**CHOOSING YOUR MASTER


According to a recently released survey, Americans are more cynical today than ever before.  Despite the recent election with its theme of change and hope, we still don’t trust politicians, we are suspect of the economy and many are suspicious of the church. I acknowledge that our topic this morning may create additional cynicism for some of you. After all we have heard for years that one of the raps on churches is that they’re always asking for money. 

Now, I want to put you at ease. My goal is not to try to pry money out of you this morning. You can breathe a sigh of relief because we’ve already taken the offering!  And besides, I will leave it to Craig to do the prying. 
Since I know what I’m up against when tackling the topic of money in church, I hope to persuade you that it’s important to hear what the Bible has to say. You see, according to Jesus, money is a spiritual issue. And, since it’s a spiritual issue, we need to address it.  If for no other reason than the Bible has more to say about money than almost any other subject.  Prayer 500 vss.  Faith 500vss.   Money and possessions < 2000vss.

Since money or possessions is a spiritual issue, that means it is both a personal and theological.  I’ve come across ** three different theological perspectives.

**1. Poverty Theology. This imbalanced view teaches that **we should have a disdain for possessions. Some who hold this position would say that it’s wrong to have excess money and things.  That the bible teaches money is evil.  I appreciate what Dallas Willard, in his book The Spirit of the Disciplines, talks about how Christians think that money itself is evil and poverty is more spiritual than wealth. Listen to what Willard says.

"Instead of recognizing their responsibility to help others with the goods at their disposal, they are haunted by the more radical thought that their service to God would be better if they were poor. Or at least if they owned nothing beyond what is required to meet their daily needs. They are troubled by the idea that the very possession of surplus goods or money is evil. Stewardship, which requires possessions and includes giving, is the true spiritual discipline in relation to wealth. Being poor is one of the poorest ways to help the poor."
The Bible does not teach that money is evil.  That possessions are wrong.

**2. Prosperity Theology. This teaching wrongly assumes that **prosperity is the reward of the righteous. This cause and effect relationship implies that if God is happy with you, He will bless you financially. If He’s not pleased with you, you won’t be blessed with possessions.


I hate to tell you but this theology is wrong also.  The Bible does not promise you financial wealth.

**3. Proper Theology. The proper way to view our possessions is that they are a trust given by God that we are responsible to manage. **Everything belongs to God and we are his stewards whether we are blessed with a lot or with a little. Pastor Craig spoke of this last week.
Before we jump into our text for today, let me make one more observation.

We all struggle with materialism. 
Money magazine has declared that money is now the #1 obsession of Americans. I read an interesting statistic a few months ago that said that researchers have determined that the average American spends up to 80% of his or her waking hours making money, spending money, or worrying about money. 
Newsweek reports that we have achieved a new plane of consciousness called “transcendental acquisition.” A cover story, quotes a woman who is saddled with debt. By the way, did you know that the average American with a credit file is responsible for $16,635 in debt, excluding mortgages, according to Experian. (Source: U.S. News and World Report, "The End of Credit Card Consumerism," August 2008) 
This woman from Dallas recently charged a diving trip to the French East Indies. Instead of trying to break free from the “credit drug,” it’s as if she’s given up when she says: “I’ve spoiled myself and I can’t change my habits.” 

We’re not comfortable with the struggle. If we’re honest, we don’t really like materialism’s mantra. John Stott, Pastor Emeritus of All Souls Church in London put it this way: “We cannot maintain a life of extravagance and a good conscience simultaneously. One or the other has to be sacrificed. Either we keep our conscience and reduce our affluence by giving generously and helping those in need, or we keep our affluence and smother our conscience. We have to choose between God and money.” 
Jesus understood that most people struggle with managing money -- that’s why He devoted much of His teaching to this critical area of life. He dealt with money matters because money matters. 
That reminds me of the old Jack Benny skit. An armed robber approaches Benny and demands, “Your money or your life!” Benny hesitates and says nothing. Finally, the robber says, “Well, what will it be?” To which Benny replies, “Don’t rush me, I’m thinking, I’m thinking!”  For too many in our world, especially our American culture our money is really your life. And Jesus knew this.

While Jesus taught on many different topics, his most famous message is called the Sermon on the Mount, found in Matthew 5-7. I’m sure there were some cynics who were listening to Jesus that day. They probably wondered who this new teacher was. They may have been turned off by religion. But, as they listened, their cynicism turned to interest. They were impressed with His insight and His practical teaching. He covered many of the subjects of life: how to treat others, how to forgive, how to handle lust, how to handle worry, the importance of keeping your word, and the difference between true and false prayer.

