The Commands Hardest To Obey

Matt 6:25-34 "Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26  Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 27 And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? 28 And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, 29 yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. 30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32 For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 34 "Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. ESV

Phil 4:6-7 do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

We are believers; we believe that the Bible is the pure Word of God and of all of those commandments and verses, those words of the New Testament are especially precious.  And then amongst the New Testament we greatly treasure the red letters, when our Lord spoke directly in the years of His earthly ministry.  What a great life it is when you begin to trust it to the directives of God Almighty!  And so we treasure the Word of God as the literal Word of God.  We know that they are not suggestions but are commandments and we know that whatever the subject and whatever the teaching that this book is truth and that it is the best for us.  Moreover, most of us have learned that the things given to us in the Bible are not impossible for God would never command us to do something that is impossible.  There are some things that are tough, particularly when it hits close to home or combats our fleshly nature, but really if God has commanded it, we can do it.  “I cannot” really means, “I choose not to” when it comes to obedience of God's Word.

We've all been there:  fighting internally that one piece of scripture.  There has probably been that one verse or directive for which obedience only came when you truly denied yourself and began to follow Jesus.  I have often preached of that one thing and what it means.  For often when we say, “I'll do anything but that one thing” then by “that one thing” we have identified the very one thing that we need to do the most and usually this is the thing that God is dealing with us about.  Like the rich young man who came to Jesus, some people “lack only one thing” and yet for the sake of one thing they falter.  And yet there is something about our human nature that will do everything it can to justify that one thing, when it is our “one thing.”  Anybody know what I'm talking about?  We've been there:  where every message it seems the preacher mentions that “one thing” and you wake up consumed with what God is dealing with you in that one area and you drive down the road and the radio brings up that, “one thing.”  For goodness sake, and heaven's, just obey already!  

But today I come not to preach about your one thing that you battle separate from everybody else, but I come to preach to all of us about something that we all battle.  Our two texts, one from the lips of Jesus and the other from the pen of Paul, address the same issue and there are three similar commands imbedded in those texts.  Here they are:

“Do not be anxious about your life.”    

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow.”

“Do not be anxious about anything.”

Those are all direct quotes from our texts.  Whew!!!  Say them again with me.  And again.  Those three phrases are, in my opinion and having served God for thirty-five plus years, the commands of scripture hardest to obey.  Anybody ever broken these commandments?  Anybody ever not obeyed them?  How about today?  Anybody break these commandments?  Since church started?  Since I read my text?  Nudge someone and say, “He's preaching to you!”  Now nudge someone else and say, “the preacher is preaching to himself today!”

__________________________________________

You remember the song, the hit song of the late 1980's?  It went like this,  

Here's a little song I wrote

You might want to sing it note for note

Don't worry... be happy

In every life we have some trouble

When you worry you make it double

Don't worry... be happy

Ain't got no place to lay your head?  

Somebody came and took your bed, 

Don't worry... be happy!”

The landlord say your rent is late

He may have to litigate

Don't worry... be happy

Now let's all start whistling... or not!  That was that guy's one big hit.  He would have tried to write another one, but the more he tried, the more he got worried about it...

We worry because we're human beings.  Oh, let's use the scriptural term for “worry” because in the Bible the term is “being anxious.”  When you worry, you are being anxious.  All of us are anxious at times and there are many reasons for this: 

We are anxious in life because we've been trained from an early age to fret.  I like that word and it's one that we don't use a whole lot anymore.  We worry, we are anxious, we bite our fingernails, we fret.  I've from a youngest age seen my mother twist her mouth sideways in anxious thought at something.  I caught myself starting to do it a few years ago and I decided that I was going to break that habit!  But it's hard because it is learned behavior to fret.  We see people everyday worry and fret about something.  We've heard people complain when the complain is really just being anxious about something.  And so to live a life with no worry would take a daily cleansing of our psyche and spirit.  

We are anxious in life because we've been reminded time and time again of our human frailties.  I sit down to scan the news on Friday and yet another Colorado killing!  What is up with Colorado and people shooting people?  Senseless tragedy and heartless actions.  And it's easy to get fearful.  We get sick; we get bad news; we've learned that we cannot always control every detail of our lives; we've learned the lesson of Job that sometimes bad things happen to good people; we've all had to learn the hard way that sometimes we don't have answers for some things that happen in life and sometimes the only answer is that we wouldn't understand the answer if God tried to explain it to us.  If you are not aware of your human frailty, then just hang on, you will be soon.  

