The problems with materialism

I. Introduction

A. In Matt. 19:16-22, we are introduced to a young man who turned away from the Lord rather than part with his wealth. 

B. We may not know how to define materialism exactly, but we know it when we see it; and we know this young man had a materialistic STA trend that controlled his life. 

C. Webster defines materialism as the tendency to give undue attention to material interests, devotion to satisfying the material nature and its desires.
D. We would probably define it as the tendency to be more concerned with material issues than spiritual values and priorities.  IJn. 2:15-17

E. The problem of wrong attitudes about money and material things is simply the result of adhering to human viewpoint and either rejecting or failing to apply Bible doctrine.

F. To see the magnitude of the problem we need only consider the sheer bulk of teaching devoted to it in the New Testament. 

1. Someone has calculated that nearly one-half of Jesus' sayings have to do with problems related to money in one way or another. 

G. There is a sense in which materialism is truly a basic doctrine since it is so fundamental to the human condition. 

H. Every believer must determine if he or she is going to serve God or money since No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and money.  Matt. 6:24 

II.
Clarifying the nature of the problem

A. First, let it be admitted and emphasized that there is no inherent virtue or spiritual value in being poor; to warn against the sin of materialism is not to advocate a theology of poverty. 

B. Poor people may be very wicked, and they may be very materialistic; therefore, what we are dealing with an OSN/STA issue and not an income issue.

C. While ascetic religions are those in which the most serious participants are expected to follow a life of poverty, it should be noted that Christianity is not an ascetic religion. 

D. Being a committed Christian does not necessarily involve renouncing worldly goods and taking a vow of poverty, although it may be God's will for us to make great sacrifices sometimes. 

E. However, neither is there any inherent virtue or spiritual value in being wealthy and the rich have no advantage or special relationship with God because of their wealth.   Job 34:19

F. As we have observed, riches are not necessarily a sign of virtue, evidence that God approves of one's character, or a reward for one’s own personal righteousness.  Rev. 3:17

G. In fact, Asaph noted the wickedness of many of the wealthy: Behold, these are the ungodly, who are always at ease; they increase in riches.  Ps. 73:12 

H. Materialism actually encompasses several related problems. 

1. While the Devil has a number of schemes he can use against believers, none does any more damage than materialism and it is an especially critical problem for us in America.

2. For one thing, there is the problem of discontent in regard to what we ourselves do not have.  Heb. 13:5

3. Also, there is the problem of envy or jealousy concerning what other people have.  James 4:2

4. We may wish we had what others have; or we may wish others did not have what they have, begrudging them anything that appears to make them happy, whether we ourselves would want what they have or not. 

I. The desire to work hard and better one's station in life is not in itself materialistic; in fact, the Bible speaks of this as part of an honorable character.  Prov. 10:4, 22:29 

J. The sinfulness of materialism has to do with two characteristics that distinguish it from an honorable work ethic: 

1. Selfishness; the primary motivation of the materialistic person is to satisfy self. 

2. Excessiveness: the materialistic person pursues material ends at the expense of spiritual priorities, upsetting the proper balance and proportion God intends our lives to have. 

K. Another aspect of this problem is that being objective about self is perhaps the most difficult thing we must do; a person generally does not think his own material pursuits are either selfish or excessive. 

III.
The sin of covetousness

A. The Greek term pleonexi,a (pleonexia) is translated in the New American Standard Bible by the English words covetousness, deeds of coveting, greed, and greediness.
B. The verb pleonekte,w (pleonekteo) means to attempt to exploit someone, cheat someone, or take advantage of one in a material sense.

C. This family of words is used 19 times in the New Testament and never in a good sense and is defined as a mental attitude sin that arises from the lust pattern of the STA, which may or may not lead to an overt act.

D. It must be recognized that covetousness is not a totally subjective concept; it is an objective reality that we are expected to understand, recognize, and avoid. 

E. It is one of the few specific sins singled out as grounds for separation.  ICor. 5:11

1. The instruction to withdraw from the monetary reversionist would be pointless if it were not possible to know objectively when a person is consistently engaging in it. 

