This morning we are taking a break from John’s gospel and we are picking up our mini-series on 21st century idols. If you remember a few weeks ago I introduced this by saying that an idol is anything, it doesn’t have to be bad, that takes the ultimate place in your life, the place that only God should occupy. And this morning we are going to look at one such idol.
If you have had any training in breaking bad news you’ve probably been told that you have to tell the person the bad news really early on in the conversation, or else either you never get round to it because it gets harder the longer the conversation goes on, or the person you have to tell the bad news to puts up their emotional defences and, when you do get round to saying it, they don’t hear it. So they say that if you’re a manager and you have to tell someone their employment is being terminated, or if you’re a medic and you have to tell them a loved one has died, you can’t beat around the bush, you have got to get in there before their emotional barriers, their protective responses go up. 
So this morning I’m not going to beat around the bush, I’m going to tell you the bad news straight. This morning I am going to talk to you about money. Now, for the three of you who are still listening to me, that can sound like bad news because bubbling up in your mind is the thought that we shouldn’t talk about money in church, this is off limits, this is private territory. 

About 6 years ago, I attended a National Health Service leadership training course. It was a mixture of consultants and senior managers. And in one group exercise there was a long strip of paper stuck to the wall. And up this end was written ‘talk to anyone about’ and up this end was written “talk to no-one about” and then we were each given a slip of paper with a subject written on it. And we had to agree as a group where to place this subject along this line from talking to no-one about it, to being able to talk to anyone about it. And so ‘the weather’ and ‘sport’ were right over here, you’re happy to talk to anyone about those. A bit more this way were ‘your values’, ‘work cares’, ‘politics’. These are things that you’re happy to talk to most people about but not everyone. Then there were ‘your beliefs’, ‘failures’, ‘fears’ and ‘insecurities’, and these came more over this way: things that you would only share with a few people closer to you. Then even further over here was ‘your faith’ (remember these were non-Christians), your ‘mental health’ and your ‘sex’ life. And these were very close, there are only a very few people you would ever, if ever talk to about these. And right over here, which you wouldn’t talk to anyone else about was ‘your fantasies’. And this area, these private, matters shared either with a very few or none at all, the psychologists call ‘the defended self’. If people trespass in these areas our defences go right up. And by chance, the last subject that was put up was ‘your income’. And I was astounded that universally my colleagues put their income, how much they earn, right over here directly under their fantasies. For them money was right in the very core of the defended self. As the facilitator said, you never ask someone ‘how much do you earn?’ Trespass here at your peril.
The problem is of course that the Lord Jesus has this habit of coming right into our defended self and starts dealing with what he finds there. And that, I believe, is what he wants to do this morning. Because whilst we keep the subject of money inside our fortress, and whilst our culture considers discussing money a taboo, judging by the number of times Jesus spoke about it, he never saw it that way. And, this morning, were going to look at just one occasion when Jesus tackles the dual subjects of money and our hearts. 

And as we look at this I want you to see that this isn’t bad news at all. In fact it’s good news, because this is about Jesus freeing your heart from the false promises of money and instead guiding you to find your security, your significance and your treasure in Him.

Matthew 6:19-24

Money: an idol

Whilst money itself is morally neutral, Jesus makes it clear here that both how you use money and the influence that it can have upon your life, far from being morally neutral, is morally loaded. And those of you who are just starting out in your careers, need to hear this especially, because in v19-20 Jesus spells it out that it is possible to lay up treasure on earth – to invest your time and energy and money, to invest your whole life – into stuff that is of no eternal significance, that has little or no value in the sight of heaven. It is possible Jesus says, to waste your life, your talents, your energies on stuff that is nothing better than food for moths and the scrap metal yard. 

Now, the danger is when we hear Jesus say things like that we think of someone else, someone who has clearly sold their soul to money, like some fat-cat banking executive, or the robber barons. And we think of this as someone else’s problem. But when Jesus said this He wasn’t speaking to high-powered execs of FTSE one hundred companies, he wasn’t addressing a gathering of the Forbes most richest men and women in the world club. He was addressing your normal, average person in the street who had pitched up to listen to him teaching. In other words He was talking to people like us. 

Now why is that? Why does he direct this at people like us? The answer is because money can become an idol, a false god in any of our lives. We can all feel the draw of money, the desire to get richer, to accumulate stuff, and to lay up treasure on earth. Money, provided by God for our good and to do good with, can replace God as the ultimate thing in our lives, in our hearts. And Jesus says that in two ways here, firstly he tells us in v21 that where our treasure is, that’s where our heart is, and secondly he does it by calling money Mammon. And we’re going to look at the second one first.

In v24 Jesus calls money by the Aramaic word ‘Mammon’, your bible probably has that as a footnote. Now that word does not simply mean money. Commentators debate this but Mammon was probably the Carthagian god of wealth. So Jesus takes money and  personifies it, he uses this word Mammon to describe money as a person, as a spiritual power. When Su and I were undergraduates we had a physiology tutor called Dr. Hillier. And he had this really annoying habit of always referring to Mother Nature. He would be teaching us about some amazing aspect of the human body, through which God has demonstrated his eternal power and wisdom, and Dr Hillier would put it all down to Mother Nature. And one-day he said Mother Nature just once too often. And I said ‘Dr Hillier, I think you meant to say Father God’. And silence descended across the room.  He was, momentarily, lost for words. And then he lifted his head up and looked at me over the top of his glasses and said: ‘Mr Slack, you have a very cavalier attitude to your studies!’ But what he was doing was personifying nature. He was making nature, the created order, into this spiritual being. Which is absolutely wrong. But Jesus does this with Money and he’s absolutely right. He takes money and makes it into a person, and calls it Mammon, the god of wealth. 
Now why does Jesus do that? He does it because he knows that you and I can make this morally neutral thing called money, this stuff that God has given us to do good with, into an idol, into a false god and we give our hearts to it.

