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one

Buried	treasure

The Bible is riddled with paradoxes.
Faith and works.
Grace and truth.
Justice and mercy.
I’m just a Sunday school teacher, so I really don’t sit 

around all day trying to figure out puzzlers like predesti-
nation and free will. Quite the opposite, I work as a com-
puter programmer, and we programmers are the people 
who want every question to have an answer that’s true or 
false, yes or no, 1 or 0, on or off. But some of the most 
important principles in the Bible just don’t work that way, 
and even those of us who are Bible-believing Christians 
can find ourselves struggling with paradoxes where two 
statements from the Bible seem to contradict each other, 
even while they both ring true.

A while back, an acquaintance 
of mine named Lucy had to deal 
with a big example of these ethi-
cal tug-of-wars at the orphanage 
she runs in Kenya. The orphan-
age gets all of its water from a 
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spring up in the hills, and one morning the water pipe 
went dry. Lucy started following the pipeline out of the 
orphanage and up to its source, and it didn’t take her 
long to find a place where somebody had stolen a few sec-
tions of the tubing—probably to sell as scrap. Somehow, 
the village police caught the culprit right away, and that’s 
when the predicament developed for Lucy. If she didn’t 
press charges, she’d be sending out an open invitation 
to every pipe pilferer in town—not to mention that the 
pipe belonged to 150 orphans, and the Bible says that 
God expects us to “defend the cause of the fatherless” 
(Isaiah 1:17). On the other hand, God’s mercy certainly 
demanded that a man who stole a few sections of pipe 
shouldn’t be sentenced to a Kenyan prison where he prob-
ably wouldn’t survive for long. Justice or mercy? Which 
one should Lucy choose? It was a dilemma posed by two 
paradoxical scriptural teachings. 

There’s nothing in the Bible that’s more riddled with 
paradoxes than its relentless discussions of money. Twenty 
years ago, when I first got involved in a church committee 
to teach people what the Bible says about our finances, 
I thought that all we would have to do was look up the 
Scripture verses about money, write them down, and tell 
people to obey them. That seemed easy enough—until 
I ran into a couple of surprises. The first surprise was 
that the Bible says a whole lot more about money than 
I had ever realized; the Bible verses about money would 
make up a one-hundred-page book all by themselves. My 
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 second surprise was that any time I found a Bible verse 
that said something about money, I could usually find 
another verse that seemed to say the opposite. Paradoxes.

Here’s one example: Proverbs 10:22 says, “The bless-
ing of the Lord brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to 
it.” But in Matthew 19:23, Jesus says that if we want to 
know just how much trouble can get added to wealth, all 
we have to do is take a sewing needle down to the zoo 
and try a little experiment with the camel. No matter 
how well we grease the camel, Jesus’ little word picture is 
still going to say that it’s all but impossible for someone 
who’s been blessed with wealth to get into heaven. It’s a 
paradox.

Some people deal with these paradoxes by latching on 
to the side they like best. There are people who latch on 
to God’s mercy, for instance, and they say that the Bible 
verses about God’s justice are just the misguided rant-
ings of some ancient people who weren’t as enlightened 
as we are. Other people latch on to God’s justice, and 
they say that the Bible verses about God’s mercy aren’t 
anything we should count on when God is dangling us 
like spiders over the flames of hell. But neither of those 
attitudes is really faithful to everything the Bible teaches. 
And what’s worse, as Randy Alcorn says, “Satan is the 
master of extremes, and he cares little which side of the 
horse we fall off. He cares only that we don’t stay in the 
saddle.” As soon as we favor one side of a biblical paradox 
over the other, we end up kissing the dirt.
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That’s probably why a third group of people has tried 
to deal with the Bible’s paradoxes by averaging the two 
sides of them. But when we try to run ideas like jus-
tice and mercy through the blender together, all we end 
up with is some kind of a gray slop of dithering mercy 
and weak-kneed justice—and neither of those seems to 
describe God at all.

