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Text 
"Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break 

in and steal. 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. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 22 

"The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. 23 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! 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. 

 
Introduction 
 Karl Marx famously said that religion is the opiate of the people.  What he meant 
by that is that it sedates the oppressed from rising up to change their unjust conditions by 
producing in them an illusion of future bliss.  “The abolition of religion as the illusory 
happiness of the people is required for their real happiness,” he said. 
  Similarly, many see the adoption of ‘the white man’s’ religion among the African 
slaves in the United States as a negative thing; in fact a factor which contributed to that 
evil institution’s continuation.  As the argument goes, it produced docile slaves that 
passively endured lashings while singing “swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry 
me home.” 

Now I have no doubt that the doctrine of the afterlife has been co-opted 
throughout history for sinister ends – a tool of the powerful to keep others down – or 
applied in unhealthy or even devastating ways (just like any of the truths of Scripture can 
be warped and twisted and misused).  But the fact remains that the hope of heaven is 
integral to the Christian faith and what I want you to see is that it is actually a beautiful 
thing. 

There’s a part of me that can understand John Lennon’s proposal for the world to 
agree that above us is only sky and simply live for today.  “Imagine there’s no heaven.”  
He says, “It’s easy if you try.”  But when I try I find it existentially impossible, 
unbearable.  The Bible’s analysis is more honest.  It does not present the alternative to 
belief in an after life as moralism – “living life in peace… a brotherhood of man… 
sharing all the world.”  It presents the logically consistent alternative as “Let us eat and 
drink for tomorrow we die” (1Cor. 15:32). 

If I was honest and thoroughgoing in that nihilistic belief, I would not work 
sacrificially for communal utopia; I would screw my neighbors in more ways than one.  
You’ve surely heard the saying, ‘so heavenly minded as to be of no earthly good’?  And 
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it’s not tossed around without cause.  But there is also evidence that shows that people 
who are okay with death actually take risks for love.  Not just okay in a Stoic sense, but 
firmly convinced of the joys that await. 

Here’s the thing: perhaps the most fundamental and important question every 
person must face and answer is, “Is there something more?  Is this all there is?”  
Christianity is clear in its teaching that this earth is not all there is.  There is a life beyond 
the grave.  And what we do here and now has an effect in eternity. 

Today we’re going to see what Jesus taught to his disciples about this idea of 
eternity, the after-life, heaven.  It’s not by any means the full biblical teaching on post-
mortem events.  There’s so much more that could be said.  Christianity’s view of these 
things is vastly different than the generic Greek notion of the immortality of the soul.  
The final hope is of a reunion of soul and body in a re-created heavens and earth – life 
after life after death.  But that requires a more expansive treatment than what our text 
leads us to today. 

Our text today gives a more extended treatment of a theme that Jesus has been 
weaving into his previous teaching in the Sermon on the Mount.  It started in the 
Beatitudes with the future aspect of each saying like “Blessed are the meek, for they will 

inherit the earth.”  Then in 5:12 there was a bold promise to those who suffer because of 
Jesus that “great is your reward in heaven.”  So Jesus is pointing his hearers to a future 
orientation.  There are other hints throughout of a future state, even grim warnings of 
“hell” (5:22, 29, 30), the counterpart to heaven.  And then in the three treatments of 
religious acts that we’ve most recently been looking at (giving, praying, fasting), each 
one includes a promise that God will reward.  There is a future and eternal reward that is 
different from a temporal and earthly reward like people’s praise. 

And then now Jesus directly tells his disciples to seek that reward, to live this life 
in such as way so as to prepare themselves for the next.  In short, what we’re going to see 
in today’s passage is just this: Christians should live in this world with an eye toward 

