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“A Matter of Devotion”

Introduction:
     In this passage Christ moves on to discuss the heart of where the scribes and Pharisees went wrong and thus how they came to have a righteousness that was not sufficient to enter the kingdom of heaven.

I. The Exhortation: (vs.19-21)
    The tradition that gave birth to the scribes and Pharisees was an honorable one.  Their group grew out of a desire to defend the integrity of the Word of God and to honor it by living in harmony with its teachings.  This meant that they intended to be loyal to Yahweh and to pursue being holy as He is holy.  These were certainly goals that would be pleasing to God.  However, in the first century; those who had started out with such a lofty goal had drifted so far that when Yahweh came in the flesh. They not only did not recognize His teachings; they so rejected those teachings that they set themselves up as His chief enemies.  How did they end up going so wrong?
     Jesus’ next admonition gets to the heart of what had happened to them.  In verse nineteen it is recorded that Jesus said “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal”.  In Greek grammar (unlike in English) the tense one uses in a negative admonition reveal the nature of that admonition.  Specifically here, the wording that Jesus uses indicates that this verse is a call to His audience to stop doing something they were already doing.  They were already laying up for themselves treasures on earth.  But what exactly is Jesus describing?  Literally Jesus was using two forms of the same word and if it was translated in light of this word play it would be rendered, “do not treasure up treasure for yourselves on earth”.  The Greek noun translated as “treasure” refers to a place in which goods and precious things are collected and laid up.  The verb form of the Greek word refers to the process of storing away valuable things for the future.  The idea in these words is basically amassing wealth.  The concern (as the next verse shows) is not that someone is treasuring things up; it is where this treasure was being stored.  Jesus instructs His disciples that their treasure is not to be amassed on earth.  Most literally Jesus is talking about material wealth.  In the first century wealth was usually in commodities and possessions and not in money or bank accounts as in the modern world.  This explains why Jesus says that those things that are treasured on earth are subject to moths, rust, and thieves.  Material things can and do rot, corrode, wear out, are eaten, destroyed, or stolen.  In other words such treasures are neither secure nor lasting.  Although, material wealth is the most literal sense of Jesus’ words it is not all that Jesus has in mind.  The broader principle is that building one’s life around fulfillment and satisfaction here on earth is doomed to failure.  This was precisely the core problem of the scribes and Pharisees as well.  There may have been some financial rewards they received from the way they led the religion of the common people of Israel, but the real treasure they sought was the approval, admiration, and respect of their fellow Jews.  Jesus says these religious leaders had become hypocrites because when they gave alms, prayed, or fasted they did it to be seen by men (6:1, 5, 16), and when they were seen they received their reward for their discipline (6:2, 5, 16).  The reward that Jesus spoke of in those verses was the treasure that the scribes and Pharisees were amassing on earth.  Thus, where they had gone wrong was subtle but significant; they no longer were motivated by love of God, but exercised their religion in order to enhance their lives in the present.  Since even their religious leaders did this, it is not surprising that Jesus informs us that this is something His audience needed to stop doing as well.
     Jesus was not saying that it is wrong to save for one’s future in this life, and He wasn’t saying it is wrong to seek to have a pleasant life in the here and now.  Jesus was addressing the matter of ultimate priorities.
     We read in verse twenty that Jesus next said, “but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.”  Instead of creating a treasure house on earth, Jesus admonishes His disciples to instead create a treasure house in heaven.  But what does that mean?  How does one do this?  The idea is that we have resources in this life; money, time, abilities, strength, and passion.  We can either invest these resources primarily in earthly pursuits so that we can have a better life in the present; or we can invest those things in heavenly pursuits so as to enrich our eternal experience in Heaven.  By adding the reverse of what He said previously in verse nineteen (where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal) Jesus meant that such invests are both secure and lasting.  Jesus wants His disciples to understand that ultimately we are to live in light of the reality of our eternal life.  The vast majority of that life will be lived in heaven with God.  Whatever we invest in the present will be gone when this life comes to an end; but whatever we invest in eternity will be ours forever.  It is a call to recognize what is true and live in light of it.
     Jesus sums up this exhortation by making the observation, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (vs.21).  Jesus’ point here is that everyone invests in that which is most important to them.  It happens very naturally.  The heart in Hebraic thinking was one’s true self.  But what is in our hearts can at times be difficult to discern directly.  For instance, it is certain that the scribes and Pharisees thought that in their hearts they were living for God; but they were mistaken.  However, there are tests that reveal what is truly in our hearts.  This verse represents one of the most reliable tests.  What you invest in demonstrates what is truly most important to you.  If one invests one’s self, one’s time, and one’s financial resources in worldly, temporal things; it is because one is worldly at heart.  However, if one invests one’s self, one’s time, and one’s financial resources in heavenly, eternal things; it is because one is godly at heart.  
     Jesus is calling His disciples to live for God and His purposes, rather than living lives defined only by one’s present physical existence.