So how are we supposed to live in these pickles? Most 
of the time, we just roll up our windows and hustle past 
the Bible’s paradoxes as if we were driving through the 
bad part of town. But the approach I want to explore is 
this: What if we try to savor them? What if we start with 
the idea that every word of Scripture is “God-breathed” 
and then try to embrace both sides of every biblical 
paradox?

Where would we end up, for example, if we tried 
to embrace uncompromising justice and immeasurable 
mercy at the same time? First, we’d have to get past our 
own stunted understanding of those words. God’s justice 
isn’t that petty little get-even impulse that surges up in 
us every time we get slighted. God’s justice is holy. And 
God’s mercy isn’t the inconstant little “that’s okay” sen-
timent that gets so tangled up with our own smugness. 
God’s mercy is holy. And if we try to hang on to holy 
justice and holy mercy at the same time, there’s only one 
place in the world where we can stand upright, and that’s 
at the foot of the cross, where God’s holy justice was satis-
fied and His holy mercy was released.
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That’s exactly where my friend Lucy was standing 
when she decided what to do about the man who stole her 
orphans’ water pipes. She pressed charges so that justice 
would be done. But to make sure that mercy would be 
worked out too, she told the magistrate that instead of 
sending the thief to prison, he should order the thief to 
pay restitution. When the magistrate wondered how Lucy 
thought a thieving indigent was ever going to pay for the 
missing pipes, she explained, “I’m hiring him for a job at 
our orphanage; he’ll be our night watchman.” “And what 
does the Lord require of you?” Micah asks, “To act justly 
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 
(Micah 6:8).

Going back to the topic of money, where would we 
end up if we tried to embrace both sides of the paradox 
that says, “The blessing of the Lord brings wealth,” and 
“It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God” 
(Matthew 19:24 NLT)? If we tried to let the Bible explain 
itself, we might notice first that Ecclesiastes 5:19 rein-
forces the notion that wealth is a blessing, when Solo-
mon says, “It is a good thing to receive wealth from God 
and the good health to enjoy it” (NLT). On top of that, 
we might turn to Genesis 12:2–3, where we would read 
what God intended when He promised to make Abra-
ham wealthy. God said, “I will bless you; . . . you will 
be a blessing; . . . and all the peoples of the earth will 
be blessed through you.” If we keep digging, we might 



12								God’s	thrifty	extravaGanCe

eventually come across the verses in Paul’s first letter to 
Timothy that say, “Those who want to be rich fall into 
temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harm-
ful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 
For 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” 
(1 Timothy 6:9–10 NRSV). John Wesley summed up the 
situation this way in his sermon “The Use of Money”: 

“The love of money,” we know, “is the root of 
all evil,” but not the thing itself. The fault does 
not lie in money, but in them that use it. It may 
be used ill, and what may not? But it may likewise 
be used well . . . In the present state of mankind, 
[money] is an excellent gift of God, answering 
the noblest ends. In the hands of his children, it 
is food for the hungry, drink for the thirsty, rai-
ment for the naked. It gives to the traveler and 
the stranger [a place to] lay his head. By it we may 
supply the place of a husband to the widow and 
of a father to the fatherless. We may be a defense 
for the oppressed, a means of health to the sick, 
of ease to them that are in pain. [Money] may be 
as eyes to the blind, as feet to the lame, yea, [as] 
a lifter up from the gates of death. It is, there-
fore, of the highest concern that all who fear God 
[should] know how to employ this valuable talent, 
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that they be instructed [in] how it may answer 
these glorious ends and in the highest degree.

So the notions of wealth as a blessing and wealth as a 
curse are really two sides of the same coin. God blesses us 
with money—hazardous as the stuff is—so that we can 
be a blessing. But that blessing comes with a “best if used 
by” date printed on the label, and when we try to hang on 
to it too long, it curdles into a blight. Where will we end 
up if we try to embrace both sides of this paradox about 
wealth? We and our money will probably end up walking 
at the edge of hell for the sake of heaven.

