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Text 
"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. 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. 

 
Introduction 
 One Christian counselor tells the story of a client who opened a session with an 
urgent request: 

“I want to feel better quick.” 
 I paused for a moment, then replied, “I suggest you get a case of 
your favorite alcoholic beverage, find some cooperative women, and go to 
the Bahamas for a month.” 
 Now it was his turn to pause.  He stared at me, looking puzzled, 
then asked, “Are you a Christian?” 
 “Why do you ask?” 
 “Well, your advice doesn’t sound very biblical.” 
 “It’s the best I can do given your request.  If you really want to feel 
good right away and get rid of any unpleasant emotion, then I don’t 
recommend following Christ.  Drunkenness, immoral pleasures, and 
vacations will work far better.  Not for long, of course, but in the short run 
they’ll give you what you want.”1 

 
 In preaching the text before us today I don’t want to give the impression that 
Jesus is somehow offering a quick fix or the cure to stress; that following him will get 
you a carefree life and immediate psychological health.  Not the case.  In fact, in some 
ways it will cause you more problems (i.e. persecutions) and greater cares (after Paul lists 
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all the persecutions he faced in his life in 2 Corinthians 11, and they were many, he added 
– “Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.”). 

I’ve often thought of it this way: if you are a spiritual corpse in some ways you 
are unfeeling and immune to pain, oblivious.  But coming alive from this state, moving 
muscles that previously had rigor mortis set in, is painful; becoming aware of the stench 
of death that still surrounds you can be overwhelming.  You’re alive; it’s better than 
death, but it may mean at times that you experience more pain than those who are 
spiritually dead and seem blissfully unaware and at ease. 
 I’m kind of getting at what Job observed in his misery – “The tents of robbers are 
at peace, and those who provoke God are secure, who bring their god in their hand” (Job 
12:6; ESV).  It’s what Psalm 73 is all about.  Are you familiar with that Psalm?  Asaph is 
growing disillusioned at the apparent ease of life enjoyed by the wicked compared to his.  
“They have no struggles; their bodies are healthy and strong.  They are free from the 
burdens common to man; they are not plagued by human ills [even though they live in 
sin]….  This is what the wicked are like – always carefree, they increase in wealth.”  As 
Billy Joel boldly asserted in his catchy, frolicsome song, “Only the good die young.”2  
That idea was bothering Asaph.  It seems like Billy Joel and others are really having all 
the fun.  “Surely in vain have I kept my heart pure….  When I tried to understand all this, 
it was oppressive to me till I entered the sanctuary of God; then I understood their final 

destiny.” 
“Surely you place them on slippery ground; you cast them down to ruin.  How 

suddenly are they destroyed, completely swept away by terrors!  As a dream when one 
awakes, so when you arise, O Lord, you will despise them as fantasies.  When my heart 
was grieved and my spirit embittered, I was senseless and ignorant; I was a brute beast 
before you.  Yet I am always with you; you hold me by my right hand.  You guide me 
with your counsel, and afterward you will take me into glory.  Whom have I in heaven 
but you?  And earth has nothing I desire besides you.  My flesh and my heart may fail, 
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.  Those who are far from you 
will perish; you destroy all who are unfaithful to you.  But as for me, it is good to be near 
God.  I have made the Sovereign Lord my refuge; I will tell of all your deeds.” 

The point there is that having an eternal perspective that comes from knowing 
God as one’s portion and refuge provides the only tool that can really help us deal with 
the grave realities of existence.  And it’s substantial joy.  It comes not through personality 
(have you noticed that some people just have more easy-going dispositions by nature) or 
through ignorance of the harsh realities and inequalities of life in a fallen world.  It comes 
through a recognition of who God is and who he is for you; the blessed nearness of God.  
Listen: the Christian life is not immune from the things that can cause worry, but it alone 
has within it the resources to help us overcome our worries and anxieties. 