2. Many believers have serious emotional and spiritual issues with those that commit immorality and other things in this list (and rightly so), but how many instances can you cite of people separating from those that Make money and the details of life their MPR?

F. When it comes to the desire for money and material things, it appears to be difficult for us to see and admit that our own desires can or have become selfish or excessive.

IV.
Our materialistic addiction

A. Our pattern of behavior in regard to money and material things very often fits the pattern of an addiction. 

1. Certain elements are common to all addictive experiences and the following is a list of widely acknowledged characteristics of an addiction, which must be considered in relation to the problem that many people have with money and material things. 

2. An addictive experience creates predictable and reliable sensations, becomes the primary focus and absorbs attention, temporarily eradicates pain and other negative emotions, provides artificial sense of self-worth, power, control, and security, exacerbates the problems and feelings it is sought to remedy, and leads to a loss of relationships. 

B. Can it be denied that millions of Americans display these very same addictive traits in their behavior about material things? 

C. Unlike the addictions on which our society frowns (sex, drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, etc.), materialism is an addiction that many in America exalt and applaud. 

1. People praise the person driven by materialism for pursuing "the American Dream." 

2. People buy millions of books, tapes, and videos that exalt the pursuit of wealth. 

3. People flock to financial seminars, workshops, and rallies that inflame our materialistic tendencies, giving loud ovations to motivational speakers who specialize in the dream of wealth. 

D. The problem with materialism, as with any addiction, is that the fix never lasts although people always think it will. 

E. If the money and the things were really the objects of our need, then having them would be satisfying; however, having them is not satisfying in any lasting way; some people have no sooner made one acquisition than we are craving another. 

F. For many, it is not having the money and the things that we get high on; it is the acquiring them; but once we get those things we so desperately "need", the fix wears off quickly and we are off in search of a new high.   Eccles. 5:10

G. Materialism is not a problem limited to the wealthy any more than immorality is limited to a certain segment of society.

H. Materialism is a problem of the attitude, an erroneous standard; it is part of faulty thought processes, and it is just as much a sin for those who have little as it is for those who have much.

I. In other words, the rich, the poor, and everyone in between may be equally materialistic.

J. Therefore, a person's outward standard of living, whether high or low, is not always an accurate indicator of whether he is materialistic. 

1. The fact that Sam Walton drove an old pickup truck does not guarantee that he was not materialistic; he may have simply been too miserly to buy a better truck or just preferred to invest his fortune in securities rather than vehicles! 

K. One overlooked aspect of materialism is the problem of consumer debt among believers, which is a disgrace. 

1. Not being able to say no to what we want is more than just a childish bad habit; it is a grown-up sin. 

2. Many believers live beyond their means, refuse to budget their finances, and are living proof of the old adage that when a person's outgo exceeds his income, then his upkeep will be his downfall. 

L. In some cases, we had parents who wanted to give us "all the things they never had" and never taught us how to do without anything we really want, or to exercise fiscal self-discipline.

M. Many people have buying habits that are undisciplined, are not restrained by common sense, income, or anything else; they simply will not be held back from having whatever they want

N. Many people are at the mercy of their impulses, charging what they want on credit cards, indulging their desires immediately with no need to pay until later. 

O. Very few people have escaped the dangers of living in an economy based on the principle of consumerism: the economic theory that a progressively greater consumption of goods is beneficial. 

P. Consequently, we are plagued by two different kinds of pressure, both of which destroy our peace of mind. 

1. First, the advertisers and the entertainment media generate a standard of living pressure by portraying as the norm a standard of living that is above what all but a few will ever have, implying that if we do not live at this level we are missing out on something that is the birthright of every American. 

2. Second, we generate a harmful debt pressure by spending more than we make trying to achieve the standard of living "norm" we have been led to believe is our right. 

3. This speaks loudly to a lack of discernment when we get caught up pursuing the details of life.

Q. Another aspect of our materialistic addiction is the competitive aspect of it, getting so caught up in standard-of-living comparisons that our enjoyment of what we have often depends on how few other people have the same thing. 

1. Consider the marketing problems of a company like American Express, the success of whose products depends on a perception that very few people have them. 