II. The Illustration: (vs.22-23)
     In order to help His hearers understand His point Jesus next used a metaphor to illustrate the admonition He had given them.  Jesus began His illustration by saying, “The lamp of the body is the eye.  If therefore your eye is good, your whole body will be full of light” (vs.22).  In what way is the eye, the lamp of the body?  In the ancient world there was very little illumination and thus things were very dark at night.  The purpose of a lamp was to light one’s way so that one could see where one was going.  The eyes do the same thing.  The entire body is dependent upon what one’s eyes can see in order to know where to go.  In Jesus’ words, even the eyes are spoken about in a metaphorical sense; because Jesus is addressing the importance of our minds correctly perceiving spiritual truth.  In the illustration Jesus says that if one’s eye is good (meaning healthy and whole) than the entire body is full of light.  The entire body benefits from the fact the eye is able to see what the body must be aware of in order to be safe and do what must be done.  This illustrates that if one does correctly perceive spiritual truth then one’s entire life benefits because we won’t be deceived but can act and make sound decisions that represent what is genuinely best for us.
     In verse twenty-three, Jesus gives the contrast of this illustration; “But if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is that darkness!”  For the eye to be bad means two things in that culture.  Physically of course it is the opposite of being “good” and thus refers to an eye that is unhealthy in some way and therefore not able to see properly.  However, there was also a figure of speech in the ancient world related to an “evil” eye (the literal sense of Jesus’ words).  An evil eye was representative of a covetous heart that longed to have what belonged to others, or what one could for whatever reason not have.  The physical and figurative meanings combine here to speak of one’s perception of reality being twisted or distorted because of one’s unrestrained desires for the things of this world.  Through this metaphor, Jesus says that if one’s eyes cannot see the light, then certainly there is no hope of the rest of the body seeing it.  The implication being that if Jesus’ audience cultivates the proper perspective about the priority of eternal things, then that truth will enable them to live in a wise and successful way.  However, if their perception of life is distorted by a fixation with the temporal pleasures of this life, then they will not be able to perceive the importance of living for eternity.  Instead, their lives will be defined by darkness (blindness to spiritual truth).

III. The Principle: (vs.24)
      The reality that Jesus wanted His disciples to understand is expressed in this next verse as a timeless principle; “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.”  Jesus’ initial words “no one” indicates that He is expressing a universal negative.  What follows represents something that no one can do no matter how they try or what their circumstances are.  What is impossible, is serving two masters.  In the modern western democratic world we are not familiar with the idea of a master or lord.  Those who are in authority over us have very specific limits in regard to the spheres or times of their authority.  However, in the first century both slavery and voluntary servitude were common.  A master was someone who had absolute and constant authority over a slave or servant.  Masters were to be given total allegiance and complete obedience at all times and in all ways.  Therein was the reason one could not have two masters.  Because two different masters would have two distinct agendas and plans for what a slave or servant was to do.  Since their demands would be incompatible with one another a person would have to choose to obey one and disobey the other; one could not obey both at the same time.
     Jesus speaks of loving one master and hating the other.  This is an idiom that means that one would have to cleave to the authority of one of the masters as their true master, and choose to give lesser consideration or respect to the second master.  When Jesus says that one would be loyal to one master and despise the other He is emphasizing the same point through repetition.
   Because of this Jesus was literally saying it is impossible to live for God and at the same time live with the purpose of amassing wealth (the actual meaning of the Greek term translated as “mammon”).  But as has been noted above, the idea is larger in application than simply making money.  Jesus is saying that ultimately a person cannot live this life serving both God, and one’s desires to make this life whatever we might want it to be.  The word “ultimate” is important.  Because a believer is to be wise and prudent in how we manage our earthly lives (the entire Book of Proverbs is written with this purpose in mind).  However, we do that within the larger and defining purpose of living to please God.  This means that when we must choose between what will reward us in this life or what will reward us in the next, we always choose what will be rewarded in the next life.
     This passage reflects a principle that Paul included in one of his letters:

“Therefore put to death your members which are on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.”
                                                                                                Colossians 3:5

For one’s heart to be ruled by covetousness is to build one’s life around material and temporal things.  That is worshipping and serving ourselves rather than God.

Conclusion:
     The greatest commandment is to love God with all that we are (Matt.22:37-38).  We are not to love anything; not even the pleasant things of this life more than Him.  Where the scribes and Pharisees went wrong is that they lost this primary love.  Jesus warns that it can happen to His disciples as well.  Therefore, He urges His disciples to keep their focus on their devotion to God, on the purpose of pleasing Him, and the anticipation of one’s eternal life in His presence in heaven.  To make sure we can truly know whether or not we are doing this He gave us a simple test; check how you are investing your treasure.  If it is in heavenly things; then your heart is with God.  If it is in earthly things; then your heart is not with God.
