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“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.
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“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. 25
“Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor
about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 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? 27 And which of you by being anxious can add
a single hour to his span of life? 28 And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the
field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, 29 yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not
arrayed like one of these. 30 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? 31 Therefore
do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For
the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But
seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 34
“Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the
day is its own trouble.
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I’m not much for tattoos, but if I were going to get one, I might get a Bible reference tattoo:
Leviticus 19:28. I once heard a Christian say that this is what he did. It would be quite the
conversation starter; for if someone were to look it up, they would find these words: “You shall not
make any cuts on your body for the dead or tattoo yourselves: I am the Lord.”
I don’t know if you have what you might call a life verse, but if you’re looking for one, a verse you
might even tattoo on your body, I can’t think of a better verse than Matthew 6:33. Here we find
Jesus calling his disciples to “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (Matt 6:33).
Could there be a more Christian resolution for every New Year than this one? Jesus says that the
kingdom of God is to take the top priority of our lives. And this is one of those verses that comes
with a tremendous promise. It’s like when Jesus says, “If you ask me anything in my name, I will do
it” (Jn 14:14). Here he says that if indeed the kingdom of God occupies that top priority, we will
have no need to worry about having our basic needs met.
My aim this morning is to encourage us to believe this call of Jesus, complete with all he promises
us in it, and so to joyfully live according to this call in the year before us. The distinctive of the
Christian life is that it is to be lived under the authority of God and with the privileges of his
kingdom.
To do that, we will of course need to understand a bit more what this call entails. What does it
mean to seek first the kingdom of God, how do we go about doing it, and what are the rewards that
come from doing so?
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THE PURSUIT OF THE KINGDOM
What does it mean to “seek” the kingdom of God? It means not only that we should desire God’s
kingdom, that we should hope for it, long for it, wish for it. It also means that we are to “devote
serious effort” to seeing that desire come to pass. 1 If you and I are going to “seek first the kingdom
of God” then it will require us to do something. What might that be? Here in Matthew 6, we find
two ways to understand what it means for us to seek the kingdom of God.

Doing God’s Will
Look back at the Lord’s prayer, starting in verse 9. When Jesus instructs his disciples to pray, “Your
kingdom come,” he follows it with the words, “your will be done.” This is interesting because in
Luke version of the prayer, we only find the words “your kingdom come” (Lk 11:2). Did Luke forget
the next petition in the Lord’s prayer? No, rather we should understand the doing of God’s will to
be the manifestation of the kingdom coming.
The kingdom of God refers to the rule of God. The kingdom of God is God’s “sovereignty in action.” 2
God is and always has been sovereign over everything, but according to the sovereign plan of God,
his will is not yet done on earth, not “just as it is in heaven” anyway.
The Bible explains this clearly. Because the king of God’s kingdom, Messiah Jesus, must come
twice, the kingdom also comes twice. 3 We live in the time between the times, the time in which the
kingdom has already come but has not yet fully come. So we are to pray for that day when the
kingdom comes in its fullness, but we are also to live every day in the kingdom that has already
come.
So that means that as citizens of the kingdom of God, we are to live like it. The world may not “do”
God’s will, but his citizens can and must. That is what it means to seek the kingdom of God. What
matters most to the king of this kingdom is the making of disciples, citizens of God’s kingdom who
will know the king, love the king, and obey the king no matter what cost.4 That is to be our top
priority. Nothing is more important to Jesus; nothing should be more important to you and me.