2. Young married couples are especially prone to materialistic competition among themselves and often there is an unspoken pressure to have what other couples have.

R. Materialism has contributed to making many into a nation of neurotics; it is obvious that the higher the standard of living in a society, the higher the incidence of worry, anxiety, and neurosis.   Eccles. 5:12

V.
The dangers of wealth

A. The New Testament clearly teaches that wealth, while not inherently evil, does involve some real dangers.  ITim. 6:9-10 

B. Warnings like these, unfortunately, have little effect on most of us at the practical level since most people seem to conveniently define rich as a level of affluence above what they have, or above that to which they aspire.

1. As a result, even if they are more prosperous than those around them, but still aspire to have just one more thing or live more comfortably, they are not conscious of aspiring to be rich.

2. Unfortunately, this leads to a condition in which the conscience can become content to ignore the divine assessment of their pursuits.

C. Nevertheless, most of us do need to hear the warning that although money itself is not sinful, it contains a danger that is both real and serious. 

D. While most of us already have more money than we need, rather than cutting back on our efforts toward affluence, we continue trying to elevate our standard of living even more. 

1. When compared with the time in which the Bible was written, we have so many more details paraded past us the few people suffer from a troubling accumulation of funds.

2. The persistent advertising barrage we endure, the well-stocked stores we frequent, and the fact that many things are priced within our our reach makes it all too simple to convince ourselves that we really need this one more thing.

3. Ironically, many have been heard to claim that they are just getting by while accumulating a choking degree of financial prosperity and multitudes of details.

4. Since we are so prosperous in the details (and not often in cold hard cash), and because many of our neighbors enjoy the same or greater levels of prosperity, we deny that we are rich.

5. Unfortunately, this leads to a situation in which we play into that hands of our sin nature and fail to watch for the signs that our affections are being diverted by our possessions.

E. Everybody acknowledges the difficulties of being hungry; too few are honest about the difficulties of being full.   Phil. 4:11-13

F. For obvious reasons, we pray not to be stricken with poverty; however, if we understood what the realities are, we might pray not to be stricken with wealth.  Prov. 30:8-9

G. One critical danger of wealth is that it tends to draw our attitude, our trust, and our gratitude away from God and toward the money and details we have accumulated.  Prov. 11:28; ITim. 6:17

H. While Jesus addressed this issue of our earthly treasures and our hearts, (Matt. 6:21, 19:23-24) some of us naïvely assume that, whatever dangers wealth may involve for other people, we are immune to them. 

VI. How our pursuit of money is harming us. 

A. In our character. 

1. Material motivations and economic values have already eroded and are eroding godly virtues and character qualities. 

2. Many Americans have glorified the wrong types of people; those making the most money and enjoying the highest standard of living all too often have the worst character.

3. Consider the consequences to the credibility of Lot and to the character of his family for moving his family to Sodom for reasons that were primarily economic.  Gen. 13:10ff; 19:14,30ff

4. For a good example of the consequences that covetousness has in a person's character, simply consider the inner character of Judas Iscariot.  Jn. 12:6 

B. In our families. 

1. Can it be denied that, in many instances, we are losing our families to materialism, which includes the pursuit of details and funsville? 

2. Are we not sacrificing real life and real relationships for money and the things it can buy?

3. For materialistic and worldly rewards, many husbands and fathers are expending themselves so completely on their careers that they have little (and in some cases nothing) left to give to their families. 

4. Significant, well-rounded male leadership in the home is rare since men are often completely so tired from providing a certain standard of living that they have little left emotionally, physically, or spiritually for their loved ones.

5. When it comes to decisions that affect our families in far-reaching ways, people often make those decisions mainly because of monetary considerations, not infrequently with disastrous results for our families. 

6. The often-used excuse is that, although the time we are having to devote to jobs is too much right now, the situation is only temporary; later we will have even more time for our families than other people. 