There’s a lot more to think about in the Bible’s para-
doxes about money, but before we go on, we need to deal 
with another little frustration that’s bound to come up: 
Why do there have to be so many paradoxes in the Bible? 
Why didn’t God just explain himself a little more clearly 
in the first place? And why is it that just about everything 
the Bible says about money seems to be contradicted by 
something else the Bible says about money?

The first answer to these questions is that, from God’s 
perspective, there really aren’t any paradoxes in the Bible 
at all. God has never been puzzled by His own justice and 
mercy, and God has never felt any contradiction between 
the blessing that money can be and the ghastly influence 
that money can have.

Yet we find paradoxes in the Word of God. Why? 
Because we’re blinded to things that are completely 
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obvious to Him—the same way we’re blinded in the old 
riddle about a mother and her son who were in an air-
plane crash. The mother was pronounced dead at the 
scene, but her son was rushed to a hospital. When the 
life squad rolled the boy into the emergency room, a 
nurse recognized him right away and screamed, “That’s 
my son!”

Now we have two seemingly contradictory state-
ments: The boy’s mother was dead, but the nurse at the 
hospital yelled, “That’s my son!” How could both state-
ments be true? Very simply: The nurse was the boy’s 
father. But in our culture most nurses are women, and 
when most of us hear this riddle, our cultural preconcep-
tion about nurses makes it seem as if the two statements 
are irreconcilable. In fact, they’re both completely true 
and completely consistent.

In the same way, our cultural preconceptions can 
make two of God’s precepts seem contradictory, even 
when they’re both true and perfectly consistent. So we 
do have problems with biblical paradoxes, but it’s not 
because God himself is conflicted; it’s because we have a 
hard time getting past what’s been ingrained in us by our 
culture, our knowledge, and our prejudices.

All the same, even though there’s nothing in the Bible 
that’s puzzling to God, there’s plenty that’s bewildering to 
us, and God certainly knew that was going to be the case. 
So why did God put so many things in the Bible that He 
knew were going to seem contradictory to us? He did it 
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so often that we would have to conclude that He did it on 
purpose—but why? Why all these paradoxes?

This is one of those situations where it helps me 
understand what the Bible does say if I think through 
what the Bible doesn’t say. Let’s imagine for a minute what 
would happen if the Bible had given us some completely 
explicit guidelines on how to use our money. What if 
Jesus had preached, “Truly, truly I say to you, one don-
key is enough for the average household. Being a two-
donkey family might be okay if the wife works outside 
the home, but getting a horse wouldn’t be anything more 
than ‘keeping up with the Jonases.’ And having a camel 
is simply obscene unless you really have to transport a lot 
of gold, frankincense, and myrrh”?

First, if the Bible had given us detailed rules like 
these, they all would have been trapped in one century 
and one culture. But when the Bible gives us principles 
that are suspended in dynamic tensions between two ide-
als, we can apply those principles at any time and in any 
place.

Second, if the Bible had laid out a whole set of life-
style rules, I would probably be going around saying, “I 
am a paragon of Christian money management because 
I own just one donkey—no horse and no camel.” That’s 
legalism, of course, and legalism isn’t at all what God is 
looking for when He gives us His precepts. Someone has 
said that Jesus didn’t come to issue another set of rules, 
but to propose marriage—and the dynamic tensions of 



16								God’s	thrifty	extravaGanCe

the biblical paradoxes fit into that image of matrimony. 
Couples don’t put a strip of tape down the center of the 
refrigerator to separate “my” food from “your” food. So 
too, the Bible’s paradoxes about money avoid drawing 
boundary lines. Instead, they start a dialogue about the 
values that we gradually learn to share with our Bride-
groom in a marriage that will endure “for richer or for 
poorer.”