I think back to my younger years in ministry.  I used to have people tell me all of the time, “your smile lights up the room.”  I wish I had that still.  I'm praying that I can get back to that.  I see it in my old photos.  Remember, the preacher is preaching to himself today.  It's hard after experiencing so much life.  Life has a way of trying to rob you of your smile.

We are anxious in life because we are programmed wrongly when we are born.  You were conceived in sin, even those of you for whom your parents were married and serving God.  You were shaped in iniquity.  All of us are the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve.  All of us inherited the fall out of his epic rebellion.  Look outside your window as you drive to work tomorrow:  this ain't Eden!  And it's definitely not the east side of Eden.  Might be the south side, but not the east!  We are all born with a dormant spirit that is far from God.  We are all born with deception in our souls.  We are all born distant from what God created us to be.  That's why He came and died to provide a way to be born again.  That is why you must be born again!  “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” and then, “unless a man is born of water and of Spirit He cannot enter the kingdom of God.”  Those are salvational mandates showing the importance of being baptized in water and spirit to be “saved” but they are also more than that – they are statements of facts of how things are in your life.  He said “cannot” and not “may not.”  “Cannot” speaks of inablity.  Unless you are born again, you cannot see what you should be or that you are not what you should be and you certainly cannot see the kingdom of God for what it truly is.  And since you cannot see it, you will be unable to enter into it.  We are all born short of what God has for us and so we worry.  Being anxious is as natural as breathing to someone without the Holy Spirit!

And then we get born again and yet we keep old habits.  Or we walk after the flesh and not after the Spirit.  And we hear the voice of Jesus:

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow.”

And yet we in our fleshly habits and nature turn trembling to face the future with fear and not faith.  We hear the voice of Jesus:

“Do not be anxious about your life.” 

And yet every minute away from the house of God and sometimes even the moments in it, are consumed with nothing but worry about the things of our life.  And then we hear the commandment of the Apostle Paul:

“Do not be anxious about anything”

And if we are not careful, we can throw our hands into the air and give up saying, “it is impossible.”  If we are not careful, we will turn our back on even attempting to obey the scriptural commands that we need the most.  

I urge you to consider what I'm preaching today for we need to talk about it.  Because faith is the principle thing.  I'm not just speaking of, “I believe in Jesus” for belief and faith are two different things.  Without faith it is impossible to please God.  Faith is believing God and acting on that belief even before you can see it coming to pass.  Faith is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen.  If you have seen it and experienced it and have accomplished it, it's not faith but belief.  And so we must deal with this worry stuff for being anxious leads to fear and fear fosters unbelief and from unbelief comes a lifestyle and mindset where we really do not trust God with our lives.  And as doubt takes hold, so we lose our grip on the kingdom of God, the riches of the heavenlies, and even what God designed for us to be.  It is telling that Jesus' most quoted phrase of His earthly ministry is “Fear not.”  How many times did He say, “Peace!”?  Because all of the other – the magnificent doctrinal truths, the greatest callings, the greatest supernatural workings, and the deepest causes – would have been for naught if the disciples were paralyzed by worry and fear.  And so again I bring to you the words of our text and I remind you that they are not suggestions nor impossibilities but commandments:

“Do not be anxious about your life.”    

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow.”

“Do not be anxious about anything.”  

What a life we would lead if somehow we would be able to obey these three commandments!  I don't know that I've conquered this myself, but I'm wise enough to know that the answer is not found in whistling or singing some dumb ditty written by someone who didn't have a clue about God or the Holy Ghost!  Don't worry – I'm not here to berate you for being anxious for I know that these commandments are tough to obey – I'm here to try to help you with God's Word.  Though I don't have all of the answers yet I can point you to the truths of the Bible which can help!

____________________________________________

The first thing that you must do in order to embark to obey these hard commandments is that:

You must admit that worry is sin.

That may sound harsh, but the Biblical word, “sin” literally means “to miss the mark.”  You need to realize that to live a life fully of worry and anxiety is to miss the mark greatly from what God intends for your life.  God wants you to be happy, that's why He redeemed you and gave you His Word.  That's why He cares what choices you make.  God wants the best for you and yet you destroy His best when you give in to worry.  

