May 25th, 2008, Sermon:  “Don’t Worry.  Seek His Kingdom!”
( Texts:  Isaiah 49:8-16a;  Colossians 1:3-14;  Matthew 6:25-34 )

************************************************************************
     Back in 1998 there was a #1 song by Bobby McFerrin entitled “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.”  It was a simple song with a simple message:  “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.”  But even though the song was trying to lift people’s spirits, the fact is that some found the song’s message to be a bit simplistic.  You see, the song’s theme “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” is easier said than done.
     Let’s face it, all of us want to be happy.  Nevertheless, there are many things in life that fill our days with worry, anxiety and fear.  For example:

     **The war against terrorists in Iraq and other places continues and will not end any time soon.

     **Some people are stressed out from the daily demands of their jobs.  Others live in daily fear of losing their jobs.

     **Many children live in homes where their parents ignore them because their parents are focused on their addiction to drugs or alcohol.

     **Some people are struggling with a terminal illness, and they dread the next visit to the doctor’s office – wondering what the news may be.
     **Gas prices continue to hover at all time highs, and this causes the price of other things to go up as well.  As a result, most of our budgets are stretched very thin – and some poor people around the world can’t even afford basic things like food or clothing.

     The fact is, I could talk all morning about the various things that give us reason for worry, anxiety and fear in this life.  No wonder some people think that the song “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” is a bit disconnected from the real world.

     But do you know what?  Some people would say the same thing about Jesus’ words in our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 6.  Listen again:  “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear.”  

     At my last parish I was teaching a Bible Class on this text.  After we read it, one of the men looked a bit upset.  I asked him what was wrong.  Here’s what he said:  “I know these are Jesus’ words, Pastor.  And I know that these words are supposed to comfort me, I’m sure.  But they actually make me feel guilty.  Pastor, I’ve had some really hard times in my life.  There have been periods when I didn’t have money to buy food for my family or pay the rent.  Oh, things worked out eventually.  But during those hard times I must admit that I struggled with worry and anxiety.  Is Jesus saying that I’m not a Christian when I feel that way?”

     Maybe that’s how you hear these words of Jesus today.  Is Jesus saying that you’re not really a Christian if you ever struggle with worry, anxiety or fear?  Is Jesus saying:  “Don’t worry.  Be happy.”?  No.  Allow me to explain what Jesus is teaching us.
     First, Jesus is not denying that life in this world can be tough.  In fact, God is the one who allows us to face various trials and difficulties in this life.  Jesus mentions that sometimes the people in his day worried about having enough food, water or clothing.  

     You know, we Americans have a hard time relating to that.  Most of us have easy access to food and clean water.  Most of us have more than enough clothing to wear.  But in Jesus’ day those basic necessities were not taken for granted.  

     In Jesus’ day food was hard to come by, and if there was a drought some people might even starve.  Clean drinking water was not easy to find, either.  As for clothing, it was hard to make and therefore very expensive.  Most people were happy if they had one set of clothes.  If those wore out, you were in tough shape! 

     Nevertheless, even in those very difficult circumstances, Jesus says:  “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear.”  It sounds like Jesus is saying:  “Don’t worry. Be happy.”  It seems like Jesus is clueless about how hard life can be.

     But that’s not what Jesus means at all.  Jesus knows first hand how difficult life can be.  There are many things in this life that give us hearts filled with worry.  Therefore, we must realize that Jesus is NOT saying that it is a sin to experience worry or anxiety.  Instead, Jesus is teaching us how unbelievers and believers deal with worry and anxiety, respectively.
     As for unbelievers, they focus only on their physical needs and then they trust in themselves or their false gods to provide these things.  In contrast, believers realize that our spiritual needs are far more important than our physical needs, and we trust in the One, True God to provide us with both.

     This reminds me of what we heard from 1st Peter chapter 5 two Sundays ago.  Peter writes:  “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.  Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.”
     Did you hear that?  Peter assumes we will have anxiety in life.  The question is:  “What do you do with that anxiety?”  Do you cling to your anxiety as though you must be in control or no one is?  Or, do you give your anxiety to God and trust that He cares for you and will provide for you as He sees best?  The former defines unbelief; the latter defines faith.  

     So, Jesus is NOT saying “Don’t worry.  Be happy.”  Instead, Jesus IS saying:  “Don’t worry.  Seek God’s Kingdom?”  In order to understand this more clearly, let’s examine our other readings for today, and then we’ll come back to our Gospel reading to learn even more from Jesus.

