Treasure in Heaven (Matthew 6:19-24; 16/1/05)

Introduction

Today, as we move into a new year, what has been on people’s minds? The news is dominated by the global economic crisis. The British PM, Gordon Brown, has warned the UK that things “won’t be easy” in 2009. People are frightened about losing their jobs, savings and homes. The personal prosperity enjoyed by so many for so long is now severely threatened. How are we to react to this as we move into 2009? Where should our confidence be? Where do we look for security?
I discovered that my great grandparents were rather wealthy. They lived in a large house, and even had a tennis court in the grounds! But the Wall Street Crash in 1929 brought about sudden economic loss, and the family was plunged into very different and painful circumstances. The house was sold and the family moved. But although my great grandfather lost his wealth he didn’t lose his faith in Christ. How was that possible?
Perhaps my great grandfather had listened to the Lord Jesus’ words here in Matthew 6. I want us to consider what Jesus has to say about money, riches and personal prosperity. People can spend their time seeking to get rich and dreaming about it, and then spend their lives worrying about losing their wealth! 

What does Jesus have to say? Remember that Jesus was tempted by the pull of the world (see 4:8-10) and yet remained loyal to his Father. He has faced life in this world, with all its temptations. And he now gives us his wisdom. He gives us three contrasts – two places (earth and heaven), two conditions (darkness and light), and two masters (money and God). This is the focus for us as we venture into a new year.
1) Two Places: Earth & Heaven (19-21)

Notice that Jesus affirms that there’s such a place as heaven. Here, it’s contrasted with earth – a place of potential destruction (moth and rust) and loss (thieves). There’s always danger when you store up treasure on earth. In heaven there is no danger of destruction or loss. Whatever you invest there is absolutely secure. The repetition stresses the contrast. Notice the command Jesus gives: Do not store up (or Stop storing up). This is not a little piece of advice to those who would heed it; it’s a command from the King! He’s interested in the true direction of your heart: for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. Our hearts are hinged, like a trailer, upon our treasures. Or our treasures are the magnet, drawing our hearts. If you are set on earthly treasures, then you are heading ultimately for destruction and loss.

When Columbus returned to Europe after 1492, probably from Haiti, he wanted to show his royal patrons the reality of the new world he’d discovered. So he brought back natives, parrots, strange animals and fruits, and gold. These were the riches of the new world, and as a result he persuaded the King and Queen of Spain to invest more money for him to return. All the new land discovered would be given to the Spanish crown. So they set their hearts on that as worth having!
Jesus is like Columbus, telling us of the reality of another world where there is no destruction or loss. He calls us to invest wholeheartedly in that world. The greatest evidence that that world exists is Jesus himself: No-one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven (John 3:13). How do we store up treasure in heaven? By hearing and obeying him, the King of the kingdom (7:24). We cannot earn our entrance, but having entered we have a different set of values. We put our resources and gifts gladly at the King’s disposal. What about you? What is your heart drawn towards? Where are you laying up your treasure? Where do you look for security? If it’s on earth, then prepare to be disappointed. If it’s in heaven, your treasure’s certain and you will certainly not lose out.
2) Two Conditions: Darkness & Light (22-23)

These verses would be difficult on their own, but the context helps us. The picture is of a dark, windowless room. There’s only one lamp. If the lamp is good, the room’s full of light, but if the lamp is dim or darkened by soot, then you’re in darkness. The spiritual point Jesus is making seems to be this: if your eye is good (that is, ‘single’ or ‘fixed’), if you are able to see that real treasure is to be stored up in heaven through knowing God and living for Christ, and you live with that perspective, then you’re in the light, you’re seeing clearly. But if all you can see is the treasure of earth, and live solely to gain and enjoy it, you may be regarded as successful, but you are in great darkness of the worst kind. You’ve been blinded to what really matters and to what can really satisfy.
On certain coast roads in Florida the street lights are set almost at ground level. Why? It’s because of the sea turtles who come to lay their eggs on the sand. Normally, they are guided by the light of the moon and are able to navigate up and down the beach by fixing their eyes on the moon. But they were being confused by the street lights which also appeared to them to be the moon! The problem was that they were being drawn towards the road and to their death. They thought they could see, but they were being guided by the wrong light. The consequences were serious.

