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Pentecost 19, 2007
Text:  1 Timothy 6:6-16
Theme:  Hold on to the things you can’t touch.
1. Righteousness
2. Godliness

3. Faith

4. Love

5. Endurance

6. Gentleness
7. Eternal life

Preached:  October 7, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

One of the first years we were in Sacramento we went to the State Fair. We went mid-morning—maybe it was already getting to be late morning. We went through the gate, went on just a couple of rides (Maddie was too little to go on any rides yet), and it was already lunch time. As I was paying for the lunch, I noticed the prices at the restaurant were a little hefty. And as I rummaged around in my wallet to come up with the amount, I did a little quick math and realized that I was already fifty dollars lighter than when I arrived. I remember muttering to myself, “Boy, money sure doesn’t last long.” Isn’t it true that money is one of the hardest things to hold on to? And the things you buy with it—they don’t last long. After you’ve purchased them, you realize how little they’re really worth. Do you know how long a dollar bill lasts? Take a guess how long a dollar bill is in circulation. 18th months! In only one and a half years a dollar bill is worn out and has to be replaced. 
Our sermon text for today is one of the most famous passages in the Bible that teaches us Christians about our attitude toward money and material possessions. This first paragraph of today’s text is where we get phrases like “You can’t take it with you.” When you die, you can’t take any of your material possessions with you into the next life. This text is where we get the phrase “the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” It’s often misquoted. People will say, “Money is the root of all evil.” But that’s not what it says. It says, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” It’s the attitude that we have toward money that is where the danger lies. God is very frank here. He says, “Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.” The worst consequence of love of money is that it can empty us of our faith.
But in today’s sermon I would like to focus on the second paragraph of this Word of God, because it tells us about the good things we can fill ourselves up with rather than these “things” that aren’t really worth much. “But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.” What would you call this list of things compared to the things that God is talking about in the first paragraph? How are these things different from food and clothing and money? Well, they’re all things that you can’t see, right? I mean, you can think of examples of righteousness, godliness, faith, love, etc. But you can’t see them. You can’t feel them. You can’t touch them. I think it’s so interesting the way God says it. “Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, etc.” What does pursue mean? “Run after,” right? How can you run after something that you can’t see, that you can’t touch? Or take a look at the next verse, v. 12. “Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called.” God is using such tantalizing words:  “Take hold of it.” You can have it right in the palm of your hands. It’s really kind of a conundrum that He tells us today. “Hold on to the things you can’t touch.” How do you do that?

Well, since you can’t see them, you can’t hold on to them with your eyes. Since you can’t hear them, you can’t hold on to them with your ears. Since you can’t touch them, you can’t hold on to them with your hands or your arms. They are spiritual things, and so you need to grab hold of them with your spirit—with your soul. The first one is “righteousness.” What is righteousness? You learned that in your Christian instruction, didn’t you? You learned that the little word “right” is at the beginning of “righteousness.” It’s about being right—about being right with God. You’ve learned that you can only become right through Jesus. Only Jesus lived the right kind of life, the kind of life that our righteous God requires. And so through faith in Jesus (the third thing to hold on to) we become right with God. When we believe in Jesus, we look just as right to God as Jesus does. Through faith we receive God’s love (the fourth thing). Although He was angry with our sins and couldn’t stand us in His presence, His love overwhelmed His anger over our sins, and He sent His Son Jesus anyway to rescue us rather than sending us to hell as our sins deserved. With His love in our heart, now we can begin to love others. Hold on to that love.
But the ones I’d like to concentrate on today are numbers 5 and 6. I doubt we ever consider what wonderful spiritual qualities endurance and gentleness are. The word for endurance in the original Greek New Testament is very thought provoking. It simply means “staying under.” When you hear it, it makes you think of the practice and training that swimmers and divers have to go through to stay under water for long periods of time. Did your teacher make you do that when you took swimming lessons? They have you put your head under water the first time to see how long you can hold your breath. At first you might be lucky to be able to keep your head under water for thirty seconds. But each day the teacher has you put your head under water just a little bit longer, and your lungs get used to it. Each day you can do it maybe five seconds longer than the previous day. If you keep practicing it, you can get up to holding your breath for five minutes or longer. Untold numbers of people have been saved from drowning because an experienced diver in an emergency has been able to go to the bottom of a lake or pool and hold their breath long enough to bring up the person who is drowning. God tells us that endurance is a wonderful spiritual quality. The ability to endure when life gets difficult is a true gift from God. Hard things are going to come into our life anyway. Isn’t it a blessing to be able to patiently endure them? I’m sure we’ve all known people who have gone through incredible hardships and who have endured the storm with dignity and grace, who have not cracked under the strain. We’ve admired them and envied them and wished we had the strength to be such models of self-control. Well, we can have it. God gives it to us. He places it in our hands. Just hold on to it.
Gentleness—the self control that some Christians have to not lash back when someone has been cruel to them or when someone has not been faithful to doing what they should and have made a huge mess for the other person to clean up. When that gentle person is able to say without a shade of a grimace coming across their face, “Well, let’s see what we can do to help you with that,” that’s gentleness. Gentleness—it’s a quality that keeps the confidence of others rather than scaring others away by the proverbial blowing of the top. Gentleness—it’s true inner beauty. It’s a spiritual gift to hold on to. 
Finally, eternal life. God has a life for us that never ends. Whoever has this life never has to fear death. Nothing can end this life. We can’t have it, though, without giving up the mortal body. What makes this gift so hard is that you have to give up everything physical. You have to trust God enough that He is going to take the very breath out of your nostrils and your body is going to decompose and disappear into the ground. But it is a trust that the mind and the consciousness lives on apart from all the attractions of this world. That really is the kind of thing we want to hold on to, right? If there is anything we want to hand on to our children, it is this, right? Well, it’s really all seven of these things. We want our children to have that righteousness of Jesus. We want them to have godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. We work on those qualities the entire time we’re raising them. We want them to have eternal life. We recognize that these are the only things that have any true value. They are the only things that last. To enjoy these things—not just with our kids, but with everyone who is part of our spiritual family—is what makes life rich. May God bless you with these gifts. May you run after them and pursue them with every fiber of your being this week! May you enjoy them, treasure them, relish them! They’re free of charge. They don’t cost a thing. God gives them to you. They are gifts of His grace. The only thing He asks of you is that you treasure them. Won’t you hold on to them? Won’t you foster them and nurture them and share them with others? Hold on to the things you can’t touch. Then you’ll have something.  Amen.
