“Skill Set” Series / 14: Singlemindedness / January 29, 2023

Before we get started, a poll: Bible Reading and Prayer
· Goal: People who do life with God, for God, God’s way
· Life with God here, and outside these walls
· Self-feeders
· Means: Spiritual disciplines
· Measure: not just you (anonymous), but are we getting it done
· Establish a benchmark … to be followed up …
· Fill it out with me, lay it on the worship station when you go there to take the LS

I pray to God …
	Several times a day
	Once or twice a day
	Once or twice a week
	Rarely

I read by Bible …
	Every day
	Once or twice a week
	Rarely

I find other ways to spend time with God
	Every day
	Once or twice a week
	Rarely


So, let me give you the ending before I get started.  Here it is: Remember who you are and what you stand for. (repeat)  If you get that right, your life will get better.  Do you buy that?  Remember who you are and what you stand for.

Now, people are just weird, right?  I mean, look around!  You’re surrounded by weird! But … sometimes it’s not about how they look, sometimes it’s about what they obsess over, and sometimes people admit it.  I saw a list of hobbies that people actually listed on their resumes.  Someone wrote, “Stalking celebrities.” “What do you do in your spare time?” “I stalk celebrities.”  And I guess they thought that was cool?!  To be honest, a lot of people do it – maybe some of you – I’m just surprised they’d brag about it.  Another wrote, “I like to argue with people online.” He actually put that on his resume! Jerk! Give him a medal, right? Keyboard warrior. I guess it is safer than arguing face to face.  Others will list their video game addiction: “I love to play Fortnite, or League of Legends, or World of Warcraft, or Call of Duty, or Minecraft, or Candy Crush.”  That’s kind of their obsession in life: to master some video game.  And they brag about it! Listen, guys, don’t get me wrong.  I enjoy video games.  But I hope you’re living for way more than a video game!

Some people are gym rats … they live for their time in the gym, or their next run.  That’s one of my problems, right? Don’t I look like a gym rat? For others, it’s their next TV binge.  For others, they obsess over some band, or some genre of music. For others, it’s shopping … some people live for shopping.  Know anyone like that? For others, it’s their obsession with Facebook, or YouTube, or WhatsApp, or TikTok, or Instagram.  Hours a day! What’s at the top of your list?

I found a website called Live Bold and Bloom.  It’s all about relationships, and self-improvement.  Here are their top 10 life priorities you should focus on.
· #1: Their #1 -- Your health and your wellness.  That’s the most important thing, for some. For you Princess Bride fans: “If you haven’t got your health, then you haven’t got anything,” right? So eat right, exercise right, watch your weight. It’s about you, right?
· #2: Your relationships. Your Parents, your Partner, your Friends.  Never take them for granted. … Good advice!
· #3: Self-Care. “Self” care. Getting enough sleep.  Having enough “me time.” Because, if you don’t take care of #1, you won’t be able to take care of #s 2, 3, and 4, right?
· #4: Education and continuous learning.  Because you need to keep growing you, right? It’ll give you an edge out there.
· #5: Self-awareness.  In other words, be honest with yourself. Learn where you are strong, and where you are not.  And fix what’s broken.
· #6: Career development.  You need to find the right job, and start climbing the ladder … right?
· #7: Fun and recreation. I was surprised this one wasn’t higher on their list. It would be on a lot of yours. Travel, maybe.  Sports, maybe. Hiking, maybe.  Concerts, maybe. Whatever brings a smile to your face.
· #8: Spirituality.  I was curious where religion would fit on their list.  #8? … Well, not really.  Because according to the article, “spirituality” is not the same as religion.  Spirituality is just your way of connecting with something bigger than you are: God maybe, nature maybe, the universe … or whatever else you believe in.  How sweet!
· #9: Your finances. Saving for retirement, paying off debt, building an emergency fund, investing in yourself, giving back to others.  I think the reason so many people are messed up when it comes to finances is because this really is kind of low on their list of priorities.
· And #10: Giving back.  #10.  And it’s not just about money.  It’s about finding some charity, or some cause, and trying to make a difference.  

