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Gods That Fail 
 “Liberation from the idol of Money” 

Matthew 6:19-34 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on March 26, 2017 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Please open your Bibles to Matthew 6.   

 Vancouver based author Douglas Coupland wrote a book entitled Life after God.  He points out 

that we are the first generation raised without religion or beliefs.  This does not mean however 

that we cease to search for love, meaning, significance, or security – the things that used to be 

found in God. 

o Coupland writes, (SHOW SLIDE 2) “We are living creatures with strong religious 

impulses.”  But then he asks, “where do these impulses flow in a world of malls and 

TV, Kraft dinner and jets?”1  

 The famous atheist Frederick Nietzsche gave an answer over a hundred years before Coupland 

wrote.  He believed that as western society abandoned God we would replace him with money 

and all the material things it could buy.  He saw the beginnings of it in his day.  Why else, he 

asks, would middle class people cheat on their taxes, make false insurance claims, and cut 

corners to make more money? 

o (SHOW SLIDE 3) He writes, “It is not real want – for their existence is by no means 

precarious…but they are urged on day and night by a terrible impatience at seeing 

their wealth pile up so slowly, and by an equally terrible longing and love for these 

heaps of gold…what once was done ‘for the love God’ is now done for the love of 

money.”2 

 In other words, Nietzsche believed that money and all it can buy would become 

the god that western people would serve and love. 

 So this morning Jesus is going to tackle the idol of materialism.  Jesus aims to liberate us from 

this false god and bring us into the security and joy that only he can bring. 

 

IDENTIFYING THE IDOL OF MONEY 
 So let’s begin then by (SHOW SLIDE 4) identifying the idol of money.  We see it in verse 24.  

READ 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. 

o In this verse Jesus tells us two things obvious facts. (SHOW SLIDE 5) first, to be 

human is to serve something or someone.  I quoted Bob Dylan to you a few weeks ago.  

Let me give a few more words from his song because it captures it so perfectly. 

 You may be an ambassador to England or France,   

You may like to gamble, you might like to dance,   

You may be the heavyweight champion of the world,   

You may be a socialite with a long string of pearls 

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed   

You’re gonna have to serve somebody, 

Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord   

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody. 

o Dylan is right. We are always giving ourselves something: to jobs, causes, pleasures, 

and people.  It’s part of our nature. We are always serving something or someone.   

                                                 
1 Douglas Coupland, Life After God, book description in dustjacket. 
2 Cited in Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods, 51. 
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 Whatever commands your greatest love and allegiance, whatever you give 

yourself to above all else – Jesus calls that thing your master.  This is not 

controversial – it is just reality. 

 The second obvious truth is that (SHOW SLIDE 6) we can only serve one master at a time. 

o Notice carefully with me that Jesus does not say it is difficult to serve two masters.  He 

does not even say you must not serve two masters.  What does he say?  “No one can 

serve two masters” and at the end of verse 24, “you cannot serve.”  It is impossible.  

This is obvious. 

 You cannot devote your life to becoming a concert violinist and at the same time 

devote your life to medical missions in Uganda.  If you try such a tension will 

develop that you will end up having to quit one to serve the other.  “No one can 

serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be 

devoted to the one and despise the other.” 
 When Jesus uses the terms love and hate he does not mean for them to be taken in the absolute 

sense.  This is a teaching device.  D.A. Carson writes, “To hate one of the two alternatives and 

to love the other simply means the latter is strongly preferred, especially if there is any 

contest between the two.”3 

o It is like what Jesus said in Luke 14:26: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his 

father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters – yes, even his own 

life – he cannot be my disciple.”  This cannot mean a literal hatred for in Mark 7 Jesus 

commanded people to honour their parents. 

 So what does Jesus mean?  He is talking about what holds your heart’s 

fundamental allegiance and love.  Jesus says that to be his disciple you must 

submit all other loves and allegiances to him.  Even family ties must be 

secondary to the place he holds in your life.  You can only have one master. 