the next. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
How Do You Get Into Heaven? 
 First off I want to be careful and clear when talking about eternal life and rewards 
and all that.  Even though John Lennon’s song, Imagine, is a popular song and Marxist 
atheism is en vogue in certain graduate school departments, the vast majority of people 
still believe in a heaven and in a hell.  The thing is hell is for the Pol Pots and Hitlers and 
heaven is obviously for them.  Most people believe in a vague life after death.  And the 
popular notion of heaven is that you get in by being relatively good.  And it’s a pretty 
attainable standard so much so that the assumption is that pretty much everyone just goes 
there when they die.  You see this in the reaction when a beloved public figure dies – a 
sports legend or music icon – or just some tragic accident where an ‘innocent’ person is 
tragically killed and the friends and family gather outside the house for a candlelight 
vigil; the lingo is, “She’s in a better place,” or “He’s looking down on us from heaven.”  
As if somehow whenever there’s a beautiful day for baseball at Wrigley Field somehow 
Harry Carey had a hand in it from up above and he’s got a Bud and is watching.  This is 
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just the pop spirituality, folk religion of American society.  Good people go to heaven 
when they die and hell is for the really bad people. 
 But the Bible talks about it a bit differently.  It confirms our hunches that death is 
not the end; it even confirms our hunches that good people obtain heaven, but here’s the 
wrinkle: it says that only one person has ever been good enough.  Jesus Christ.  Nobody’s 
good enough to get in except him.  But it also gives this amazing offer.  You can ride his 
coattails.  If you’re going to get in, you’ve got to be with him.  You can’t depend on your 
own record; you’ve got to claim his.  And you can’t get out of the punishment you 
deserve; you’ve got to look to him to have taken it for you.  That’s what the cross is.  So 
heaven, according to the Bible… a blissful afterlife is only for people who have 
acknowledged their sin and looked to Jesus to be their righteousness and their sin-bearing 
substitute.  You can’t get in by being good enough.  You get in by being with Jesus.  And 
that shouldn’t be a frustrating message to us (“How dare he!”).  It should be liberating.  
Good news!  It doesn’t depend on you!  It’s all of grace!  It’s free.  There’s assurance.  
“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him 
shall not perish but have eternal life” (Jn. 3:16).  That’s the essential message of 
Christianity.  That’s some of the stuff we saw in the beginning of Matthew. 
 
What Are Treasures in Heaven? 
 Okay, so if heaven is not something you earn by your good deeds, but something 
you’re given simply by your association with Jesus (by believing in him), then where 
does this idea of rewards fit in that Jesus is speaking of to his disciples in the Sermon on 
the Mount?  What do we do with that?  How do we understand Jesus telling his followers 
to store up for themselves treasures in heaven?  That’s a great question!  Here’s my short 
and simple answer and then we’ll delve into it more, but I think Jesus is saying, “Don’t 
work to get in, but work to get more understanding and enjoyment out of knowing what it 
means to be in.” 
 Just so we understand what the text is saying let’s walk through it.  It’s a very 
tight, symmetrical structure.  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where 
moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break 
in and steal” (vv. 19-20).  Don’t do this, which is like this; but do this, which is not like 
this.  Do you see the structure of what he’s saying?  In one sense it’s very clear and 
straightforward. 
 Now let’s start to analyze the substance and not just recognize the structure.  ‘Do 
not store up’ is in the present tense so in a sense Jesus is telling his new disciples to stop 
storing up treasures on earth.  Assumption: that has been their default way of living.  This 
has been your natural inclination, but that needs to change. 

Now what does it mean to store up treasures on earth?  In a very literal sense it 
refers to the impulse to acquire wealth.  On the surface that is what Jesus is talking about.  
For that culture, wealth wasn’t a bank account, but was found in property, perhaps in 
coinage sometimes, but more often an elaborate garment or a reserve of grain or a jar of 
perfume, a herd of livestock.  Most of this stuff was liable to natural depreciation – 
corrosion, moths eating your silk clothing, rust ruining once shiny possessions, wolves 
killing sheep…  And if it didn’t decay it was still liable to being stolen by a thief.  So 
these were temporary and insecure treasures. 
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 Yet people are naturally drawn to living for this, something tangible and 
immediate.  In our day it’s stock portfolios, investments, houses, cars, boats, jewelry…  
And while banks may be a bit better than mattresses or holes in the ground and insured 
by the FDIC up to $250,000, still nothing is sure.  Stock markets are still volatile, 
inflation is a very real possibility, natural disasters, fires, hurricanes… any number of 
things could wipe those assets out.  Jesus is warning against materialism, in its colloquial 
sense as in the crass pursuit of stuff, but also in its more formal philosophical sense that 
says that matter is all that matters, the only thing that is real.  Jesus reminds us that this is 
really untenable; things are shaky and ultimately empty. 

