Sermon on the Mount #21

“Treasure Hunters”

Matthew 6:19-23


Treasure hunters have been around for years.  Historians credit treasure hunters with the settling of the state of California, as many loaded everything they owned and headed west, lured by the promise of gold.  Others devoted their entire lives in pursuing that elusive fortune—many without success.

But treasure hunters are not just a thing of the past.  With modern technology, today’s treasure hunters use satellite imagery, metal detectors, and the latest underwater and underground equipment to extract hidden wealth.  Recently NBC began airing a new program entitled Treasure Hunters, where teams follow clues to find a hidden treasure.

Most of us will never search—much less find—hidden treasure in exotic places.  Yet Jesus claimed that every one of us have treasures on our minds.  We read in Matthew 6:19-24, called “one of the most penetrating paragraphs of truth in the New Testament,”

Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not break through nor steal: for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

The light of the body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness!

No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.

Many commentators treat these verses as separate ideas in the Sermon on the Mount, but yet a common thread runs through Jesus’ words.  In short, He is talking about what is important to us.  In this text He confronts each of us with three basic questions:

· What do you long for?

· What do you look at?

· Whom do you live for? 

The answers to these three questions will tell us a lot about who we are and where we are headed.

A Matter of Affection: What Do You Long For? 

Jesus begins in verses 19-21 with a matter of affection.  Three times in this paragraph He uses the word “treasure.”  Many people immediately think in monetary terms when they hear the term “treasure,” but more is involved with this word.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones explains,

 ‘Treasures’ is a very large term and all-inclusive. It includes money, but it is not money only. It means something much more im​portant. Our Lord is concerned here not so much about our possessions as with our attitude towards our possessions. It is not what a man may have, but what he thinks of his wealth, what his attitude is towards it. There is nothing wrong in having wealth in and of itself; what can be very wrong is a man’s relationship to his wealth. And the same thing is equally true about everything that money can buy.


I am reminded of those commercials that describe something as “priceless,” then conclude, “for everything else, there’s MasterCard.”  If you can put it on a MasterCard, then that is included in “treasures on earth”!  Those treasures we lay up for ourselves in Heaven—those are truly “priceless”!


Some have taken this teaching of Jesus and formulated a doctrine that condemns any and all material possession and practically demands poverty for the Christian.  This is not what Jesus was talking about here.  John Stott points out three things Jesus did not say in this text:

First, there is no ban on possessions in themselves; Scripture nowhere forbids private property. 

Secondly, ‘saving for a rainy day’ is not forbidden to Christians, or for that matter a life insurance policy which is only a kind of saving by self-imposed compulsion. On the contrary, Scripture praises the ant for storing in the summer the food it will need in the winter, and declares that the believer who makes no provision for his family is worse that an unbeliever. (Pr. 6:6ff; 1 Tim. 5:8). 

Thirdly we are not to despise, but rather to enjoy, the good things which our Creator has given us richly to enjoy (1 Tim. 4:3-4; 6:17). So neither having possessions, nor making provision for the future, nor enjoying the gifts of a good Creator are included in the ban on earthly treasure-storage.

We need to be careful that we do not pre-judge wealthy people as less spiritual than those who are in need.  The sin is not possessing material goods, the sin is greed.  And greed can be found in the poor just as in the wealthy.  Greed is setting our hearts on earthly things so much so that we don’t own them, they own us.

Stott concludes, 

What Jesus forbids his followers is the selfish accumulation of goods (‘Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth’); extravagant and luxurious living; the hardheartedness which does not feel the colossal need of the world’s under-privileged people; the foolish fantasy that a person’s life consists in the abundance of his possessions (Luk 12:15); and the materialism that tethers our hearts to the earth.
 

Paul told the Christians in Colossae, 

If then you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God (Col 3:1-3).

