John Eason - St. Barnabas Sermon, February 27, 2011 – Epiphany VIII
Text: Matthew 6:24-34 – “Seek First God’s Kingdom”

Seeking first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness has just as much to do with what goes on in the “here and now” - as it does our eternal future.  Jesus isn’t just talking about pursuing “pie in the sky in the sweet bye and bye!”  He’s talking about living the “Kingdom Life” right where you and I are today!
So, what does it mean to “seek first God’s Kingdom and His righteousness?”  We might expect Jesus to give us a list to follow – things we could “check off” as we did them.  Seems like it would be a whole lot easier that way, doesn’t it!  
But the thing about it is, I don’t believe Jesus was all that interested in adding onto the already “rule-dominated” approach to living into and connecting with God’s plan for one’s life.  And he knew the Holy Spirit was perfectly capable of guiding and directing folks as they chose, and then dedicated themselves to following this path.
The term “seek” which our Lord uses here carries with it the connotation of an “unceasing quest!”  I’m reminded here of the words of the late Winston Churchill, when he said “Never, never, never give up!!”  An unceasing, unending, relentless, focused, and single-minded quest!!

Kevin DeYoung, Sr. Pastor of University Reformed Church in East Lansing, Michigan, says, “It’s the daily decision we face to seek God’s Kingdom or ours, submit to His Lordship or not, live according to His rules or our own.  The question God cares about most is ‘Do I love Him with all my heart, soul, strength and mind, and do I love my neighbor as myself?’”

You see, the norm of living in God’s Kingdom, of seeking first that Kingdom and His righteousness, requires that our lifestyle be distinctive and different from that of the world.  And that you and I react and respond differently than those outside the Kingdom to pressure, to challenge, to loss, to want and need, and to the concerns we have regarding the future.
Living by God’s design means that I seek His will in all of my decisions, and that I resist falling back on what we might refer to as my self-centered, self-serving, self-focused “default settings” … to put in the language of our computer age.

There are so many things that you and I can strive to receive or become during our lifetime.  We can pursue a certain level of education.  We can pursue reaching a certain level or status in our career.  We can pursue making a lot of money, or having the biggest, and best, and most luxurious house.  But what if one spent their entire life pursuing such things, only to find out that they really meant very little in the long run, and nothing – in light of eternity?!

We’ve all heard stories of people who have achieved much in the way of worldly success, wealth and power – but who are still lonely and empty – and still wondering what this thing called “life” is all about!
Christian reformer, John Calvin, commented that “evil is not that we desire things, but that we desire them too much!!” (Repeat)
What we value the most is what we tend to pursue with the greatest intensity and fervor.  Reminds me of Jesus’ words, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

When Jesus speaks of “seeking God,” his meaning here involves a whole lot more than pursuing information about God, or seeking to discover what He might offer us in a way that will personally benefit us.  The kind of “seeking” to which he refers is active, spiritual, and worshipful.  This “seeking” involves a deep thirst, hunger, and craving for God’s will and His ways to take precedence in our life – above all else!  (Hence, first!)  

My granddaughter, Lana, called me the other day.  I’m sure her mother dialed the number, but Heather said Lana told her she wanted to talk to me.  And she said, “Goompa, I love you!”  And I know she meant it with all her little heart!  But when I seek God, and when I tell Him I love Him – do I do it with the same intensity, and meaning, and enthusiasm as my granddaughter had the other day for me?  Something to think about!!
So, what is this “Kingdom of God” all about anyway?  Actually, it’s not as mysterious as it sounds!  The Kingdom of God is the rule of God where His ways are in operation … where the pursuing and the doing of His will is the norm!

And how about His righteousness?  We often tend to equate righteousness with “uprightness,” and conformity to an established norm.  But biblical “righteousness” goes beyond this, and is rooted in covenant and relationship.  We might define “righteousness” here as fulfillment of the terms of a covenant between God and humankind, and in the relationships between and among human beings.
And there’s an important distinction here, because the kind of “righteousness” Jesus is talking about goes beyond just following the commandments.  The only way we can truly pursue the “righteousness of God” is by being in a “righteous relationship” with Him.  And the only way you and I can do that is through His Son Jesus Christ!  So when we think of “righteousness” from now on – remember to relate it to our relationship with God, and not simply in following “godly” rules!