Third, if the Bible had laid down detailed lifestyle 
regulations, and if I saw my neighbors violating those 
rules, I would judge them. (“Who do those people think 
they are? Their driveway looks like a used donkey lot.”) 
I would write letters to the editor lambasting them. (“In 
a world of diminishing resources, no responsible citizen 
can justify driving a sport-utility camel.”) But in con-
trast to all that condemnation, the dynamic tensions of 
the biblical paradoxes don’t leave me with any basis for 
judging other people. If I try to denounce people on the 
grounds of one biblical precept, they can always cite its 
paradoxical counterpart. Unless I want to be a complete 
hypocrite, all I can ever claim is that I’m trying to study 
and pray and grow into a lifestyle that’s faithful to both 
sides of every biblical paradox—and so is every other sin-
cere believer.

Fourth, if the Bible had laid down a lot of absolute 
financial rules, there wouldn’t be much room left for our 
free will. But when God presents his financial principles 
in paradoxes instead of laying them down as rules, He 
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gives us wiggle room—just the way He did when He 
turned Adam and Eve loose in the garden of Eden and 
said, “Eat anything you want. If you like bananas, they’re 
yours. If you’d rather eat the peaches, have at ,em. Just 
stay away from that one tree.” The financial paradoxes 
in the Bible give us freedom within constraints. I can 
drive a secondhand pickup truck, and somebody else can 
drive a luxury car, and we can both be righteous—as 
long as we both appreciate that our vehicles are part of 
how we’ve been blessed to be a blessing. In the biblical 
precepts about money, there are a few stay-away-from-
that-tree principles, but the paradoxes leave most of the 
everyday choices up to us.

Finally, if the Bible had laid down specific lifestyle 
rules, breaking one of those rules would be a sin. But 
leaning a little too hard toward one side of a paradox 
doesn’t seem like the same kind of offense. When God 
expresses himself in paradoxes, He’s showing us that in 
most financial decisions, we’re not dealing so much with 
issues of good versus evil as with questions of wisdom 
versus foolishness. The apostle Paul put it like this: “All 
things are lawful for me, but not all things are beneficial. 
All things are lawful for me, but I will not be dominated 
by anything” (1 Corinthians 6:12 NRSV).

All in all, the truths that God has expressed in para-
doxes are buried treasure. They’re not hidden from us; 
they’re hidden for us. “Oh, the depth of the riches of the 
wisdom and knowledge of God” (Romans 11:33).
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I want us to grapple with the five financial issues that 
trouble Christians the most—owning, saving, borrowing, 
giving, and spending. As we do, we’ll have to work through 
paradoxes in what the Bible says about every one of these 
topics. Our goal won’t be to pick one side of each paradox 
and ignore the other. And our goal won’t be to split the 
difference between the two sides of each paradox and try 
to somehow live out the average. No, our goal will be to 
figure out how to embrace both sides of each paradox. “It 
is good that you grasp one thing and also not let go of the 
other,” Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 7:18, “for the one who 
fears God comes forth with both of them” (NASB).

It isn’t easy, this embracing of paradoxes. If God were 
the invention of human minds—if God were something 
we had devised to give ourselves a little comfort in an 
empty universe—then I’m sure we wouldn’t have made 
Him quite so paradoxical. And we certainly wouldn’t 
have invented a Savior who fell asleep in the back of a 
sinking boat or showed up three days late for a close 
friend’s funeral. But the Bible says that “God’s foolish-
ness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness 
is stronger than human strength” (1 Corinthians 1:25 
NRSV). So as we start to explore some of the paradoxes 
in the Bible about money and possessions, I’m praying 
a poem that John Donne addressed to Jesus about four 
hundred years ago:

And through Thy poor birth, where first Thou
Glorified’st poverty,
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And yet soon after riches didst allow,
By accepting kings’ gifts in the Epiphany,
Deliver, and make us to both ways free.

Loose	ChanGe

Where	is	Jesus	now?

