SEEK FIRST THE KINGDOM (Matthew 6:19–34) July 12, 2-26
Have you ever heard of a “contronym”? A contronym is a word that can mean two opposite things. Here are some English contronyms. 
· “Cleaving.” So, is “cleaving” in marriage good or bad? The answer is … Yes. One man cleaves to his wife … he sticks with her, till death do they part. How cool is that! Another man cleaves his wife. How uncool is that! And he goes to prison for it. 
· Or, “Oversight.” I can commit some oversight, and blow it; or I can provide some oversight, and help someone out. Is oversight good or bad? … Depends, right?

Well, there are contronyms in the Bible, too. 
· Like “pride.” There is good pride, in the Bible … there are things we should be proud of.  And, pride is one of the most dangerous sins. Same word … what’s the difference?
· And there is … concern, or worry, or anxiety. The Greek word for all 3 is “merimnao.” Sometimes “merimnao” is a legitimate concern … it is God-honoring. And sometimes it’s sinful anxiety. What’s the difference between good concern, and bad anxiety?

How many of you guys are worriers? Let’s see some hands … How many of you guys admit you have anxiety issues? Let’s see some hands … Now, when you are anxious, or worried, you’ll probably try to convince yourselves that it is the good kind. And you may be right. But chances are, more often than not, you are not right. I think anxiety is one of those sins we are prone to excuse, to justify, to rationalize.  So, let’s see what Jesus has to say to us … Jesus followers.

So, what do you worry about? What do you worry about most? I dug around a little and came up with a list of things we worry about most.  Here are some of the things on that list. Any of these yours? 
· Health issues: Some unexplained pain or some scary diagnosis, maybe.
· Or, Finances: Paying the bills, debt, retirement. That can cause anxiety, right?
· Or, Family: Marriage problems, struggling kids, aging parents. Serious anxiety.
· Or, Work: Keeping your job, meeting expectations, meeting deadlines. Ever worry you?
· Or, Relationships: Conflict, loneliness, rejection. They can be angst worthy.
· Or, Self-worth: My appearance, my reputation, my sins. That can tear at you.
· Or, Control: There so little I can control, and so much I want to.

And then Jesus comes along and tells people, like us … don’t worry, don’t be anxious … three times in the verses we’ll be looking at today. Don’t you wish it was that easy? Don’t you wish you could, quit worrying? I mean, who wakes up in the morning telling him- or her-self, “I think I am going to spend the day worrying. In fact, today I am going to be anxious on steroids!” I mean, telling someone to stop worrying is kind of like telling an insomniac to just go to sleep. Sometimes it’s just not that easy, right? And if some twit comes along and tries telling you that real Christians don’t struggle with anxiety … Well, at most all that will do is dump some guilt on you, right? … Well … Jesus is going way deeper than that. … I’ll show you. 

Now listen: I know there are some whose biological chemistry creates anxiety disorders. And, I know there is legitimate, God-honoring “concern.” God expects us to plan ahead, to work the plan, and to care … to care about people. He expects us to get help when we’re facing things we can’t manage alone. Jesus isn’t going after God-honoring “concern,” he’s going after God-dis-honoring anxiety … the kind of anxiety that just doesn’t trust God, that refuses to let God be God. So, maybe we can start here: God-dishonoring anxiety is the desire to control what we cannot control. God-dishonoring anxiety begins when I try to do God’s job, instead of mine.  Let’s get into the text. 

So, in the verses we are going to look at, Jesus tells us, “Don’t worry,” 3 times. The first time is in verse 25: Jesus says, “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear …” (Matthew 6.25) But I kind of cheated. I left out the first part of the verse: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry.” “Therefore.” That means Jesus isn’t starting something new, he is unpacking what he has already started. There is something before this verse that tells us why we shouldn’t worry. 