Now, the stuff on the list is not bad.  There’s nothing on it that’s really bad.  But the numbering is weird, and it is missing something, right? … for us Jesus followers.  Without which … you’re messed up! It’s missing our #1.  It’s missing our … “Seek first!” … … 

Now, when they poll younger adults – Millennials and Gen-Zers – that “finding a cause” and giving back part, that investing in some cause part gets pushed up the board … at least theoretically.  I think they tend to talk the talk more than walk the walk. Anyway, there’s a website out there called Y Pulse.  They kind of track whatever is pushing the buttons of our Millennials and Gen-Zers … basically teens through about age 40.  This stuff is from a survey they did in 2021: Kind of the top causes – the top “causes” -- for the majority of teens and younger adults. They listed Covid 19; Black Lives Matter, and racism; LGBTQ, and gender equality, and sexism; sexual harassment and abuse; climate change, and the environment; abortion and birth control; and poverty, hunger, homelessness.  Now, millennials and Gen Zers don’t always take the same side on these causes, but fighting for a cause is a big deal … for them.  Which is cool … … as long as we realize that not a one of these causes is big enough to be the big one.  Because, if you are going to be a Jesus “follower” … well, Jesus says … “Seek first,” “Seek first his kingdom,” “Bigger than anything else, seek his kingdom, and his righteousness.” … Now do you understand what that means? … …

There was a theologian from Denmark about 200 years ago who was a really, really, smart guy.  His name was Soren Kierkegaard.  I use a few of his prayers for our ½ day summer spiritual retreats out at Cove Springs Park.  Here’s one of his prayers.  He says, “You have loved us first, O God, alas! (We don’t get it! We have no clue what that really means, that you have loved us first!) We speak of it in terms of history as if You have only loved us first but a single time, (we think you loved us first just once!) rather than that without ceasing You have loved us first many times and every day and our whole life through. When we wake up in the morning and turn our soul toward You -- You are there first -- You have loved us first; if I rise at dawn and at the same second turn my soul toward You in prayer, You are there ahead of me, You have loved me first. When I withdraw from the distractions of the day and turn my soul toward You, You are there first and thus forever. And yet we always speak ungratefully as if You have loved us first only once.” Wow!

Do you get the point? God didn’t love you first just once.  Rather, every single moment of every single day God is loving on you.  You don’t have to nudge him, or push some button, or raise your voice to get his attention.  He’s always there first, loving on you.  Do you get that? He may not like what you’re doing, but he still loves you … first … every single time.

Well, I’m going to flip that around.  Jesus says, “Seek first his kingdom, and his righteousness” … “Seek first God’s kingdom, and God’s righteousness.”  (Matthew 6.33) And not just once! … Not just once … but every day … 24/7, 365 … till the day you die!  Do you buy that?  You see, we don’t call Jesus “Lord,” just once.  For a Jesus follower it’s about 24/7, 365, till the day we die.  If you want, you can call it … singlemindedness.

We understand this kind of … singlemindedness.  We get it.  We’re just not very good at it.  If you are married, I suspect you made a similar promise.  You were asked the question: “Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, will you be faithful to her (for how long?) … so long as you both shall live?” Guys, that’s not the kind of promise you can keep just once: “Will you love her … until your feelings fade? Will you comfort her … until she wears you out? Will you forsake most others and be more or less faithful to her until someone better comes along?” How’s that going to work, ladies?  And yet that’s how a lot of us live, right? Or maybe you are in court, and you are like: “I promise to tell the truth, for the most part.” How’s that going to work for you.  Or you tell a beleaguered friend, “I’ll have your back … until they start dogging on me, too.”  I mean, you get it: Some commitments we make … they have to be reaffirmed over, and over, and over again.  

“Seek first God’s Kingdom, and God’s righteousness … not just once!” Jesus says. Now these words are found in the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 6.  They are right smack in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount … Now Jesus probably spoke these words in Aramaic, but Matthew records them in Greek. And the word he chose is probably pretty important.  The verb is “Seek” … “Seek” first.  The word “seek” is an imperative, it’s a command, which means it’s not an option we Jesus followers can chose, or not.  It’s an imperative, a command.  But more than that, it’s a present imperative.  Which, in the Greek can be a pretty big deal.  It means, do it now, and keep on doing it. “Seek God’s Kingdom first right now, and keep on seeking his Kingdom first.” This isn’t something you can do just once.  It’s a way of life for us Jesus followers. Why? Because it’s worth it.  And he’s worth it.

I looked up the word, “single-minded,” and here are a couple of the definitions I found. “Focusing on one aim, or purpose,” like the single-minded pursuit of profit.  Or, “The relentless pursuit of a goal. Having one driving purpose or resolve; to be determined, dedicated.” Or, “Someone who has only one aim or purpose, and is determined to achieve it … regardless of the cost.” 

