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3Whoever teaches otherwise and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus 
Christ and the teaching that is in accordance with godliness, 4is conceited, 
understanding nothing, and has a morbid craving for controversy and for disputes about 
words. From these come envy, dissension, slander, base suspicions, 5and wrangling 
among those who are depraved in mind and bereft of the truth, imagining that godliness 
is a means of gain. 6Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with 
contentment; 7for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of 
it; 8but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. 9But those who want 
to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires 
that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10For the love of money is a root of all 
kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith 
and pierced themselves with many pains. 
18They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, 19thus 
storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they 
may take hold of the life that really is life. 
 

 

If I said the name Alex P. Keaton, would you know who I am talking about? If you are a child 

of the 80s, you know that Alex Keaton was the fictional character Michael J. Fox played on the 

80s sitcom, Family Ties. Alex Keaton was the poster child for supply-side economics and wealth. 

His heroes were Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and Milton Friedman. And his love…well, it was 

money. To Alex, that’s all that mattered. In fact, he goes so far as to say in one episode, “People 

who have money don’t need people.” The final episode of Family Ties ends with Alex moving to 

New York City to start a new job. And, ever the “humble” individual, as he’s leaving Columbus, 

Ohio, Alex runs ads on the radio to tout his success: “Alex Keaton, $75 grand.” 

It’s Michael J. Fox’s portrayal of Alex Keaton that makes his 1987 movie The Secret of My Success 

work for me. I believe he was perfectly cast for this role. It’s not a stretch for me to see him in the 

role of Brantley Foster, a kid from Kansas fresh out of college, set to begin a new job in 
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Manhattan. But, on Brantley’s first day on the job, he finds himself unemployed as his new 

employer becomes the victim of a hostile takeover. Broke and without any signs of promise, 

Brantley appeals to the only local connection he has – a distant uncle. 

It turns out this uncle just happens to be the CEO of a large corporation. His uncle gives him 

a job in the mailroom, but that doesn’t deter the smart kid from Kansas. After delivering mail 

during the day, he pours over various corporate reports and company documents at night, soon 

discovering that the company is being mismanaged. That’s when he decides to take on an 

alternative personality, creating a position in senior management under the name Carlton 

Whitfield and using it to improve the company’s operations. While lots of hilarity ensues as he 

fearlessly tries to balance the double life of a mailroom worker and corner office executive, the 

movie ends with Brantley assuming the position of CEO – just two weeks after starting the new 

job. 

To me, the character Brantley Foster is a lot like Alex Keaton. They both share a love for 

money and the trappings of success. They both are drawn to the huge salary, the corner office, the 

limos and corporate jets, and the power that position brings. But, what makes this movie my 

favorite is that, regrettably, the character reminds me of…me. 

In elementary school and junior high, I had a map of Manhattan pinned to a bulletin board in 

my room. That’s where I would be one day, among the financial power brokers of Wall Street. As 

a kid, I remember writing to several Fortune 500 firms and requesting they send me annual 

reports or a map of their factory locations, which I would then study for fun. And just like Alex 

Keaton or Brantley Foster, I dreamed of being just that smart so that I could make the move 

from the mailroom to the Executive Suite in no time at all. 
My life and career have taken a different path. I think New York City is a nice place to visit 

but I have no desire to live there anymore. Furthermore, I’m perfectly happy to be fulfilling 

God’s call upon my life, serving a church, not a Fortune 500 company. Yet, that said, it doesn’t 

mean that I still don’t struggle with the desire for more…to be the problem solver; to be a high 

achiever. That’s the Carlton Whitfield inside me, that part of me that struggles with being satisfied 

with who I am and what I have accomplished. Maybe you have a Carlton Whitfield inside you, 

too… 

This is part two of our worship series, Fearless Generosity, and I suspect that when some of you 
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saw the sermon title – Fearless Giving – your defense shields went up just a little. After all, you are 

comfortable with your ministers talking about scripture and theology. You are happy to have us 

call attention to discipleship aspects – prayer, Bible reading, serving others… But when we talk 

about the discipline of giving and your money, that’s when we often hear, “Stay in your lane, 

bro.” 

Yet, talking about money is both an issue of discipleship (who is the Lord of your life) and 

pastoral care. How many families struggle with debt and money issues? How many individuals 

struggle with a desire for more? And, you should know, these aren’t just personal issues. 

In our scripture lesson today, we pick up towards the end of Paul’s first letter to his young 

protégé, Timothy. 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus make up a section of the New Testament 

known as the Pastoral Epistles (Letters). And what you should know is that these three letters 

have a shared emphasis on ecclesiastical orthodoxy – those are big words which mean “getting 

this church stuff right.” In our text this morning, Paul was concerned about the dangers of money 

in a person’s life. But he was equally concerned about the threat it posed to the church. To put it 

more specifically, he recognized that there could be a spillover effect of a person’s spiritual 

immaturity (ungodliness)on the church. 