Eventually he came to the subject of money. That really shouldn’t surprise us because money is a big part of what life is all about. We work for money, we live for money, we think about money, we wish we had more, and worry that we don’t have enough. Please turn in your Bibles to Matthew 6:19-24. In this passage, Jesus challenges us with the question, “Where is your treasure?” He helps us find the answer by giving **four tests.

**1. The Durability Test. The first test is found in verses 19-20 and asks the question, “How long will it last?” **“What will last?”  Verse 19 is a negative command: ** “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.” Verse 20 is the positive: “But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.”

The first word that leaps out at us in these verses is the word “treasures.” Jesus did not say, “money” because while everyone does not have a lot of cash, we all have things that we treasure. Our treasure may be a home, a car, a computer, our clothes, or even a position that we hold or seek after. While Jesus is not saying that it is wrong to have treasures, He is telling us that our focus should be on laying up treasures in heaven, not on earth. 

The first life-skill that Jesus wants us to develop is to stop living just for today. This command is in the present tense. It literally means to “stop storing up.” We’re to stop doing something that by nature we’ve been doing for most of our lives. Jesus knows that our natural, inborn desire is to accumulate things, to gather stuff.

This doesn’t mean that we can’t have material possessions, or own property, or save for the future. The key lies in the little phrase, “for yourselves.” Jesus is saying we are to stop the selfish, self-centered accumulating of goods as the major end of our life. 

Two things happen to the things we own stuff.  First, they decay. In ancient times, wealth was measured in by clothing and metals. Garments represented a considerable investment. The best clothes were made of wool. No matter how beautiful the clothing, moths would often attack and chew right through the garments. Coupled with the attack of the killer moths, rust would corrode and consume things of value made of metal.  Jesus says your stuff will decay.  

Second, our possessions can disappear. In Jesus day valuables were often buried out in the field or hidden in a brick wall. Back then, thieves would literally break into the walls and dig up the yard as they searched for valuables in order to steal them.  

If you try to store your wealth, the moths will find it, or rust will consume it. If you try to hide it for yourself, thieves can steal it. Jesus is saying that earthly wealth is very insecure. It either decays over time, or it disappears altogether. I once heard an accountant say that we lose more wealth at the end of a pencil than from the end of a gun. 

These past few months have proven him so prophet like.  It is estimated that over the past 2 and ½ months pension plans and 401ks have lost 3-4 trillion dollars alone.  Not by the end of the gun but through the use in a sense of a financial pencil with an eraser.

Let me give you something to do:  Make a list of treasures you have or can collect on earth. Write next to each treasure how it could be lost or taken away.  Whether it’s a new pair of running shoes that are now stained with mud, or that HD DVD that now will become obsolete with Blu Ray or that broke after only a couple month’s use, or one of the kid’s video games that now can be bought for 50% less than you paid, earthly treasures do not stand the test of time. 

**Ecclesiastes 5:13-15 provides a true view of all this: “I have seen a grievous evil under the sun:  wealth hoarded to the harm of its owner,  or wealth lost through some misfortune, so that when he has a son there is nothing left for him.  Naked a man comes from his mother's womb, and as he comes, so he departs. He takes nothing from his labor 
that he can carry in his hand.”
**Earthly treasures are fleeting and futile but heavenly treasures are secure. Treasures that we send on ahead are mothproof, rustproof, and burglarproof. Verse 20: “But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.”

The issue is not whether we will store up wealth. That’s a given. The only question is where we will do our banking. Since earthly treasures are unstable and insecure, Jesus challenges us to make long-term investments that are permanent and guaranteed. Deposits made in the First National Bank of Heaven will not decay or disappear. They are protected and insured by the FGIC, Fully God in Charge.

That leads to a question: How do we make deposits on earth that yield dividends in heaven? Let me answer that in just one sentence: You store up treasures in heaven by investing your money in that which lasts for eternity. 
Paul writes to **Timothy in chapter 6:17-19 Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.
He answers the question, "How do you store up treasures in Heaven?"

**Be Humble. In verse 17 Paul says "Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain"

**Be trusting --Depend on God. Paul goes on to say, "Don't put your hope in wealth but put your hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment." God provides for us and he wants us to enjoy those blessings as long as the backdrop is that our hope is in God and not in our wealth.

**Be generous --Do Good Deeds. Look at 1 Timothy 6:18. It says to "Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds."

Don't misunderstand this. It doesn't mean you can earn your way into heaven through your behavior. For those who go to heaven go because they put their trust in Christ. That's one way to store up heavenly treasures Paul says one of the best ways to store up heavenly treasures is to be generous. Paul says, "Be generous and willing to share." You see, our attitude should be one where we hold on to the things of this world loosely. It should be where we say, "What's mine is yours. I'll share it." 

