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        Matthew 6:24-34

Our Savior’s Solution to Stress
1. Remember how important you are to God

2. Remember how important God is to you

I would like to know why dogs chase their tails.  Now, a naturally obsessive-compulsive breed like the Boarder Collie—that I could understand.  They chase their own shadows.  But why do the vast majority of all dogs chase their tails?  Is it fun?  It doesn’t look like fun.  My dog bends herself into the most uncomfortable U-shape and then is furiously digging her paws into the carpeting to get going in the tightest circle possible so that she can catch her own tail.  She rarely gets it, and when she does catch it, then it’s a few bites before she realizes that this is her own tail and she really doesn’t want to chew on it.  All of that effort and strain to catch something that she really doesn’t want in the first place seems like such a waste. Don’t get me wrong—I think it’s funny.  But it’s funny because it’s ridiculous!  

That’s the best picture that I could come up with to try to put into words what we as a society are like today.  Working as a pastor, I’m always coordinating with people’s schedules—starting with my own!  And I’m constantly finding out that I’ve booked things when other people have things booked.  We’re busy—busy, busy, busy people.  
And it’s almost all fueled by things.  We want a certain lifestyle.  We want a certain house, a certain car, certain clothes, certain interior decoration, certain landscaping.  We want certain things for our kids—the best schools, the best teachers, the best sports program, the best music education.  We push ourselves and our kids and each other.  We chase and we chase to get the perfect life.  And many times we achieve those things.  But then we chomp on them for a little while and find out we’re not that interested and the chase begins anew with other things, with better things.  More things equal more money.  More money means more work.  More work means more time and more stress.  More stress means less enjoyment of all the things that we wanted.  Call it what you want—climbing the ladder, the rat race, chasing your tail.  In the end it’s stress.  It keeps the number of hours that you sleep down and the level of your blood pressure up.

Our gospel reading this morning is a wonderful solution for all of that stress.  It’s the perfect solution because it is given by God’s perfect Son.  Our Savior’s solution for stress begins by reminding us how important we are to God.

25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 27 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

28 “And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 

My family spends a lot of time walking along the American River.  Just last week, we were crossing the footbridge just to the west of Sunrise when a flight of ducks cruised over the bridge and came to rest on the water.  My wife turned to me and said, “I want to be a duck.”  I couldn’t agree with her more.  Ducks on the American River have it made.  There are countless things they can feast on—from slugs to fish to grasses and other green things to the bread and Doritos throw out by humans hanging out on the shore or floating down in rafts.  They love it when it’s sunny and they love it when it rains.  They can walk, fly and float free of cost.  If I want to fly, I have to pay.  I even have to pay just to float down the river.  Ducks don’t have jobs.  Ducks don’t have bills—not the financial kind anyway.  Ducks have it made.  

Along the American river in the spring, if you hike the back trails it seems as if you’ve just entered a painting by Monet.  The long green grass flows like water in the breeze.  The purple lupines and the golden poppies are arranged in such a way that a landscape designer would be jealous.  It doesn’t last long before the heat of summer dries everything up, but for those fleeting months, it’s breathtaking.

Ladies, how much did you spend on your wedding dresses—or how much are planning to spend if you’re not married yet?  You can spend thousands of dollars to be a vision in white on your wedding day.  How much money did the Easter lilies on our altar spend to look the way they did?  No, not how much money did we spend to get the lilies…how much did the lilies spend?  That’s right nothing. After church this morning, go stroll around our newly paved rose garden.  The taller bushes have plenty of roses to inspect.  Go ahead, look at one closely.  Take in their amazing beauty.
God designed ducks to fly for free.  He designed them to be able to eat a wide range of foods.  He designed them to be waterproof and weatherproof.  God designed flowers to be beautiful for free.  Dirt and water and you get this true piece of art.  

What marvelous care God has given to the things of nature.
And how do you think you rate in God’s eyes compare to a duck or a lily?  Recall the detail which God gives in describing how he built Adam.  With a potter’s craftsman care he shaped and molded and then breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.  He took a rib from Adam and formed Eve in an act which would show the beautiful unity of husband and wife.  This was the King and Queen of all of his creation.  He made this world for humans.  
But we truly see God’s care in what he did for Adam and Eve when they so foolishly rejected what he had commanded, when they had ruined everything that he had so lovingly crafted.  He went after them and sought them out.  He did not destroy them but promised them a Savior.

God cared enough about humans to become one of them.  He took the time and effort to live among us and abide by the rules that he created—rules that we could not keep.  He went through the effort to allow himself to be rejected, falsely accused, despised, spit upon, beaten, mocked and crucified.  He went through the effort of suffering the pain of hell.  He cared enough to die in our place.  How much do you have to care for someone to die for them?  