So, here’s the thread leading up to verse 25.
· Verse 19: Don’t store up treasures here on earth.
· Verse 21: Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
· Verse 22: The eye is the lamp of the body.
· And verse 23: No one can serve 2 masters. 
· Therefore … verse 25 … do not worry.
That “therefore” isn't accidental. It's one argument. It moves like this: Treasure → becomes Heart → becomes Vision → becomes Master → becomes Anxiety. Or to put it another way... What you treasure shapes your heart. Your heart shapes the way you see life. The way you see life determines whom you serve. And whom you serve determines what you fear. If I follow what your treasure I will find your heart. If I can see what you obsess over, I will find your master. And what you serve eventually controls your emotions. 
So here’s how it works: 
· Suppose my treasure is money. Then every downturn in the market is flat out scary.
· If my treasure is my health... every ache becomes frightening.
· If my treasure is my reputation... criticism becomes devastating.
· If my treasure is my children... every danger to them becomes terrifying.
· If my treasure is comfort... every inconvenience feels unbearable.
· So, what do you treasure most? …

Now, here’s a question I came across last week when studying for this sermon. It kind of caught me by surprise: What is it you can’t imagine living without? What is it, or who is it, that if it was taken away, would cause you to wonder if life was worth living? In other words, Who or what sits on the throne in your life … besides God? Listen, guys: If losing that person or that thing would make your life seem no longer worth living … it has kind of taken the place of God, hasn’t it? So, when Jesus says, “Therefore …” “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life …” he’s not changing the subject, he’s talking about what happens when God is not God in your life. Who do you worship … in place of God? What do you worship … in place of God? Maybe your anxieties are connected to your idolatries. What do you think? … … 

So, I spent quite a bit of time trying to define the difference between God-honoring worry, and God-dishonoring anxiety. I never did come up with any definition I was happy with. On the other hand, all of us know what anxiety feels like. It feels like laying awake at night repeatedly replaying the conversation in our minds. It feels like waiting, with trepidation, for the phone call from the doctor’s office. It’s seeing “unknown caller” at 2:00 in the morning. It feels like watching your kids board the bus for boot camp … or for war. That one about undid me. It feels like wondering where the money is going to come from. Sometimes it’s just that sense that things aren’t right, that something bad is going to happen. Ever been there? Felt those things?

And you probably know that anxiety can do some bad things to your body. God designed our bodies with a remarkable alarm system. When danger appears, our bodies prepare us for action. Our hearts beat faster. Our breathing changes. Adrenaline begins to flow. It’s fight or flight, right? That's a gift from God. If a truck is headed toward you, you want that system working perfectly. The problem is  too many of us live there. Day after day, week after week, year after year. Our bodies were designed for moments of crisis. They were never designed to live in crisis mode. It’s no wonder anxiety eventually exhausts us, and breaks our bodies down. Jesus even hints at that. He asks, "Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?" (Matthew 6.27) Ironically... anxiety often does exactly the opposite … stealing hours from your life.

Now again, guys, there is God-honoring concern. God built us with that capacity. But it can morph into God-dishonoring anxiety so easily. Maybe … maybe it has to do with whether your anxiety drives you towards God, or away from him. Or maybe … maybe it has to do with whether our anxiety drives us to try to control what God never intended us to control. I got that from Tim Keller. He was a really, really wise teacher up in New York City. He says, anxiety is the desire to control what God never intended us to control … kind of like we’re playing God. Do you ever fall into that trap?

Here it is: We worry because we desperately want certainty. We want guarantees. We want tomorrow before tomorrow arrives. We want to know that our children will be safe. That our health will hold. That our marriage will last. That our retirement will be enough. That our church will flourish. That our nation will survive. That the people we love won't suffer. We want guarantees. The problem is... God never promised to put us in charge of those things. Think about that question Jesus asked: "Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to your life?" His point isn't merely that worry is ineffective. His point is that worry is attempting something impossible. We're trying to sit in a chair that was never built for us.

Here’s something else Keller said that made me pause. He said, when the doctor walks into the room... or the boss calls you into the office... or the phone rings in the middle of the night... we often say, "Everything suddenly feels out of control." But that's not quite true.  The crisis didn't remove our control. It revealed we never had it. We've simply been living under the illusion that we were in control. Anxiety often begins when that illusion cracks. Here it is: We are not anxious because we've lost control. We are anxious because we discover we never had it.

Ever heard of Martin Luther? Well, Martin Luther had a brilliant friend named Philip Melanchthon, and Philip tended to worry. Luther didn't tell him, "Knock it off! Stop it or I’ll bury you alive in a box.” Instead, he said something unforgettable. He said, "Let Philip cease trying to rule the world." That wasn’t sarcasm … only. It was a diagnosis. He was telling his friend, “Philip... you're anxious because you've assumed responsibilities that belong only to God.” Maybe I need to personalize that sentence. Maybe you need to personalize that sentence. Let Steve cease trying to rule the world. Let Julie cease trying to rule the world. Let ______ cease trying to rule the world. God already has that position filled.

