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God’s Priorities for Your Life

Matthew 6:25-34











  Epiphany 8, Year A

I don’t know about you, but I’m one of those folks who has gone through most of my life worrying about things.  Now sometimes it’s appropriate to be concerned about certain things, but not most of the time and not about things you cannot control.  I worry about things you folks probably would find funny, or maybe even sad.  Things I don’t really have any control over, yet feel an ominous fear about.  Like maybe you won’t find my sermons interesting, faithful to scripture, challenging, relevant, or funny.  They need to be at least two of those things, if you include “funny”.
I come by it honestly.  My mother has surprised me by some of the things she worries about – mostly me and my sister, then we both got married and had children and she started worrying about them and it goes on and on.  Sadly, it’s probably no wonder then that she suffered a heart attack at age 55, fretting over things that she had no control over.
Worrying about things robs life of its joy.  Worrying is usually useless, but it can be worse than useless; it is often, like in Mother’s case, actively injurious.  The two typical diseases of modern life are digestive problems and heart disease, and while both have a variety of causes, in many cases both can be the result of worry.  I have heard that it is a medical fact that the one who laughs most lives longest.  The worry which wears out the mind wears out the body along with it.  Worry affects a person’s judgment, lessens their power of decision, and renders them progressively incapable of dealing with life.
Our text today is taken from the Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus here outlines his vision of the life God intended for us to have, a life that was created in God’s own image.  It’s worth reading in its entirety, and I would recommend you do so; you’ll find that Jesus says among other things that we should be the light of the world, love our enemies, pray, fast, give to God’s house, and here he says “don’t worry so much”.
You may still be thinking about being the light of the world and how one can love one’s enemies and so on, much less how to stop worrying.  There’s more to all of it than that, of course.  But Jesus has a reason why he tells us not to worry.  A person of faith should believe that God who is the giver of life is the One who is in control, and God will take care of things.  God has always said He would, and we can trust God to do what God says He will do.  Jesus gives us some examples: birds and other animals don’t seem to have any worry in their lives.  Birds are nourished without worry, they don’t seem to think about where the next meal is coming from.  The point that Jesus is making is not that the birds do not work; it has been said that no one works harder than the average sparrow to make a living; the point that he is making is that they do not worry.
Jesus talks about the beauty of the flowers of the field, which is fleeting and brief.  His point is that if God gives such extraordinary beauty to something that only lasts a day, how much more will he care for us who are created in His own image?
Jesus gives us two ways in which to overcome our worrying.  The first is to set the right priorities.  “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be given you as well.” (Matthew 6:33)  To concentrate on the doing and accepting of God’s will is the way to defeat worry.  In order to do that, love God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength.  We know how in our own lives a great love can drive out every other concern.  Such a love can inspire a person’s work, intensify their study, purify their life, dominate their whole being.  It was Jesus’ conviction that worry is eliminated when God becomes the dominating power of our lives.
The second way to overcome our worries is to live one day at a time.  Jesus said, “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.  Today’s trouble is enough for today.”  I had a professor at Duke Divinity School who ended almost every class with that saying, quoting from the KJV: “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.”  The point is that many things look ominous and insurmountable when viewed in their entirety.
When I was a boy scout, making it all the way to Eagle Scout seemed an overwhelming task to me, for one had to earn what I considered an extraordinary number of merit badges.  I was defeated before I really started, and gave up half-way through the program.  But that’s not how you tackle a really big challenge, that’s not how you solve a really complex problem.  You take it bit by bit, inch by inch, one day at a time.  That’s how I was able to get through college and seminary; one day at a time.  If each day is lived as it comes, if each task is done as it appears, then the sum of all the days is bound to be good.  It is Jesus’ advice that we should handle the demands of each day as they come, without worrying about the unknown future and the things which may never happen.
We all are now living in a different world than we lived in a few years ago.  As a nation we have all suffered in some way, shape or form.  Our economy is in dire straits, and one result is that some folks are unemployed because their companies have downsized.  We have worried about things we could take for granted before, like security in our work, safe travel and freedom from threat.
I would suggest to you that our church has even suffered.  The church is living “hand to mouth” yet we want to press forward with the vision that has carried this congregation forward for nearly 200 years, especially in the last 25 years.  The question posed then is this: do you want your church to go backwards, do you want to stop growing, do you not want to live as a community of faith, a beacon on a hill which cannot be hid?  The fact is, you make that decision every time the offering plate is passed.
I challenge you today to not worry, to support your church, to hear the words of Jesus and seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness.  If we do that, all will be well.  Let us act and be the people Christ calls us to be; a people of faith.