He’s warning against the pursuit of the ephemeral, the temporary.  As the saying 
goes, “You can’t take it with you.”  And in this sense I think he also has in mind more 
than just possessions.  Money and possessions are the easiest example, but there are also 
shaky and empty immaterial treasures – people’s applause, degrees after your name, 
status, reputation, comforts, ease, relationships as trophies.  It’s all something that only 
has value for this life.  Some of this stuff may not be bad inherently, but Jesus is telling 
his disciples to stop living for these things, for the amassing of wealth or amenities that 
you can only take to your death, at best.  It’s ultimately meaningless. 
 Rather, Jesus says, “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and 
rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal” (v. 20).  So evidently 
Jesus doesn’t just have in mind his followers getting their passport stamped for heaven by 
believing in Jesus and then living it up their remaining days in this world just like the rest 
of the world.  The idea of heaven is supposed to inspire some altered effect in earthly 
behavior. 

In the part of Luke’s Gospel that relates Jesus’ teaching on this we see him 
saying, “Sell your possessions and give to the poor.  Provide purses for yourselves that 
will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes 
near and no moth destroys” (Lk. 12:33).  You can see the same idea at play in 1 Timothy 
6.  So this notion of heaven actually can fuel work in this life for the relief of poverty and 
the remediation of injustice (contra Marx).  At the end of 1 Corinthians 15 which is a 
chapter that’s all about the future hope of Christians, I’ve always found it interesting that 
Paul’s inference from it all is: “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm.  Let nothing 
move you.  Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that 
your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1Cor. 15:58).  Setting your sights on the world to 
come shouldn’t make you detached from this world or delusional, but rather engaged and 
active. 

How does all that work?  That is the big philosophical question.  So for help I’ve 
turned to what some have called the greatest philosophical mind America has ever 
produced – Jonathan Edwards.  Edwards is unfortunately known by most people for one 
vivid sermon about hell, but actually he gave a great amount of attention to the 
contemplation of the beauties of heaven. 

Commenting on this very passage Edwards says that living with heavenly rewards 
in mind is not an option, but is “a duty expressly commanded.”  Store up treasure in 
heaven! 
 

By laying up treasure in heaven is not only meant obtain some inheritance 
there, but to be adding to it; as is evident by the comparison made between 
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this and what is forbidden, viz. laying up treasure on earth.  By which 
Christ [doesn’t] mean that we should get nothing in this world, but not do 
as worldly-minded men do, be striving insatiably to hoard up, and keep 
adding to our worldly good things; but rather strive to add to our 
inheritance in heaven, and heap up treasure there; labor daily to increase 
our interest there by doing good works, and abounding in them.1 

 
Edwards wrote a list of resolutions early in his life.  This makes his Resolution 

#22 make sense – “Resolved, to endeavor to obtain for myself as much happiness, in the 
other world, as I possibly can, with all the power, might, vigor, and vehemence, yea 
violence, I am capable of, or can bring myself to exert, in any way that can be thought 
of.”2  Edwards understood Jesus to be telling us to live in this life in such a way so as to 
increase our capacity for enjoyment of the next.  I think capacity is a great word for 
thinking about this.  The things we do here stretch our souls’ capacity for joy that will be 
utilized in the next life. 

Here’s one way I’ve thought about it.  I feel like in many ways my intellectual 
capacity as an adult has been stunted, I have a handicap because of the ways I used my 
time and trained my brain when I was a kid.  By spending extended times watching TV 
instead of reading books, by brain processes were conditioned in such a way so as to have 
a short attention span and an inability to think at high levels.  So when I got older and 
was given a love for books and ideas I was behind the game.  There’s a correlation 
between C.S. Lewis’ adult brilliance and the fact that he was learning Latin at age five 
and reading classic literature as a kid.  We thank God that C.S. Lewis didn’t have a 
Nintendo as a child, right? 

Or how about his analogy [don’t press it too far].  What if someone gave you the 
gift of a retirement in Paris, all expenses paid (airfare, housing, food) plus a life-time 
membership to the Louvre.  It was free.  It was yours.  You didn’t earn it.  It was a gift.  
You were guaranteed to spend the golden years of your life in the presence of masters 
like Raphael, Michelangelo, da Vinci, Donatello (see what I learned from watching the 
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?).  So you get the point: you’re in, full unhindered access 
to the greatest collection of beauty in the world.  It would be great no matter what, right?  
But for someone who then started to study art history and trained themselves to 
appreciate the finer points of brush strokes and lighting and read up on the great critics 
throughout history and learned how to appreciate art… all in anticipation and preparation 
for retirement, that person you could say would have a larger capacity for enjoyment of 
the Louvre than someone who just bought hotel art for their walls. 