And then Jesus does something huge. He doesn't just tell us to “Stop it.” He doesn’t tell us to pretend everything will be fine. He doesn’t even tell us merely to have more faith. He starts telling us how to think differently. He teaches anxious people how to preach to themselves. He tells us to start talking back to our anxieties. He says, look at the birds. And then, consider the lilies. In other words... Jesus is inviting anxious people to think differently. That's important because, listen: anxiety rarely comes from too much thinking. It usually comes from thinking wrong.  Or maybe better... anxiety comes from listening to the wrong voices without talking back.

Too often, when we’re anxious we become passive listeners. Our hearts begin telling us, "What if..." "What if the biopsy comes back positive?" "What if I lose my job?" "What if my child walks away from God?" "What if the economy crashes?" "What if something happens to Julie?" "What if..." And we simply sit there... listening. The heart becomes like a runaway courtroom attorney. It presents evidence. It exaggerates possibilities. It predicts disasters. But it never calls witnesses for the other side.

Jesus says, Don't merely listen. Start talking back. The Psalmists did this constantly. Here’s King David, talking back to his heart: "Why are you downcast, O my soul?" David doesn't merely listen to himself. He interrogates himself. He reminds himself who God is. Listen: faith isn't the absence of questions. Faith is bringing God's truth to bear upon your questions. Here it is, guys, listen: Don't just listen to your heart. Challenge your heart, teach your heart. Or perhaps even better: Faith argues with fear instead of surrendering to it.

Jesus says, "Look at the birds." Now, sometimes we misunderstand what Jesus is trying to tell us. Jesus is not encouraging laziness. Birds work. They gather food. They build nests. They feed their young. The point is not that birds do nothing. The point is that birds don't live burdened by anxious self-reliance … “self”-reliance. God cares for them. And Jesus is arguing from the lesser to the greater. If your heavenly Father faithfully provides for birds... how much more will He care for us, His children, created in his image. You matter more to God, guys! Way more!

And notice the language, guys. This is huge. Not simply, "God" feeds them. But,"Your heavenly Father" feeds them. “Your father” feeds them. That's one of the most comforting expressions in this entire Sermon on the Mount. The universe is not governed by impersonal fate. Nor by blind chance. Nor by cruel destiny. The One governing history is your Father. Not merely your Creator. But Father. Everything changes when that word becomes real. And, Jesus says, “Aren’t you far more valuable to him than they are?” Don’t you think your perfect Father cares about the things that scare you? Here it is, guys, not everything that happens in your life is choreographed by God. Bad things happen. God doesn’t cause them. But whatever happens, God is bigger. God can deal with it, or God can help you through it. Because he’s God! In your worry, in your anxiety, in your angst … talk back to your anxieties. Keep telling yourself, guys … There is a God, and he flat out cares, and you’re going to need to lean on him, because he’ll help you get through it … if you let him.

And then Jesus drives it deeper.  He says, “Look at the lilies of the field and how they grow. They don’t work or make their clothing, yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are. And if God cares so wonderfully for wildflowers that are here today and thrown into the fire tomorrow, he will certainly care for you. Why do you have so little faith?” (Matthew 6.28-30) 

Here’s the point, God has your back. The Creator God cares … for you. So, Jesus says, “Don’t obsess about these things, saying, ‘What will we eat? What will we drink? What will we wear?’ These things dominate the thoughts of unbelievers, (and here it is:) but your heavenly Father already knows all your needs.” (Matthew 6.31-32) Think about that. You never have to convince God that your real needs matter (and God knows the difference between what you think you need and what you really need). You never have to educate God. You’ll never surprise God. Before you ask... He knows. Before you fear... He knows. Before you cry... He knows. Your Father already knows.

Jesus has now corrected our thinking. He has reminded us of two great realities: Our Father reigns, and our Father loves. But there is still one more thing He must correct. Not merely how we think. But what we pursue. Because trusting the Father is never merely passive. It always leads to a new way of living. And that's exactly where Jesus now takes us: "But seek first His kingdom, and his righteousness." “Every day, in every thing, seek first his kingdom.” And “Every day, in every thing, seek to do what is right in his eyes, not yours, nor anyone else’s.” Seek first his Kingdom, and his righteousness. … Do you think that would make a difference in your life? Guys, this isn't simply another verse to memorize. This is the hinge on which the entire passage turns. It is the cure Jesus offers for anxiety.