When you leave here today you have all sorts of opportunities to be generous. Maybe it's with a family member or a friend. Maybe it's with a co-worker or a baby sitter. You have all sorts of opportunities to let the love of Christ show through you.

Look with me in the nineteenth verse of 1 Timothy, chapter 6. He says, "In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life."

In other words the pursuit of earthly pleasures and treasures is not really life. It's just an existence that's filled with the stress and worry of trying to keep up with it.

Jesus' instruction here is not about wealth. Jesus' instruction here is about your attitude toward wealth. It all comes back to what it is that drives you and consumes you.   It is why Jesus says, "Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also."

So Christ begins with a durability. Where do you store your treasures? Will they last?

But then he moves on to the heart test.
**2. Heart Test. The second test asks the question **Where’s your heat?  “Where are you investing your time and money?” and is found in **verse 21: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

To put it plainly, Jesus is saying that **your heart follows your money. That’s not the way most of us think. We tend to think our money follows our heart Jesus is saying that’s not the way it works because your heart follows your treasure. 

Whatever you invest your time and money in will become very important to you. Too many of us spend all that we have on the things of this world and then we wonder why we have trouble concentrating on the things of God. Our problem is too often that we’ve invested everything down here and not enough up there! Our money has kept our heart tied to the earth. **We’ll never be able to get our heart focused on heaven as long as our attention is on material things.
I remember many years ago, buying a car.  It was the car of my dreams.  Power everything.  Cool look, great power, fully loaded.  Jet black and when clean was as sharp as any car I ever owned.  I babied it.  I parked it in the back forty in parking lots.  I washed and waxed it regularly.  Did not want to have any dirt mar its beauty.  I was so proud and loved driving it.  Then something happened.  Teenage drivers.  My teenage drivers.  I did not really want them to drive my precious car.  I could not trust them to drive my car the way I thought it should drive.  Now I don’t want you to think I was obsessing over this car, but …. One day after refusing to let one of my teen drivers have the car when no other car was available, my wife Jo, said what is more important to you, the car or your daughter thinking her needs are important to you and you trust her with your car?  I wish my wife just once would get to the point.  I gave in, and just as I suspected that opened the gate for all our drivers, and it was not long before the dings were there, the dirt and grime stayed on the car longer, and it became just another car.

My treasure was the car, and my heart was there.  Until someone challenged me with the heart test.  

That is what Jesus is doing.  Giving us the heart test. Where is your heart?  Okay, now what does the treasure look like?  Moth eaten and rusting, or filled with good deeds and of lasting value?

Now, I’m not suggesting that you have to go out and ding your car or even sell it or some other item of stuff to be a fully committed follower of Christ. What I am saying is this, Jesus is saying your heart will always follow your money. Your heart will be wrapped up in what you treasure. Possessions can very easily become the center of our life.

**3. The Mind Test (The Eye Test). The third test asks the question, **“Where is your focus?” and is found in verses ** 22-23: “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!” 

This is an interesting analogy with which Christ chooses to connect materialism. In fact, throughout the Bible, the eye is often spoken of as a gateway that shows what is really inside of our hearts. 

Later in the Gospel of Matthew Jesus refers to a person with an "evil eye." Now usually when we think of an "evil eye", we think of a person who is angry or maybe they are trying to cast a spell on us with some evil look that they give us. 

That's not what it meant back in the first century. When Jesus refers to an "evil eye" do you know what it meant? It meant "an eye of envy." It was a greedy eye and an envious eye. It is the lustful eye that Jesus is warning against that. 

He says, "You make certain that the eye you have is nothing like that."
Now understand it's not just lust for a person that starts with the eyes. It's also when we see something that we think we have got to have.

Oftentimes what the mind test or the eye test comes back to is how do you view people that have more than you have?

One way to do an eye test to find out if you are greedy or not is if you can truly rejoice with a relative or a friend when they have more than what you have. When they have some material blessing or financial bonanza that was unexpected do you look at it and say, "I wish that was me?" or do you look at it and say, "I'm happy for them."
Sometimes I think we need to put on spiritual blinders because the world is constantly pulling and tugging at us with phony measurements of what it is to truly be a success in life.

Here in America, right before our very eyes, ad agencies, marketers, and media try to dictate our focus. They try to direct us toward what they say is an ideal, a utopia that cannot be achieved, because it's a moving target of materialism. Who are your models? Who do you admire? Who do you say, "You know what? If I had what they had, lived where they live, had a job like she has, then I would be happy." 

If we're not careful we will find that Christians can send mixed signals to the world when it comes to greed and materialism. If you can't rejoice with someone who has been blessed, then that's an indication that you have a problem with greed.