The first step to obeying these commandments is to realize that you have a problem that you must deal with!  Too many Christians just let it ride and say, “it's just me and it's normal.”  There's a lot of things that are normal to sinful humanity that need to change if we are to have the mind of Christ.  And we must press toward the high calling of God in Christ Jesus!  Jesus was the most worry-free person on earth, during His earthly ministry.  And He was a joy to be around.  When I give in to being anxious about my life and things and anything, I become less than a joy to be around.  I miss the mark of what kind of husband that God desires for me to be; what kind of father God would have me to be; what kind of pastor, preacher, musician, friend, son, brother, and co-worker.  Worry and anxiety paralyzes us in “fall short” mode.  And if I justify it by saying, “it's just me” or “it's okay” then I am justifying sin because there are few things that destroy the work of God in me like worry!

The right approach is to admit that you need help from God with it and to admit that you have a problem and repent of it.  That's a big step for some people to even confess such a thing, nevertheless ask God to help you overcome it.  Singing the song doesn't solve the problem.  Neither does thinking happy thoughts, repainting the interior walls of your entire house, bright happy colors, or propping up the corner of your mouth with toothpicks.  Money is not the answer and neither is more stuff.  Jesus is the answer!  And until we admit that and act upon it in true repentance, we'll never change.  When's the last time that you asked God to forgive you for complaining?  When's the last time you asked God to forgive you for being so negative in response to life?  When's the last time you asked God to forgive you for worrying and being anxious over things?  Is not our worry and anxiousness and complaining often the root of much evil in our lives?  Why not deal with the root?  You've got to admit first and repent to God that you want something to change!

The second step is that you need to rethink your mindset of God.  Worry stems from old habits of thinking about God or a lack of revelation of God.  So...

You must realize that God is with you, for you, and near you!

It's human nature for faith to falter in tough times.  But faith is the evidence of things unseen, remember?  Often when we feel as if God is far away from us, we are making the mistake of looking for God as we want to see Him and missing the very obvious ways that He is there.  It was Jesus who told His disciples in a troubled time:

John 14:1 "Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me. NKJV

Now we know from the rest of scripture that Jesus was God manifest in the flesh and in fact, this very chapter wouldn't end before Jesus told Philip, “if you have seen me you have seen the Father, how can you say 'show us the father?'!”  What Jesus was saying was that they were looking for God and yet He had shown up and many of them had failed to see Him because He didn't come in the form or way that they had prefigured in their minds.  They were having trouble seeing God in Jesus Christ when He was talking about a cross and trouble and persecution and giving in to the Romans.  They had expected a great sword and a big figure.  They had expected the Jesus of Revelation with flaming eyes and wild hair, not this meek and mild Lamb of a man who stood before them.  For their hearts to overcome anxiety and worry, they had to realize that God was near to them even when He had shown up in an unexpected way.  

Job said during his predicament:

Job 23:8-10 "Behold, I go forward, but he is not there, and backward, but I do not perceive him; 9 on the left hand when he is working, I do not behold him; he turns to the right hand, but I do not see him. 10 But he knows the way that I take; when he has tried me, I shall come out as gold. ESV

We often miss what Job said.  Job did not say, “I looked to the left and he wasn't there, and tot he right and couldn't find him.”  What Job said is “I do not perceive him; on the left hand when He is working, I do not behold him.”  “He turns to the right hand, but I do not see him.”  Did you catch it?  Job was saying, “I cannot see Him, but I know He's there.  I looked to my left and couldn't perceive Him, when He is working.”  Job is not questioning whether or not God is near to him, but rather is saying, “Though He's working on my left hand and He is turning to the right hand yet I cannot see him.”  Job knew that God had not deserted him and that God was close to him even when he could see not physical evidence with his human eyes of God being there.  Job was not saying that God was not there, only that during his trial, he could not see him.

Job, famously, stayed true to his God during a tough, tough stretch of life and within this passage is the secret:  when you cannot see clearly because of trouble, you've got to go on what you know and Job knew without a shadow of a doubt that God was near him and with him and for him.  Even when the evidence seemed contrary.  Even when there was no physical evidence to prove it.  Job clung to it and from that knowledge, sprung the ability to approach it with faith and not anxiety:  “when he has tried me, I shall come out as gold.”  

