Matthew 6:16-24

Outward Reality and Inward Reality

Last week we looked at Jesus' special words for the Jews of His time, explaining what He meant when He told them to “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matthew 4:17).  We saw that Jesus was not exclusively concerned with the external actions of the people, but rather was making a statement of heart.  Jesus laid out very clearly that works of pious or holy nature that are done in view of men, in order to receive approval and admiration of men receive no reward from God.  The topic verse that Jesus used to transition into this line of thought was Matthew 6:1 :  “Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven.”  


This is the lesson that Jesus, as a good teacher, sets out to give clear and relevant examples of what he is talking about.  In the Jewish culture three of the primary religious duties that one could do were:

· Almsgiving (Matthew 6:1-4)

· Prayer (Matthew 6:5-15)

· Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18)

Last week we discussed almsgiving and prayer, taking considerable time to discuss what is commonly known as “The Lord's Prayer.”  Today we are going to look at fasting and then move into a new section (Matthew 6:19-24) on the attitude that the Lord demands from those who would enter His earthly kingdom, regarding money.  This is exciting and powerful stuff that undoubtedly kept the people stunned throughout this amazing sermon.

Matthew 6:16-18 (NASU)

16 Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by men when they are fasting. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. 17 But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face 18 so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.

Fasting

Fasting is a topic that we don't hear a whole lot about, talk a lot about or write a lot about when we are talking about the church, and as we will see there may be some good reason for that.  In order to get a good clear understanding of what Jesus was addressing we must first take a look at fasting in the Old Testament context and move forward from there.  

Fasting in the Old Testament

Fasting in the biblical context means abstaining from food or drink voluntarily.  This may be done for a number of reasons both religiously or for non-religious purposes.  We find that the Mosaic Law prescribes only one fast that is at the Day of Atonement.  However, fasting was also done for such reasons as distress, grief or repentance.  Certainly the Israelites' view of fasting would be shaped by such Biblical events as Moses’ fasting for 40 days and nights when he received the Law on Mt. Sinai.  Judges 20:26 tells about a voluntary group fast when the Benjamites defeated the other Israelites.  People also fasted when Saul and his son were buried (1 Samuel 31:13; 1 Chronicles 10:12).


We also know that individuals fasted in difficult or distressing times.  David fasted after hearing that Saul and Jonathan were dead (2 Samuel 1:12); Nehemiah fasted and prayed upon learning that Jerusalem had remained in ruins since its destruction (Nehemiah 1:4).  Darius fasted all night after throwing Daniel in the lions’ den (Daniel 6:18).  So there was also a sense of fasting that simply indicated that during extreme emotional duress the appetite simply wasn't there, much as many today experience when going through a very difficult time.

The things that were added...

As we have seen Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount to correct errors and additions to the Law by the various groups of people and teachers up to that point.  Some of the issues that we see cropping up around this issue are that people would fast in order to get something out of God, kind of like a young child holding his breath in order to get his own way.  This would even be expressed in the idea of trying to use fasting as a sort of currency with God in order to put Him in a person’s debt and get the Lord to do what the person fasting desired.  This is, of course, nonsense.


However, another flaw with the view of fasting in Christ's time, that is most prevalently pointed out in this passage is the idea that fasting was something that one could use to impress others with your amazing personal religiosity.  The result of this desire to be admired by others for their devotion caused people to develop outward signs that they would be fasting such as not maintaining their personal appearance in order to signify to the world:  “Hey!  Look at me!  I'm FASTING!  I'm holy and righteousness  and God must really like me!”  This was what Jesus was talking about.

But Jesus said...

Just as in the cases of giving money and prayer Jesus highlights that anyone who would do these things for the recognition of other people would be denied any benefit from the Lord.  There are no double dividends to be pulled from duties of devotion.  Either the reward will be from the Father or from people, and there is only one source that has any real value: the rewards that the Lord has to give.  The Lord again emphasized the truth that God sees and values most what is done in secret and in private.

What about today?