Later the apostle would write to his protégé, Timothy,

Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not high-minded, nor trust in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy; that they do good, that they be rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing to communicate; laying up in store for themselves a good foundation against the time to come, that they may lay hold on eternal life (1Ti 6:17-19).
Earlier in that same chapter, Paul wrote in verse ten, “For the love of money is the root of all evil…” Many have misread this verse to mean, “Money is the root of all evil,” but Paul says it is the love of money that leads to all kinds of evil.  Money (and the things money can buy) is not evil.  Too often Christians are accustomed to dividing life into the “spiritual” and the “material”; but Jesus made no such division.
  In fact, Paul teaches that all good things—material as well as spiritual—come ultimately from God and should be enjoyed by His children.  The key, then, is our perspective.  I like how Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it:

Earthly goods are given to be used, not to be collected. In the wilderness God gave Israel the manna every day, and they had no need to worry about food and drink. Indeed, if they kept any of the manna over until the next day, it went bad. In the same way, the disciple must receive his portion from God every day. If he stores it up as a permanent possession, he spoils not only the gift, but himself as well, for he sets his heart on his accumulated wealth, and makes it a barrier between himself and God. Where our treasure is, there is our trust, our security, our consolation and our God. Hoarding is idolatry.
 

When our possessions own us, we are worshipping our wealth instead of God.

Jesus is not being “pie-in-the-sky” in His teaching, either.  If anything, He is preeminently pragmatic at this point.  Why devote your life to the accumulation of material goods that are susceptible to deterioration, devaluation, or theft?  Think of how many people dedicate their entire lives to amassing a fortune, then see it all disappear when the stock market turns, or a natural disaster hits, or they get swindled by a con artist.  Even if some of it lasts through life, no one can take it with them. Job was right: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return” (Job 1:21).  Or, as Swindoll puts it, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul!”

So how can we lay up treasures in Heaven?  Stott suggests several possibilities:

It seems rather to refer to such things as these: the development of Christlike character (since all we can take with us to heaven is ourselves); the increase of faith, hope and charity, all of which (Paul said) ‘abide’ (1 Cor. 13:13); growth in the knowledge of Christ whom one day we shall see face to face; the active endeavour (by prayer and witness) to introduce others to Christ, so that they too may inherit eternal life; and the use of our money for Christian causes, which is the only investment whose dividends are everlasting.


The commercials tell us that two things last forever: love and diamonds.  In fact, the only things that will last forever are the souls of mankind and God.  We need to invest our lives into those things that will last.

A Matter of Attitude: What Do You Look At?

Secondly Jesus deals with a matter of attitude.  He does so by using the image of the eye in verses 22-23.  The King James Version translates the word of Jesus regarding the eye as “single.” Other translations render this word as “sound,” “healthy,” or “good.”  But in this case I think the term “single” is very appropriate here, as we will see in a moment.

Jesus speaks of the eye as “the light of the body.”  While we observe our surroundings and gather information through all five of our senses, we are more dependent upon our vision than any other.  When the eyes are functioning properly, we are well aware of what is going on around us.  Stott comments,
The argument seems to go like this: just as our eye affects our whole body, so our ambition (where we fix our eyes and heart) affect our whole life. Just as a seeing eye gives light to the body, so a noble and single-minded ambition to serve God and man adds meaning to life and throws light on everything we do. Again, just as blindness leads to darkness, so an ignoble and selfish ambition (e. g. to lay up treasure for ourselves on earth) plunges us into moral darkness. It makes us intolerant, inhuman, ruthless and deprives life of all ultimate significance. 

It is all a question of vision. If we have physical vision, we can see what we are doing and where we are going. So too if we have spiritual vision, if our spiritual perspective is correctly adjusted, then our life is filled with purpose and drive. But if our vision becomes clouded by the false gods of materialism, and we lose our sense of values, then our whole life is in darkness and we cannot see where we are going. Perhaps the emphasis lies even more strongly than I have so far suggested on the loss of vision caused by covetousness, because according to the biblical thought an ‘evil eye’ is a niggardly, miserly spirit, and a ‘sound’ one is generous. At all events Jesus adds this new reason for laying up treasure in heaven. The first was its greater durability; the second the resulting benefit now on earth of such a vision.


This is why I believe the word “single” fits well here.  Our attitude must be one of single-mindedness toward our Lord, as opposed to what James calls the “double-minded man” who is “unstable in all his ways” (Jam 1:8).


How do we view things around us?  People?  Opportunities?  We are supposed to love people and use things, but too many in our world love things and use people.  If our vision on life and on our world is clouded by selfishness and materialism, we will not have that single-minded commitment to the Lord.  But if we can train our eyes to see with God’s perspective, we will see wealth as an opportunity to serve God and others.  We will look for opportunities to exalt Christ and benefit other people before ourselves.

A Matter of Allegiance: Whom Do You Live For?