Practicing God’s Righteousness
Matthew gives us a second way of understanding the kingdom we are to be seeking, right here in
verse 33. When Jesus says, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” he does not
mean, “First, seek the kingdom of God, and second, seek God’s righteousness.” Again, Luke simply
says “seek his kingdom” (Lk 12:31). The kingdom of God that we are to seek is the righteousness of
God.
God’s righteousness is his justice, fairness, the quality of being ethically and morally right. Now the
Bible makes it very clear that only God is righteous; none of us are (Rom 3:10). There is simply no
way we can be or become righteous as God is righteous by any deed or effort on our part (Rom
3:20). Nevertheless, we can indeed be righteous, for the righteousness of God is given by grace
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe in him (Rom 3:21-26).
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But here the kingdom of God that we are to seek, this righteousness of God which we are to pursue,
is not this righteousness which is ours solely through faith in Christ, what we would call
justification. In this context, the righteousness of God is practical righteousness, what we would
call sanctification. When Jesus says, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” he is
telling all his disciples that what must occupy our ambition and desire and work and efforts day by
day is the goal of being in complete submission to God’s rule, to God’s will. 5
Now if none of us are righteous by our deeds and efforts, then how can we seek to be fully
submitted to God’s will? Is this an ambition that is doomed to fail from the start? Jesus would not
be calling us to live like this if he did not think it was possible.
The answer is that it is the imputed righteousness of God through faith in Christ that makes it
possible. Or, another way of saying it is that it is because Christ has come and brought with him the
kingdom of God, that it is now possible for us to live as citizens of that kingdom. It is now possible
for us to live under the rule and reign of God on earth just like it is in heaven. We don’t have to
wait for the Second Coming of Christ; the kingdom is already here. And if you belong to Christ, if
you trust in Christ, then you have become one of its citizens, complete with the power you need to
live worthy of the kingdom you’ve been given (1 Thess 2:12).
We are not called to “seek” the kingdom as if it has not yet come, but to “seek” the kingdom
precisely because it has already come. The call to seek first the kingdom of God, that is, to seek to
live according to the righteous will and way of God, is to be our top priority as believers in Jesus.
We should live with expectation that our seeking will be met by our finding. The kingdom has
come; it was God’s good pleasure to give it to us (Lk 12:32). So now, go live with the expectation of
experiencing kingdom realities in your life and in this world.

THE DISCIPLINES OF THE KINGDOM
Now if we are going to pursue the kingdom of God, what ought that to look like in the daily life of
the Christian? If we are going to strive to do God’s will, how do we get started?

Spiritual Disciplines
At the beginning of this chapter, Jesus instructs the believers in how they are to practice
righteousness (Matt 6:1). He speaks of how they are to give to the needy (vv. 2-4), how they are to
pray (vv. 5-15), and how they are to fast (vv. 16-18). These are three common religious practices.
They are not unique to Christianity; they comprise three of the five pillars of Islam.
But Jesus expects his disciples to do them, too, and he calls them the practice of righteousness. We
often call these and other activities like them spiritual disciplines. But Jesus’s name for them shows
us that doing them is exactly how we are to seek the kingdom of God.
Now Jesus warns us about engaging in spiritual disciplines “in order to be seen” by other people.
We must check our motives for why we are doing religious duties and disciplines. We must not do
them to be seen and praised and admired by other people. That’s what hypocrites do, Jesus says,

3

and we should not be like them. You’ve seen hypocrites before. Nobody aspires to be one, and
Jesus doesn’t want you to be one either.
But it’s ironic that some Christians, in order to avoid being a hypocrite—we seem to prefer calling
them legalists—simply avoid the spiritual disciplines altogether. Choosing to avoid spiritual
disciplines so that you aren’t a legalist is not any better.

Spiritual Priorities
The spiritual disciplines are a gift, a grace to help us maintain spiritual priorities. Oh how important
it is for disciples of Jesus to understand this!
When Jesus says in verse 19, “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth,” and then tells us
instead to “lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven,” how in the world are we going to do that?
When Jesus says in verse 24 that it is impossible to serve God and money, how are we supposed to
know which one we are devoted to? I don’t know that I’ve ever met a Christian who says, “I choose
money over God,” and yet Jesus would not be making statements like this if the love of money is
not just as tempting for disciples of Jesus as legalism and hypocrisy.
The spiritual disciplines are a grace to help us maintain kingdom priorities. In verses 19-24 Jesus
uses three sayings (about your treasure, your eyes, and the master you serve) to help his followers
stay single-minded. As one commentator summarizes Jesus’s point here, “Disciples, as subjects of
God’s kingship, are totally committed to his service, and must allow no other concerns to distract
them from this prior aim.”6
One day, when the kingdom of God has come in its fullness, when Messiah comes again, there will
be no danger of distraction. We look forward to the arrival of that day. But for us who are in Christ,
the kingdom of God has come already. This is good news. Liberating news. We are not to remain
single-minded or else. These are not words meant to threaten us; these are words meant to free us.

THE REWARDS OF THE KINGDOM
Jesus does not tell us to seek first the kingdom of God so that we do not go to hell. He tells us to
seek first the kingdom of God because it is rewarding. Life under his lordship, to be a subject of the
king, brings rich rewards. And because the kingdom has come, we can experience so many of those
rewards now. That’s why we should seek the kingdom.