And this is how it works. In v21 Jesus says ‘where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ Where your treasure is, what you put most value on, what you trust most, where you get your significance from, will have your heart. And this is where it starts coming close to home for us, because which of us hasn’t at one time or another, maybe even now, put your trust in your finances. Rather than placing our ultimate trust in God to care for us, and protect us, we look to our finances, our bank balance, our salary, as the ultimate source of our security. And that can show itself, not in having an extravagant lifestyle, but in living modestly, watching every penny, because this is our security. In money we trust. And when that is threatened, like in this economic crunch, we worry. But it can also show itself in the attitude we have to work and careers. The man, or woman, who has begun to value money, how much they earn, above everything else –this is their security, this is their significance- will make sacrifices to that god to maintain or increase his income, and what he sacrifices is his time, his family, his friendships, and ultimately God, because money has become his god. 

But it’s not just that money is an idol. As we saw when we introduced this whole topic of 21st century idols, one of the problems with these things, these idols, that take the ultimate spot in our lives, is that they begin to control us.

And that is what Jesus says here. Money is not just an idol, it’s also a slave master. 

Money: a slave master

In v24: Jesus says ‘No one can serve two masters’. And the verb he uses there for serve is to serve as a bondservant, as a slave. So Jesus is saying that if you make money your god, if you look to money for your security, or your value, or your significance, if money is or becomes the treasure of your heart, it will end up mastering you. You pursue it or save it thinking it will serve you but when money takes the ultimate place in your life, you end up serving it and it becomes a slave master. 

And you know that’s the case. Money promises great things, it enables great things, but if we handle it wrongly in our hearts we can become enslaved to it. In 1 Tim 6:9-10 Paul says that ‘those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.’ So, Paul says, a desire to be rich leads to a love for money, and that love for money, having this as the treasure of your heart, is a root cause of all kinds of evil in your life. As Tim Keller says in his book Counterfeit gods, like a slave master it drives you to overwork. Like a slave master it convinces you to cut ethical corners or compromise your integrity by whom you work for, and initially you feel bad about it, until your conscience gets dulled and you don’t notice it any more. Like a slave master, if your career takes a dive and you aren’t coming up with the goods any more, it will eat away at you on the inside and make you feel a failure.

Though money was designed to serve us, and serve the purposes of God in the world, we end up enslaved to and serving this drive to either make or keep money. And we’ve all experienced this. It doesn’t matter if you earn more or less. Money has this power to win our heart and master us. You feel prompted to give, maybe you get a bonus from work and the Holy Spirit prompts you to give a tithe back to God, and suddenly this force rises up inside you that says, ‘no it’s mine, I deserve this, I’ve earnt this!’ And you feel this tug of war inside you: ‘if you give think what you’ll miss out on, think what you won’t be able to buy, think about your savings!’ That is Mammon seeking to master you. Like Gollum in the Lord of the Rings, whose desire for the ring corrupted him to the point of controlling him, so money far from just being an idol, can become our master.

And Jesus says you can’t have two masters. You can’t serve God and money, and there lies the hope of being free from the controlling influence of money.

The Gospel is the answer
V24 again: ‘No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.’ That verse is the tale of two masters. You see, whilst money can enslave us and master us in ways that end in evil, God desires to be your Master for good and not for evil, he wants to master you in ways that bless and not harm you, that brings you under the shield and cover of His protection, that brings true security and significance rather than the false promises and the uncertainty of riches.
You see the answer to the wrong hold that money can have upon us is not just giving it away or stopping spending and saving instead or giving up your job and becoming a monk. The answer is the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which entirely changes both how you see money and how you use money, and the gospel does that by transforming the treasure of your heart.

In 2 Cor 8:9 Paul gives a wonderful, but brief synopsis of the gospel: it’s this: ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.’ Christ gave up all the riches of heaven, all his treasure, to live a life of material poverty and die on the cross in your place, so that you might become his treasure, and so that we might make Him our treasure. All the time we are looking to this world and what it offers, like money as our treasure and as our security and that which we put most value on, and where we get our sense of significance from, the gospel still hasn’t fully penetrated our hearts. But when we see that nothing could make us more secure than God’s love and care for us demonstrated in the cross of Christ, when we realise that we need look no further for significance than the value God placed upon us by sending his son to die in our place, and when we see the stuff of this world in the light of eternity, then we begin to realise that its not on earth that we want to lay up treasure, its in heaven.

And the treasure of heaven is not more stuff, it’s not heavenly versions of iPhones and playstations and plasma TVs and cars and houses, and insurance policies. The treasure of heaven is Jesus Christ. And when Jesus Christ is the ultimate thing in your life, when He is your God, when He is your master, money – how you view it and how you use it- will fall into its right place, it won’t have a wrong hold on you, you won’t be sacrificing your family or your life in pursuit of it, you won’t be putting your hope in it, instead you will start to use it to maximise the glory of Christ in this life, which is what it is designed to do. How you do that will be the subject of another sermon.

But I will close with this advice from Paul to Timothy: 1 Tim 6:17-19 (and when he talks about the rich in this present age, remember he’s talking about you. It doesn’t matter whether you are dependent on an allowance from your parents, or you’re a student, or you’re paid shed-loads by your company. You’ve got food, you’ve got health care, you’ve got clothing, so in comparison to millions of others you’re rich, so he is talking about you. This is what he says: ‘As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy. They are to do good, and to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is truly life.’ 

That is the choice each one of us faces. Do we try and take hold of money, when all the while it will take hold of us, or do we put our hope and trust in God and take hold of that which is truly life. The choice is ours to make.
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