Finally, Jesus speaks of a matter of allegiance.  He states the fact: “No man can serve two masters.”  He doesn’t say we shouldn’t serve two masters; He says we can’t.  Dual lordship is an impossibility.  Swindoll adds,

You cannot! Let those words sink in. You cannot be a slave of two masters simultaneously. It cannot occur. When wrongly en​slaved, simple faith erodes, which explains why Paul wrote so pas​sionately to the Corinthians: “But I am afraid, lest as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds should be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ” (2Co 11:3). A mind that is “led astray from the simplicity…of Christ” is one whose loyalty has been divided. When that happens, erosion has been set in motion.


Jesus defines the two masters competing for our allegiance as “God” and “Mammon.”  Many modern translations translate this word as “money,” but it means much more than that.  “Mammon” is from an Aramaic word denoting “what is stored up” (property). Hence it came to have the meaning of riches or wealth. Etymologically it may refer to anything in which one puts his trust.


Here is the thread that ties all of these verses together.  Jesus begins this section talking about storing up our treasures either on earth or in heaven, and now He uses a common Aramaic term of His day meaning, “that which is stored up.”  Again, money is involved in this word, but it means more than just money.  It is any earthly treasure.


As previously mentioned, it is impossible to serve both God and material things.  But what about all of those people who try this balancing act, convinced they can have the best of both worlds?  Stott warns,

Anybody who divides his allegiance between God and mammon has already given it to mammon, since God can be served only with an entire and exclusive devotion. This is simply because he is God: “I am the Lord, that is my name: my glory I give to no other” (Isa 42:8; 48:11). To try to share him with other loyalties is to have opted for idolatry.

There’s that word again—idolatry.  We usually think of idolatry in terms of some uneducated people in the back woods somewhere bowing to an image made of wood or stone.  Of course we would never do that!  But living our lives for the things we leave behind is no less than idolatry—and God will not put up with second place!

Jesus warns against the trap of materialism and greed.  Even for His disciple the lure of the world is strong.  Once it gets a hold of us, it seeks to make us its slave.  Warren Wiersbe points out the totality of greed’s domination:

Materialism will enslave the heart (Matt. 6:19–21), the mind (Matt. 6:22–23), and the will (Matt. 6:24). We can become shackled by the material things of life, but we ought to be liberated and controlled by the Spirit of God.
 


What about us?  Where is our affection?  What do we long for in life?  Can it be bought with MasterCard?  If so, we are laying up for ourselves treasures on earth, and when this life is over, we will leave it all behind.


What is our attitude?  How do we assess a situation?  What do we look at?  Do we see how it can benefit ourselves, or do we approach each event as an opportunity to serve God and others?  


Where is our allegiance?  Whom do we serve?  It has to be one or the other—we cannot serve two masters.  And, despite popular opinion to the contrary, no one is the master of their own ship.  We either serve God or we serve the devil.


Treasure hunting is still around today.  In fact, we are all building up a treasure for ourselves.  How we use our time, our energies, and our material resources reveal where we are storing our treasure.  Where we store our treasure reveals where we will spend eternity.


Don’t fall for the materialism of the world.  Money can’t buy you love, quoting the old Beatles’ song, and neither can it buy happiness.  A later song quipped, “So if money can't buy happiness, I guess I'll have to rent it.”  Maybe that’s true.  When you rent something, you pay for it for a long time, but in the end you have nothing to show for it.  One way or another, you will lose it.


How much better to invest our lives in eternal dividends—a Christlike character and the souls of those we can bring to Christ—so that we can enjoy an eternal reward forever.  That is a treasure worth hunting!
Treasure
by Gary Chapman

They say that were your treasure is
There will your heart be also
And your heart stays where you hide your greatest love
Now you can leave that love on earth
Where thieves may steal tomorrow
Or you can take it to
That hiding place above

There's a treasure at the end
Of this narrow road I'm traveling
And it gives me a purpose for life
Jesus is my treasure
He's the reason that I am living
And He’ll still be my reason when I die

So if you've been wondering where you are
And where it is you're going
He's left a map for you and me to use
Just read the map and follow close
Always walking where it's showing
You just can't miss it
It's way too much to lose


There's a treasure at the end
Of this narrow road I'm traveling
And it gives me a purpose for life
Jesus is my treasure
He's the reason that I am living
And He’ll still be my reason when I die
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