Going forward from there begs the question: what value does fasting actually have for us today?  We are obviously not under any obligation to fast during the celebration of The Day of Atonement as is required by the Law, since we are redeemed out of the Law and are dead to the Law.  The only time we see fasting in the Bible after the gospels is in the book of Acts:

While they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them." Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.










Acts 13:2

When they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting , they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.










Acts 14:23

So we do see fasting used by the early church at times of serious or difficult decisions, and it is often grouped with prayer.  This is consistent with the Lord's association of the two throughout His ministry on earth (Mark 9:29, 17:21).  So it would seem that these two disciplines of prayer and fasting are related to intimacy in our relationship with the Lord.  


However, there are some cautions that we can safely make about fasting.  First, fasting does not improve the position that Christ has won for us.  Our eternal position is secure and is not affected either by our actions of devotion or our sin.  We are saved by faith alone, and no action of ours is able to add to what Christ has done.  Fasting is not an instrument to make God love or care for us more, because that would be impossible!  Secondly, we must not fast in order to get something from God, or try to put the Lord in our debt. Fasting is something we would do to focus on the Lord, not in order to twist His arm and make something happen.  How foolish it would be to fast in order that the Lord would give us, for example, an expensive car.


Fasting should also, just as the Lord taught in the sermon on the mount NEVER be used to parade personal holiness or discipline before others.  Fasting is not a tool to impress other people or to further one’s on sense of religion.  Fasting as a point of religion would have no value to the believer.  By this, I mean that no believer will stand before Christ and be able to say, “Don't I get bonus points for fasting every Thursday?”  


We know that our position and walk with Christ is not about religion in the worldly sense of a set of rules and regulations that we can keep in order to please God or keep Him on our side.  Our walk is about our relationship with Christ.  Thus the proper use of fasting, for the believer, is to be used in such a way that we would fall deeper and deeper in love with our Lord, and learn to abide more fully in Him.  


Food can be as detrimental to our walk as anything if we use it as comfort rather than turning to the Lord.  It is not that by eating food, or by enjoying food we are in sin, or separated from the Lord in any way, however anything that we rely on rather than relying on the Lord can keep us from a fuller and deeper relationship with Him.  We are not in any way to conduct our lives by law or rule, and our growth in the grace and the knowledge of the Lord will never be something that we can mark out on a checklist any more than we could mark out our closeness with any person by a checklist.  It would be, in many ways, easier to fulfill a list of things, but our goal is to be conformed to Christ in our daily condition, which is a far more radical thing than any list of rules and regulations could ever do, even if we could keep them!  The Lord has much greater plans for us!

Matthew 6:19-24 (NASU)

19 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 neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; 21 for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  22 The eye is the lamp of the body; so then if your eye is clear, your whole body will be full of light. 23 But if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!  24 No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.

The Value of a Dollar

Jesus spent a great deal of His physical ministry here on earth talking about money.  To list all of the references to money, wealth, possessions and so forth would be quite an endeavor that would take up more space that we have here.  Then, as now, money was a touchy subject.  Many today will say that the reason they don't attend church is because somewhere along the line a church either made money and giving the primary issue, or even as a matter of law demanded that they give a certain percentage of their income.  


Jesus’ attitude and teaching on wealth was wildly different than the teaching of wealth by man-made religion.  Man-made religion, and Law, tell us: “You must give this much money.”  Or in many cases: “You must give all of your money.”  It seems an odd coincidence that the place where the money “must be given” makes the speaker to be the primary benefactor.  However, Jesus doesn't say this.  Rather, Jesus tells these people that the attitude towards money is the heart of it.  It continues His theme that the inward reality is the reality that God is concerned with. 


This is not to say that the outward actions towards wealth are not important; Jesus addressed the outward expressions of the attitude that the Lord desires constantly.  This even extends to telling one man to sell everything he owned in order to follow Him (Matthew 19:16-22), a demand made of no other disciple that we have record of.  