I was really praying about how I might pull all of this together for us, when I glanced at the Today Show Friday morning.   They were talking about the latest antics of actor Charlie Sheen, and the comment he made, among others, that he had something others didn’t have – fame … and also, he mentioned his big, beautiful house!  And all I could think of was what a deception, what a waste of life, and what a sense of lack of meaning and purpose that one tries to escape in the way of alcohol and substance abuse, and continually catering to their sensual appetite!

On the other hand, I attended the funeral of a former parishioner of mine this past Thursday.  A man to whom God and his family meant the most in his life.  And whose life was celebrated at a service packed out with family, friends, loved ones, and brothers and sisters in Christ – those whose lives he had, in some way, impacted for the good.  A man who was successful in life – not just materially and financially … but also in terms of who he was (and continues to be) in Christ, what was most important – and who lived life with an eternal focus and perspective!  I wish Mr. Sheen had been at this man’s funeral, and had heard what the pastor and others said about him, and his life!!
Jesus talks about no one being able to serve two masters.  The Greek word used for “master” here is kyrios, which can be translated as “lord.”  The point is, a person can only have true loyalty for one.  And with God, as we know, there can be no such thing as divided loyalties!  Living for God and serving Him, and Him alone, is not merely a matter of emotions – when and if I feel like it - but of giving oneself to Him completely – without reservation!
You remember the song from awhile back, “Don’t Worry – Be Happy,” by Bobby McFerrin?  In today’s lesson, Jesus, as well, tells us not to worry.  But Jesus’ approach here is not the same “happy go lucky” philosophy as this song!  Jesus words of advice for us involve “casting our cares upon God, because He cares for us!”
Even though Jesus doesn’t give us a “check list” here of things we need to do, in the process of “seeking first God’s Kingdom and righteousness,” there are some questions you and I need to continually ask ourselves … such as:  How am I spending my time?  What am I spending my money on?  Am I more of a Sunday morning “pew warmer,” or do I look for opportunities to partner with God in being a “Kingdom builder?” Do all those 120 cable channels, the Internet, Facebook, conversations on my cell phone, and texting - take up so much of my time - that I don’t have any left to spend reading God’s Word, and in prayer?  And do I consider my relationship with God in Christ as a full-time covenant, or as more of a “when I feel like it, and when it’s convenient for me” arrangement?

I don’t know about you, but when I ask myself these questions – I don’t always like the answers I come up with!!

Jesus’ first disciples, and those of us – like you and me – who have chosen to follow him today – have already entered the Kingdom.  The “marching orders” he gives us today are that we continue, daily, to strive, to endeavor, to seek to live within that reality!
Because he knows that doing this is not easy – it’s not automatic!  He knows about all the other voices, demanding our time, our attention, and energy - and all of our other resources!  He knows about all the distractions we’re faced with daily!  And he also knows that the Enemy will use these things, and anything else he has in his “bag of tricks,” to move our focus away from living in the Kingdom!!

Jesus also knows that it’s not he or she who “dies with the most toys” who wins – but he or she who has been able – by the power, guidance, direction, and revelation of the Holy Spirit – to see through the superficial and transient nature of what the world tells us we should be living for … to see through the lies of the Enemy … and to see through to a life of abundance – with meaning and purpose, with focus and direction, and with an eternal future - that makes it all worthwhile!!

“Seek first God’s Kingdom, and His righteousness!”

Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, thank you that you love us and care for us enough to remind us that pursuing and seeking life in your Kingdom is what it’s all about – and not following the ways of the world’s priorities – which quite often differ vastly from what’s important, and what’s of the greatest value to you.  Help us not to try to serve two masters, but to focus and direct our loyalty on you, and you alone.

Thank you that, rather than giving us a “things to do check list,” you’ve given us the Holy Spirit to guide us and lead us in the way we’re to go – the path we’re to follow – in order to live life in your Kingdom.  Help us to remember that this is a daily commitment, and not just a one-time decision.  And don’t let us forget that the Enemy of our Souls will never give up his efforts to lead us away and distract us from our eternal quest!
All this we pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen!!

