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Introduction 

"Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where 
thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust destroys 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. So, if your eye 
is healthy, 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 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 the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money. 

 
 When I try to summarize these words in a single sentence, I come up with the following: 
“These words give us the duty of serving God in all earthly things.”  
 Discussion of this duty is part of a new section in the Sermon on the Mount. To discover 
the fact that this is a new section in the Sermon, we need to read 19-34 and note what is missing 
that is present in 1-18. This is a new section in the Sermon because there is no further contrast 
with Phariseeism.  
 We can identify the new section by following the flow of thought forward from verse 19 
to verse 34. Tentatively, some specific subjects are heart treasures (19-21), the healthy eye (22-
23), money (24), and food and clothing (25). Most of the verses discuss anxiety with regard to 
earthly things; hence, we commonly call this the worry passage. This famous worry passage 
takes up verses 25-34. However, the opening word of verse 25 shows us that the worry passage 
actually begins with verse 19. “Therefore” shows us that what we usually think of as the worry 
text (25-34) is a conclusion drawn from the preceding text (19-24 is like an arrow that points to 
25-34). Therefore, tentatively, we can identify this entire section (19-34) as the worry passage 
even though that identification may need refinement. 
 Interestingly, 19-24 states an imperative in its own right and it is somewhat difficult to 
understand (it has some difficulties in it). We wonder how an imperative supports the conclusion 
against worry (we have an imperative that supports another imperative).  For the moment, we 
can leave that question and we can first discuss the imperative that opens the section. 
 Our attention is thus on the duty we have to serve God in all earthly things. 
 We will consider this duty in two steps: 1) This duty stated (vs. 19-20), and 2) This duty 
grounded (vs. 21-24).  
 
1A. This Duty Stated (vs. 19-20) 
 When the Lord says, “Do not lay up treasures for yourselves on earth,” He is giving us 
the duty of detachment from things of this earth in inseparable conjunction with attachment to 
the things of heaven (“but ...in heaven”).  We can explain this duty by defining terms and phrases.    
 1) Treasures on earth 
 In general, treasures are the things we value most (what we prize) but in particular, 
treasures on earth refer to money (v. 24). Money and all that money can buy are in view as 
earthly treasures (cf. what worms eat: cloth and grain with v. 25, what you eat and wear).  
 Earthly treasures are temporary and fleeting in nature: moths and worms (on rust as 
worms, cf. Ridderbos, Matthew, 126) destroy them or thieves steal them away. Just consider how 
worms may destroy expensive clothes and stored crops. Heavenly things are eternal and abiding 
in nature (worms do not destroy and thieves do not break in and steal).  
 2) Laying up treasures on earth 
 It is easy to explain “laying up treasures on earth” in material terms as accumulating 
wealth, but that is not precisely the point. He is not forbidding Christians from having savings 
accounts that accumulate interest and store up larger and larger sums (cf. the parable in which a 
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householder representing God faults a servant for not getting interest on his money). Jesus is 
not insisting that we become monks who make vows of poverty renouncing all that is earthly.   
 How do we lay up things for ourselves? Part of the answer is in the idea of storing things 
up like in a bank so we can “bank” on them. We can either “bank” on earth or “bank” in heaven. 
We store things up, pile them up, fill the barns, and build bigger barns and then we rely on these 
things in our account. Accumulating things and relying on them is part of the answer. That is 
what the rich fool did when he built bigger barns and then said to himself: “you have ample 
goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry’” (Lk. 12.19). 
 However, some parallels show us more precisely the intended meaning of storing things 
up. Again, verse 24 dovetails with verses 19-20; laying up treasures either on earth or in heaven 
is parallel with devotion, love, and service to either money or God.  
 Jesus exhorts us to turn away from devotion, service, and love for earthly things (money 
and all that money can buy). Therefore, instead of treasuring money and the things money can 
buy, we must possess them without clinging to them; possess them without having them possess 
us.  
 3) Heavenly treasures 
 What are the heavenly treasures? Heavenly things surely refer to God, His kingdom, and 
His righteousness (v. 24, serve God; v. 33, seek His kingdom and His righteousness). 
 4) Laying up treasures in heaven 
 We are to treasure the things of God and God Himself. We lay up treasures in heaven 
when we serve God with devoted love.  
 We lay up heavenly treasure when God is our delight in life, when knowing Him and 
fellowshipping with Him is what we treasure and prize. He says, Seek my face” and we each say, 
“your face O Lord, I will seek.” We have the privilege of a personal relationship with God; we 
seek Him in all circumstances – sometimes in lament – but we have full access even as sinners 
that we are.  
 He sees in secret but He is in secret: He is there to meet us in our worship.  
 5) Lay up treasures in heaven as people of this earth  
 We are to be heavenly minded in how we live on earth. There is no denial of the earth 
here. The earth and the fullness thereof belong to the Lord as His creation that is good and that 
serves as a reflection of His glory. The negative in this duty does not eliminate the fourth petition 
of the Lord’s family prayer (pray for daily bread here on earth), nor does it contradict the eighth 
commandment (promote your own wealth and the wealth of others by work versus stealing). 
Therefore, the duty is to treasure and prize God and heavenly things by serving Him in all earthly 
things.  
 This is our Lord’s command. It gives us a duty in negative and positive terms. When the 
Lord gives an imperative, we certainly do well to listen carefully and follow what He says 
diligently. 
 