 Having laid out these obvious facts, Jesus then gives an example of a master that humans often 

put before God.  READ 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. 
o Now some of your Bibles will use the word ‘mammon.’  Again, D.A. Carson tells us 

that “originally the word meant ‘something in which one puts confidence,’ 

…Eventually, no doubt because man’s confidence is so often deposited in riches, the 

word came to refer to all material possessions: profit, wealth, money.”4   

 So mammon is a broad word that refers to money and all it can buy – to material 

possessions. 

 

HOW A GOOD THING BECOMES AN ULTIMATE THING 
 With all that said then we are now ready to identify the idol.  Remember that we make idols 

when we take a good thing that God has given us and make it the ultimate thing we live for.  So 

what is the good thing we are talking about?   

o Money and all it buys.  Material possessions.  Most people think that the Bible hates 

money.  After all, doesn’t the Bible say that money is the root of all evil?  No, it does 

not.   It says the “the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.”   

 It is when we live for mammon that we are led into all kinds of destruction but notice that Jesus 

does not say that mammon is evil.  He is simply stating a fact – that you cannot devote your life 

to mammon and to God at the same time. We can only serve one master at a time. 

                                                 
3 D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, 86. 
4 Ibid. 
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o Money is good in that it gives us food, clothing, and shelter.  Money is a good thing that 

God intends to provide us with a certain sense of security, pleasure, peace, and 

empowerment.   

 Our problem however, whether we make minimum wage or triple figures, is that 

we think if we had more we could fill that sense of security and be happy.  And 

so we devote our hearts to mammon. What was once our servant quickly 

becomes our master.   

 You know that mammon has become your god if your life revolves around material things but 

you give little thought to God and your soul.  You know material possessions have become an 

idol if your money flows easily to pleasure and possessions but you find it hard to give 

sacrificially to your church and to causes that help the poor or oppressed. If your life is not 

marked by radical generosity that is proportionate to your income then who is really your 

master?   

o You know mammon has become the god you serve if you are willing to sin to get more 

– to cheat on your taxes, to cut corners, to lie about hours worked, or to be dishonest in 

any way.   

 Sri Lankan author Vinoth Ramachandra writes, (SHOW SLIDE 7) “Money 

now begins to define us, indeed to re-create us in its image.  So my worth as a 

human being is now assessed on the basis of how much I earn, the amount of 

capital I have at my command…Instead of men and women controlling 

money, money now controls men and women.  It dictates to us where we 

should live, what jobs we should do, how many children we should have, with 

whom we should mix and with whom we should not…When men and women 

fall under the spell of money and cease to questions its tyrannical hold on all 

human thinking, then they have become possessed by an idol – the god Jesus 

referred to as Mammon.”5   

 Jesus’ point is simple: you cannot devote your life to mammon and God.  If all your goals, 

values, planning, daydreaming, and efforts are bent on getting more for yourself then God will 

be squeezed out.   

o In fact, you will despise God because he will call you to steward what he gives – to 

provide for yourself and family but to devote your life in radical generosity to others. 

 If you chaff at giving away large amounts in proportion to your income, then 

you can see that you love Mammon and secretly resent God. 

 

NO ONE THINKS GREED IS A PROBLEM FOR HIM OR HER 
 The problem with greed is that it is very difficult to detect in our own hearts.  E. Stanley Jones 

says, “No one ever feels that it is a danger to him.”6  The reason for this is that we always 

compare ourselves to those who have just a little more than we do and so we easily justify 

ourselves thinking that we live modestly compared to them. 

o People have talked to me about many sins in their lives but I don’t think anyone has 

come in tears saying, “I see that I have spent far too much on myself.  My greed is 

ruining my life.”  No one thinks it is his or her problem. 

