UPON THE LORD’S SERMON ON THE MOUNT:  Discourse VIII (Sermon 28 – 1748).

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal;

but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 

For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

“The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light; 

but if your eye is unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!
Matthew 6.19-23

‘Eyes that can see, and hands that can change’

INTRODUCTION.

Have you ever considered your part in God’s economy for the world?  Jesus spent a great deal of his time teaching people all about God’s economics.  Our passage today is just such a lesson; it is a lesson in earning, spending, and saving.  It is fitting that Jesus should teach on money, and our stewardship of it.  The word economics comes originally from a Greek word oikonomia, made up of the words oikos meaning ‘house’ and nomos meaning ‘to manage’.  Thus, in its simplest form true economics has to do with the stewardship and management of a household.  Parents know how important it is to balance the needs and concerns of all of the members of the family, managing the resources of the household, everyone in the family is adequately cared for, and in fact may find blessing through proper and careful management of the household’s resources.  Jesus’ teaching on stewardship and economics is not only useful, as we shall see, it is also very necessary.  In this passage Jesus moves on from his teaching about the three central ‘religious acts’ for the devout Jew, namely almsgiving (Matthew 6.1-4), praying (Matthew 6.5-15), and fasting (Matthew 6.16-18), to teaching about a devout person’s conduct and intention in everyday life.  The essence of his teaching is that the same purity of life is required in our everyday dealings, as is applied in our expressly religious acts.  In this teaching Jesus is bringing together our ‘two worlds’ (what we mistakenly separate into sacred and profane activity) into his one Kingdom.  

Now, why is it necessary for Jesus to teach about something as commonplace as our income, expenditure, and savings?  Well quite simply, because money has a great deal of power over people!  Let me illustrate this with a simple exercise.  Please would you each turn to a person that you don’t know who is sitting near you and tell that person how much you earn.  It is not quite so easy to do that, is it?  Isn’t it strange that something so ordinary, as telling others what we earn, should have enough power to silence us, to make us embarrassed, the cause us to be guarded and defensive with one another?  In God’s Kingdom anything that has this much power must be subjected to the rule and authority of Christ.  So, let me ask you again, when last did you consider what part God wants you to play in God’s economy, the management of the household of God?  This question is particularly pertinent to being a true Christ follower in South Africa where there are such tremendous needs, and still such a great divide between those who have too much and those who have too little.  We need to be reminded that God has a will, an opinion, a desire, on this issue and as Christians it is our duty and privilege to discover that perfect desire and make it a reality.
Recently an advert was screened on South Africa television.  It shows a young black South African mother, living in a shack in an informal settlement that are so common on the outskirts of almost every South African town and city.  She lovingly dresses her son in threadbare clothes and shoes.  She makes him a sandwich with her last two slices of bread, and takes him to a local train station.  At the station she seats the toddler on a railway bench and gently instructs him to wait there, supposedly she is going to buy a ticket.  The viewer catches a glimpse of the station clock in the background that shows it to be early in the morning.  The storyline of the advert progresses with the little child obediently waiting for his mother’s return, behind him the viewer can see the hours passing on the station clock until the day is at its end and the little child is still sitting all alone on the railway bench waiting for his mother to return.  The advert ends with a heart-wrenching message telling the viewer that in South Africa extreme poverty is a daily reality for the large majority of the population, and that some parents would rather abandon their children into the care of strangers than see them starve.  It is an advert intended to remind us that we have a collective responsibility for one another’s wellbeing. The sad message of this advert is borne out in a recent article in the Cape Times newspaper (December 6, 2006 p.6
) reporting on the findings of research conducted by the National Treasury.  The research indicated that the most common reason why South African’s borrow money is to buy food!  That may seem strange to us here; well dressed, well fed and healthy.  But, the research is clear, the primary reason why South Africans get into debt is to put food on the table for themselves and their families!  Isn’t that shameful?  Did God truly create the world to operate in this way?  Surely in God’s perfect plan there is enough to meet the needs of everyone?
I have often wondered what Christ must feel about such dire need.  When God sees such great suffering, what does God feel?  How would God change our economy in favour of God’s economy?  What would God choose to do for this mother and her child?  What would God do for all those who borrow money to buy food?