2A. This Duty Grounded (vs. 21-24) 
 The flow of thought here is somewhat disjointed. We seem to have the following distinct 
things: the location of the heart (v. 21), the illustration of the eye (22-23), and the choice between 
masters (v. 24). However, we should make the point up front that these verses are a unit and 
knowing that fact helps us understand what is going on here.  
 “For” (v. 21) indicates support for the imperative. We might think that instead of support 
what we have is repetition: be heavenly minded (vs. 19-20) and fix your heart on heavenly 
treasures (v. 21). Of course, that is not the case. Jesus does not repeat the exhortation of 19-20 in 
verse 21.  
 The “for” indicates support but it is not immediately clear how it lends support. Jesus 
gives us the imperative of serving God in all earthly things and then says that this is binding, 
“you must do this,” because where your treasure is there your heart will be also. Thus, we 
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wonder how the location of one’s heart supports the imperative to heavenly mindedness. At the 
least, we get the point that “laying up treasures” (on earth or in heaven) is a matter of the heart 
(lay up treasures in heaven and not on earth because doing so is a matter of the heart). 
 However, this still leaves us hanging somewhat in mid air and forces us to include the 
illustration of the eye (22-23) as part of the support along with the illustration of the two masters 
(v. 24). There are two grounds to the fulfillment of this imperative that relate to the heart.  
 1B. The reality of consequences (22-23) 
 You are to lay up treasures in heaven and not on earth, because where your treasures are 
there your heart will be also and that means one of two things: either your heart is healthy or 
your heart is unhealthy and the consequences are that you are either full of light or in great 
darkness.  
 The location of the heart (in heaven or on earth) speaks to not only what you prize and 
value most but also what you prize and value most speaks to the nature of your heart. Your heart 
is either healthy or unhealthy. 
 Like the eye, the heart is a lamp. The eyes and the heart have comparable functions. If 
your eyes are healthy then your body will be full of light (v. 22). That means that the light that 
surrounds you will in effect flood your body with light. Of course, this is phenomenological; it 
means that your body will be able to see the light that surrounds you (body refers to you in terms 
of your material makeup), and you will be able to see the objects that surround you. Seeing is by 
means of the fullness of light that penetrates the body through the eyes (eyes are like lamps that 
send the light into the body for seeing objects outside the body).  
 However, we should think about what happens if your eyes are bad. Then you cannot see: 
the entire body is full of darkness (v. 23).  
 If the light in you is darkness (the lamp for light but which does not give light), then the 
darkness is great indeed. It is profound. This is a very concatenated statement regarding a very 
solemn reality: the reality of utter darkness for those who lay up treasures on earth. They cannot 
see the world of objects or know them. There is a fundamental sense in which they do not 
understand anything because darkness covers all that they “see.” They do not see cloth, clothing, 
food, drink, or money correctly; they do not see them or understand them. They are in darkness 
regarding them if they are the things they treasure, love and serve.    
 If the eye in you is healthy, then the lamp of the soul enlightens and guides the inner man. 
Then the light is great indeed. It is profound. This is another concatenated statement. This one 
speaks of a bright reality: the reality of marvelous light for those who lay up treasure in heaven.  
They can see the world of objects and know them. There is a fundamental sense in which they 
understand everything because they see it all in the clear light of day. They see cloth, clothing, 
food, drink, and money correctly; they see them and understand them. They are not in darkness 
but in the light regarding earthly things because these things are not what they treasure.  
 2B. The necessity of choices (v. 24)  
 Undeniably, what Jesus does here is inform us that choosing is inevitable and 
inescapable.  
 Jesus says we cannot serve two masters and that we must choose to serve God or money. 
 We might say that this seems overstated because a person could work for two different 
employers. That is true, but it is not the case for a slave in master/slave relationship where both 
his person and all his possessions belong to his master. The only way that a slave can work for a 
neighbor is at the command of his master.  
 Jesus is using the master/slave relationship to indicate the requirement of living under His 
kingship. Notably, it is a relationship of love and devotion, of loving and devoted service (hence, 
the contrasts of hate to love and of devotion to despising). It is not degrading but wonderfully 
uplifting.  
 It is the fullness and completeness of the love that is required that makes choosing 
necessary. 
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 The issue is serving God in all earthly things. Therefore, it takes wholeheartedness. This 
defines love for God as a wholehearted affection for God as my king to live by His commands 
with respect to every single earthly thing. The commitment is totalitarian, absolute, and 
complete. It is rightly put in the words of the song, “I surrender all, all to Jesus I surrender, I 
surrender all.” Of course, the words of this song need upgrading from a passive idea to the active 
commitment of serving. We do not simply sit back and yield with folded hands; we yield in 
action. It is like yielding when we drive a car: at a yield sign, we do not stop. Instead, we keep 
moving as we adjust to circumstances. Likewise, as we serve the Lord, we keep yielding to Him 
here and there, as He corrects our steps and hedges our path. Yielding is a soft way of speaking 
about obeying.  
 Because of the wholeness required, we must choose one or the other. This is the 
fundamental commitment of Christian discipleship to serve God in everything by His word and 
instruction. “In everything” makes us go back to the fine print again (and again) to continue to 
magnify, read, study, understand, and put into practice all that the Lord commands (Mat. 28.20). 
 