 But one author writes, “Jesus warns people far more often about greed than 

about sex, yet almost no one thinks they are guilty of it.  Therefore we should 

all begin with a working hypothesis that ‘this could be a problem for me.’  If 

                                                 
5 Vinoth Ramachandra, Gods that Fail, 108. 
6 E. Stanley Jones, The Christ of the Mount, 230. 
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greed hides itself so deeply, no one should be confident it is not a problem for 

them.”7 

 

EXPOSING THE IDOL OF MONEY 
 Let’s move to our second heading now: (SHOW SLIDE 8) Exposing the idol of money. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 9) Jesus says that if you allow mammon to become your master it will 

destroy you from within through anxiety. In verses 25-34 the theme is anxiety.  Worry 

is used six times.  But notice how verse 25 begins.  “Therefore.”  Therefore connects all 

that Jesus has said about making mammon your god to our perpetual anxiety and worry.   

 How does this work?  The god of mammon promises that if you just have this or that, if your 

bank account is up to this level, that you will feel secure and happy.  So then you devote your 

life to gaining and maintaining these things.  But you never find that state of secure happiness.  

The reason is simple: material possessions are themselves totally insecure – the market crashes, 

inflation happens, you lose your job...etc.  Mammon cannot provide security because the idol of 

mammon itself is insecure.  The idol is always falling off the altar.   

o Is this not what Jesus is saying in verse 19?  READ 19 - Do not lay up for yourselves 

treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal.  

Mammon cannot provide security because three forces work against it – moth, rust, and 

thieves.  The moth represents the corrosion of nature – houses fall apart, clothes wear 

out.  Rust represents the corrosion of time – your car breaks down.  The thief represents 

the corrosion of humanity.    

 Darrel Johnson rightly points out that the more we have the more we feel 

constrained to protect it because we are anxious not to lose it.  All this stuff is 

supposed to make us secure but then we buy securities to secure it.  We are in a 

state of perpetual anxiety.  

 Has the idol of mammon not been totally exposed in the last decade? 

o When TIME magazine reflected on the first decade of this millennium it put an issue 

entitled, “The decade from hell.”  They ask why so much went wrong in our decade, 

particularly the market crash in 2008.  Then they say, “In large part, we have ourselves 

to blame.”8  What is the reason for the financial meltdown?  TIME says it was greed.  

“Our absolute faith in the markets, fed by Wall Street combined with the declawing of 

our regulators to undermine our financial system.”9 

 Tim Keller writes that after the global economic crisis in 2008 there were a tragic string of 

suicides by formerly wealthy people.  The acting chief financial officer of Freddie Mac, the 

Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation, hanged himself in his basement.  The chief 

executive of Sheldon Good, the leading U.S. real estate auction firm, shot himself in the head 

behind the wheel of his red Jaguar.   

o A French money manager who invested the wealth of many of Europe’s royal and 

leading families, and who had lost $1.4 billion of his client’s money slit his wrists and 

died in his Madison Avenue office.   

 What is going on here?  This is not a good and natural sorrow at losing all you 

have.  This is despair.  The difference between sorrow and despair is that despair 

is inconsolable.   It is inconsolable because it comes from losing an ultimate 

thing.  When you lose the ultimate source of your meaning or hope it breaks 

you.  If build your life on mammon it will fill you with anxiety even to the point 

of breaking. 

                                                 
7 Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods, 53. 
8 Andy Serwer, The decade from hell…and how the next one can be better” TIME, December 7, 2009, 33. 
9 Ibid. 
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DEFEATING THE IDOL OF MONEY 
 Now do you see why Jesus is saying all of this?  He warns us because he loves us.  He does not 

want us enslaved to an idol that fills us with anxious thoughts like, “What if everything just 

falls apart?  What if I never get a good job?  How am I going to provide for myself and my 

family?  What if all my investments crash and I am left with nothing?”   
o Jesus does not want his followers to have these anxious thoughts eating them alive. So 

having identified the idol and exposed the idol we are ready for our third heading: 

(SHOW SLIDE 10) defeating the idol of money  

 Jesus says to dethrone this idol in two ways: (SHOW SLIDE 11) First, defeat the idol of 

money by opening your eyes. 

o First, he points us to the birds and says in verse 26.  READ 26 - Look at the birds of 

the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 

Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?  
 Look at the birds.  Birds work hard to eat but they do not anxiously worry about 

tomorrow.  If God feeds them won’t he care more about you who are far more 

valuable to him than birds? 