Verse 3 begins with Paul warning Timothy of false teachers with an unhealthy interest. These 

are, as Eugene Peterson retells it, the ignorant windbags who infect the air with germs of envy, 

controversy, bad-mouthing, suspicious rumors… [and] backstabbing.”i In Paul’s time, these false 

teachers were traveling evangelists or other leaders who expected big speaking fees for their 

teaching. In our time, we might think of these false teachers as proponents of a prosperity gospel. 

But the truth is, today, these false teachers might be VISA and Mastercard…or you and me. 

That’s right, you and I are probably false teachers. We probably don’t do the best job of 

explicitly expressing our contentment with life (I have all I need) when we are implicitly living 

with a need for more (I don’t have all I need)? Ironically, this often works in inverse relationship 

to our salary. The more we make, the less content we may become. 

Priest and Oxford Biblical Professor Andrew Keith Malcolm Adam articulates this concept 

well: “Although human well-being requires only a minimal economic basis (if we have food and 

clothing…), the transition from basic food and clothing to nice food and clothing, and from 

there to stylish clothing and rich food, takes place gradually. We are not likely to observe the 
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progress from need to desire, especially when that transition involves ourselves and our loved 

ones.”ii 

It’s that subtle progress from basic to stylish, from McDonalds to Morton’s Steakhouse, that is 

instructive. Once you’ve had prime rib, the Big Mac doesn’t cut it anymore. And it’s this reality 

that points to the need for a clear understanding of contentment or, as it is often translated, 

sufficiency. 

Some of us remember the days before debit cards when we used to write checks for everyday 

purchases. If you’ve ever written a check or received a check, chances are you are familiar with 

the phrase “returned for insufficient funds” and hopefully not because it’s happened to you. 

“Returned for Insufficient Funds” is what gets stamped on a check when there isn’t enough 

money in the account to cover the transaction. The debt the check was supposed to cover cannot 

be satisfied. The promise you made when you signed your name at the bottom cannot be 

fulfilled. 

Some of us would characterize our lives with those words: not enough…cannot be 

satisfied…unfulfilled…insufficient. We look at our 2000 square foot houses and think we need 

2500 square feet. We look at our two-year-old F-150 and think we need to upgrade. We look at 

our paystubs and remember how we used to think that if we ever made this much, we would be 

set. What used to be satisfactory no longer is. 

So how do we know what to do next? How do we recognize that we’ve exceeded sufficiency 

in our living? In our scripture lesson, Paul first gives the baseline. If we have food and clothing 

(the word often used is raiment, which in Greek means “covering” which could include shelter) 

then that is all we need for contentment. In Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, this is the bottom of the 

pyramid. Our physiological needs are met. 

Now, with that baseline established, Paul doesn’t say that anything spent on something 

other than food, clothing, and shelter is a waste. But, he does provide a dashboard with three 

warning lights – three things we need to watch out for spiritually – that can result in 

breakdown, leaving us stranded along the side of the road. 

The first warning light – the first spiritual danger – illuminates when we are trapped by desire 

for more. I need to upgrade to the iPhone 12. I need a larger car. I need another pair of the same 

shoes in red. This desire for more is evident when you can never be satisfied; when what you 



5 

have is always insufficient. This is when we spend way too much time coveting what you don’t 

possess. A Roman proverb suggests that wealth is like sea-water – instead of quenching your 

thirst, it intensifies it. The more you get, the more you want.iii This type of never-ending cycle of 

desire keeps you trapped. 

The second warning light or spiritual danger Paul describes is root rot. In one of the most 

familiar, and sometimes misquoted verses of the New Testament, Paul writes that the love of 

money is a root of all evil. He doesn’t write that money is the root of evil, but that a love of 

money is. And that word “root” is a powerful illustration. 

On a plant, the roots are where the bulk of food and water are absorbed and where the plant 

stores the nutrients it needs. But, if the roots do not get the proper care, they do not take hold or 

supply the plant with the essentials it needs. They do not grow or mature or bloom as brightly as 

they should. 

That’s how it is with those who love money. Their roots are shallow and under developed. 

Everything may appear to be fine on the surface, but deep down things are unhealthy. When the 

going gets tough and the money is no longer there, those who love money are easily uprooted – 

their faith and trust is effortlessly pulled away. You might know how this feels if you’ve ever lost 

your job. You might know how this feels if your big client didn’t pay. When the money is gone, 

the firm foundation is seemingly gone as well. 