God cared enough about you to have someone share his promises with you.  He cared enough to send his Holy Spirit into your heart to create faith.  He cared enough to see that you were baptized into his eternal family.  He cared enough to see to it that you have all the blessings that he went through the trouble to procure just for you.

How do you think you rate in God’s eyes compared to birds and flowers?  Now, if God went through that much trouble for you, if he suffered hell for you do you really think that he wouldn’t take care of your physical needs on earth?  If a duck or flower has nothing to worry about, do you really think that you should stress yourself out about the things of this world?  Oh we of little faith!

There have been several times in my adult life that I have wanted to be in grade school again.  Compared to my high-stress life with all of the responsibilities that I have, there wasn’t a whole lot of stress in grade school.  I think that’s true for most of us.  It’s because, when we’re kids, we’re trusting in someone bigger than us to provide for us—so we don’t worry about a lot of things.  There was a roof over our head and food on the table.  There were clothes in our closets and shoes on our feet.    
And yet when we become adults, then we become the ones responsible for providing all those things for our kids that our parents provided for us.  And then we begin to assume that we are the ones who provide these things—that it is the work of our hands and our financial management and collegiate and corporate achievement that has provided things for us.  And because we think that we are solely responsible for these things, we increase our stress.  Stop and remember that God is your Father in heaven.  You are still dependant on him.  He is still the one who provides for you.  Look at how important you are to God.  Trust him.

But also remember how important God is to you.  When we become adults, not only do we stress about providing things for our family, but we begin to stress even more about providing the best things for our family.  How many of you have actually had to worry about not having anything to eat because there wasn’t enough money for food?  How many of you have actually worried that you would not be able to send your kids to school because they had not one scrap of clothing to wear?  How many of you have had to dig cardboard out of the dumpster just to have something over your head to protect you from the weather—a dry place where you could sleep?  We think that food, clothes and shelter aren’t enough.  And we think that there is something more that we need.  

Our society says, “You’re right!  Never be content!  Buy more, buy new, buy trendy, buy better!”  Jesus begins this section with this stern warning against the materialism that is such a vital part of this world’s outlook:24 “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. 
The word “Money” here means more than money.  I think it’s better to say “Stuff.”  You cannot serve both God and Stuff.  What Jesus says is so true here.  When our focus becomes this world and the physical stuff that we can grab for ourselves, then we will naturally despise God.  We will despise him for not giving us enough stuff.  We will despise him for his warnings about making stuff our God.  We will find ways to build up our wall of stuff so that God can’t come in—so that he and his painful reminders can’t come near us.  

It’s such a subtle coup that stuff pulls.  It doesn’t happen all at once.  It’s a gradual sinking—where the weight of worldly things pulls us under the surface and into the dark depths—away from the air and sunlight of God’s love.  

25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?  Life is more important than the basics.  I had a high school teacher who fought the stress of this life by using what he called the “five-year” rule.  If something was stressing him out—he’d look ahead five years and would ask himself, “Does this thing matter in five years?”  Try that approach right now with the things that are stressing you out.  
But God reminds us that it’s not the five-year test, but the eternity test that matters.  Is this thing that I’m stressing about going to matter in eternity?  There is only one thing that will matter in eternity—What God has done for me through Christ.  So what is the most important thing in your life—or truly the only important thing?  What God has done for me.  

Jesus says, 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. Put God’s kingdom first.  God’s Kingdom is his ruling activity in your heart.  It’s all about the Holy Spirit working through Word and Sacrament.  Remembering our baptism—reminding ourselves what God has done to make us his children and the power he has given us to fight temptation is the most important thing for me today.  Hearing God’s Word and being reminded of all of the promises that he has made to me—including the promise he made just this morning to take care of my physical needs—is the most important thing for me today.  Taking the Lord’s Supper and remembering that this bread I’m eating and wine I’m drinking are the same body and blood that paid the price for my sin and hearing the words, “Your sins are forgiven” is the most important thing in my life.  
Jesus said seek God’s kingdom first and his righteousness.  When you see evidence of your own unrighteousness—when you see that stuff has become your motivator, then cover yourself again with Christ’s righteousness.  Repent and trust that you are forgiven.  With these two things—God’s rule in your heart and his righteousness that covers you—are in their proper place of highest priority, then everything else falls into its proper place.
You have a wonderful opportunity to put this Word of God into practice this week.  I know for a fact that at some time this week you will feel stress.  You will feel the tug of the rat race.  You will feel the uncomfortable bend in your ribs from the action of chasing your own tail.  So when you feel that this week, remember what Jesus has told you today.  Our Savior is our solution to stress.  When you get stressed by life, just stop.  Stop and take a deep breath and remember how important you are to God and what amazing things he has done for you.  And then remember how important God is to you.  Open his Word to read his promises.  Open your mouth to hold him to his promises and to thank him for all he has done and will continue to do for you—his precious child.  

AMEN.

