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“Into the Fray: The Root of All Evil”
1 Timothy 6:6-11 and Luke 18:18-23 February 24, 2019

I’m not sure when they first became necessary or popular, 
but they are now ubiquitous. I see them all over Indianapolis, 
just as I did back in Atlanta. Behind automatic gates, they sit 
well-protected, climate-controlled, open twenty-four hours, 
well-lit. Rows and rows of nondescript units described as 
“self-storage” centers. Have you ever stopped to think about 
what is inside those units? Or maybe you know exactly what 
they hold! Dining room tables and baby cribs, collections 
of books and magazines, boxes of knick-knacks, treasured 
heirlooms, sports trophies, box springs, and mattresses. All 
the broken and tattered belongings of people, like you and 
me, who just aren’t quite ready to let go.

Self-storage. I know it’s not the intention of the sign but 
the term does cause me to wonder how many selves are 
locked up along with those possessions. We have become 
so accustomed to defining ourselves by what we have that 
the impulse is no longer even questioned or debatable. 
The acquisition, possession, and consumption of material 
things is the focus of so much of our lives, so many of our 
hours and days. 

The man who approaches Jesus in this morning’s gospel 
text is a ruler and he is very wealthy. He is also a righteous 
and good man, having kept the commandments of Moses 
since his youth. He asks Jesus a very spiritual question, the 
kind of question that belongs in church—“what must I do 
to inherit eternal life?” The dialogue between them hangs 
on the question of eternal life. The man is not wicked or evil 
or particularly sinful. Jesus says it directly. The man only 
lacks one thing.

 “Sell everything you own, give the money to the poor, 
come and follow me.”

Jesus extends an invitation to the man to see material 
possessions in a whole new way—not as a definition of who 
he is but as a means of blessing others. Jesus pushes the man 
toward freedom from obsession over what he has so that 
he can consider his call to generous living. He does not call 
the man to esoteric spiritualism or abandonment of earthly 
goods. He calls the man to let go, to invest what he has in 

the kingdom of God. 

We know how it ends for the wealthy ruler—he is 
overcome with sadness as he catalogs the vastness of his 
resources. He is defined by the wealth he has accumulated, 
and the thought of treasure in heaven offers no guarantee 
of earthly happiness or success. He has stored his sense of 
self in the material goods he owns. He is possessed by his 
possessions. I recently spotted a church sign that read, 
“Church of Self. Today’s Sermon: How to Have it All and 
Feel Kind of Empty at the Same Time.” If we laugh, we laugh 
nervously, aware that we too are vulnerable to the gnawing 
feeling of emptiness, even when we seem to have it all.

All of us have heard the well-worn phrase, “Money is the 
root of all evil.” Like many aphorisms, this one comes from 
scripture. And, like many such sayings, the popular version 
varies slightly and significantly different from the Biblical 
one. First Timothy is presented as a letter from the Apostle 
Paul to Timothy, whom he calls “my beloved child.” The 
letter is full of wise counsel, passed from teacher to student, 
from generation to generation.

At the end of the letter, Paul warns his young reader of 
the trap set by money. It is not that wealth is, by definition, 
evil, not any more than the wealthy ruler was a wicked man. 
The message for young Timothy is this: wealth becomes 
destructive when it consumes us. And, beware, it is the 
nature of possessions to possess us. In Studs Terkel’s book, 
American Dreams, a successful businessman wonders how 
much money is enough. “Enough is always a little more 
than I have. It’s like a mirage in the desert. It always stays 
100 yards ahead of me.”i  So long as we define ourselves by 
what we possess, it will never be enough. Paul puts it best—
in eagerness to be rich, we pierce ourselves with many pains. 
The evidence of this self-inflicted pain is all around us.

The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, the scripture 
verse reads. Money itself may not be the source of all our 
evils, but our obsession with possessions and our ceaseless 
demand for more seem to be the culprit for a whole lot of it. 
How can we live into a healthy theology of money?
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Perhaps it is found in Luke’s encounter. The man 
approaches Jesus seeking salvation. What must I do to 
inherit eternal life? And Jesus takes his question seriously, 
even urgently. Jesus aims to save the man. And what this 
man most needed to be saved from was an ideology that 
dominated his life, a constant whispering in his ear that 
said, “more; always more.” He needed to be saved from a 
self stored in his material goods. And so Jesus invites and 
encourages him to let go. Jesus offers salvation, the freedom 
of trust in God’s providence, the opportunity to experience 
the true joy of generous living. 

We may not be able to fully identify with the wealthy ruler 
in Luke’s gospel. Our personal circumstances are different 
and unique. But there is a universal truth contained in this 
encounter that is both practical and theological. None 
of us will leave this earthly life dragging our possessions 
behind us. Our reading from 1 Timothy reminds us that we 
bring nothing into this world and take nothing out of it. I 
especially like the country music lyric has it, “you’ve never 
seen a hearse with a trailer hitch.” 