7. This is foolish since we should recognize that the STA is never going to be satisfied!

8. The implications of our materialism with respect to our children are nothing short of frightening. 

a. What kind of values are we passing along to our children by the way we live our lives? 

b. By our example we can easily undermine what we say about doctrinal matters being the most important things in our hearts and lives. 

c. When children, who are more perceptive than most people think, compare our zeal for money and acquiring details with our enthusiasm for the intake and application of doctrine, they do not have any trouble figuring out what we are really after in life. 

d. Assuming that our efforts to give our children "all the things we never had" are honorable (and they are not, it is not a biblical principle), it becomes far to easy to just give them basically everything they want or for which they ask.

e. This goal is misguided and reflects a lack of discernment with regard to spiritual values, since we should be teaching our children that material things and worldly pursuits pale in comparison to the true riches of SG3.

f. This has the unfortunate effect of ingraining in them a view that this is the way the world works; however, this attitude is out of touch with the reality they will face in the adult world. 

g. We should be aware that our kids do not need and will not get 100% of everything they are able to dream of; what they do get will be obtained by working, not by whining and manipulating.   Prov. 30:15

h. How many children even know what it is to want something and not get it immediately?

i. They may never know what it is like to dream about something, to plan, work, and save for it for a long time, and then to enjoy it.   Eccles. 3:13

j. By overdosing them with material things they have had to expend no effort for (only the highest and the best will do), we are not only producing ungrateful offspring, we are depriving them of the pleasure that comes from hard work and earning one’s own way in life.

k. In the age of credit cards, many children will likely spend their adult years deep in debt, having learned that they are entitled to get everything they want right now. 

l. As one man has said, “By giving our kids too much of what they want and too little of what they need, we are creating emotional and spiritual cripples who have no idea how to tolerate frustration, overcome difficulties, and work toward goals.” 

m. Again, the point is not that wealth is inherently evil; spiritually speaking, wealth  can be a very dangerous thing if not handled properly.

C. In the work of the Lord. 

1. Too often, what should be going to support the truth, which includes a variety of applications, is going to higher standards of living for ourselves. 

2. Putting one’s personal desires ahead of God’s plan is not only self-serving, it can become debilitating since it cedes power to the OSN.

3. The pursuit and acquistion of the details can only provide temporary stimulation and happiness, which acquiring the true blessings of God actually does satisfy the soul.  Ps. 145:16; Prov. 13:25; Isa. 55:1-3

4. The principle by which we provide for the support of sound doctrine is found in the doctrine of grace giving.  IICor. 9:7

a. The verb proaire,w (proaireo) is used only here in the New Testament and has the foce of choosing beforehand, deciding ahead of time; hence, this command first involves deliberation and weighing things out in one’s heart.  

b. One must consider the relative merits of how one puts his money to work; we should think carefully about the temporal stimulation and benefit of acquiring some detail as opposed to the eternal benefit of investing in God’s plan.

c. The next two clauses deal with the fact that one must have the proper mental attitude about giving, and not do so grudgingly or out of necessity.
d. The first phrase indicates that one should not give with reluctance or regret; the thought being “I will do this, but it pains me…”
e. The second teaches that believers should not feel obligated or are pressured and think of giving only as a duty; the thought being “I am doing this only because I have to…”
f. The conclusion of the verse is designed to motivate the believer by explaining that God is particularly inclined toward the believer that that is happy to make the correct application.

5. There are some people that are willing to give up to the point where it impinges on their standard of living; at that point, they claim they cannot "afford" to do more to support the teaching of sound doctrine.

6. This suggests that some have not learned to be satisfied with their niche (Phil. 4:11) and recognize that when God prospers believers it is for them both to enjoy and share liberally with others.  IICor. 9:8,11

7. Affluent people tend to be very busy people; and the simple truth is that some have less time for the application of doctrine and spiritual sacrifices than they would if they were not so occupied with material matters. 

8. While we recognize that work may interfere on an occasional basis, it is a fallacious assumption to presume that work obligations should automatically take precedence over Bible class. 

9. We should not fall into the sin with which Amos charged the Jews of his day; being eager for the days of religious observance to be over so they could get back to making money.  Amos 8:5

10. There is certainly a place for sacrificial giving as recognized by Paul when the Philippians set their gift to him.  Phil. 4:16,18

11. Those that do not have their priorities straight in this area will put too much emphasis on money and the details, and may well miss God’s greater blessings.