Does it make sense?  So Christians have eternal life simply by faith in Jesus; they 
don’t do things to get in, but there is a sense in which the things we do between our 
justification and our glorification heighten our abilities to understand and enjoy 
(appreciate) what it means to be in.  As we worship here and train our hearts away from 
entertainment of self toward enjoyment of God we are practicing for heaven.  As we 
develop our prayer life here we are opening up parts of our souls to experience and 
commune with God that will give us a head start in heaven.  As we serve and give, we are 
weaning ourselves off of self and conditioning ourselves for love.  And we could just go 
on down the line with every prescribed behavior or discipline. 
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Now this line of thinking also involves two other things: (1) that there be 
gradations of heaven, and (2) that heaven really be all about enjoying God’s glory.  First, 
the idea that heaven has levels.  This isn’t just from Dante.  I think it comes from the 
Bible (i.e. parables like the ones where the person who gains 10 minas is put in charge of 
10 cities and the one with 5 is put in charge of 5 cities; Lk. 19).  I’ve had and still have 
some reactions against this notion.  My instinct is that there will be equality and we’ll all 
occupy the same position.  But again Edwards has helped me with this.  He says we all 
get the same thing, just some will have a greater capacity to enjoy it.  He writes: 
 

Every vessel that is cast into this ocean of happiness is full, though there 
are some vessels far larger than others; and there shall be no such thing as 
envy in heaven, but perfect love shall reign through the whole society. 
Those who are not so high in glory as others, will not envy those that are 
higher, but they will have so great, and strong, and pure love to them, that 
they will rejoice in their superior happiness.3 

 
And if heaven is forever and is not static but involves an infinite spiral further up and 
further in to greater and greater joys that never run out, then everyone will always get to 
every level eventually, just some will be a step ahead of others.  Doesn’t infinity blow 
your mind? 
 Secondly, this is all assuming that heaven is ultimately about enjoyment of God.  
It’s not a boring never-ending Hallelujah chorus on the clouds.  It will be more than that, 
but God will be the central focal point and common theme.  As John Piper (the 
contemporary echo of Edwards) puts it: 
 

The critical question for our generation – and for every generation – is 
this: If you could have heaven, with no sickness, and with all the friends 
you ever had on earth, and all the food you ever liked, and all the leisure 
activities you ever enjoyed, and all the natural beauties you ever saw, all 
the physical pleasures you ever tasted, and no human conflict or any 
natural disasters, could you be satisfied with heaven, if Christ were not 
there?4 

 
J. C. Ryle (a pastor in between Edwards and Piper chronologically) put it this way: 
 

But alas, how little fit for heaven are many who talk of going to heaven, 
when they die, while they manifestly have no saving faith and no real 
acquaintance with Christ.  You give Christ no honor here.  You have no 
communion with Him.  You do not love Him.  Alas, what could you do in 
heaven?  It would be no place for you.  Its joys would be no joys for you.  
Its happiness would be a happiness into which you could not enter.  Its 
employments would be a weariness and a burden to your heart.  Oh, repent 
and change before it be too late!5 

 
 Jesus says, “Don’t store up treasures on earth; store up treasures in heaven – live 
in such a way so as to increase your capacity for enjoyment in God that will go on for all 



7 

eternity.”  “For [you see] where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (v. 21).  
Jesus is again going after the heart.  What is your heart oriented towards?  This is what is 
meant by treasure.  Your treasure is what your heart prizes.  Your hearts will be broken if 
you set them on earth.  How sad it is for “men of this world whose reward is in this life” 
(Ps. 17:14; “whose portion is in this life,” ESV).  But if you set your heart on heaven you 
will be satisfied for eternity.  So you see this passage is about something more radical 
than simply asceticism or taking a vow of poverty or refusing to save for retirement.  It’s 
talking about the heart.  Where is your heart?  Jesus is tenderly calling his disciples to set 
their hearts fully on heaven, that is to seek their eternal joy in God! 
 