And let’s face it: everybody really does have them.  It may appear as if the 
libertine is living it up, but at the root is a deep insecurity that drives her or some fear that 
she is running from.  It may seem that the moralist with neat and tidy categories for life is 
secure and has things figured out, but he has really just closed himself off from love in 
his sterile boxes, afraid of risk.  And you may think that the rich have it made, but if you 
look closely they are rarely if ever content with their wealth.  And at the end of the day, 
there is the looming unknown of death hanging over everyone like the sword of 
Damacles; apart from Christ we are sick to our stomachs with anxiety over what really 
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awaits.  Do you really think Steve Jobs is at perfect peace right now?  And Billy Joel 
cancelled his contract with HarperCollins this year to write an autobiography because his 
life story was just too painful to write.3 

Today we see Jesus talking about worry.  He says not to.  But he doesn’t just 
command us not to (“Stop worrying!”), no he reasons with us, showing us that we don’t 
have to.  Some could read the first part of this and think it sounds too Pollyanna.  What 
about the Christians that starve to death in other parts of the world every day?  What 
about the dodo bird?  God didn’t take care of it very well, did he?  I think that’s why v. 
34 is tacked on.  Look at that briefly.  Jesus understands that each day will have troubles.  
Jesus was “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Is. 53:3; KJV).  He’s not asking 
us to stick our heads in the sand, but he is giving us a perspective that allows us to not let 
our troubles or fear of future troubles paralyze us.  He is calling us into a way of life that 
is not characterized by anxiety.  I’ve become convinced again that God really doesn’t 
want his children to be worried – “Martha, Martha… you are worried and upset about 
many things” (Lk. 10:41).  “Do not be anxious about anything” (Ph. 4:6); “Cast you cares 
on the Lord because he cares for you (Ps. 55:22; 1Pe. 5:7).  In short, what we’re going to 
see today is just this: Christians should seek God and not stress out. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Therefore 
 This section starts off with a ‘therefore’, which means what comes next is built 
upon what came before.  So let’s go back and review what we saw Jesus saying last 
week.  It was that Christians should live in this life with an eye to the next, right?  That 
we should realize that this is not all there is; that we shouldn’t live simply for the here 
and now.  God is our treasure, not the temporary things of this earth.  A heaven awaits of 
swimming in the ocean depths of his love, and we can live in such a way now so as to 
increase our capacity for enjoyment of God that will go on for eternity.  The eyes of our 
hearts should be fixed on him, running with joy and freedom the path that is “like the first 
gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter till the full light of day” (Prov. 4:18).  And we saw 
that we cannot really divide our loyalties.  It’s either God or something else, and that 
something else is by nature unable to satisfy for eternity. 
 Therefore (since you’re to be storing up treasures in heaven and not on earth; 
that’s where your heart is more and more, your gaze is fixed on God; he is your 
Master)… therefore, do not worry.  Worry is the inevitable by-product of living with our 
hearts set on this world, blind to the next.  If we are storing up treasures on earth, it will 
never be quite enough.  There will be anxiety.  What if moths get in?  What if rust 
destroys it all?  What if the economy completely crashes or I loose my competitive edge 
and market share?  Anxiety.  “In telling his listeners not to worry,” says Herman 
Ridderbos, “Jesus basically was warning against the very same sin he had spoken of in 
the previous verses: dependence on earthly goods.”4  But if your treasure is firm, fixed in 
heaven there is a great ballast for the soul. 
 Let’s think about this a little bit more, using the Master analogy.  Any other 
master besides Jesus that you approach and strike an arrangement with – you will work 
for them in exchange for what they can promise to give – will turn out to be an 
oppressive and evil slave master.  You know the story of the woman that falls in love 
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with a man that appears to be noble and good, promising her happiness and bliss but once 
they get married he turns out to be a an abusive creep that just pushes her to the side and 
uses her for his sinister ends.  And she’s trapped in darkness.  What movie is that??  Any 
other master besides Jesus that you live for will turn out in the end to produce a 
dysfunctional relationship full of fear and anxiety and worry about what might happen, 
not security and love and trust for the future. 
 

• If your master is money – that’s what you believe will be your golden ticket to 
happiness – you may come into some wealth and it seems great at the beginning 
but eventually you’ll notice that you’re always stressed about profits, investments, 
and never quite seem to have enough. 

• If your master is beauty (the mirror-mirror on the wall), you may feel pretty for a 
moment but pretty soon you may notice that you’re always fretting about your 
weight, running frantically after the next product, comparing yourself to others, 
and devastated when you are just simply unable to stay the onset of wrinkles and 
death. 

• If your master/your treasure is a certain relationship you may have some great 
times together but you will be so afraid of losing it, you may even find it hard to 
keep suspicions from dominating your thoughts, you will live in fear of tragedy. 

• If your master/your greatest source of happiness is your kids, making sure they 
have the best education, the best opportunities, and turn out to be good kids, you 
may look like a nice family to some but will really be a soccer mom pulling her 
hair out going from this to that to this or a control freak or just simply undone if 
they don’t turn out the way you wanted them to. 