And singlemindedness can lead to greatness, right.  Michael Jordan, relentless.  Ray Lewis: 8-10 hours of exercise a day. Tom Brady.  Wayne Gretzky, “the great one,” unmatched in his dedication to the game. Roger Federer. Jerry Rice, absolutely obsessive about training.  And not just athletes.  Musicians like Jimi Hendrix, or Eric Clapton, or Eddie Van Halen, or Yo Yo Ma.  Entrepreneurs like Bill Gates, or Steve Jobs. Scientists like Einstein, or Stephen Hawking.  Relentless in their pursuit of a goal; determined, dedicated, regardless of the cost.  So impressive, so praiseworthy, unless … unless … unless their pursuit of a lesser goal inhibits their focus on what is infinitely more important. Unless your pursuit of some lesser goal inhibits your focus on what is infinitely more important.

Because here’s the problem, guys.  So often, good things become God things.  So often, our pursuit of good things becomes more important to us than our pursuit of God.  Do you buy that?  You see, I don’t care what your cause or your passion or your goal is, if you are a Jesus follower, you seek “first” the Kingdom of God, and his righteousness … and not just once, but every single time.  Guys, any “cause” that becomes bigger to you than your Jesus following … well, in the Bible they call that idolatry, and it will mess you up.  

Back in the Old Covenant with God … our Old Testament … this was foundational.  It still is.  But back then God gave them the 10 commandments.  And here’s commandment #1, kind of the big dog.  God says, “I am the Lord your God (I am the big G God) … So, you shall have no other gods before me.” (Exodus 20.2-3)  And I don’t think he’s just talking about made-up little g gods like Baal, or Asherah, or Marduk, or Molech.  I think he’s talking about anything in your life that becomes more important to you than God … anything!  And he’s not talking about one day a week.  He’s talking about 24/7, 365, till the day you die.  Because he is God, he is your Lord … so make sure nothing usurps his place.

In the new covenant, in our covenant with God, Jesus makes the same point, like this.  He says, “No one can serve two masters” … in other words, you shall have no other gods before me. In the end, if you are a Jesus follower there is only one who can have the last word in your life.  There is only one whose plans for you and whose desires for you can win.  And it’s not your wife or your husband; it’s not your mom or your dad; it’s not some friend or someone you look up to; it’s not even you. If you are a Jesus follower, God wins, guys!  Jesus goes on.  He says, if you try to serve two masters, at some point they’re going to clash, and you won’t be able to please them both.  He says, Eventually, “you will hate one and love the other; eventually you will be devoted to one and despise the other. Because, you cannot serve God and be enslaved to money” … or anything else! (Matthew 6.24) Let’s play it out: 
· You cannot serve God and be “enslaved” to your marriage, or your kids … it’s not about what your wife wants, or your kids want, if that clashes with what God wants.  
· You cannot serve God and be “enslaved” to your job, or your dreams … we won’t do what is God-dishonoring to get ahead.  
· You cannot serve God and be “enslaved” to whatever makes you happy. Pleasing God is more important than pleasing you. 
· You cannot serve God and be “enslaved” to some cause … no matter how good your cause is.  We never sacrifice our faith or our obedience to the big G God for some lesser cause.

So, what is it in your life … what is it that you love so much … that when you are forced to choose between it and your obedience to God … you hesitate?

Now, there’s a little bit more to that verse I kind of opened with.  Jesus says, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness … (and then he says,) and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6.33) Here’s the NLT: “Seek the Kingdom of God above all else, and live righteously, … and he will give you everything you need.” Because here’s what’s going on. Jesus is talking to people who are all hyped up over their bodies, over their food, over their clothes. In fact, it seems like they care about that stuff even more than they care about their big G God.  They had good reason, better reasons than we do.  Life was tough back then.  But Jesus still says, “Stop it! Seek God’s Kingdom first, seek God’s righteousness first, and God will help you take care of the little stuff.  And guys, compared to our pursuit of Jesus, all the rest is – by comparison – little stuff.  Keeping Him first keeps everything else in perspective.