So, if meaning and purpose in this life are not defined by 
the abundance of our earthly possessions, we are left with 
the question of the ruler. What must we do to inherit eternal 
life? How can we live abundantly and find deep fulfillment? 

Jesus responds with good news. We can begin, right now, 
storing treasure in heaven and finding joy on earth. We can 
release our stranglehold on possessions and our obsession 
with more and we can live generously for others. We can 
take seriously our call to use what we have to bless others.

In his book, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two 
Halves of Life,ii  Richard Rohr suggests that our spiritual 
lives are really divided in half. In the first half, we seek to find 
our identity or, as Rohr says, “create the container of our 
lives.” But the second half of life is when the fun begins—
we begin to build the courage to ask, “what is all this for? 
What am I supposed to do with this? What is the purpose 
of my life?” It is at this point, whenever it comes, that we 
choose what kind of impact we want to have, the kind of 
legacy we want to leave. The words are often misattributed 
to Winston Churchill, but the sentiment is meaningful no 
matter the source, “We make a living by what we get. We 
make a life by what we give.”  Rohr challenges us all to live 
without fear and to pour our hearts and our passions into 
what matters most. I think this was the invitation offered 
by Jesus to the wealthy ruler—to move from short-sighted 

self-storage to a vision of God’s joyful reign. 

What if we, as individuals and as a congregation, took 
seriously Rohr’s challenge to see the next life chapter as an 
opportunity to find purpose? What if we decided to begin 
right now by stretching ourselves as Jesus stretched the 
wealthy ruler? What if we made a commitment to giving, 
moving beyond cautious charity and reaching toward 
radical generosity? What if we reconsidered our possessions 
not as belonging to us but as a vehicle to serve God? What 
if we rearranged our financial priorities to align with our 
deepest faith commitments? What if we, as a congregation 
and as members of the Body of Christ, dedicate ourselves to 
reach toward the bar Jesus sets?

I have some idea of what might happen because I have 
heard stories. One of the gifts of ministry is the opportunity 
to hear firsthand accounts of the transformative work of the 
Spirit in people’s lives. Time and time again, I have been 
moved by the genuinely sacrificial generosity of those who 
seize the moment to do something significant for God. I have 
been amazed by the incredible capacity of congregations 
to dream and grow in ways that enable them to more fully 
live into their mission. But I have been most inspired by 
the testimonies of those who have made the leap to radical 
generosity. To a person, they describe the joy that they have 
found in giving to Christ’s ministry. I have been touched by 
the stories of faithful people who choose to give to a future 
beyond their time, knowing that the call of God extends 
for generations. The joy that is so present in their voices 
contrasts starkly with the sadness of the wealthy ruler who 
walks away from the challenge Jesus offers. That joy comes 
from the satisfaction of storing treasure in heaven, investing 
in the future and finding the kingdom here and now. 

Several years ago, I had the opportunity to work with a 
Presbyterian couple in Atlanta as they prepared to accept an 
award for their incredible acts of philanthropy all over our 
city. We were writing their acceptance speech and I asked 
the couple what they most wanted to share. The man told 
stories of why giving mattered so much to him, saying that 
he learned generosity as a child in the church, watching 
his parents and grandparents give. He remembered how 
his own father would make a point of setting aside their 
commitment to the church before paying bills or buying 
groceries. He then explained that he and his wife made 
giving a priority early in their marriage, choosing to give 
generously long before they had abundant resources. I asked 
him why and his answer formed the basis of that speech—
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“I should probably say I give because God requires it, and 
that is part of it, but that’s not the real motivation. I give 
because I find such tremendous joy in the act of giving. 
That’s what I want to say in that speech—that no one 
should miss out on the joy of generosity.”

Perhaps this is the message of this morning’s text. The 
wealthy ruler tragically missed out on the joy of generosity. 
But the challenge is left for us. The call to find salvation 
by committing all that we have—time, ideas, energy, gifts, 
creativity, abilities, and money—to the God who gives 
us all we have. The wealthy ruler is not a bad man. He’s 
only missing one thing—space for God’s presence that is 
crowded out by too many burdens, too much stuff. He is 
possessed. He walks away sad. 

We don’t have to follow him. In place of shallow selves 
stored in the things that possess us, Jesus offers abundant 
life, overwhelming joy, deep satisfaction. What must we do 
to receive these gifts? You lack only one thing…Amen.

__________________________
i  Studs Terkel, American Dreams: Lost and Found (New Press, 2005), 38.
ii  Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life. 

( Jossey-Bass, 2011).


