Lesson 6 - Spiritual Guidance: Discernment vs. Judgment (Mt. 6:19-7:11)
This section of the Sermon on the Mount consists of sayings, and slightly longer teachings, on things like
wealth, non-judgement, prayer, and so on. They are not really a coherent whole, but a varied collection.
6:19-21 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where
thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust
consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will
be also.”
Notes: Among the Jewish groups of his time, Jesus’s beliefs and teachings about heaven,
afterlife, and resurrection resemble those of the Pharisees and Essenes, who believed in such,
rather than the Sadducees, who did not. Wm. Barclay says that deeds of kindness and
generosity were considered “heavenly treasures” along the formation of good character in
oneself.
One particular passage in James echoes this teaching: Come now, you rich people, weep and
wail for the miseries that are coming to you. Your riches have rotted, and your clothes are motheaten. Your gold and silver have rusted, and their rust will be evidence against you, and it will
eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure for the last days. Listen! The wages of the
laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the
harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You have lived on the earth in luxury and
in pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and
murdered the righteous one, who does not resist you. – James 5:1-6
Whatever one’s current beliefs about heaven and such, this saying highlights the contrast
between a “materialistic” and a “spiritual” mindset, and complements Paul’s observation on the
“works of the flesh” versus “the fruits of the Spirit” in Galatians 5:16-26, etc.
How might we hear this saying today, particularly in light of human need arising from the
pandemic, and the accompanying concerns of economic uncertainty and instability?
6:22-23 "The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of
light; but if your eye is unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is
darkness, how great is the darkness!”
Notes: This saying is something of a non-sequitur, seemingly inserted among various teachings
and sayings about wealth and possessions. But, is it? It may be another way of addressing the
“material” versus “spiritual” orientation. To whom and to what do we “look” for our wellbeing?
Another saying of Jesus, in Matthew, concerns those who do, or don’t, “get” the meaning of his
parables: “The reason I speak to them in parables is that "seeing they do not perceive, and
hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand…. But blessed are your eyes, for they see,
and your ears, for they hear.” (See Mt. 13:13-16)
6:24 "No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted
to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.”

Notes: This is one of the clearest and most unambiguous things Jesus says in any of his many
teachings.
James writes similarly… perhaps echoing this: “Adulterers! Do you not know that friendship
with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world
becomes an enemy of God.” – James 4:4
Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol is largely based on this theme, with “love for neighbor”
being basically equated with love for God.
How do we “hear” this teaching today, with the current socio-economic division in our country,
and in the world? How does it speak to “privilege”? (Including our own privilege...?)
6:25-34 "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or
about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 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? And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to
your span of life? And why do you worry 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 clothed like one of these.
30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven,
will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, "What will we
eat?' or "What will we drink?' or "What will we wear?' For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these
things; and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But strive first for the
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. So do not worry
about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today's trouble is enough for today.”
Notes: In Lesson 5 the theme of God’s provision of humankind’s needs came up in relation to
Mt. 6:7-8, where God knows what we need before we ask. The simple prayer for “our daily
bread” in 6:11 evokes the memory of manna in the wilderness. From 5:45 we are also reminded
that God provides for both the just and unjust. All of these come together with this passage
about God’s provision for all, and “seeking first” the God’s realm of peace and wellbeing.
“The birds of the air” example brings to mind Hebrew scriptures such as Psalm 84:3-4: Even the
sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she may lay her young, at your
altars, O Lord of hosts, my King and my God. Happy are those who live in your house, ever
singing your praise.
“The lilies of the field” passage mentions Solomon, with perhaps a nod to Song of Songs 5: 9-16
where the beloved man… said to be Solomon… is physically described in great splendor (though,
it’s not his clothes that are described) including: “His lips are lilies distilling liquid myrrh.” (SoS
5:13)
In the high desert of northern New Mexico there is a particular kind of lily, the Sago Lily, which
only comes up in years when there is enough rain at the right season (May) to bring them out of
dormancy for that year. They can sometimes be found along the entrance road into Ghost
Ranch. (Photo 1) In other parts of the country, such as eastern Kansas, “Dogtooth Violets” are
also known “Wild Easter Lilies” and bloom around this time of year. (Photo 2):