Of course the good news is that situation is not hopeless!  Indeed, God does have a will and a plan for this state of affairs.  You may not be aware of it, but there is a great gift at being a Christian in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa!  The gift is that we come from a long and rich tradition that understands that the true Gospel is not only about the salvation of the soul.  The gift is that Methodists have always understood that true salvation does not only change hearts, it radically, and practically, changes lives.  This tradition finds its roots in the ministry and teaching of Jesus, it was clearly and effectively displayed in the lives and ministries of early Methodists, and has found rich expression in recent Methodist history in South Africa.  In truth, as we discovered during the Apartheid era in South Africa, that there can be no ‘personal holiness’ without ‘social holiness’, to use John Wesley’s phrases from his 26th sermon.  Mr Wesley taught that God cannot simply be honoured in Church on Sunday, and then be disregarded in the street, or office, on Monday.  John Wesley’s sermons and writings are full of references to the fact that true faith must be a balance between ‘works of piety’ and ‘works of mercy’.  One’s personal holiness must find expression and true meaning in one’s social holiness.  
Perhaps one of the clearest tests of this balance between personal holiness and social holiness is to be found in the manner in which we choose to apply Jesus teaching on earning, spending, and saving.  If we read the passage again, we will notice will that what starts out as sound advice about long-term investment (vv. 19-20), ends up as a radical challenge to every aspect of the Christian’s life (v.21).  Where you choose to locate your treasure is an indication of your where you locate all of your ‘self’ as indicated by the use of the word ‘heart’ in verse 21 (the Greek word, kardia, refers to one’s inner self, one’s aspirations, desires and hopes).  Throughout this teaching Jesus draws up contrasts and conflicts that confront the earnest follower of Christ:

	Treasures on earth
	vs
	Treasures in heaven

	The present
	vs
	God’s intended future

	Temporary things that can be lost
	vs
	Permanent things will endure

	Clear and open eyes, that lead to a life in the light
	vs
	Closed eyes and poor eyesight, that lead to a confused life in the dark

	Serving things
	vs
	Serving God


Jesus is compelling us to choose, and the choices he presents are not easy.  I would hazard a guess that there is not a single one of us who has not been conflicted by choices we have had to make about our earning, spending, (and if we are fortunate enough to do so) our saving.  Where do we work?  When is enough, enough?  Who do we help?  How do we help those that need it most?  What would God want us to do with our income?

Let’s see what Jesus is teaching us about God’s economy.

1. Eyes that can see.
In South Africa we are in grave danger of falling into a perpetual blindness.  When poverty and need are so prevalent, the danger is that we stop seeing them for what they truly are i.e., human persons suffering out of want.  Or, we may see these conditions but not allow ourselves to feel their true impact.  What we see with our eyes somehow does not translate truthfully into our hearts.  We no longer see hungry people, rather we see vagrants and menaces, we no longer see people who are in need of the same necessities that we enjoy, rather we see people who would steal what we have, not out of need, but out of criminal desire. 

Listen to what Jesus says about seeing:  ‘The eye is the lamp of the body.  If your eyes are good your whole body will be full of light.  But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness.  If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!’  (Matthew 6.22-23).

By Christ’s standards in these verses, I fear that we could admit that our eyes have gone bad.  In contrast to the modern understanding that the eyes are ‘windows’ that let light into the body, the persons whom Jesus was addressing would have understood the eye to be a lamp (Proverbs 15.30; 2 Samuel 12.11; Daniel 10.6) that projects inner light onto objects so that they may be seen.  An unsound eye would thus cause confusion and darkness not only within the seeing individual, but would project that darkness and confusion onto the world around the person.  Their poor eyes would mislead the person who is seeing through them, and may lead that person, and all that he or she looked upon, into great danger! 

The danger of a poor eye, an eye that is miserly and not generous, an eye that has no true loving light to let out, is of course that it cannot see the truth.  Can you imagine having to cross a narrow log over a dangerous ravine in the dark with poor eyesight?  The consequences of misplacing your foot could be fatal.  To safely traverse the danger you need to know what you’re seeing, and be able to trust what you see in order to safely place your feet.  Perhaps one of the gravest dangers or poor eyesight is not being able to know the truth, and not being able to confidently follow that truth.  The result may be that one simply gives up the quest to move forward.  Out of fear, the fear of what cannot be seen and known, one decides simply to remain where one is, safe in one’s darkness.  I have seen this darkness as I drive through the streets of the affluent suburbs of our cities.  The affluence and beauty of the homes, is darkened by the high walls, the electrified fences, and armed guards.  The joy of ownership is darkened by the threat of theft.  We cannot see how to meet one another’s needs, so we choose to simply remain behind our walls out of fear.  We choose to remain in our darkness.  What good is it to live in a lovely home, with many bedrooms and every convenience, yet having to lock yourself into a prison at night for fear of those who may attack you to get what you have?  What good is it to drive a fancy motorcar, yet not to stop at a traffic light on a dark street for fear that your car may be taken at gunpoint?  What good is it for rich nations to become richer at the expense of poorer nations, and to have to live in fear of terror attacks?  What good is it to be constantly at war, making ‘pre-emptive strikes’?  What freedom is that?  Can that truly be considered as living in the light?  Listen to what Jesus said about such seeing: ‘If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!’  (Matthew 6.22-23).  I have to ask a very tough question of you today, could such living truly honour God?  Is this truly how God would manage this world’s ‘economy’, God’s household?  Perhaps we have become so blind that we can no longer see?  Perhaps we have come to mistake our darkness for light?  I fear that I have so often only looked towards myself that I struggle to see others.  I’m afraid this may be a common ailment among us, and a common ailment throughout the world.