• If your master/ultimate dream is success then you may have some adrenaline 
kicks, but eventually will have an adrenal crash when the pressure to perform 
never lets up. 

• If your master/obsession becomes maintaining control of your life or protecting 
yourself from hurt you may achieve some initial experience of peace and security, 
but eventually keeping things held together will pull you apart and making sure 
nothing and nobody ever gets in to hurt you again will make you paranoid. 

• If your master/the thing you’re living for is maintaining an image in the eyes of 
others (for example a great housekeeper and entertainer) you may get some 
accolades that make you feel good, but you’ll end up neurotically freaked out by 
any speck of dust on the shelf, stressed out by putting on an event that outdoes the 
last one, discontent with the size of your current house, always worried about 
what people think of you. 

• If your master is knowledge you will always be worried you’re missing 
something. 

• If a feeling, you’ll constantly be wondering if you’re experiencing enough. 

• If power you will not be able to face disrespect. 
 

I think you’ll find that this is the case with any potential thing you can live for.  
Try it.  What are you stressing out about?  Trace that back.  It means you’ve had some 
other treasure than the real Jesus.  I say the real Jesus because some people can even turn 
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Christianity into a program of performance that causes anxiety, but that’s not the real 
Jesus. 

If you’re storing up any kind of treasure on earth it will lead to some form of 
anxiety.  There’s just no real security in anything here.  But if your treasure is in heaven, 
if you’re ‘in’ because of your association to Jesus and your aim in life is simply to get 
more understanding and enjoyment out of knowing what it means to be in, then you will 
not sweat so much.  There will be peace.  At least moments of peace, when we remember 
and fix our eyes and set our hearts and minds on things above where Christ is seated at 
the right hand of God and know that we are united to Christ.  At least this is the only real 
solution when we find ourselves gripped by anxiety. 

“Therefore [since you have a gracious and giving Master who has pledged himself 
to you for ever and ever and ever, eternal life, eternal security] 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?” (v. 25).  
These are worries that come from living to store up treasures on earth; those earthly 
things are not what life is all about. 
 
Notice the Birds and the Lilies 
 But that’s not all that Jesus says.  He also employs another line of reasoning.  
He’s not just like, “Hey!  Chill out.  I’m giving you heaven, what more could you want?”  
No, he calls his followers to look around them, at nature.  Nature is a way God speaks to 
us, of his beauty, of his bigness, of his faithfulness, and of his care.  Are you stressed out?  
Go for a walk outside!  Get to the lakefront.  Go out at night and feel the breeze.  Can’t 
pray in your house?  Go to the park and pray.  “The heavens are telling of the glory of 
God” (Ps. 19:1; NASB). 
 Have you ever watched the seagulls swoop and been struck by the senseless 
beauty?  Have you ever looked at all the pigeon poop at the L stop and wondered why 
they’re still around?  Like, why haven’t we exterminated these things yet?  They keep 
thriving!  God takes care of them.  “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap 
or store away in barns [in other words they don’t do the frantic, anxious things we 
humans do], and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not much more valuable 
than they?” (v. 26).  He gives the animals their food (cf. Ps. 104:27, 145:15). 
 And then here’s the amazing part.  We have more value than animals!  It’s not 
just that humans are more important than animals, and they are – we alone were made in 
God’s image and given the task of taking care of the rest of creation; humans are more 
than just animals.  But the even more striking part is the implicit truth here that fallen, 
rebellious humans God has loved enough to take on their flesh in order to do what they 
failed to do, earn a perfect righteousness for them, and then pay the infinite price of 
punishment in their place all so that they could be restored to a relationship with God as 
heavenly Father.  Not condemning Judge, but loving Father.  If you are with Jesus by his 
grace you get in on the Father – Son relationship that we just got a glimpse into at the 
baptism scene earlier in Matthew.  God is your Father.  He loves you indescribably.  He 
cares for you.  He wants nothing but good for you.  He will provide for you all you really 
need. 
 How many of you as kids remember being left home alone at night and freaking 
out, thinking that people were looking in at you through the windows, imagining all sorts 
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of freaky scenarios, but when Dad was at home you felt entirely different.  You never had 
a problem falling asleep at night?  Our Father in heaven never sleeps or slumbers, is 
never absent or impotent.  We have nothing to worry about. 