In Jesus' continued correction and exhortation of the Jews who were anticipating the earthly kingdom of God we find that their attitude towards wealth was to be much like that of a sojourner, not living for the present moment, and the immediate gratification of all wishes and desires, but rather waiting for the time to come when that which is so much superior to anything which they could have now arrives.  To gather up money, houses, land, crops or other things for themselves would be like a child being offered a candy bar now, or a trip to Disneyland in a week and saying, “I'll take the candy!”  

The Nature of the Two Treasures

There are obviously two treasures in view: heavenly and earthly.  The two are contrasted very clearly and it is plain which treasure has any real value.  The earthly treasure is vulnerable.  Fine cloth can be destroyed by moths and only lasts so long.  Any treasure of metal can rust and lose all of its appeal and value very quickly, and any treasure may be stolen.  This was especially the case in the New Testament times because the government wouldn't take any particular interest in your personal possessions and whether or not they were stolen.  It was the individual's job to make sure that his possessions were not stolen, and the individual's job to protect them.  So it is quite clear that possessions and treasures could control your life, worrying about them, maintaining and protecting them, not to mention all of the time, money and effort that would be spent in obtaining them!  


In stark contrast the treasures that are stored up in heaven are eternal.  They are imperishable, unable to wear out with use or old age.  They are completely invulnerable to theft.  This means that the heavenly rewards that Jesus is talking about here need never be worried about in regard to their maintenance, upkeep or preservation!  God has made humanity not to be in fear and fretting, but rather invested in priorities and things that have real value - value that is determined by God's standards and not by worldly standards!

The Heart Issue

Jesus once again takes the issue back to the heart level.  Wealth is greatly emphasized in Scripture, and by Jesus specifically because it is such a great temptation to the heart of man!  Having wealth enables us to provide our own security and peace, rather than relying on the Lord.  Wealth enables a person to be constantly entertained and distracted.  Wealth can, with very little prodding, cause others to look up to the wealthy one and admire him.  Wealth is a special temptation in that one can all too easily rely on wealth instead of relying on the Lord.  Though physical things themselves are neither good nor evil, they can distract one from the truth, and become an alternative to reliance upon God.

The Eye Issue

The eye was a very important part of the anatomy in the mind of the first century.  Not only was it an instrument of seeing, the eye was viewed as the portal between the inside and the outside world.  The eye is the way that light gets into the body and it is the most expressive part of the body in terms of conveying emotion.  One can tell by looking into the eyes alone what someone is feeling, and often what they are thinking.  This passage, however, is right in the middle of the discussion of treasures.  Jesus states that greed and the desire to store up treasures for oneself can darken the “eye” and cause spiritual blindness.  This is universally true!  Greed, or a preoccupation with the physical world, clouds the eyes of the heart and keeps one from beholding the truth, or in the Christian context, from continued fellowship with the Lord.

Two Masters

Christ very clearly demanded the full and complete dedication of the Jews if they were to receive the earthly kingdom at that time.  If they were going to repent, it meant serving God singularly as their master, and not concerning themselves with their own agendas.  God's glory is the only truly important thing, and the only thing worth working toward.  The fact that they didn't accept the King and His standard resulted in a time that has gone on for nearly two thousand years looking forward to the time when they will turn to Him and receive the promises that He made to them.

For us...

We are, of course, not in the position of these first century Jews.  However, the principles that Jesus touches on here are no less important for us to heed, as they reveal the heart of the Lord that is forever unchanging and unchanged.  The Lord is no less concerned with the place wealth holds in our hearts than He was about the place it held in the hearts of these first century Jews to which He was describing the character that would be required to enter into the kingdom.  Wealth can cloud our spiritual vision as much as it could cloud theirs.  The love of money, a house, a car, expensive vacations, security or any other number of things, though not bad things in and of themselves, can interrupt our fellowship with the Lord as much as the worst of outward and overt sins.  Our focus is to be on bringing glory to the Lord, using our spiritual gifts to glorify the Lord and build up His body on earth (the Church), and to have our hearts set on the glorious future that is before us in Him.  Christ closes these verses that we are looking at this morning with a clear and concise statement of truth that is powerful, shocking and undeniably true:   “You cannot serve God and wealth.”  
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