And that leads to the third warning light or spiritual danger: wandering away from the faith. 

Sometimes having money, or at least pursuing more money, leads people away. We wrongly 

assume that our wealth can buy us security. Many who are seeking meaning and purpose assume 

that their money can help them find it or is the sign that they have found it. But this is an illusion. 

Money cannot buy health, real love, or preserve one from sorrow and from death. As William 

Barclay puts it, “The security which is founded on material things is foredoomed to fail.”iv 

These are the warning signs on the dashboard of your life – unhealthy desire, shallow roots, a 

wandering from the faith. And if one or more of these are blinking on your dashboard, it’s time to 

pull over and assess the problem. 

Our Jewish friends do this at least once every year. During the Passover Feast, one of the most 

famous songs sung during the Seder is the Dayenu. The Hebrew word Dayenu is literally translated 

“for us, enough” or “it would have been enough.” At the Passover Seder, the fifteen stanzas of 
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the Dayenu are sung to demonstrate all the positive consequences of choosing God. This is done 

by listing all the good that God has done for the Jewish people throughout history. For example, 

as our Jewish friends declare, if God had just brought the Jewish people out of Egypt, Dayenu – it 

would have been enough. If God had just split the sea for them, Dayenu – it would have been 

enough. The Dayenu is more that just a fun song of history. It strengthens the roots of where 

things come from – the spiritual understanding that God will provide. 

And because God provides, Paul gives us just what we need as first world Christians. He 

provides a specific direction for what to do when we have resources. Paul doesn’t condemn 

people for being rich. Wealth is not a sin, but a responsibility. That’s why Paul says wealth must 

be used to do good. Those with financial resources – believe it or not, that’s you and me - must 

be ready to share, generously and liberally. 

But first and foremost, we have to recognize that wealth is not all about our bank accounts, 

real estate holdings, and stock portfolios. Eugene Peterson, in his paraphrase of verse 6, writes, 

“a devout life does bring wealth, but it’s the rich simplicity of being yourself before God.”v That’s 

the type of sufficiency and contentment and giving Paul is describing – the type that comes from 

being loved for who you are by God and wanting that for others, too. The secret of happiness 

lies in personal relationships and the greatest of all personal relationships is the relationship to 

God. 

As many of you know, First Christian completed a visioning process last year. This process 

named our unique mission that God has called us to fulfill: shepherding every person to encounter the 

abundant peace of Christ. And when this mission was named, the Vision Team also worked to 

provide measures that would help us know if we are successful in carrying out our mission. 

These measures describe what a person would look like - characteristics that might be present in 

his or her life - if we are on mission. 

One of our measures asks us to answer this question: How am I modeling my faith through joyful 

service and generosity? Given Paul’s instruction in today’s scripture lesson, how would you calculate 

this measure? Are you giving of your time, talent, and treasure with your family? At school? Here 

at church? 

Maybe the best way to measure it in your own life is to pull out your calendar and add the 

total the number of hours you are volunteering. Maybe more critical, total the number of hours 
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you are at home with your family or that you’ve spent on a date with your spouse. Perhaps you 

need to pull out your checkbook and measure where the money has gone. 

Here at the church, this generosity could be measured through evidence of the gifts of the 

spirit. We could see it when volunteer roles are being filled (time) and new leaders are being 

developed. We could see it when people share their gifts (talents) – music; writing; teaching; 

cleaning; organizing; telling their story. We could see it when people are generous with their 

material resources (treasure). These are things that can be measured. 

So, how cool would it be if… 

• We had a waiting list to work with our junior high students that numbered 

double digits? 

• Our church leaders all had a person or two who they were intentionally and 

deliberately giving time to, equipping them to do ministry? 

• Musicians musicianing? 

• Writers writing? 

• Crafters crafting? 

• Cleaners cleaning? 

• Organizers organizing? 

• Teachers teaching? 

• Givers giving? 
 

What if we had the ability to… 

• refill the entire food pantry at Interfaith Outreach every month, not with just a few 

hundred pounds of food, but with 10,000 pounds of food? 

• fully furnish the apartment of every international student at MSU? 

• ensure that every kid and teacher at Fain Elementary had the school supplies and 

tools they need for success? 

 

How would we do all this? It starts with Dayenu. It would have been enough God for you to 

do this, but you have given us more. You, God, have given us more than enough. If we are 

indeed followers of Christ, our contentment comes from knowing that truth. It won’t be about 
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touting our achievements, our quick ascendency up the ladder, or our arrival in the corner office. 

Instead, it will be about holding fast to the truth that God has given us more than enough. And, 

the fact is, the sooner we realize this - the sooner we will realize this is the secret of our success – 

we will want that kind of sufficiency that makes us fearless givers. 
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