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MATERIALISM 
The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the

kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you all their

authority and splendor, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to

anyone I want to. So if you worship me, it will all be yours.” 

—Satan, Luke 4:5-7

“Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world,

the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world — the

cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has

and does — comes not from the Father but from the world.”

—John the Apostle, 1 John 2:15-16

Before we begin exploring the topic of materialism and considering the subtle ways

in which it influences our view of money and possessions, let’s take a simple test.

You walk out to your mailbox tomorrow, and as you rifle through the stack of bills

and junk mail you notice an envelope with no return address that appears to contain

a check. Your hands begin to shake as you tear open the envelope and discover a

check in the amount of $15,000 made out in your name. Your heart pounds as you

read the cover letter. It is signed by an attorney and explains that this is your share

of an inheritance from a deceased relative whose name you don’t recognize.

Unsure as to whether this is legitimate, you call the toll-free number on the letterhead. First

you talk to a receptionist, then an administrative assistant, and finally after several minutes

of elevator music, you are speaking to the attorney who signed the letter. She quickly

confirms that, in fact, you have a deceased relative who remembered you in his will. The

$15,000 is yours, no strings attached. What will you do with it? Will you use part to pay

down some consumer debt, or will you finally be able to afford some much-needed home

repairs? Will you put it all in the bank in order to preserve it, or is there a dream vacation

that you’ve always wanted to take but never could afford? Could this be your opportunity,
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finally, to drive a nicer car? Take a few moments to consider your present circumstances

and, in the space below, write down exactly what you would do with this unexpected

windfall, in order of priority. (Note: There are no “right” or “wrong” answers; only honest

or dishonest ones!)

1. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

2. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

3. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

4. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

5. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

6. $_________________ : _____________________________________________ 

The choices you’ve made in the above exercise should provide some insight into

your perspective about money. Most of us have financial tendencies that have been

with us for years. These tendencies become increasingly apparent when we receive

some unexpected funds, be it a tax refund, a gift from our parents, or an inheritance

from a long-lost relative. As you go through this chapter, think about your financial

priorities and consider whether they are in any way influenced by a materialistic

worldview.

What exactly is materialism? Webster's defines it as “the tendency to be more

concerned with material [things] than with spiritual goals or values.”1 As a former

professional materialist, I hereby declare that this definition is much too tame.

Materialism involves greed, covetousness, and the love of money. It results in our

envying others who have what we don't have. It causes us to dwell on money and

possessions and is characterized by an extreme lack of contentment. Materialism

leads us to spend money we don't have, to buy things we don't need, to impress

people we don't even like! Most of us have materialistic tendencies to some extent,

whether or not we are willing to characterize them as such. 

REFLECT

List several major purchases you have made recently.

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  
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Which of these, if any, could you really not afford?

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

What do you think were your underlying motivations for these purchases? 

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

Since materialism presents itself in several ways and to varying degrees, we will look

together at some of the symptoms of this fleshly disease, as well as some biblical

insight into each.

Symptom 1: Love of Money
Many who suffer from this symptom may not even recognize their affliction. This

habit is generally much more subtle than it appears, and it may manifest itself in

several different ways. One indication of the love of money which afflicts those who

have already accumulated some financial resources is an unhealthy obsession with

the investment markets, including daily (or hourly) tracking of investment results

and account balances. Rather than create and execute a prudent savings and

investment plan, there is a tendency to constantly trade securities, frantically moving

money from one investment to another in hopes of beating the market.

This symptom of materialism can be driven by either fear or greed, but the results

are usually the same: many sleepless nights and wide mood swings. Capital gains

lead to a great sense of victory and euphoria; investment losses bring intense despair.

In between is a nervous preoccupation with daily events that may affect the financial

markets. A great deal of time is spent combing the financial section of the newspaper

and watching the stock market news on cable TV. At its worst, this symptom leads

a person straight to the computer each evening for hours of gathering additional

information via the Internet. 
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When caught in this trap, we usually justify our actions by quoting a few Bible verses

on stewardship. We convince ourselves that it is our responsibility to gain as much

information as we can in order to make wise investment decisions with the resources

God has entrusted to our care. In reality, however, we have created an idol for

ourselves, a golden calf to which we bow down and worship daily.