Concluding remarks 
 1) There is a warning here regarding money and possessions. That is clear here as 
elsewhere in His teachings. Love of money, lust for possessions are deceptive and tricky (cf. the 
deceitfulness of riches in the parable of the Sower that chokes the word sown in the heart).  
 2) However, the duty here is not the negative (do not) but the positive (lay up treasures 
for yourselves in heaven). The accent is on the positive.  
 3) Thus, there is no sacred-secular compartmentalizing of the things in your life. The duty 
does not take Christians out of the world. Instead, it calls them to serve God in every earthly 
thing.  
 With regard to everything on earth, you seek to lay up treasures in heaven rather than on 
earth (the italicized past of the sentence needs to be read as a whole). With regard to clothes, 
crops, and money Jesus says, “In your dealing with them do not lay up treasures on earth that are 
temporal and fleeting but lay up treasures in heaven that are eternal and abiding.” He tells us to 
“pursue whatever you pursue in life for yourself but pursue it for your Master in heaven; pursue 
it in devoted and loving service” (cf. for yourself for your Master in heaven, such that, even what 
you do to feed your body and shelter it from cold or rain you do for your Master in heaven).  
 4) Furthermore, He tells us to make the choice of love for God in a wholehearted way. 
There is no other way. Love for God involves an unconditional willingness to serve (Ridderbos, 
139).  
 This is how one becomes a Christian; becoming a Christian is a choice or decision for 
God over and above every earthly thing. We acknowledge God as our king and we seek to live 
by His authority and not by our own will and autonomy.  
 This is also how the Christian continues to live the Christian life. He faces different 
things at different places on his journey and so repeatedly he turns His heart to God and says, “I 
surrender my all to thee, not my will but your will be done.” This is why there is continual 
renewal of our covenant in baptism. It part of the repentant life.  
 5) He also tells us to make this choice because in doing so we will have light, knowledge, 
and understanding with respect to all earthly things. Everything comes into proper perspective: if 
worms, thieves, and you crave and devour the same things, on what level are the things and on 
what level does this put you? By contrast, we can see it all in its true light when the heart is 
healthy and whole in devotion to God as king. We can easily get “totally bent out of shape” by 
circumstances that lead to financial struggles. However, this way of serving God in all earthly 
things, this way of treasuring up things in heaven and not on earth is the way of righteousness, 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14.17).   