The great missionary and linguist Frank Laubach was 
troubled by the paradox in the Bible about where Jesus is 
now. The final paragraph of Matthew has Jesus promis-
ing, “Surely I am with you always” (28:20) while the last 
paragraph of Mark says that “[Jesus] was taken up into 
heaven and he sat at the right hand of God” (16:19). Lau-
bach wondered, “How can Jesus be in some far-off heaven 
and at the same time be with us?” But then he discovered 
Psalm 139:

You have enclosed me behind and before,
And laid your hand upon me.
If I take the wings of the dawn,
If I dwell in the remotest part of the sea,
Even there Your hand will lead me,
And your right hand will lay hold of me.
(vv. 5, 9–10 NASB)

It suddenly dawned on Frank Laubach that “If, as this 
psalm says, God’s right hand is holding us, and if Jesus is 
beside God’s right hand, then Jesus is close. Where Jesus 
is, there is heaven, so heaven must be at our elbows. If 
we knew how to take one step in the right direction, we 
should be there. God, Jesus, and heaven are that near.”
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if	you	can’t	give	me	all,	give	me	nothin’—	
or	something	that	looks	hypocritical

If any Christian sect has an exceptional tolerance for 
paradoxes, it’s the Amish. One good example of that starts 
with how Amish people see the value of using a telephone 
for business or for getting help in emergencies, while they 
also see the danger of using a telephone for gossipy con-
versations that could undermine their religious commu-
nity. So in some parts of the country, the Amish bishops 
have dealt with that tension like this: They won’t allow a 
telephone inside an Amish house where it could be used 
for tittle-tattle, but they will allow one in an inconve-
nient “phone shanty” that’s out in a barnyard where more 
than one family has to share it and keep an eye on what 
it’s being used for.  To us, that phone shanty may look 
like hypocrisy, but to the Amish, it looks like a healthy 
paradox.

 Along the same lines, an “Amish tractor” is a gaso-
line engine that’s mounted on a horse-drawn wagon. One 
Amish farmer joked to Professor Donald Kraybill that 
“we need the horses to steer it.” Kraybill learned, though, 
that “a tractor is a great labor saver but also a sure way to 
lose social capital and the joy of collective work.” So the 
Amish will accept a gasoline engine on a horse-drawn 
wagon, where it can power a hay baler or a grain thresher 
without wiping out the need for neighborhood work 
crews that are such an important part of Amish culture. 
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Some of us could learn a lot from the Amish about living 
within paradoxes instead of always insisting on taking 
all-or-nothing stands.

People have teased me about needing lofty principles 
like this just to decide what salad seasonings to buy, but 
it really was a liberating moment for me the first time I 
realized that I could pass up my favorite bleu cheese on 
one trip to the grocery store as an act of Christ-centered 
thrift, and then buy it on the next trip as an act of Christ-
centered celebration. There are times when God presents 
us with an all-or-nothing ultimatum, but grocery shop-
ping usually isn’t one of them. And when we recognize 
that God not only tolerates paradoxes but also actually 
seems to favor them, we can be liberated from any sick 
penchant we have for pointless all-or-nothing rules.

neGotiaBLes

God’s	thrifty	extravagance

What evidence can we cite from the Bible and from 
the many revelations of God in nature to support the 
notion that God practices the Christian virtue of thrift? 
What evidence can we cite to suggest that God is the most 
scandalously extravagant individual in the universe? How 
can we reconcile these paradoxical attributes of God? In 
our everyday choices, when would it be appropriate for 
us to practice godly thrift? And when would it be more 
biblically obedient for us to practice godly extravagance?
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Marriage	problems	for	the	Bride	of	Christ

Statistics show that money is one of the two most 
common causes of problems in marriage. (The other one 
is sex.) Among people who’ve been divorced, most say 
that disagreements about money were a major cause of the 
failure of their marriage, and the rest say that disagree-
ments about money were the cause of the failure of their 
marriage. The Bible describes the relationship of Christ 
and His church as a marriage. What disagreements about 
money are causing problems in this marriage? What can 
we do to avoid a divorce?