One French philosopher (Sartre) spoke of our need for an “infinite reference point” for life to have value and sense. He was right. God is to be that reference point. But Jesus warns of the tragedy of having bad eyes – being governed by false lights, leaving you in darkness. If all you can think about as you press into 2009 is material gain, then you’re in darkness. If your vision is dominated by wordly pleasure or success, so that people will recognise you and congratulate you, then you’re blind! But if you have come to see that only Christ can satisfy, then you are in the light:
Now none but Christ can satisfy; none other name for me

There’s love, and life and lasting joy, Lord Jesus, found in Thee

Make that the song of your heart this year! Don’t be blinded!

3) Two Masters: Money & God (24)

The word Money (mammon) originally referred to anything in which you placed your confidence; later it came to mean material possessions: profit, wealth, money. Jesus takes a picture is from the world of slaves and masters in his day. Today we may think of slavery in negative terms for the slave, but that wasn’t always the case. (Think of the centurion’s servant). Slaves were often loyal or devoted to their masters. They had confidence in them. They served their masters faithfully. And no slave could have two masters. That’s Jesus’ point. You’re either a loyal servant of God, finding satisfaction in serving him, or you’re devoted to money, seeking its promise of happiness. You are either mastered by God or by materialism. One thing is defintley clear according to Jesus: you cannot serve both.

While visiting family in Florida my sister-in-law and I had the pleasure of playing golf with a father and son. The father was a larger than life character in his seventies, full of energy and gusto – an Italian American from Boston. In a diner after the game he suggested that my sister-in-law should come over to America and use her legal skills in the area of imports from the UK. “There’s “big bucks” to be earned,” he assured her. When she said that she wasn’t interested in money he nearly fell off his chair with astonishment! It was obvious from his conversation who had mastered him!

Listening to your conversation or mine, is it obvious which master we’re serving? How much do you speak about money or what money can buy - holidays, clothes, bigger and better possessions? Money promises happiness, and we serve it by believing the promise and walking by that faith (Desiring God, Piper, p142). But money is a cruel master. He never satisfies or comforts or cares. God is a good master. He promises you happiness, peace and joy through his Son. Will you believe Christ’s promise? Will you have confidence in him? When you come to the position where Jesus masters you, that is, when his kingdom, his will, his word, his priorities become your priorities, then it doesn’t feel like slavery at all! You’re set free! You may be trying to serve two masters. You can’t. Stop and choose.

Having listened to Jesus today you may have questions. They may run along these lines: “Is Jesus teaching that I should really despise all earthly pleasures? Should I get rid of all my possessions? Should I never make a profit? Is this the way of remaining loyal to God’s kingdom?” The answer must be no. After all, God created this world, our abilities to work and experience pleasure. But Christ is negative because he understands how twisted our hearts are, and how subtle the temptation can be. So he gives us these categories in sharp contrast. It’s so easy to be obsessed by earthly treasure, live in darkness and be mastered by materialism. That road will lead you to God’s judgement, and you were made for more than this!

That’s why Christ has come into the world – to redeem you from this empty way of life (1 Peter 1:18). He has come to show us a better way – to bring us into a relationship with God as our master and Father. I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full (John 10:10).

A Christian called Matthew Henry (1662-1714) was once robbed. He returned home and recorded a prayer to this effect: Lord, I thank you that I have never been robbed before; that although they took my money, they spared my life; that although they took everything, it wasn’t very much; that it was I who was robbed, not I who robbed. That’s the reaction of a person who has been storing up treasure in heaven, where thieves cannot break in and steal. He could see things in a different light. He was serving God, not money.

Perhaps you’ve been listening to the words of Jesus this morning and you’ve seen yourself: your heart – your dreams and desires – are set on earthly treasures; you’re mastered by material things. You realise that you’re not a Christian. You must stop and pray to God for forgiveness, and for help to trust and follow Jesus Christ.

Perhaps you’ve listened to the words of Jesus and you profess to be a Christian. But you realise now how disloyal you’ve been to God. You’ve been trying to serve two masters, but you’ve lacked both peace and power. You need to stop and pray too: “Lord, please forgive me! Set me free again from the grip of material things and give me a heart to seek first the kingdom of God (v33).” 

May God help us all to set our hearts upon the things that really matter! May he give us the joy of his salvation! As Paul puts it: Since you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. When Christ, who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory (Colossians 3:1-2, 4). 
