Focus

I think most of you know that Xiomara is a professional photographer.  One of the things this means is that the two of us look at a lot of pictures together.  We look at Xiomara’s pictures after photo shoots and we look at the work of other photographers.  As a professional photographer, Xiomara sees a lot about lighting and color that I don’t pick up on until she points those things out.  While I can look and see that one picture is more pleasing to the eye than the other, Xiomara can actually see why this is so.  I am starting to pick up on some of the things she looks for.


One major that people get wrong is focus.  Since most people shoot with their cameras set on Auto, the cameras are choosing what to focus on in any given shot.  That focus makes all the difference.  It is always interesting to see a picture of a bride where the camera has focused on something other than the bride.  It may be off just a little, but the entire picture is distorted by the focus.  Consider this example Xiomara did for me.  


(Picture with cross.  Object in foreground is focus) This is a very busy picture with many objects in it.  Despite how many objects are in this picture, your eye is naturally drawn to the one object in focus.  That one object in focus takes priority over all the others.  In fact, the focus is so narrow in this picture that you can barely make out the things around this object.


(Second picture with another object as focus.)  In this picture the focus is on another object.  Despite the number of things in this picture, that one object still takes priority since the rest of the picture is blurred.  The focus is not so narrow in this picture and so you can make out the surrounding objects, but the focus determines what the picture is about.


(Third picture with focus on cross)  Here we have the focus upon the cross.  Despite the busyness of the picture, the cross takes priority because the focus is upon it.  All the other things fade and are blurred as the focus is upon the cross.  Remember this trick of focus as we turn now to Jesus’ words in the book of Matthew.  

Matthew 6:19-24 – Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  The eye is the lamp of the body.  If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light.  But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness.  If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!  No one can serve two masters.  Either he will hate one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve both God and Money.   


Just like a photographer concerned with the camera’s focus, so Jesus is concerned about our focus.  In three different ways Jesus exhorts us to pay attention to where our focus lands.  


First, Jesus tells us not to store up for ourselves treasures on earth.  If you ever saw the first Pirates of the Caribbean movie you may remember the pirate Jack Sparrow telling Will Turner, who didn’t want to be a pirate, that he was obsessed with treasure just as a pirate should be.  Will Turner loudly denounced this accusation saying he had no interest in gold to which Jack Sparrow responded that gold is not the only kind of treasure.  When we read this passage of Jesus about treasures on earth we naturally think first of money but the treasures of the earth can be anything.  Your home, your car, your career, or even your family can all become treasures of the earth which are temporary and easily lost.  Jesus says that your focus must not be upon the treasures of the earth but upon the treasures of heaven.  The treasures of the earth are not necessarily wrong in themselves, but they are unworthy to be our focus in life.  When the treasures of the earth become our focus the wrong things are blurred like the cross in the picture being lost.  

Jesus then has his interesting saying about the eye.  The eye is the lamp of the body.  In Jesus’ time the common thought was that the eye was the window by which light entered the body.  Jesus uses this idea metaphorically here.  The eye is the lamp of the body.  If the eye allows light to enter, then your whole body is full of light.  If your eye does not allow light to enter, then your whole body will be dark.  In other words, if your focus is right, the rest of your life will fall into place but, if your focus is wrong, everything else will be wrong as well.  Again, Jesus is concerned about your focus.


The third saying emphasizes this even more strongly.  You cannot serve two masters.  One master will be supreme.  When your two masters come into conflict, then it will be seen which is truly the master.  Whatever you obey is your master.  If your master is God, then you will obey him at the expense of worldly wealth.  If your master is a treasure of the earth then you will eventually disobey God in your pursuit and protection of that treasure.  The focus of your life matters.


According to the Bible, all people are naturally sinful.  As Ecclesiastes says, “There is no one righteous who does what is right and who never sins.”  We are naturally inclined to sin.  As a result, we can’t trust our auto-focus because it is broken.  Auto-focus is warped by sin and further warped by a world that does not value what God values.  The world proclaims loudly and every day that it is all that there is.  This life is all that you get.  You must go all out to enjoy the good things of this life whatever it takes.  Our auto-focus is broken and so we must manually focus on the right things.  We must make up our minds and consciously place our focus upon the God.  The rest of chapter six shows how a correct focus makes the picture.  Let’s consider the rest of Jesus’ words here.

Matthew 6:1-8 – Be careful not to do your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by them.  If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.  So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men.  I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men.  I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like the pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.  


Matthew 6:16-18 – When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting.  I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  


These statements show us how even a relationship with God can be blurred when the focus is wrong.  It is good to give to the needy.  In fact, in the book of James we are told that religion that is acceptable to God is to help widows and orphans in their distress.  Giving to the poor is something God desires for us to do.  Prayer is a good and necessary thing to do as Christians.  Fasting is also a good thing that is honoring to God.  However, when the focus is wrong even these good things get blurred and no longer please God.


There are two wrong focuses displayed in these warnings.  First is an undue focus upon people.  In this case the Jewish people had great respect for those icons of godliness, the Pharisees.  These men enjoyed their elite status and so made it very obvious that they were giving to the poor, praying, and fasting.  They went out of their way to be seen by people in doing these things because they so loved the approval of people.  Their focus shifted from pleasing God to pleasing people.  As a result, their giving was no longer done out of love for God and the poor but was done selfishly as a way of gaining the favor of people.  Prayer ceased to be about talking to God and came to be a means of impressing people.  Fasting was not done for God either but was done to impress people.  These good things were blurred and warped because the people got their focus wrong.  The only reason these people fasted, prayed, and gave was that being religious was the quickest way to a high standing in that society.  They became very religious but they no longer loved God.


