
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1How Much Do You Love Your Stuff?

Matthew 6: 19-21, 24-34
Today’s passage is from that part of Matthew’s gospel that contains Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. In these chapters, Jesus draws a picture of what he calls “the kingdom of God.” He paints a landscape of what the world would look like if everything was as it ought to be. He envisions a realm where the merciful obtain mercy, where mourners are comforted, where peacemakers are called the children of God. In this world set right, people would get their priorities straight about material things – money, clothes, food, houses, stuff.

You heard Jesus’ words:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth…”

“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

“No one can serve two masters…; you cannot serve both God and wealth.”

“Is life not more than food and the body more than clothing?”

“Look at the birds of the air…”

“Consider the lilies of the field…”

“Do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ’What will we drink?’”

Challenging words. And over the centuries Christians have heard them in one of two ways.

One group has said, “Stuff is the main problem! Jesus says material things are a noose about my neck and, to use a football image, if I want to be a first team Christian, I’ve got to dump all these encumbering possessions.” Hearing it that way, 5th Century monks retreated to the Egyptian desert to live in caves. Hearing it this way in the Middle Ages, a wealthy young man named Francis from an Italian town called Assisi gave away his fine clothes and everything else he owned. Hearing it this way, some modern Christians conclude that the Sermon on the Mount means that they really should sell the BMW and unload the lake house, or at least it means they ought to feel guilty about not doing it.

A second, much larger group of people, has heard Jesus’ words as high-minded idealism, a moral target to aim for, but not something people in the real world can actually completely do. It’s an ethical bar set on the highest rung, but not a leap mere mortals can make. Seen this way, the Sermon on the Mount can be chalked up as a collection of noble, lovely and lofty ideals, but not very practical ones.

The irony is that both of these reactions to the Sermon on the Mount get it wrong. They both make the mistake of assuming that God thinks stuff is bad, that being “really spiritual” means dismissing material things. Both groups assume that “spirit is good, material is bad.”

But what the Sermon on the Mount, the whole Bible for that matter, actually teach about material things is more nuanced than “spirit good, stuff bad.” You get a clue to the depth of that subtlety at the end of the part of the Sermon on the Mount we heard today. Referring to all the material stuff he’s been talking about – the treasure, the food, the clothes – Jesus says, “Your heavenly father knows that you need all these things. Strive first for the Kingdom of God…, and all these things will be given to you as well.” Which is to say, God knows we need stuff, and stuff is OK, just as long as the Kingdom – the way things ought to be – comes first. 

And this is where the problem comes. You see, it is not simply a matter of spirit good/stuff bad. It is a matter of priority. It is a matter of what is most important to you, and what you are really giving your life for. Remember what Jesus said: “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” It is a question of what is most important in your life. And I submit to you that this is not an easy question to answer. Our culture tells us one thing; our faith tells us something else.
Read the Bible and it ought to be clear that God doesn’t hate stuff. Two examples: The Christian doctrine of the incarnation, the affirmation that God took on material flesh in Jesus Christ, is not about separating the spiritual from the material. It’s about precisely the opposite. The incarnation is about the Spirit of God entering deep into the material world of real stuff and fleshly people. No way is incarnation about the separation of the spiritual from the material; rather, this core Christian affirmation is about spirit in the material.

A second Scriptural example is the creation story in Genesis one. In that story, at the end of each day, God casts a divine eye over the material created that day and says, “Good!,” and the seventh time, actually says, “Very good!” Theologian Robert Farrar Capon makes the point bluntly: “Matter is one of God’s brightest ideas. At the end of each day, in the creation story in the book of Genesis, God congratulates himself by congratulating all the things he’s brought forth: he says, “Good! Good!...Very good! God,” concludes Capon, “is the biggest materialist there is. He invented stuff…He likes it even better than we do.”

Now please don’t misunderstand. Don’t go home and say, “Russell said in the sermon today that materialism is just fine, nothing to worry about.”