VII.
Some suggestions about what we can do

A. While there are many things we can do, most of these are common sense ideas, things we already know to do. 

B. The difficulty is not really that we do not know what to do about this kind of a problem; it is that some will not admit that there is a problem. 

C. To an American, the most radical suggestion of all would probably be this one: we can put a moderate ceiling on our standard of living. 

D. Would it not make a big difference if even a few of us imposed a significant limitation on our standard of living and determined to spend everything above that in the support of doctrine?

E. We can set some limits and impose a time budget on making our living: husbands and wives can determine that, between the two of them, they will spend no more than __ hours a week in making our living. 

F. While the biblical priority for the woman is her work in the household, if may make some sense for a woman to alleviate her husband’s load by working a part-time (or full-time) job so her right man can maximize his time for application of doctrine and his family.

G. Proverbs 31:10ff makes it quite clear that that the godly woman demonstrates the proper industry in her own applications, and also in her charitable functions.

H. We only get a fixed amount of time: exactly 168 hours a week for each individual so we must set and maintain correct priorities for our time, energies, and enthusiasm since if we spend too much time on one priority, something else will suffer.

I. We can adopt the radical policy that work (i.e. the pursuit of the dollar)will never keep us from Bible class, which will demonstrate our commitment to MPR.

J. We can cut up our credit cards, get out of debt, and learn to live within (if not below) our means.  Eph. 4:28

K. It is urgent and imperative that we learn contentment, teach it to our children, and not live like the typical Babylonian, who will often not settle for anything less than the highest and the best.  ITim. 6:6-8; Heb. 13:5

L. We can quit giving our children everything they want and teach them the meaning and value of hard work, of doing a job well, and having capacity for what God provides.

M. We must learn to wait on the Lord, pray about things, be willing to be told no by the Lord (what?), and stop assuming that if we can afford it that God wants us to have it.

N. Believers must learn to distinguish between actual needs and personal greed.  Prov. 30:15

O. We should examine every financial expenditure and ask ourselves if this is appropriate and is compatible with what we profess to be our spiritual values and priorities.

VII. Conclusions.

A. The point is not that any member of the church who happens to have some prosperity should be embarrassed or apologetic about it, unless he got it by compromising his spiritual priorities. 

B. The point is not that anyone should turn down his next raise. 

C. The point is not that we should be indifferent or slothful in the work of providing for our families.  IThess. 4:11-12

D. What we are saying is that maintaining spiritual priorities in a materialistic environment like ours can be difficult; and it is more difficult when the spiritual leader does not curb his lust grid in this matter and keep the correct priorities before believers.  ITim. 6:11, 17ff

E. We should not mistakenly assume that we have applied as well as we can in this area, that this does not apply to us, or that our own personal priorities are always what they ought to be. 

F. For better or worse, others can tell what our priorities really are by how we spend our time and money, not by what we say.   IJn. 2:4

G. It is very easy to give lip service to the doctrine and not follow through in the very practical matters of life, which betrays a lack of discernment toward oneself.

H. The Scriptures contain a special warning that needs to be heard by all believers. ITim. 6:17-19

I. We should acknowledge that covetousness/greed is actually a form of idol worship.  Col. 3:5

J. The Lord taught and demonstrated the reality that real life is comprised of so much more than money, the details of life, and material pursuits.   Matt. 4:4; Lk. 12:15,23

K. Our eternal wealth should be our first priority and as one man said, “what happens to us in the hereafter depends on what we are here after.”   Matt. 6:19-21;   Stop laying up for yourselves treasures upon the earth, where mosth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But keep on laying up for yourselves treasures in Heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and wehre thieves do not break in or steal; for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.
L. Peter stresses the value of SG3 and makes it clear that believers should have their focus on that aspect of God’s grace.  IPet. 1:13  

M. We should pray as John did to keep our spiritual priorities in order and allow God to bless us and not fall into the trap of pursuing it for ourselves.  IIIJn. 2

N. While this principle is true with respect to money and the details of life, it is also to be followed in other areas like relationships, jobs, promotions, etc.
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