Sunday 18 October 2009 : Matthew 6 : 16-24  
If you thought last week’s message was tough, the minute you saw the word “fasting” in the heading of this week’s lesson, you were probably close to tears! I actually won’t be spending a lot of time on those first few verses this morning. As you may be able to tell, fasting is not a spiritual discipline that I undertake very often, though I sometimes manage it for half a day, most of which time it’s easy because I’m fast asleep!
Seriously, though, I know there are people who do choose to do without food for one day a week, and we are told that it can be beneficial to our health to do so. There is in these words of Jesus an assumption that people do this – when you fast, not if you fast – so perhaps it is something we should think about. The point Jesus is making, though, is basically a continuation of a theme he’s been following earlier in the chapter.

Essentially, Jesus is reminding us that fasting, like any other act of devotion, is really all between ourselves and God. It’s not about showing off to other people how pious we are, which was what, in the days of Jesus, a lot of people did. When they fasted, they used to go about with gloomy faces – the KJV states : of sour countenance – to make sure everybody and his cat knew they were denying themselves the worldly pleasure of food … and feeling thoroughly miserable about it. Jesus dismisses this as hypocrisy.

Hypocrisy is a very strong term of criticism, frequently directed against the church by those who would rather eat the contents of a black binbag than come within these walls to worship God. The town drunk, with the morals of a polecat, will loudly dismiss the church as a bunch of hypocrites as an excuse for refusing Christ and remaining a drunk, with the morals of a polecat. The dishonesty of this is breathtaking, we know, yet it is our duty to the Lord, as far as we possibly can, to make sure the accusation can’t stick.

It would be a good discipline for us all to pursue, in honour of Jesus Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit within us, a life of such integrity and loveliness that no-one could, with any credibility, point their bony finger in our direction as an excuse for staying on the road to hell. It is embarrassing if people who are known to be up-front, in-your-face pillars of the kirk are known equally to have a sour countenance, as ill-natured gossips who’ve always got some bee in their bunnet to complain about.

The Bible tells us to rejoice in the Lord always, in any and every circumstance, to be ever thankful for God’s many blessings, to be encouragers and good neighbours, and all these things are far more honouring to Jesus than a splurge of Sunday-best religiosity that just doesn’t sit with our conduct on Monday. Been there, done it, not going back!

All right, let’s leave fasting behind – with a sigh of relief – and deal with this whole business about treasures in heaven. And by the time I’ve finished this you might wish I’d stuck to fasting!! Only joking – not!!!

Those who’ve been paying attention lately – yes, I know, you ALL do – might be scratching your heads and saying : But Frank, I thought you gave out a whole bunch of scriptures saying prosperity was a good thing, so what’s all this? If you’re asking that, give yourself a lollipop for asking the right question.
But here’s the answer. There IS no contradiction between the scriptures that promise prosperity to God’s children, and those that warn God’s children against greed. There is a massive difference between living to get more stuff – building up treasures on earth – and enjoying God’s richest blessing with the right attitude of living to give – building up treasures in heaven. In other words, it all depends what your heart is set on.

What Jesus is saying here is that pursuit of the glossy magazine lifestyle, for its own sake, is a waste of God’s priceless gift of life. If our heart is set on getting rich, having a big fancy house with all mod cons, and a big fancy car with all the bells and whistles, and expensive holidays to exclusive destinations, it’s a recipe for frustration. It’s not that God doesn’t want you to enjoy these things – like any father, he wants nothing but the best for his kids – but he wants to make sure we have the maturity to handle it.
Last Sunday we sang that modern paraphrase : seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be added unto you. We said also that God is our source, and that when we’re committed to Him from the heart, the Giver rather than the gifts, God – the source – will supply the resource for us to enjoy life to the max as we serve Him to the max. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9.8 :
In our New International Version : God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work New Living : God will generously provide all you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others. New Century : God can give you more blessings than you need. Then you will always have plenty of everything—enough to give to every good work.
Can you see what’s going on there? There is no question of God’s willingness to see his children prosper, but it needs to be godly prosperity, with an open heart and an open hand. There is a form of “prosperity” that the hand of God is not behind, based on that greedy, grasping, self-centred attitude that will stamp all over anybody to get what it wants, but that sort of money, those ill-gotten gains, will never buy happiness.
I’ve heard that described, very aptly, as the Babylonian system, and just in case anyone hasn’t noticed, it’s falling apart like a flat-pack sideboard. You get wealth that way, not God’s way, and you end up on tranquillisers worrying how you’ll keep it. The ironic thing is that, even if the things don’t wear out or rust, the owners will, and I have never seen a Pickford’s van following a hearse into the churchyard.

As a young man, newly crowned as King, Solomon received a wonderful invitation from God. In 2 Chronicles 1.7 : Ask for whatever you want me to give you. It was a free choice. I wonder what you or I would have asked for? Solomon’s request was : I would like wisdom and knowledge to lead God’s people. Good choice, and in response God promised also to give life long life, with unprecedented wealth, riches and honour.

Solomon got off to a good start, but as the song says : It’s not how you start, but how you finish. Sadly, his wisdom tailed off, not least as he allowed his carnal desires to rule his brain and he ended up with, as 1 Kings 11.3 relates, 700 wives and 300 concubines! Anyone think that wasn’t wise? All those birthdays and anniversaries to remember! And from the later stages of Solomon’s life we have the rather depressing Biblical book of Ecclesiastes, a rueful reflection on how he’d let things get in the way of God. 
If we let our focus slip off God and onto money, or possessions, or popularity, or status, if we take our eyes off the ball of loving and honouring and serving Father God, then all those worldly things will bring us nothing but hassle. It will be hassle getting them, it will be hassle keeping them, and we’ll be so uptight about getting and keeping them that we’ll never actually enjoy them. If, on the other hand, we fix our eyes upon the Lord, and remain committed to serving Him with all we are and all we have, He will open doors for us that are humanly impossible and bless us in every way.

The blessing of the Lord brings wealth, and He adds no sorrow to it – Proverbs 10.22. But wealth is nothing, in and of itself. You can’t eat a £10 note. Chequebooks are no substitute for bricks and mortar. You can’t drive a credit card with four 50p pieces as wheels. It’s what we do with wealth that counts in the eyes of God, and the Bible is very clear that as we use his resources to do his work, in partnership with ministries to feed the hungry, to provide fresh water for those who drink what hippos bathe in, to put a roof over the heads of the homeless, to build schools and health centres, then he knows he can trust us with it, and more will come supernaturally into our hands. 

But we must get our priorities straight – as Jesus says, we can’t serve God and be a slave to money at the same time. We’ve got to be very clear who’s boss, and it’s not our bank account, it’s God. Let’s invest in the kingdom of God. To be blunt, if we say we believe, let’s put our money where our mouth is. Let’s look at our wealth in a whole new way, not as a personal possession for our own ends, but as an opportunity to serve and honour and glorify God. Don’t panic, He doesn’t usually demand giving it all away

He has promised to give us more than enough to enjoy life as he wants us to do, but still have more than enough left over to make life better for others. Let our confession of faith today be : I’m out of debt, my needs are met, I live to give, there’s plenty more to put in store. That way, we keep a good balance between enjoying God’s good gifts, and yet at the same time giving first place and proper honour to God the giver. That way, our faith has credibility, integrity and substance – without a hint of hypocrisy. 