Jesus says that one should have ‘good’ (Greek haplous) eyes, eyes that cast light upon the world, a light that comes from an inward wholeness, and inward wealth, a great truth within that casts light, and not darkness, upon the world.  Matthew, in our passage for today, contrasts the ‘good’ eye with the ‘evil eye’ that would have been commonly known from Jewish literature.  In Proverbs 26.6 and 28.22 the ‘evil eye’ refers to an envious, grudging or miserly spirit, while the ‘good eye’ denotes its opposite, a generous, compassionate disposition.  The contrast between the ‘good eye’ and the ‘evil eye’ is that the good eye truly sees things; it sees things simply, as they truly are (haplous means to be simple, sincere, and in this context to see things as they truly are, i.e., that hungry people are people needing food, and not to complicate the simplicity by objectifying them as vagrants or lazy people who won’t work etc.)  This eye is spoken of in Proverbs 22.9 ‘He who has a bountiful eye [literally “good”] will be blessed, for he shares his bread with the poor’.
How generous are our eyes? When last did we simply see?  Peter and John met a crippled man begging at the gate called Beautiful, when the man asked them for money, Peter did something remarkable, he said to the man ‘Look at us’ (Acts 3.4).  In the act of sight, one human person casting their gaze upon another human person, they recognised their common humanity, their equal dignity.  They shared common needs, the need for food, for acceptance, the need for true wholeness.  In seeing, the man was healed, his dignity restored, and God’s economy balanced.  When last did you truly look upon a needy person?
Have you ever considered how often God looks upon the people that we pass daily, those who live in informal settlements, those who beg in the streets, those whom we see on television and read about in newspapers?  What does God see?  How wonderful it would be if God’s sight, the light of God’s provision, wholeness, and bountiful care, was seen as a light shining through every Church, shining through every Christian.  How different the world would be if we would be brave enough to stop staring at ourselves, and start seeing the world with the eyes of God, eyes that illuminate the world, that remove its darkness, that break its confusion, and bathe it in light.  When last did you truly see?  But, seeing is not enough.
2. Hands that can change.
So, how will this hope become a reality?  How will God’s economy become our reality?  Of course it starts with where our eyes are fixed.  Jesus said: ‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’  (Matthew 6.19-21).

The teaching is simple, living it is the difficult part.  John Wesley said about this struggle that, 
Most people stand on much the same low level regarding their observance of God’s commands, whatever their religious background.  Christians are generally no better than non-Christians (Sermon 28, point 9).  
If you are honest with yourself today, how seriously do you take this instruction on earning, spending and saving?  I would venture a guess that if we were to compare the earning, spending, and saving, of the average Christian to any other person there would be very little difference between the two. What we have in common with all other persons is our propensity to hoard, to collect things, to seek to want more than we need for ourselves.

There is no way around this, we have become a disobedient people, simply choosing to disregard God’s teaching in this regard.  While we may feign religious piety in various forms, while we may think ourselves morally superior on some fronts, in this instance we are simply disobedient.  We may read the Bible daily, we may even have heard these very words read many times, but when did we ever think to apply this instruction to ourselves?

We have become slaves to an economy that does not fit with the economy of God’s Kingdom.  We have bought into a system in which it is acceptable for one person to have more than enough, when many don’t even have what they need.  In South Africa one fifth of the population survive on less than US$ 1 a day, while 45% of the population live on less than US$ 2 a day
.  Sadly, these statistics do not take into account the many child headed households where both parents have died due to HIV AIDS.  The problem only becomes more serious as each day passes!  What kind of a world do we live in where a treatment is available to lengthen and improve the quality of life of persons infected with this disease, yet the multinational drug companies so escalate the price of these drugs that they have become inaccessible to those who need them most?  This cannot be God honouring.  So, today we need to ask ourselves again, when last did we consider what part God wants us to play in God’s economy?