Here’s another one of those places where the Greek kind of matters. The verb here is what is called a present imperative. It is an ongoing command. It isn’t, “Seek once,” it is “Keep on seeking.” Seek today. Seek tomorrow.  Seek when life is wonderful. Seek when life falls apart. Seek when you're confident. Seek when you're afraid. This isn't describing one decision made years ago. It's describing a lifestyle. A continual reorientation of the heart.

I suspect that's one of the reasons anxiety is so persistent. Seeking first his Kingdom, and his righteousness isn't something we did a year ago, a decade ago, for some of us 60-70 years ago. It's something we must do again this morning. Tomorrow morning. Tuesday morning. Every day we wake up, we answer the same question: Who will sit on the throne today?

Listen, guys, how many times have we quietly moved something else into first place? Our selves, our careers, our kids, our grandkids, our marriages, our health. our financial security … even our causes. Most idols don't begin as evil things. They begin as gifts. But gifts make terrible gods.
The moment something becomes indispensable, it becomes dangerous. Because whatever you believe you absolutely cannot lose will eventually control you. Back to that diagnostic question: What, if you lost it, would feel as though life was no longer worth living? Be honest. That answer often reveals what is competing with Christ for first place.
 
Some people hear, "Seek first the Kingdom," and imagine Jesus is telling us to spend every day inside a church building. That's not His point. Seeking the Kingdom means learning to do life with God, for God, God's way. It means asking, "What does my King desire?" before asking, "What do I want?" It means every decision passes through one question: Does this move me toward Christ, or not?

Then Jesus says something remarkable. "All these things will be given to you as well." Notice what He doesn't promise. He doesn't promise luxury. He doesn't promise ease. He doesn't promise that Christians never suffer. The apostles certainly suffered. Many believers throughout history have suffered deeply. Jesus isn't promising that we'll always have everything we want. He's promising something far better.

Your Father knows. Your Father reigns. Your Father will never fail to provide what you truly need in order to accomplish His purposes for your life. Sometimes He provides abundance. Sometimes He provides endurance. Sometimes He provides healing. Sometimes He provides grace to walk through suffering. But He always provides Himself. And ultimately, that's enough.

And then, Jesus closes with astonishing realism. He doesn't say, "Tomorrow won't be difficult." He says, "Tomorrow will worry about itself." In other words, tomorrow may indeed contain trouble. Jesus isn't naive. He's honest. The Christian life isn't pretending storms don't exist. It's trusting the Father who walks with us through them. 

Then comes one of the most practical sentences Jesus ever spoke. He says, "Each day has enough trouble of its own." No kidding! Today's burdens are enough. Why carry tomorrow's too? In fact, here's one of the great lies anxiety tells. Our hearts convince us to experience tomorrow's troubles today. Our hearts tell us to rehearse disasters that may never happen, to fight battles that haven't arrived, to spend emotional energy on futures that exist only in our imagination. Don’t listen to your heart. Talk back to your heart. 

God has never promised tomorrow's grace today. He gives daily bread. Daily strength. Daily mercy. Daily grace. Exactly when we need it. Not before. That's why Jesus taught us to pray, "Give us this day our daily bread." Not next year's bread. Not retirement bread. Not ten-years-from-now bread. Today's bread. Because today's grace is sufficient for today's obedience. Did you hear that? Here it is: Today’s grace is sufficient for today’s obedience. The question isn't, "Can I survive every tragedy I can imagine?" Of course not. The question is, "Can I trust my Father for the next faithful step?" The answer to that question is always yes.

Guys, I still don’t know exactly where that line is between God-honoring worry and God-dishonoring anxiety. But I do know this … Life is going to throw a lot of stuff at you. But we’re Jesus followers. And we know there is a God … a big G God. And we that he flat-out cares … kind of like the perfect Dad. The cross proves that. And we know that no matter what happens he’ll be there. That’s his promise.  And with his help, we’ll get through whatever comes … as long as we seek first his Kingdom, and his righteousness. 

Here’s how the apostle Paul puts it: “For this reason we never become discouraged. Even though our physical being is gradually decaying, yet our spiritual being is renewed day after day. And this small and temporary trouble we suffer will bring us a tremendous and eternal glory, much greater than the trouble. For we fix our attention, not on things that are seen, but on things that are unseen. What can be seen lasts only for a time, but what cannot be seen lasts forever.” (2 Corinthians 4.16-18) One guy put it like this, “There’s nothing a good resurrection can’t fix.” (Don Carson) And it’s coming.
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