The example of Moses applies here for when God had placed him in a cleft of the rock and put his hand over Moses' eyes, then His glory passed before Moses.  God was the closest to Moses when the man could see the least.  So it is with us:  just because you cannot see God working doesn't mean that God has deserted you.  You are His beloved and the One who cannot lie said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you!”  “I will come to you!”  Even when God is showing up in ways that I didn't foresee, yet He is with me!  We'd much rather Him keep the storm from happening than to come to us walking on the waves and try to calm us!  But God is in control and even when it looks bad, He is with us!  If you never fully get that fact in your mind's eye, then you can never obey the commandments:

“Do not be anxious about your life.”    

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow.”

“Do not be anxious about anything.”  

Now let us move onward for you must realize something else and really this is the key thought!  

You must realize that God hears your every prayer.

“Do not be anxious about anything?  Are you serious God and Paul?  That is impossible!”  Yet, it is not for the Apostle gave us the key to making it possible in the same verse:

Phil 4:6-7 do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. ESV

Say the answer that brings the peace that goes beyond all understanding with me:  “in everything by prayer and supplication.”  In everything!  We must realize that a worry problem is always a prayer problem.  Too many times we talk at hours to other people about our problems but not at all to the God who is the only One who can do anything about it!  Or we talk for days repeatedly to those fellow human beings and dump our stuff on them and only speak for a few minutes for a couple of days to God before we drop it.  We dump our stuff on people who will be damaged by the weight of it and don't put on the shoulders of the One who can bear up the universe and every sin of man!

Or, even worse, we pray but pray wrongly and so ineffectively.  We pray believing that God doesn't hear us or that God is against us or that God is far from us.  We pray, in other words, with doubt and not faith and receive nothing.  But the prayer that brings a peace that surpasses all understanding and that guards your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus is the prayer that doesn't accuse God but rather appeals to God; it's the prayer that puts the issue on the altar before Him and then leaves it there; it's the prayer prayed knowing that no matter what you feel or see, that He is there and He hears every prayer and so now that He knows, it is His charge and His worry.  When you pray about something and then continue to worry about it, you are in effect telling God, “I'm not sure that you heard me and that you're doing anything about it.”  If I ask someone to do something for me and yet I worry about it and go check up on it, and fret about it and eventually do it myself, that shows that I have no faith in them, doesn't it.  The same applies to God.  Too many people don't realize the power in prayer and even more don't realize the correlation between their prayers and their actions afterward.  If I pray that I want His help and then take matters in my own hands, then my actions speak louder than my words.  If I dump my problems on Him and yet don't leave them there, then I'm saying that I don't really trust God and that brings us to the next point in all of this:  He really hears every prayer and yet

You must realize that God can be trusted.

Luke's version of our first text is revealing for after stating all of the same commandments, he tells us that Jesus said:

Luke 12:32 "Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father's good pleasure to give you the kingdom. ESV

We are the sheep of His pasture and He is the Good Shepherd and He is our Father!  We need to be reminded of that some times.  In another place, Jesus asked, “if a child asks for bread, do you give him a stone?”  His point was this:

Matt 7:11 If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him! ESV

He was not giving us a mandate by which we could twist God's arm to get every whim and fleshly desire.  This is not a promise that everyone who serves God will get a brand new Corvette convertible or Mercedes.  What He is saying is, “in all that you go through, remember that God is your Father and you can trust Him!”  He will not put more on you than you can bear.  He wants good things for you.  Sometimes He withholds things from us for a time just as we make our children wait for things if we are good parents sometimes, but in all of it, God is not vindictive towards His children.  He is your shepherd, He knows best, and He knows what He is doing in your life.  Even when you cannot see the rhyme or reason, yet know that He can be trusted!  The point of everything that you are going through is to prepare you to be able to receive what is His good pleasure, and His good pleasure is to give you the kingdom!  

And that brings us to a final key thought to overcoming worry:

You must realize that God is big enough to handle any situation in your life!

There are many who don't pray or have trouble trusting God because they have a faulty view and understanding of the power of our great God.  And even more Christians know the power of God as the scriptures declare and yet get into a circumstance and magnify the wrong thing.  

