will provide and this will always be sufficient; indeed always under all circumstances.
Putting it this way, it’s not my intention to spiritualize everything, as we would do better to forget about our care for daily bread. We surely have our responsibilities. Yet the point is this, faith in God puts our daily worries in a different perspective. Then even when things are financially pretty tight, we can still fold our hands and thank God for what He provides us with. After all, beloved, the measure of our thankfulness towards God should never depend on the amount of material wealth we receive. On the contrary, also when there is no wealth, also when we have to live on a very tight budget, there still is every reason to thank God for His daily care, which never fails.

Today’s society doesn’t know anything about this kind of contentment. Around us we see the vast majority of people always craving for more and better, never being really satisfied with what they have. They serve Mammon instead of God. Living in the midst of this society, we as God’s children are called to show a different lifestyle. Let us heed this call, beloved, and indeed live joyfully, no matter whether we have received much or little.
In our text, the apostle Paul says, vs. 8, “…” Food and clothing, the most elementary necessities of life – with these we shall be content.

Food – I could also say ‘food and drink’. I realize God is able to keep His children alive also without food. Yet, as long as we live in this dispensation God has bound us to food and drink, and therefore He will also provide them. I think here of what the LORD spoke to Noah after the Flood, Gen. 8, 22, “…” That’s how God will take care of His people, providing them with the food that is needful for them. At times God did so under exceptional circumstances. I think here of Israel’s journey through the desert, when the LORD provided His people with bread from heaven and water from the rock. Bread and water – the most elementary necessities of life, also for the people of Israel during their journey through the wilderness, God provided them also then. Well, beloved, this same God is still our Father today. He knows all our needs and wants and shall provide us accordingly. We may be sure of this without any doubt.
Having food and clothing, with these we shall be content. I spoke about food. Yet after the fall into sin also clothing became an elementary necessity of life. God Himself clothed Adam and Eve with tunics of skin.
 Food and clothing – two things we need as long as we live in this dispensation. Therefore God will provide them according to the measure He knows to be good for us, and with that measure we shall be content. 
This will cause our attitude to life to be different than that of the people around us. Then in the church it should not be that we always want to have more and better. For us there is no need to catch up with the Jones’s next door. We may live out of God’s hand and therefore can be thankful with whatever He provides us with. We are to realize also as regards the material things, it’s all grace, we deserve nothing, no matter how hard we may think we have worked for it. Food on the table, the clothing we wear, the house we live in, is not what we have earned by working hard, but God’s gift. Let us always remember this, lest we start boasting of ourselves and about what we have achieved.

See there, beloved, how this morning we will render our thanks to God. Thanks, whether we are economically well off or whether we have to live on a tight budget. Together we render thanks, knowing what we have, we have received from God. Thus rendering thanks, we rejoice in God’s gracious gifts, by which Father took care of us in the season past and will take care of us throughout the season to come. In Him we may trust and therefore I can be content always.

II
 From the first point of the sermon we learned, Br. & Sr., Christian contentment gives true joy, even when according to human standards we have not much. Still joy, since in what we receive we acknowledge God’s gifts and these are always sufficient. So there is joy and contentment. 
Yet so one may wonder what about this great gain, about which our text also speaks. This, beloved, we will understand only when we look also at the material things in faith. What I mean with this is, he who has faith counts in a different way that he who has no faith. Faith teaches us whatever we receive, we receive but by grace alone.

The apostle Paul makes this clear in vs. 7, where he writes, “…” In other words, nothing is ours. All is given to us, given to us by God. We brought nothing into this world. We were born nakedly. Yet our heavenly Father took care of us and still cares for us every day. He nourishes us, providing us with food, clothing, and shelter and often much more. Yes, how great are God’s gracious gifts.

Of course, those who do not believe do not see it like this. They only boast of themselves and their own achievements, more often than not never content, always looking for more and better. They only live for what can be attained within the limits of today’s horizon, trying to make the most of it before you die. For that’s the end of everything. Therefore you just as well try to make the most of this life. They often live for earthly wealth and earthy pleasures only.