Worrying is futile.  “Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life” (v. 
27).  God will meet our physical needs for as long as his good pleasure determines for us 
to be on this earth before he calls us on to the glories that await.  We can trust him. 
 “And why do you worry about clothes?  See how the lilies of the field grow.  
They do not labor or spin” (v. 28).  It’s not the same word as look at the birds.  Jesus is 
inviting his disciples to seriously consider, think about, reflect on this.  All the flora of 
the earth, all the vegetation… God didn’t have to… but he did.  “Not even Solomon [the 
richest king in the OT] in all his splendor was dressed like one of these” (v. 29).  He is 
absolutely wasteful in his giving of variety and beauty to plant life.  He could have given 
every flower a green stem and uniform leaf with chlorophyll and a red petal to attract 
bees.  But he didn’t.  He made all sorts of plant species.  And that’s just plants.  “If that is 
how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into 
the fire [it was used as fuel in those days], will he not much more clothe you, O you of 
little faith?”  It’s the same traditional Hebrew line of reasoning – how much more?  
God’s children are loved way more than the flowers of the field.  He will take care of us.  
We can put our faith in him. 
 “So,” Jesus concludes, “do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall 
we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’  For the pagans run after all these things” (vv. 31-
32a).  Jesus has used this argument before in v. 7 (that’s how the pagans do things) when 
he was talking about prayer that doesn’t come from a faith in God as loving Father who 
has fully accepted you and is fully committed to your welfare.  So worry is a generally 
pagan mindset.  As I said earlier, there are some people who live ostensibly carefree lives 
and there are cares that come with being alive to God in Christ that others don’t know 
about, but generally speaking living without Christ generates stress and worry that 
recognizing the kingdom dispels.  Those who aren’t running after God, are running after 
stuff and that produces stress. 
 “For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that 
you need them” (v. 32).  God knows we need them.  He’s not sadistic.  He’s not overly 
spiritual.  He’s aware of your physical needs.  He will take the best possible care of you.  
You can trust him and stop running after these things as if they are what life is all about. 
 
Seeking the Kingdom 
 Instead, Jesus reiterates what his disciples should be doing.  Seek/run after the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness.  His message is not just “Chill-out; everything 
will be okay.”  And “Jesus’ disciples are not simply to refrain from the pursuit of 
temporal things as their primary goal in order to differentiate themselves from pagans.  
Instead, they are to replace such pursuits with goals of far greater significance,” writes 
one commentator.5  I think this is interesting.  One could take all that Jesus has been 
saying so far and think it’s advocating a kind of slacker lifestyle, live and let live, laissez 

faire approach to life, drifting, not getting too worked up about anything.  Like Jesus was 
siding with the 30 year old living in Pilsen who wakes up at lunch time, throws on his 
Napoleon Dynamic outfit and takes his bike to Irv’s in the afternoon and then in the 
evening goes and gets a $5 PBR tallboy with a shot of Jameson at Simone’s and hangs 
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out with his friends – not a care in the world; OVER AGAINST the 30 year old living in 
University Village who is at the office downtown in his dry-cleaned button down shirt by 
8:00 AM and comes home late in time to grab some take out at Joy Yees and sit down in 
his condo and log in from his lap top and work some more.  Some people think that when 
Jesus is saying, “Check out the lilies, they don’t toil or spin,” he is siding with the first 
type of person (the more relaxed) over against the second (the more driven). 
 But the truth is that he’s siding with neither!  He’s obviously directing people 
away from living for their careers and retirement and the stuff you see advertised during 
golf on TV, but he’s not endorsing laziness or a lack of ambition, as if having a job was a 
bad thing.  R.T. France points out that “it is, after all, worry about tomorrow, not 
provision for tomorrow, which v. 34 condemns.”6  Other parts of the Bible make it clear 
that work is expected of believers (i.e. 1Thess. 5:14; 2Thess. 3:10; 1Tim. 5:8).  Luther 
pointed out in his vivid sort of way that God doesn’t drop food into the birds’ beaks. 
 But ultimately what Jesus is doing is redirecting their ambitions away from 
achievement and away from comfort towards the kingdom of God and his righteousness.  
Seeeeek, strive for, run after, be devoted to, give your life first above everything else to 
his kingdom and his righteousness.  I preached a sermon on this passage once and made a 
big point of the fact that it says his righteousness and said that this meant God’s 
righteousness imputed to us by faith, not something we do – what Paul was talking about 
(in many places but especially) in Philippians 3 about considering everything else rubbish 
if he may “gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that 
comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that 
comes from God and is by faith” (Phil. 3:8-9).  I’m now 74.38% sure I was wrong about 
that.  Not that there is an alien righteousness, Christ’s righteousness, that is imputed to us 
by faith apart from our works and that this is how salvation works.  I would gladly stand 
up here and be disemboweled alive rather than recant that.  That is certainly true. 