The Eye Analogy 

The analogy that Jesus uses next is admittedly confusing, largely due I think to 
the differences in our understanding of ophthalmology and that of the ancient world.  
Here’s what I think he’s saying – the eye is what guides the rest of the body.  If it’s 
working properly and used well, you go to good places.  If there are cataracts, blind spots, 
or nearsightedness, you will lack direction, stumble, fall and life will not be good.  We 
are naturally in the dark headed toward destruction, but when God opens our eyes with a 
divine and supernatural light we can see with proper perspective.  We should then fix our 
eyes on God and run towards him.  The word translated ‘good’ here has the connotation 
of soundness, integrity, focus.  I think Jesus is encouraging keeping our eyes on the prize, 
having an undivided heart (Ps. 86:11). 
 
The Master Analogy 

 That’s certainly what the last analogy implies.  “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 [or Mammon, as the old translations 
have it]” (v. 24).  Here again the illustration of money is used, but the larger principle is 
that our loyalties can’t be divided between God and other things.  As Bob Dylan sang, 
“You’re gonna have to serve somebody.”  Everybody does.  Will it be God or other 
things?  It can’t really be both. 

What is your highest good?  John Calvin said, “If honour is rated the highest 
good, then ambition must take complete charge of a man; if money, then forthwith greed 
takes over the kingdom; if pleasure, then men will certainly degenerate into sheer self-
indulgence.”6  God must be the one you live for.  You can’t dabble, remain on the fence.  
It’s not a good strategy to live for this world as long as you can and then switch over at 
the last minute to get into heaven.  And Jesus is not saying that you can say you believe 
in Jesus but have no inner relish of God and live for this world and be in, but just miss 
out on some rewards in heaven, some jewels in your crown.  God must be the supreme 
obsession/pursuit of your life, your sole Master. 
 
Conclusion 

So to recap, Christians should live in this world with an eye toward the next.  
As the Apostle Peter put it, “Set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus 
Christ is revealed” (1Pe. 1:13).  Or as Paul put it, “Press on toward the goal to win the 
prize for which God has called [us] heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:14).  Or as 
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Jonathan Edwards put it, “Endeavor to obtain for [yourself] as much happiness, in the 
other world, as [you] possibly can.” 

And this mindset has great benefit for the here and now, because here’s the cool 
thing: eternity is retroactive.  Eternal life starts now.  C.S. Lewis put it this way – “Earth, 
I think, will not be found by anyone to be in the end a very distinct place.  I think earth, if 
chosen instead of Heaven, will turn out to have been, all along, only a region in Hell: and 
earth, if put second to Heaven, to have been from the beginning a part of Heaven itself.”7 
 
The Lord’s Table 

 This all sounds philosophical and good in theory, but really how do I begin 
enjoying God?  The master analogy sounds harsh.  So God should be my master and he is 
commanding me – “Do it!  Love me!  Love me!  Don’t love these other things more than 
me!”  I’m not feeling it.  I’m not drawn to delight.  I struggle to love and be devoted to 
him.  The idea of enjoying him for eternity seems, to be frank, a bit scary.  Here’s the 
thing we have to remember constantly.  Here is where it all comes together.  Here is what 
is most truly glorious about God.  He is a master who died for us.  Jesus was a Master 
who called his servants friends and then laid his life down for his friends.  He’s a master 
who washed his disciples’ feet.  He is a master who beckons us, “Come and share your 
master’s happiness” (25:21, 23)!  And he has done everything to make that possible, 
taking upon himself our flesh and blood and offering it up to buy us as his own. 
 To paraphrase Tim Keller – If you don’t live for Jesus, you will live for 
something else.  Everyone has master.  But if you live for the master of career and you 
don’t do well, it may punish you all of your life, and you will feel like a failure.  If you 
live for your children and they don’t turn out right, you could be absolutely in torment 
because you feel like a worthless as a person.  But if Jesus is your center and Lord and 
Master and you fail Him, He will forgive you.  Your career can’t die for your sins.  
Money doesn’t die for your sins.  Everybody has to live for something.  Whatever that 
something is becomes ‘master’ whether you think of it that way or not.  Jesus is the only 
Master who, if you receive Him, will fulfill you completely, and, if you fail Him, will 
forgive you eternally. 
 If we look more closely, the center of heaven’s unbroken praise is the crucified 
and resurrected Lord Jesus, the Lamb that was slain for our sins and with his blood 
purchased us for himself (Rev. 5).  Really all we’ve been talking about is going deeper 
into the gospel… 
 
Benediction 

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where 
Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly 
things.  For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.  When Christ, who 
is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. (Col. 3:1-4) 

 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 28, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 
written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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