Most folks have learned by now that the majority of information available in the

newspaper, investment newsletters, and financial press is either outdated or

worthless. Scripture, on the other hand, lays out several timeless principles that are

invaluable in managing investments:

1. DIVERSIFICATION: Give portions to seven, yes to eight, for you do not know what

disaster may come upon the land (Ecclesiastes 11:2).

2. PROPER PLANNING: The wisdom of the prudent is to give thought to their ways

(Proverbs 14:8); a simple man believes anything, but a prudent man gives thought to his

steps (Proverbs 14:15); the plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as haste leads to

poverty (Proverbs 21:5).

3. SEEKING WISE COUNSEL: Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they

succeed (Proverbs 15:22); whoever gives heed to instruction prospers, and blessed is he

who trusts in the LORD (Proverbs 16:20); listen to advice and accept instruction, and in

the end you will be wise (Proverbs 19:20).

4.  EXERCISING DISCIPLINE: The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: for

attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding words of insight; for acquiring a

disciplined and prudent life (Proverbs 1:1-3); he who heeds discipline shows the way to life,

but whoever ignores correction leads others astray (Proverbs 10:17); he who ignores

discipline comes to poverty and shame, but whoever heeds correction is honored (Proverbs

13:18).

5. NOT TRYING TO “GET RICH QUICK”: Dishonest money dwindles away, but he who

gathers money little by little makes it grow (Proverbs 13:11); do not wear yourself out to get rich;
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have the wisdom to show restraint (Proverbs 23:4); a faithful man will be richly blessed, but one

eager to get rich will not go unpunished (Proverbs 28:20).

Most or all of these instructions are ignored by the lover of money.

DISCOVER

Read Matthew 6:24-25. Which two “masters” are noted that we might choose to serve?

1. __________________________  2. __________________________

According to Jesus, in verse 24, if a person is devoted to money, what is their

attitude toward God?

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

Read Matthew 6:26-33. For those who choose to serve God rather than money,

what assurance do we have regarding our physical needs?

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

A second, less obvious manifestation of this symptom is compulsive saving.

Although saving can be wise and is very much in keeping with biblical principles

(Proverbs 21:20), this extreme form of saving tends to harm families and

relationships by sending the clear message that money is more important than those

we love. Many Christians, men in particular, become obsessive about accumulating

money for some future purpose, usually retirement, to the extent that there’s never

any extra money available for family dates or other activities that bond parents and

their children together. The early warning sign for this symptom is making the

maximum allowable contribution to your employer's retirement savings plan while

the family struggles each month just to make ends meet. In this case the Lord has

provided more than sufficient income to meet the family's needs but the funds are

misappropriated. As a result, the children never experience the joy of a night at the

movies or pizza parlor, day trips to historic sites, or a meaningful family vacation. 
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REFLECT

When you were a child growing up, what was your family’s attitude toward

spending money on family activities?

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

In what ways, if any, has that attitude impacted your current view of “investing” in the

needs of those you love?

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

We must remember that the biblical command to provide for our families

(1 Timothy 5:8) requires attention not only to their physical needs, but to their

emotional and spiritual needs as well. One of my greatest joys in life is dating my

wife and children. Whether I spend time with each one separately or we are all

together as a family, this time is invaluable in the strengthening of our relationships

and our growing together in Christ. Discipling Lori and our children is a precious

gift which requires not only my time, but occasionally my financial resources as well.

Although saving as early as possible for retirement makes good economic sense, it is

surely not worth sacrificing time and memories with our loved ones. Saving is a very

important part of biblical stewardship, but it doesn't supersede the other principles,

such as giving, repaying our debts, and providing for the needs of our families.

When family suffers because we insist on saving more than we can really afford, we

need to check our motivation and priorities. As for me, I would much rather work

an extra few years beyond my anticipated retirement age than forego this wonderful

time with my wife and children.

REFLECT

Describe an experience in your life in which you, or someone you know, was

negatively impacted by compulsive saving.

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________  
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