Where is your focus today?  Are you striving to please people or are you living with a focus upon God?  You may not be overly religious this morning, but that is no longer the quickest way to gaining people’s approval.  Today, we gain people’s approval by being workaholics.  Staying late and being incredibly busy with work is a route to respect and approval.  A study a few years back showed that managers looked more favorably upon those workers who stayed after hours at work than those who worked the same number of hours but who arrived early to work so that they could go home on time.  


Community involvement is a good thing in itself just as work is.  Today, however, it is a very quick route to the respect and approval of many people.  Thus, many are involved in some form of volunteerism or some community group because they desire respect and approval.  


Within the church it is serving that is the quickest route to approval and respect.  Serving is a good thing that God calls us to do, just as prayer is good.  However, some people serve with the attitude that they must be properly thanked and recognized or they will not do a good job.  They serve, but it is on their terms.  They are really serving themselves as they seek the approval of people. 


From prayer to service, from fasting to working, a wrong focus can warp anything.  A focus upon pleasing people will bring only the temporary rewards of people’s approval and cause us to miss the permanent rewards of working for the Lord.  It is vital that we get our focus right.  When the focus is right, everything else falls into its proper place.  

In his words on prayer Jesus warns of another danger that is present for all people, but especially for Christians.  Jesus warns us not to pray like the pagans who babble on and on and on and who think that they will be heard because of their many words.  I believe this is a mistaken focus upon ritual.  Rather than a focus upon God and a relationship with him, this person has set his focus upon the ritual – prayer.  As a result this person feels he must pray so many times and with just the right words.  His prayers become formulas recited rather than conversations with God.  He is no longer talking to a person but performing an act which he believes will bring about certain results.  The focus upon the ritual blurs what really matters – talking to God.


There are many ways we can focus upon the ritual rather than the reality.  Many Christians fight over musical styles in church.  They get upset if not enough songs fall into this or that style whether traditional or contemporary.  The truth is, it doesn’t matter which style we use if our focus is upon God and glorifying him.  Others focus upon whether we use hymnals or the projector.  I actually know someone who left a church because the hymns were shown on the overhead rather than read out of the book.  The numbers were available so that the books could be used and the exact same songs were sung, but the books were not used.  As a result, he left his church.  His focus shifted away from God to the ritual he performed.  There are many ways that people can focus upon ritual to the neglect of relationship with God.  Where is your focus today?  What is most prominent in your life?  Switch to manual and set your focus on the right object.


At the other end of Matthew six Jesus has a few more warnings for us.


Matthew 6:25-34 – Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?  Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not much more valuable than they?  Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?  And why do you worry about clothes?  See how the lilies of the field grow.  They do not labor or spin.  Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.  If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?  So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’  For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own.  


It is a fact that we need certain things to live.  We need food and shelter and clothing.  The fact is, these things all require money.  Jesus here warns us not to make these necessities the focus of our life.  He doesn’t want our focus to be upon clothing as tempting as that may be.  Our society puts a premium upon clothing and, in many cases, people try to form their identity with their clothing.  This means worrying about what happens to those clothes and needing money for more.  This focus upon clothing can even cause some people to abuse their bodies for the sake of clothing – simply consider the shoes that some women wear which eventually deform their feet.  


Our focus is not to be upon food.  Food is not wrong in itself but it cannot be the focus of our life.  In a society obsessed both with health and with indulgence, food and weight are very big issues.  As Christians we should not be consumed by these things.  It is ok to consider them and to be healthy, but they cannot be the focus of our lives.  These bodies will not last forever.  


Taken together, food and clothing stand for the necessities of life.  Jesus is really warning us against being consumed by the things of this world.  This world is temporary.  We will one day leave this world and live with God.  Our focus must be upon the things that will last.  It is not wrong to prepare for the future nor is it wrong to eat or to buy clothing or homes.  These things just can’t be our focus or else our live gets skewed.  When these physical things are our focus in life we become consumed by worry whether we realize it or not.  


Because the things of this world are temporary, we always face losing them.  When the things of this world are our focus, the future becomes a very scary thing full of the possibility of losing the things we devote ourselves to.  


Jesus wants us to take the camera off of auto and to manually focus.  He wants us to choose which master we will serve intentionally rather than letting the world decide for us.  He wants us to work for heavenly treasures which will last rather than earthly ones.  He wants our eyes to be full of light.  Where is your focus today?


When our focus is right, everything else falls into place.  When our focus is right, we are not slaves to the changing opinions of people.  We are not slaves to fashion whether in the clothing store or in the intellectual arena.  When our focus is right we cease being slaves to religion and ritual and, instead, enjoy a relationship with God as a person.  When our focus is right the future holds no fear for us because we see that God will give us what we need.  We see how he upholds nature and provides even for the birds and we know that he will provide for us in his time.  When our focus is right, we have peace.  When our focus is correct we gain treasures that will last into eternity as we serve God and seek his kingdom rather than the kingdom of this world.  We will not fear losing our reward because our reward will come from God.  When your focus is right, the things that cause so much trouble and grief blur into the background of a God who loves and cares for you.  If you want peace and joy, contentment and happiness fix your focus.  If you want a relationship with God and freedom rather than ritual, fix your focus.  You must choose every day where your focus will be.  What will you choose?  Before we pray, listen to the words of Hebrews.


Hebrews 12:2 – Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.