o Second, he calls us to look at the flowers of the field.  READ 28-30 - And why are you 

anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither 

toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of 

these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow 

is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?  
 Since God perfectly clothes them what is the obvious conclusion?  Answer: God 

delights to adorn things and if he does it with the grass, which is of very little 

value, will he not care more for you and make sure your necessities are cared 

for? 

o Third, he says not to worry about the necessities of life because your heavenly Father 

knows we need them.  READ 31-32 - Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What 

shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles 

seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all.   
 Don’t be like the world around which is so full of anxiety.  Your Father loves 

you and will care for you.  One theologian writes, “Every worry is a vote of no 

confidence in God.”  Every worry is saying to God, “Sorry but I don’t think 

you can handle this so I am going to worry about it.”   
o So defeat the power of mammon in your life by opening your eyes. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 12) Second, defeat the idol by of money by pursuing the kingdom.  READ 33 

- But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added 

to you. All the energy that the people of the world put into building up wealth, channel it into 

building up the kingdom.  

o Jesus promises his followers that if they will devote their lives to relentlessly seeking 

his kingdom, he will take care of their needs.  God does not promise luxuries but he 

does promise that your essentials will be provided for.  Our part is to serve him.  His 

part is to provide. 

 Right here in this command we have the real key to defeating the idol of money.  Seeking the 

kingdom means first of all seeking the king of the kingdom.  When you seek Jesus, when you 

see Him for who He is, the idol of money gets defeated.  How does this work? 

o Paul put it like this:  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though 

he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might 

become rich.”   
 King Jesus was rich.  As the Creator of all things Jesus owns everything that exists.   
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o We were impoverished.  We were children of God until we rebelled against Him.  As a 

result we lost our status and fell under judgment.  Every single one of us has sinned.  

We are impoverished in that we are cut off from God and live in a world poisoned by 

sin.  Even worse, we have no resources to buy back God’s favour or fix ourselves.   

 But the rich king impoverished himself.  Out of love for you God, sent Jesus to the earth.  Jesus 

voluntarily stepped off his throne.  He gave up his rights as God and became a man.  He was 

despised and rejected by people.  He was crucified on the cross.  On the cross, God poured out 

all the judgment that was due to us onto him.  Jesus who was rich became poor.    

o Jesus did this so that we could become rich. He rose from the dead.  To all who will call 

on him for salvation Jesus gives it freely.  He makes us rich in every way – forgives our 

sins, restores back to God, adopts us into God’s family, gives us the Holy Spirit, and 

promises to give us eternal life. 

 “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, 

yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might 

become rich.” 
 When you see how rich you are in king Jesus mammon loses it power.  You don’t care so much 

about riches that last 80 years.   

o You are free to be generous because you have riches that will last 80 billion years.   

o You don’t need to find security in possessions because you are secure in God’s love and 

care for you.   

o You don’t need to worry that you will not have enough because if God did not even 

spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also, along with him, 

graciously give us all things. 

 You can devote your time, energy, and life to seeking first his kingdom and 

being anxious about getting more because your master will provide for your 

necessities. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 The choice today then is simple.  You have to serve someone.  Will you serve the gods of this 

age –the gods of materialism that will perish in 80 years?  Will you devote your life to gaining 

more and more, to trying to secure it?  Or will you surrender your life to God.  Will you kneel 

before him and say, “I have loved money more than you.  Forgive me.  Change me.”   Will 

you seek to serve Him and his causes? 

o All the gods demand total allegiance including the one true God.  The difference is that 

Jesus alone is working for your freedom and joy.  The god of money enslaves and fills 

you with perpetual anxiety.  No one can serve two masters.  Whom will you serve? 

 Let’s take a few moments of response in silent prayer.  You may pray what you like but let me 

put the lyrics of an old hymn on the screen as a sample prayer. (SHOW SLIDE 13) 
o The dearest idol I have known, 

whate'er that idol be, 

help me to tear it from thy throne 

and worship only thee. 


