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“Where Your Treasure Is” — August 14, 2016
Isa 1:11–18 
11 What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord;
I have had enough of burnt-offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. 
12 When you come to appear before me, who asked this from your hand? Trample my courts no more; 
13 bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me. New moon and sabbath 

    and calling of convocation— I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. . . 

15 When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. 

16 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes;
cease to do evil, 17learn to do good;

   seek justice, rescue the oppressed,


defend the orphan, plead for the widow. 
18 Come now, let us argue it out, says the Lord:
though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow;

   though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.

Luke 12:32–34
31 “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. 33Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. 34For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

There is a lot of debate about sacrifice today, both the current use of the term to mean any kind of personal loss in the service of a cause, and its original meaning as a ritual practice. There was a lot of debate in biblical times, too. Exodus and Leviticus picture sacrifice as a requirement, both to obtain purification for spiritual uncleanness, and as a necessary way for people to show their reverence to God. But in many prophets and Psalms, we see attacks on sacrifice, even outright mockery of the practice. 

For the prophet Amos, God says “I hate, I despise your festivals,” and asks “Did you bring to me sacrifices . . . the forty years in the wilderness” (Amos 5:21, 25–26), implying a “no” answer—that there was no sacrificing under Moses’ leadership, which goes right against what Exodus says. For the prophet Hosea, God says “I desire mercy, and not sacrifice” (Hos 6:6 King James Ver.). The prophet Micah mocks the showy display of sacrifices, from “thousands of rivers of oil” to the costliest offering of all, as he says: “my firstborn for my transgression”; instead, Micah goes on, “what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Mic 6:6–8). Psalm 50 has God saying “If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all that is in it is mine. Do I eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood of goats?” (Ps 50:12–13). This author is making fun of the idea that God needs sacrifice, or would eat sacrificial flesh.
In our Isaiah passage, God calls the festivals a trampling of his courts, a burden, and a distasteful handling of blood. Instead of, and in contrast to these rituals, God calls for justice, rescue, and pleading for the widow (Isa 1:12, 14–17). 

Now, Exodus and Leviticus never come out and say that God is paid off by sacrifices, or is impressed with expensive ones, but this seems to be just what people commonly assumed, since it is what Isaiah and his fellow prophets feel the need to attack. Common attitudes about sacrifice appear to have been based on a fear of God, on the idea that God has to be pacified, or he will get angry. The great prophets and psalmists are horrified by this idea that the Creator of All has to be persuaded or even bribed, and they argue against these notions. Micah and Jeremiah scorn the notion that God is impressed with expense or with ceremony.

Jesus honors these prophets’ attitudes, summarizing Micah in a passage calling for justice, mercy, and faith (Matt 23:23). . . . and twice quoting Hosea’s remark “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” (Matt 9:13; 12:7). . . . But, mostly, Jesus does not make sacrifice much of an issue. He cuts to the chase, the spiritual chase, that is, by highlighting God’s generous love for people, and the fact that God does not need to be persuaded. That is the meaning of the comforting saying, “be not afraid, little flock, it is the Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” 

Many people had been using sacrifice as an attempt to manipulate God, and many today still use their personal sacrifices to try to convince God to be good to them. So many are more or less manipulative in their approach to God, and they are confused by the notion that God’s love is freely given—not for a price, not for any payment, and not for a substitutionary sacrifice. We seem to want to bargain with God, even when we are told that God’s blessings are free. For those of us who think that nothing is free, that God has to be persuaded to be kind—it is very counter-intuitive to hear that God is pleased to give us the kingdom for free. This is unexpected.

But Jesus emphasizes the free generosity of God throughout his ministry. He wants us to not be surprised that God loves us freely. Jesus healed people. . . saved them, and told them “your faith has saved you”—all this without any linkage to his coming death. He was telling them that the way to God was already open, that they were already being saved, and that the opportunity to start storing up treasures in heaven was available right now. That means storing up insights and experiences that have lasting import, that will be worth remembering forever. 
I’ll come back to that idea in a moment. First I need to look at the second statement in our gospel passage: “sell all your possessions.” We mostly find these heavily self-denying sayings in the Gospel of Luke. But in this passage it seems out of place, except in one sense: it has the same underlying values. The whole passage speaks about fundamental values and beliefs: the belief that God is generous, the notion that we should devote everything to God, that we should value or “treasure” the eternal life above all else, which means valuing love, loyalty, learning—those realities that have enduring merit. 

And these are undoubtedly things that Jesus emphasized, whether or not he expected the average disciple to sell all that he had. I personally don’t think he did. I think those were instructions specifically for his apostles, for those who would need to let go of their possessions and become full-time traveling evangelists. They needed to turn completely away from possessions, and pledge themselves to the mission. They would be on the road constantly, and they would be putting all their effort into proclaiming God’s invitation. That required a minimum of attachments.

But even the average disciple with family and job commitments, still needs to pledge him- or herself to the wholehearted doing of the will of God in their sphere of life. Doing the will of God is not just a daytime job, or a seasonal requirement.

So what about our final statement: “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also”? Isn’t that telling us that what we most value is what shapes our life and our character? And what IS treasure? Doesn’t he mean treasure as value, treasure as cherishing, treasure as honoring and respecting? What do you cherish? Perhaps you cherish your little children, or other family members. And that is right; you should cherish them, as miracles of God (and on throughout their whole lives, of course). But you should also cherish the relationship with your heavenly Father. Jesus chose to call God Father, so that we would feel and experience a personal relationship with God. 

Of course, our love relationships have lasting—even permanent—meaning. If a relationship has any divine love in it, then it can never be stolen or lost. “No thief comes near and no moth destroys,” as Jesus says (Luke 12:33).

There is no thievery or decay in heaven, and we are building our heavenly futures now. The things we do now really do matter. They matter now, and they matter forever. Nothing you do is hidden from God, and no secret can be kept. It’s as though God shines a light on everything you do, and strives to find things worth shining on and preserving forever. Even our work-life and down-to-earth actions matter to God, especially if love is added to them. 

What we “treasure” is what we love. And love is the affirmation of eternity. God saves every good thing. How rich will our lives be as we build up such treasure? In our lives as disciples, will we start to bring heaven to earth now? It’s not a matter of going out and changing everybody else; it’s a matter of allowing ourselves to be changed by God, through the inspiration and influence of Jesus.