Daniel Erlander, in a remarkable little book called “Manna and Mercy” (1992), uses the Exodus narrative to illustrate God’s economy for the faithful.  He points out that when the people had need in the desert, God provided for their needs by sending them manna from heaven (Exodus 16.1-36).  However, the people had to exercise great discipline and restraint in how they gathered, stored, and used the manna. It was an exercise both in faith, and personal discipline. Here are some of the lessons they learned:

· God faithfully provided manna each day (Exodus 16.4; Hosea 13.4-6).  The lesson is that everything in creation belongs to God and that we can trust God to provide for us.

· The people had to work and gather the manna for themselves and their clan each day (Exodus 16.17, 21).  The lesson to be learned was that work was dignified and helped God meet the needs of people.

· Larger clans gathered more manna, and smaller clans gathered less.  There was enough for everyone, and no one had too much (Exodus 16.16-18).  The lesson is that since God provides for us daily, hoarding is unnecessary if we live by faith.  God’s care is for everyone, not just the powerful, or the intelligent, or the deserving.  God gives enough, thus everyone should be able to live in sufficiency with neither too little or too much.

· Some people hoarded the manna.  The excess that they kept grew maggots and smelled foul (Exodus 16.19-2).  The lesson to be learned here is that hoarding, piling up, and living without faith, brings rot, decay and death.  In short, it stinks!

The teaching of Jesus in Matthew 6 ties in beautifully with this narrative from the Old Testament.  It is not the manna that corrupts, just as it is not the money or the possessions that corrupt, rather it is the place where that treasure is put that has the potential for evil or good.  What is the priority of your life?  Do you work to bring blessing to others, or wealth for yourself?  You can answer this question easily by just listing what you spend your money on.  Do you judge yourself and others by what they have?  When you meet someone, is it their clothes, or their car, or their home, that forms your opinion of them?  Or, do first discover who they are through conversation, by listening and asking a few questions?  Jesus warns us that the temporal things will fade away.  The only lasting wealth is the wealth that we create for one another.  Where is your treasure?  Where is your heart?
CONCLUSION.

In Southern Africa we have an ancient African traditional value system called ubuntu, it is based upon the saying ‘umuntu ngumuntu abantu ngamantu’  meaning, ‘a person is a person, only through other people’.  In this system I cannot be truly human unless I am truly humane.  I cannot be truly blessed while someone else is suffering.  I cannot enjoy my food while someone else is hungry.  Our identity, joy, blessing, and ultimate happiness is bound to the same in other persons.
Jesus’ teaching on God’s economy challenges us to re-evaluate our reason for earning, our intention in spending, and a motivation for saving.  God’s economy calls for a radical ubuntu.  For sake of Christ, in obedience to his teaching, and to bring healing and wholeness to the world, let’s follow the example of the Christians of the early Church who “had everything in common”, and “gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2.43-44).  As we leave this Church today we will face real people with real needs.  What will our eyes see?  As the rich grow richer, and the poor grow poorer, what will we do?  God has a will.  God has a will for your income, God has a will for your influence in your family, among your community, and in the place where you work.  God sees the hungry child, God sees the needy family, God knows the plight of an exploited nation, and God has manna, and wants mercy for the world.  This is God’s economy.  This is God’s way of managing the household of humanity.  Will you obediently enact God’s will in whatever way you can to match personal and social holiness in your life?  There can be no higher pursuit, no greater wealth, no richer blessing, than obediently living for Christ.  This is the truest light in the darkness.

If your answer is ‘yes’, then you too may hear Jesus saying to you:  ‘For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink,, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me…. Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world’  (Matthew 25.35-36, 34b).
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The context of the sermon.
This sermon was preached in a Methodist society with some 5000 members of mixed age, race, and income.  The Church is a fast growing, modern, African Methodist Church that is situated in an affluent suburb on the outskirts of the city of Johannesburg.  As with most affluent areas in South Africa, it is located in close proximity to two large poorer townships with sprawling informal settlements and an alarming rate of poverty.  The Church has a well developed social outreach ministry.  Many of the members are high-ranking officials in government or hold senior positions in some of the country’s largest companies.
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