Because here’s the deal: most of us Jesus followers don’t “renounce” Jesus, we just drift away from him.  Most of us don’t officially reject Jesus as our Lord, we just let other lesser things take his place.  And usually -- not always -- but usually the things we push Jesus away for aren’t bad … they’re just not God.
· Caring about your body – your diet, your exercise, your weight – that stuff is not bad, it’s just not the most important thing to us.
· Caring about your marriage, your kids, you parents … that’s God honoring.  But it’s not God.
· Your education, your job … good stuff, important stuff.  But if anything about your job or your education clashes with your Jesus following … guys, for us it’s not a contest.
· Your hobbies, your games, your social media, your “me time” … all that stuff “can” be good (it’s not always good, but it can be), but when any of that stuff causes you to start losing your focus on God … when any of that stuff becomes more important to you than your life with God, for God, God’s way … you have some work to do!
· Even your causes: political causes, social causes, charitable causes.  Some people who are very close to me are passionate for all 3: political causes, social causes, charitable causes.  And they are so passionate for their causes that their cause is more important to them than their faith.  Winning people to their cause is more important to them than winning people to Jesus.  Winning the fight is more important to them than winning a soul.  Guys, that’s messed up! That … that … is the most poignant kind of tragedy.
 
You see, sometimes, guys, sometimes the “good” is the enemy of the “best.”  Sometimes our pursuit of good corrupts our pursuit of God. In fact, more often than not, it’s not our pursuit of some bad thing that causes our drift from God; more often than not it’s our passion for something that we think is good.  We get distracted.  We get preoccupied with sometime by comparison petty. … … So, how do we “seek first his kingdom, and his righteousness”? How do we fight the drift?

A lifetime ago, when I was a professor at Kentucky Christian, one of my colleagues, and my pastor at the time, and our basketball coach for a time … he drilled this into his players.  Over and over, Dick said:  Remember who you are and what you stand for.  It’s makes a difference: Remember who you are and what you stand for. And guys, I think it will make a difference for you. If you are a Jesus follower, remember who you are, and what you stand for … every day.  This series we are in is all about some of the weird things we do because we are Jesus followers.  It’s not just about what we believe, it’s about what we do because we are Jesus followers. And we do this stuff to remember who we are and what we stand for.

We worship.  Not just when it’s convenient.  And not just here on Sunday.  But worship on the first day of every week is part of the rhythm of our life.  Jesus followers assemble to worship God together on the first day of every week … if we can.  We’ve been doing that for 2000 years.  And every time we enter this room, we remind ourselves who we are, and what we stand for.  We are here to worship the big G God.  And … we are here to remind ourselves that Jesus is both our Savior and our Lord.  When you eat this bread and drink this cup you are telling those in your life -- and you are reminding yourself -- that Jesus is both your Savior … and your Lord.  Listen, guys, if you are having a hard time seeking first his kingdom and his righteousness … let me ask you this: is weekly worship part of the rhythm of your life with God?  If not, make it so!  That’s part of seeking first his kingdom, and his righteousness. And it reminds you who you are, and what you stand for.

Two weeks ago, Ben talked about prayer: having a conversation with God … every day.  It doesn’t have to be fancy.  You’re not going to impress God with your words.  It’s more of an acknowledgement that he’s always there … loving you first.  Adoration … Submission … Confession … Supplication.  Did you know that when you pray you are reminding yourself who you are and what you stand for?  Whether you are giving him thanks for your food, or thanking him for an amazing sunset; whether you are asking his forgiveness, his grace; whether you are asking for his help, and at the same time telling him you will trust him no matter how he answers you … when you are praying you are reminding yourself who you are, and what you stand for.  It’s part of seeking first his kingdom, and his righteousness. 

Last week I talked about reading our Bible, the Word of God.  I talked about trying to get in the habit of reading it every day … even if it’s just the verse of the day.  Now, we do that in part because we want to know what God wants, what God thinks.  But we also do it because every time we open this book and obediently listen, we are reminding ourselves who we are, and what we stand for.  We are seeking first his kingdom, and his righteousness … if we make it part of the rhythm of our life.  Listen guys, just setting aside a few minutes every day to spend some time with God – praying, listening to God by reading his Word – it’ll change your life … it’ll make your life better, and it will make you better at life.

It's all about learning to live in the presence of God.  It’s about becoming aware of his presence, no matter where you are, or what you are doing.  It’s about learning to find strength in that presence, peace in that presence. It’s about learning to do life … with God.  

Guys, over the next few weeks we’ll be talking about stuff like connecting with other Jesus followers, and looking for ways to serve people in the name of Jesus, and sharing our faith … It’s all about seeking first his kingdom, and his righteousness.  It’s all about doing life with God, for God, God’s way … together.  And it’s all about living the very best life possible … for now and for forever.  So … Jesus followers: Remember who you are and what you stand for!
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