The penny analogy is old but so true.  You can take a penny which is small and so worthless that it costs the government more than a penny to make them and take it and magnify it by placing it in front of your eyes to the point that it obscures even the sun.  We know that the sun is much greater and more powerful than the penny and that if placed upon the sun, the penny would melt in a heartbeat and be gone as a vapor.  Yet, to worry about something continually is to magnify it.  To dwell on something in anxiousness is to magnify it.  To fret continually is to focus on something small, compared to the Son!  

Prayer is so important, but your prayer will be impotent if it is not joined with true praise of God.  That is why Paul said the answer to “do not be anxious about anything” is

Phil 4:6b in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. ESV

Say it with me, “with thanksgiving.”  When you come to God with something that you are anxious about, don't first talk about the trouble, but first talk about the other good in your life.  Oh, if but even a handful of you would learn this today, how it would transform our world!  Let's say that you are anxious about your job situation and how many of us yet come to God and say, “oh God, I'm so worried about my job and it looks like this and this and this and this and that and oh yeah this too” and we just dump on God our supplications without adding thanksgiving and praise to it.  But how different it is, our approach to God, when we begin our prayer, “God you are a great God and you are the One who gave me this job and the ability to do it in the first place, and how many times you have helped me when I was in a scrape.  God I thank you for that time a few years ago when I was having trouble with the job and you made a way for me to get out of trouble.  I thank you and praise for the times that you have healed me...” and what if we began our prayer with thirty minutes of remembering all that He has done for us and praising Him for it?  What you are doing is also reminding yourself of His goodness!  You are taking the penny of your situation and pulling back from it and magnifying the Lord instead of the problem!  No wonder the Psalmist said:

Ps 34:3 Oh, magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt his name together! ESV

This is why coming to church is so important when you are in troubles because it's much easier to magnify the Lord together with someone!  “Magnify the Lord with me!”  In other words, let us first magnify Him and realize that He is big enough and great enough to deal with anything.  And then don't forget the context of the verses right below it:

Ps 34:4-5 I sought the Lord, and he answered me and delivered me from all my fears. 5 Those who look to him are radiant, and their faces shall never be ashamed. ESV

The phrase, “faces shining” or “radiant” and “not be ashamed” is the Biblical terms for smiling.  Your smile is a testimony on your face.  It is the testimony of the one who knows that God is with me and He has delivered me from all of my fears!  And that is only the testimony of those who magnify the Lord first and exalt Him!  To combat worry, you've got to realize that God is more than able to take care of you and your situation!  We serve a great and mighty God!

__________________________________________

I feel led to remind you that if you have been redeemed and if you have been washed in His blood, that you have a great promise in the Word of God:

Isa 43:1-2  But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel:  "Fear not, for I have redeemed you;  I have called you by name, you are mine. 2 When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;  when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. ESV

It's not that you will not have to pass through some things, but God will be with you!  And it's not that you will not have things come against you, but rather God will be greater than those things!  It's not that you will not have fiery trials, yet know that God will ensure that those fiery trials will not consume or destroy you!  This is the Word of God:  fear not!  Be not anxious!  Tomorrow will be time enough to worry about tomorrow, but whatever you do, don't let anxiety and worry steal you of the most precious thing that you have and that is today!  Act in faith today!  Smile today!  Live brightly and shine for Him today!  Glorify Him with your life and lifestyle today!  Call on Him!  Magnify Him!  Dump your troubles on Him!  And you can fulfill even the hardest commandments of scripture:

“Do not be anxious about your life.”    

“Do not be anxious about tomorrow.”

“Do not be anxious about anything.”  

And forget about that dumb whistling song about not worrying and being happy; here's a much better one to sing that will bring true joy and liberty:

What a friend we have in Jesus

all our sins and griefs to bear!

What a privilege to carry

everything to God in prayer!

O what peace we often forfeit,

O what needless pain we bear,

all because we do not carry

everything to God in prayer!

Have we trials and temptations?

Is there trouble anywhere?

We should never be discouraged;

take it to the Lord in prayer.

Can we find a friend so faithful

who will all our sorrows share?

Jesus knows our every weakness;

take it to the Lord in prayer.