The Reward in Secret
So when you engage in spiritual disciplines, Jesus says, watch out for the temptation of doing them
in order to be praised by others. The motive of being praised by others is so short lived. If what you
want is other people to think of you as holy—or disciplined, organized, and having your life
together—you can have it. But it won’t satisfy.
But here’s what will satisfy. When you engage in these spiritual disciplines for no other reason than
simply because God is there, and he is worth knowing, then you will be rewarded by the Father
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who sees in secret. Citizens of the kingdom of God will practice the spiritual disciplines because
they understand them to be a means to an end, and the reward they desire is relationship with God
himself, through Jesus the Messiah, by the ministry of the Holy Spirit. The end they are after is, as
one person put it, “to spend every waking moment in the conscious enjoyment of Jesus’ company,
to spend our entire lives with the most loving, joyful, peaceful person to ever live.” 7
That’s why citizens of the kingdom seek the kingdom. That’s why they “practice their religion.” It’s
because God himself is the treasure they are enjoying with every penny they give to the needy and
with every prayer they offer in his name. You don’t have to wait for heaven to meet with God. You
don’t have to go to Jerusalem to get close to Jesus. Because the kingdom has come, because the
Holy Spirit has been poured out to all who are in Christ, you can enjoy fellowship with the Triune
God now, day by day, moment by moment.

Heavenly Treasures
I am aware that we all stumble over the spiritual disciplines in many ways. Perhaps you say, “I want
to practice my faith. I want to be disciplined, but I just can’t seem to develop the habit.” Or, “I just
can’t enjoy reading my Bible. I don’t get anything out of it, and God feels distant. What now?”
Without getting bogged down here, I simply want to point us to the principle Jesus lays out in
verse 21. “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” Our heart will not be fully “in
it” until our treasure is laid up for us elsewhere. This is going to take some time.
The Apostle Paul gives us a commentary on this teaching of Jesus in 1 Timothy 6. Take a look at
what he says. He tells Timothy to charge “the rich in this present age” to not be arrogant or to set
their hopes on the uncertainty of riches. Any of us who come into contact with any discretionary
income need to be careful about the deceitfulness of riches. And what he says is not that we must
never spend money on things we might like to have, but rather to recognize that it is God himself
“who richly provides us with everything to enjoy” (v. 17). Life in the kingdom is not about a vow of
poverty, though indeed God may call some to sell everything they have and give it to the poor, for
that is one way you may lay up your treasure in heaven (Lk 18:22). Life in the kingdom also
includes enjoying this rich and interesting world that God has made. The God of the Bible is not
stingy with the pleasures he created in this universe.
But the reason he has given to some more than others is so that they might “do good, to be rich in
good works, to be generous and ready to share.” Notice that this is how we may store up treasure
for ourselves “as a good foundation for the future” and thereby “take hold of that which is truly life”
(vv. 18-19). A world in which people live under the kingship of Messiah is a world that is not
lacking in provision but one in which there is enough for everyone to share. “Treasures,” not
scarcity. That is the life of the kingdom.

No More Worries
What would that kind of a world look like? It would certainly be a world in which there is no worry
about the basic necessities. And Jesus says in our passage this morning that we who are his people
can live in such a world if we “seek first the kingdom of God.
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How can Jesus say, “do not be anxious”? To say that seems to be the equivalent of saying, “Don’t be
sick.” To feel anxious seems to be a condition rather than a moral choice, doesn’t it? And is it really
true that if we do indeed seek first God’s kingdom, then we do not have to worry because all the
things we need will be granted to us? Aren’t there many Christians in this world whose suffering
and poverty seems to prove Jesus wrong?
These are difficult questions to answer, and I do not wish to minimize the clinical realities of
anxiety. But it seems we should read the promise of verse 33 in light of other passages which
“presuppose the sharing of goods within the Christian community.” 8 As one commentator has
observed, “When God’s people corporately seek first his priorities, they will by definition take care
of the needy in their fellowships.” 9 The testimony of the early church shows that this is true (Acts
4:34).
In other words, life in the kingdom of God now involves, as it of course will also in the future, life
with God and with his people. What an amazing privilege is ours as God’s people now to
experience so many of the blessings of his kingdom that has now come.
So let us together now, at the start of this New Year, resolve once more as a church under the
authority of King Jesus to “seek first the kingdom of God.”
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