Photo 1 – Sago Lilies / Photo 2 – “Wild Easter Lilies”
The mention of “the grass of the field” that quickly perishes echoes Hebrew Bible texts such as
Isaiah 40:6-8: A voice says, "Cry out!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All people are grass, their
constancy is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of
the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades; but the
word of our God will stand forever. (See also Psalm 90:5-6)
From all accounts, this passage reflects the lifestyle of Jesus during the years of his ministry… a
wandering teacher, depending on the generosity of his disciples and others. In the history of
Christianity there have been examples of those who followed the “spiritual itinerant” lifestyle…
including such as St. Francis. Similar examples come from other traditions, like Buddhism. But
these always seem to be exceptions interfacing with more settled communities of householders
with families, property, etc.
Remember, too, that from what we can tell Jesus believed that the “end” was near.
7:1-5 "Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For with the judgment you make you will be judged,
and the measure you give will be the measure you get. Why do you see the speck in your neighbor's eye,
but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, "Let me take the speck
out of your eye,' while the log is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye,
and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor's eye.
Notes: Compare James 2:12-13: So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law
of liberty. For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy
triumphs over judgment. (See also James 4:12)
The consistent idea in Jesus, James, and even Paul (see Romans 1-2), is that to “judge” another
as a lawbreaker opens up the one who judges to being scrutinized and judge for all of their own
failures to keep the law. Judging one set of particular sins opens one to being equally judged for
their own set of particular sins. A more modern rendition of this teaching is, “Those who live in
glass houses shouldn’t throw rocks.”
This teaching provides the “flip side” of “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors, and do
not put us to the test….” (6:12-13, plus verses 14-15)

The gospels primarily portray Jesus’s the “Son of Man” (or “Human One” as some inclusive texts
translate it). That refers to a very specific figure, the one who would preside over the Last
Judgment. The irony is that Jesus presents himself as the Son of Man who is going up to
Jerusalem to himself be arrested, judged, and killed. (Mt. 16 13-28, etc.) In one of his first
miracles Jesus went out of his way to boldly assert the Son of Man’s “authority on earth to
forgive sins.” (See Mt 9:2-8) He is the judge who is judged, and also the one who forgives.
7:6 "Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample
them under foot and turn and maul you.”
Notes: Having spoken against judgment, the next saying sounds extremely judgmental.
“Dogs” and “swine” were regarded as ultimately unclean in the Jewish culture of Jesus’s day.
Besides their non-kosher designations, they were closely associated with idolatrous
“pagan” religions, including the notorious cross-dressing castrati “dog-priests” of the Great
Goddess, etc. (Tom Horner, Jonathan Loved David, chapt. 5.) One of the “abominations”
committed by the Hellenistic ruler Antiochus Epiphanes IV was the offering of a pig to Jupiter on
the altar of the Jerusalem Temple in 168 BCE, during the run-up to the Maccabean Revolt. In
context, the words are clearly meant to allude to people of the most profane and disgusting
religious type… but, who exactly?
First, there’s the Gadarene demoniac, whose legion of demons Jesus sends into a herd of pigs.
Elsewhere,responding to the “Canaanite” woman’s plea to heal her demon-possessed daughter,
Jesus says: “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the lap-dogs” – Mt. 15:26.
(The word used in that text means a small dog. In Mt. 7 a more generic word occurs.) The
contrast in Mt. 15 is to the “lost sheep” of Israel in verse 24. That story takes a turn as the
woman responds boldly, causing Jesus to praise her faith, and to heal her daughter.
Best interpretive guess… the “dogs” and “swine” are most probably hostile religious rivals,
probably gentile (Graeco-Roman, etc.), and allied spiritual forces.
That said, at the very, very end of Matthew’s gospel, the risen Jesus seemingly does something
of a turnabout, saying: “Go therefor and make disciples of all nations, baptizing… and teaching
them to observe everything that I have commanded….” – Mt. 28:19-20
The question remains, nonetheless. How can we discern where this advice may still apply?
7:7-11 "Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for
you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks,
the door will be opened. Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone?
Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to
your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him!
Note: This is one more instance of Jesus’s teaching about prayer, and the underlying
assumption of God’s generous provision of all our needs.
But, then there are the questions arising from praying but not receiving, finding, etc.?