But after working through Matthew I’m less convinced that this is what Matthew 
had in mind here.  I think he is talking about something we do, that we should concern 
ourselves with seeing God’s kingdom revealed and God’s standards for righteousness 
realized more and more in our lives and the lives of others.  I think Jesus is talking here 
about pursuing “with all the power, might, vigor, and vehemence, yea violence, [we are] 
capable of, or can bring [ourselves] to exert”7 the things described in the Sermon on the 
Mount, most concisely expressed in the stuff of the Lord’s Prayer – God’s name be 
hallowed, his kingdom come, his will be done…  You can’t stop living for the world and 
not live for God; there is no middle ground.  Jesus is, again not demandingly but lovingly 
because he knows what’s best for us, beckoning us to set all of our passions and pursuits 
on living for God and his glory. 

Yet, yet whatever he’s talking about here I think has to be something that does not 
also create stress and anxiety and worry.  Right?  Jesus can’t be saying, “Don’t live for 
the world; that will produce worry.  Live for God…” and have in mind something that 
will make you a stressed out, insecure, exhausted mess.  Do you get what I’m getting at?  
Seeking first his kingdom and his righteousness shouldn’t be a wearisome, worrisome 
endeavor.  How can that be? 

I think Luke’s version of this teaching from our Lord gives us some helpful 
reminders.  There we read (in Luke 12:31-32), “But seek his kingdom, and these things 
will be given to you as well.  ‘Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been 
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pleased to give you the kingdom.’”  The kingdom is not something we achieve, it’s 
something we receive.  The book of Hebrews says this very clearly – “Since we are 
receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God 
acceptably with reverence and awe” (Heb. 12:28).  When we talk of advancing God’s 
kingdom or spreading God’s kingdom or stuff like this it can be misleading, as if the 
kingdom of God is something we have a hand in.  “Fear not, little flock, for it is your 
Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Lk. 12:32; ESV).  And the 
righteousness that is ours in life can only truly come from feeding on the righteousness 
that has been given to us in Christ. 

So seeking the kingdom and growth in righteousness is not a stressful affair – 
always worried: am I’m doing enough? am I passionate enough? is God mad at me? will I 
have amassed enough righteousness when I die?  It’s is a delightful affair – this is good! 
this is true! this is amazing, that I’m given the Bread of Heaven to feast on and that I’m 
clothed with Christ! this is something that I want to make known, that makes me press on 
to live my life differently!  The image that came to mind was being given a gift for a 
birthday.  Friday was Mary’s third birthday.  As her parents, Andrea and I love her SO 
much.  We bought her a special box set of the Beatrice Potter stories.  We gave it to her 
in the morning, all wrapped up.  What did she do?  She gleefully ripped into it and 
opened it and wanted to read the stories inside.  Similarly, God has given us salvation, 
eternal life with him.  Seeking the kingdom and righteousness is simply opening the gift 
and exploring it and then sharing it. 

Fast, pray, give as means to delve further into the pleasures of God.  Peel back 
more layers of self-protection as means to experience more of love.  Keep seeking to 
know all that it means to be in the kingdom and letting that touch you at the core of your 
being and change you from the inside out. 
 
Conclusion 

“Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to 
you as well” (v. 33).  Queen Elizabeth once told a man that she wanted him to go on a 
voyage to the new world because they needed his skills on this trip to make it a success.  
And he said he was a small business owner and his business was floundering and if he 
went on the voyage he was sure his business would fail.  And she looked at him and said, 
“My dear friend, you mind my business and I’ll mind your business.”  And immediately 
all the fear left him.8  It’s the same thing.  God calls us to set our hearts on his kingdom 
and righteousness and trust him to take care of us.  We don’t seek peace and ease, we 
seek God!  And in so doing we are taken care of.  Christians should seek God and not 

stress out. 
 
The Lord’s Table 
 So should you stress out because you’ve been stressing out??  No.  Come to his 
Table and be fed… 
 
Benediction 
Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God; trust also in Jesus.  Peace he leaves with 
you; his peace he gives you.  He does not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your 
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hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.  In this world you will have trouble.  But take 
heart!  Jesus Christ has overcome the world! (John 14:1, 27; 16:33). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 4, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 
and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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