     Our Old Testament reading is from Isaiah chapter 49.  In this section of Isaiah we are told that God’s people will end up being exiled to the pagan nation of Babylon.  God will do this to them to humble them, because in their sinful pride they have been rebelling against God.

     Once they are in Babylon they are humbled and repentant.  But some of them wonder if God has completely forsaken them forever.  Listen to Isaiah 49:10, “But Zion said, ‘The Lord has forsaken me, the Lord has forgotten me.’”

     Have you ever felt that way?  It doesn’t matter if you’re suffering as a consequence of some particular sin or if you’re suffering for some other unexplained reason – the fact is that when we suffer we’re tempted think:  “The Lord has forsaken me, the Lord has forgotten me.”
     But that’s a lie of the devil!  Listen to God’s Words for you from Isaiah 49:15, “Can a mother forget the baby at her breat and have no compassion on the child she has borne?  Though she may forget, I will not forget you!”  Did you hear that!  Sinful humans – even those close to us – may betray us and forsake us, but God never will!  He loves you with an everlasting love!

     Therefore, when the trials of life cause you to be overwhelmed with worry and when the stress that never seems to end burdens you with anxiety, that’s when God wants you to come to Him in faith and trust that He loves you and will care for you.

     In fact, our Old Testament reading from Isaiah is a picture of an even greater salvation that God had in store for His people.  The same God who sent them to Babylon would also rescue them from Babylon and bring them back to the Promised Land.  But wait, there’s more!  This same God would send them a Savior who would rescue them from an even greater exile!
     When God delivered His Old Testament people from Babylon, this salvation event was a prophecy of the GREATEST SALVATION EVENT EVER.  Isaiah is speaking about Jesus and how He has rescued us from the “Babylon” of sin, death and hell and has brought us into His kingdom of forgiveness, life and eternity in God’s love.

     We heard about this salvation in our reading from Colossians.  Paul talks about the salvation God has given us through His Son, Jesus Christ, the One who fulfilled the prophecies in Isaiah and the other Old Testament Scriptures.  Listen again to these words:  “…the Father … has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light.  For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

    You see, my friends, all the worry, anxiety and fear caused by the stress, pain and death in this life – all these things are merely symptoms of an even greater darkness.  The worry and anxiety in this world exists because of the darkness of our rebellion against God.  Sometimes we suffer because of our own sin.  Other times we suffer because someone else sins against us.  Many times we suffer simply because we live in a broken world.  But the source of it all is our sin against God.
     However, God has done something about our sin.  God sent Jesus to rescue us from the kingdom of darkness.  Jesus came into this world of worry and anxiety, and He took our sin to the cross where He suffered and died PHYSICALLY and SPIRITUALLY so that through faith in Him we might be rescued and brought into His Kingdom of light – His kingdom of forgiveness, life and love.

     That’s why Jesus says what He does in our Gospel reading.  Jesus says:  “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 all these things will be given to you as well.”
     Did you hear that?  Jesus is NOT saying:  “Don’t worry.  Be happy.”  Jesus is not asking us to deny the reality of pain and suffering.  Jesus is not asking us to go through life with a plastic smile on our face.  Instead, Jesus IS saying:  “Don’t worry.  Seek God’s Kingdom!”
     You don’t have to be overwhelmed with worry over food, drink or clothing.  You don’t have to be tormented with anxiety over Islamic terrorists, stressful jobs, alcoholic parents, a terminal illness or obscenely high gas prices.  Your God has not forgotten you.  Your God loves you.  And the proof that He loves you is that He sent His own Son to the cross for you that you might be forgiven and live forever in His Kingdom of mercy, life and love.

     If God loved you enough to do something about your SPIRITUAL need, certainly He has not forsaken you when you face various physical concerns in this life.  Therefore, do not be like the pagans who live as though God does not exist or as though God does not care.  Instead, remember Jesus’ words:  “Don’t worry.  Seek God’s Kingdom.”

     The God who forgives your sins and gives you the hope of eternal life through Jesus, this same God knows about your physical needs in this life and He will care for you as He sees best.  

     Therefore, when you are in the midst of life’s trials and tragedies; when worry, anxiety and fear are welling up inside you, that’s when you must seek God’s Kingdom.  Go to the Lord in prayer and know that He will hear you for Jesus’ sake and provide for you according to His will.
     Most of all, never forget that your greatest need has already been provided for.  Your sins are forgiven and you have the hope of the resurrection and eternal life in God’s Kingdom – a perfect world where worry, anxiety and fear will not exist.

     Until that day, we WILL struggle with worry in this sinful world.  When that happens, remember Jesus’ loving words:  “Don’t worry.  Seek God’s Kingdom.”  Amen!