Yet he, who lives by faith, counts differently, looks further than today’s horizon. In faith we know today’s life is only temporarily. Here we have no lasting city. So, why should one set his heart on earthly treasures? We cannot carry anything with us when we die. That’s why the Lord Jesus in the Sermon on the Mouth taught His disciples and also us to lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. All this teaches us how we ought to live as children of God. Beloved, let us be careful not to get entangled in the web of today’s materialism. Instead, let us stay focused on what really matters, living by faith! 
Of course, all this does not mean that we should withdraw from this world, by living some kind of cloistered life with our attention focused only on heaven and on what is to come here after. God gives us a place in the midst of this world, where we have to fulfill our daily duties. Each one of us in the specific place where the LORD has set us, we all have to work hard with the talents God has given us, be it the building industry, or working in an office, as teacher, or as mother at home. So to speak God wants all of us to be active, to work hard, yet not in the first place for money but to serve the LORD with the talents He has given us. This is also something people should see in the way we go about our work, the way we talk about income and money, about our earthly possessions. Yes, what are the things we talk about with others when at work or in the office? Do we also talk about nothing else than yet another holiday, a new house, a new car, and you name it. Or can people recognize, also from our conversations we have with them, that we live for something else. When listening in to conversations on birthday parties and other visits, I’m afraid that we do not always make this clear. Yes, materialism can so easily affect also us. Yet 1 Tim 6 teaches us a different lifestyle. It points us to the great gain of godliness with contentment.
Great gain – no not economically. God may make us live on a tight budget. Yet living on that tight budget we may feel more at ease than people who do not believe and financially can do what they want, but meanwhile remain discontent, since their life is ruled by the unrest of serving Mammon. The apostle Paul speaks about this unrest in vs. 9 of this chapter, “…”

When looking around in today’s society we see the truth of this word. People are never satisfied and if they don’t get things their way, e.g. when they ask for increase in wages, they simply go on strike or take other actions, totally unwilling to listen to any arguments of the other party. Indeed, today’s society is full of materialism and serving Mammon.

Beloved, let  us take heed, since living in the midst of this climate so easily can affect also us, perhaps even quicker than we might suppose. Scripture clearly warns us not to make even the slightest move in this direction. Church members serving Mammon – Paul speaks about them in vs. 10 of this chapter, in their greediness they strayed away from the faith. But the end was that they pierced themselves with many sorrows. Yes, that’s what will happen when the love of money gets the most of us.
Over against this relentless serving of Mammon, the apostle Paul points to godliness with contentment. Godliness – this means as God’s children we look on high to Father in heaven out of whose hand we may live. Then in faith we hold on to this truth: whatever Father provides is always sufficient, since what He in wisdom imparts to us is always given in perfect measure. Finding rest in this sure knowledge gives peace in life, even in times of financial stress. Then we will be content, even in cases where according to worldly standards we have only little. Isn’t this indeed great gain, beloved, gain that gives more peace to us than you find in a wealthy climate where people always crave for more and better? 

Living by faith out of Father’s hand day by day gives this beautiful rest, without worries about what we shall eat tomorrow. Father is there, He will provide under all circumstances. That’s godliness with contentment in which there is indeed great gain. It is what we sing with the rhymed version of Psalm 73, 

“Since I have Thee as Rock and Saviour

I seek no further wealth and favor.

Although my flesh and heart may fail,
God is my strength, I shall prevail

For He whose steadfast love is sure,

Will be my portion evermore.”

Elaborate on the OT expression, ‘the LORD is my portion.’ 
Well, this exactly what the apostle Paul means when he speaks about godliness with contentment. Yes, then there is indeed great gain in this godliness, since in faith we may cling to God’s rich promises. Beloved, more we do not need in life, do we? Let us then also live accordingly, so that also people around us can see where we seek our riches. Where – with the LORD also in the material things. That gives rest. That makes life less worrisome. Then there is joy even in little; joy, since we see Father’s hand in it and that hand never fails.

Amen.
� Gen. 3, 21





PAGE  
12