Christian author Randy Alcorn wrote, "We ought to periodically take our kids to the junkyard to let them see what happens to the material things that people long for. We need to show them that these things that people longed for and which were so important to people 10 years ago are now wasted in the junkyard. Everything the world has is temporary."

That's why when it comes to your eye test you **make certain that you focus your mind/eyes on Christ. 

Hebrews 12:2** says, "Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith…"

**4. The Master Test. The fourth and final test focuses on our will and asks the question: **“Whom do you serve?” Let’s look at verse ** 24: “No one can serve two masters. 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 both God and Money.”

To “serve” means that we’ve made a choice and engaged our wills. **When you make a choice you have determined in your mind and will the direction you are going to travel.
 If we’re not careful, we can be deluded by thinking material things will last forever. Our emotions can then affect our minds, which in turn can cause our wills to be in the grip of money with a capital “M.”

The word Jesus uses in the original language for money is the word, “Mammon,” which is a proper noun, or a name. Jesus viewed Money as a rival for preeminence, even capable of being a god, small “g”. Something in which you put your trust.
Attachment to Mammon leads to a detachment from God. Pastor Craig noted that for us last week.  How stuff can edge God out.  Mammon fights for supremacy in our lives and it has many of the characteristics of deity. It promises security, freedom and power. 

To be a committed Christ-follower is not merely a matter of the emotions but also of our minds and wills. To love God requires service and even sacrifice. This type of allegiance cannot be rendered to two parties. **To whatever we devote ourselves, it becomes our god. The tension that many of us experience when we try to love both God and Mammon will sooner or later begin to show where our real loyalty lies. Only one master will win out. 

Mammon is not just a neutral medium of exchange, but a “power” with a life of its own which seeks to control, and even consume us. The goal of this Money Master is total domination of your value system, without you even being aware of it.
If you’re serving the Money Master, Jesus says you will be unable to fully serve God.

He doesn’t say, “You better not” or “it would be unwise to serve both,” He says, “You cannot serve both God and money.” As such, how we handle our money has a lot to do with how serious we are about obeying God. The words of Jesus are unsettling. If you love money, you will end up hating God. If you are devoted to the pursuit of possessions and the making of money, you will find yourself despising the things of God. 

I suspect that most of you do not want to hate God. In fact, you’re here because you want to learn how you can get to know Him better. Let me put it right on the table. You will never be able to fully love God if you are in love with money and all that money can buy. Loving God and loving money are mutually exclusive. 

We’ve all heard the expression “Money Talks.” Have you ever listened to what it says?

“You hold me in your hand and call me yours. Yet may I not as well call you mine? See how easily I rule you? To gain me, you would all but die. I am invaluable as rain, essential as water. Yet I do not hold the power of life -- I am futile without the stamp of your desire. I go nowhere unless you send me. My power is terrific. Handle me carefully and wisely, lest you become my servant, rather than I yours.” As someone has said, “Money is a wonderful servant, but a lousy master.”
What are you holding on to? Whatever owns you is what you will serve. It was the theologian Zwingli who said, "If you possess something that you are not willing to part with, then you do not possess it. It possesses you."  @@
Hold on loosely to the things in this world. You might have money and influence and that's fine. It's fine provided that you find your value and significance in Christ and not in the things of this world. Wealth and possessions can steal your heart away if you are not careful. 

Hold tightly to the things of God and loosely to the things of this world. How much is enough? If you are serious about laying up treasures in heaven, then it starts with how you live on earth, and whom you serve on earth.

Friends, let me encourage you to take this four-part test on a regular basis.

1. The Durability Test. How long will my things last? Are they temporary or will they last forever in heaven?

2. The Heart Test. Where am I investing my time and money? What excites me the most, earth or heaven? Which place makes my heart beat faster?

3. The Mind Test. Where do I focus my goals? Am I committed to materialism or spirituality? Do I operate according to God’s priorities, or my own?

4. The Master Test. Is Jesus my master or is something, or someone, else? Will I serve money on earth and allow it to be my god, or will I serve God in heaven with my treasures, which are really His in the first place?
Robert Robinson illustration.

Truth is for a few years, I was Robert Robinson.  Then God began to work in my life and a part of it was stripping me of everything I thought was of value.  My ministry, my income, my home, my prestige, my credit, name it and it was no longer a part of my life.  What he was doing was helping me to take these four tests.  With the ultimate test being what or who will you truly serve?  The stuff of this world or me?  I am fortunate that he gave me a second chance to answer that question.  How about you?  How will you answer?  Whom or what will you choose as your master?