That’s not what I’m saying, What I am saying is that it’s not as simple as “spirit good, material bad.” Our faith does have something to say, but what it says is more complex and subtle. And very important. It is a question of what is of priority for us. “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” What is it that we seek first.

To help us think about all this today, I want to offer four points about material things that I believe lie at the heart of what the Bible teaches.

Point number one: don’t imagine that material things can fill the void that only God can fill. There’s an emptiness in us that only the One who is eternal and holy can fill. Nothing less than God can finally fill this place – not a different house, not a new car or a bigger portfolio, not a place at the beach, not needlepoint, not antique collecting or recreational drugs, nothing but the Living God.

Saint Augustine, the great fifth-century theologian, came to Christian faith after years of trying to fill the empty place with everything from professional success to serious partying. Eventually, Augustine would come to pray these famous words: “Our hearts are restless, O God, until they find their rest in Thee.” Which is to say: Our hearts will never find rest in mere stuff. We are built in such a way that we long for more than what can be bought or sold, lived in or driven.

Point number two: your stuff does not define you. A lot of the acquiring that goes on in this world has little to do with enjoying the stuff itself. It’s more about proving who you are to others and to yourself. But nothing that you can buy can ever truly define you. You are not your portfolio. You are not the number of bedrooms in your house. You are not the car you drive. Your stuff does not define you. You are a child of God, infinitely precious. Nothing you can own or buy can ever make you any more valuable.

Point number three, and this one is tricky, so hang with me. I once heard Tony Compolo give a very animated and entertaining lecture about us and our stuff, and the thrust of the lecture basically was that our problem is not that we love things too much; rather the problem is that we don’t love them enough.

Before you think I have gone over the edge, let me see if I can explain. We acquire things, and then quickly tire of them. They seemed so important when we first bought them, but often the luster fades in a flash. The danger lies not so much in the having as it lies in our almost insatiable need to acquire new things, one after another, more and more, the getting of ever-new things, never quite allowing us to relish the good things we have. 

Do you remember the automobile commercial back during the Christmas season. A husband gives his wife a new car for Christmas, and while they are embracing in celebration of the gift, she looks over his shoulder at a newer, more expensive car and looks at in a wistful way. She could not enjoy the gift she had for wanting something she did not have. That is our problem with stuff– we just don’t love what we have enough!

Anyone who has ever moved gets this point. First thing you do before you move is throw stuff away. Then you have a yard sale. Then you throw more stuff away. Finally, you say to yourself, “Whatever possessed me to buy all this stuff? I didn’t need it then. I don’t need it now. I forgot I even owned half of it.” The problem is not that you loved it too much. The problem was that you never loved it enough in the first place.

My fourth and final point about stuff: don’t fancy that you actually own anything. The key word in the Christian understanding of material things is “stewardship.” The term is rooted in several of Jesus’ parables in which “stewards,” care-takers of land and investments, play a central role. There is often also an “owner” in these parables; that owner is always God. The implication is that God is the owner of the earth and all that fills it. And you and I are not so much owners as we are stewards of the earth and earthly things. Our role is to care for it, to pass it on to the next generation, to use and to manage in such a way that these things bless all humanity. We merely look after it for the next generation.

Today is Sunday and is the day we usually have a “pledge walk.” Right now I want to invite you to come to the front of our worship space and place your pledge card on the table. I want to ask you do this as an act of worship and as an act of commitment to the ministries of this church. If you’re not prepared to do so today, the Finance Committee asks that you bring it by the church office or mail it in.


Pause for the pledge walk
My hope is that this sermon on “stuff” will provide a context for your stewardship commitment.  Remember:


 – don’t imagine that stuff can fill the void that only God can fill.


 – your stuff does not define who you are.

– the problem is not that we love things too much; the problem is that we don’t


love them enough.


– don’t fancy that you actually own anything. Rather, you and I are stewards of all the things of this world.

Finally, remember Jesus’ words, “Your heavenly father knows that you need all these things. Strive first for the Kingdom of God…, and all these things will be given to you as well.”


