A Bird in the Hand is Better Than a Leopard in the Bush!
 January 16, 2011
Scripture in: Matthew 6:25-35, Proverbs 3
1) Explain Artizo
2) Intro:

So today, being that this is my first official sermon, I figured that it is all very intimidating and so I could cheat by just talking about somebody else’s sermon (which in my experience so far seems to be a very acceptable, if not acclaimed practice amoung scholars).  The sermon is actually the same one we have been looking at here at C.O.O.L. for the last little while I am going to be talking about was preached by a man named Jesus at a place called “the mount” (Matthew does not specify exactly where this “mount” is but scholars believe it was at a place called Tabgha near Capernaum and there is now a chapel there dedicated to this sermon if you are ever in the area and feel like popping in…). 

3) Anecdote:
Now when we are doing Table home-group meetings we often read the passage quietly to ourselves for about 10 minutes and then I start off by asking everyone what stood out to them the most. The thing that struck me first about this the first time I read it was that Jesus talks about wildlife. Now, I have always been very interested in wildlife, I love watching all those BBC documentaries like Planet Earth and Life, especially when they are narrated by David Attenborough because everybody knows nature is better with a British accent, but anyway, Jesus told this story about wildlife so I figured I might as well tell one too: 

So there I was, camping at Bovianskloof, a game reserve in the Eastern Cape in South Africa during my first few weeks of travel back in South Africa back when I was 20 years old. Bavianskloof directly translated means Baboons cliff, and that is exactly what it was.  You walked down to a lovely sandy beach on the side a river, and on the other side of the river was a great cliff, filled with baboon [pic] The people who took us to the park then informed us there was no room in their van and they had no tent and that we should just sleep on the beach (the side of the river) and is sounded pretty adventurous so we did.  I was with my cousin, Scott, (who had also moved to Canada and was just visiting the homeland) and my Victoria born and raised friend, Carlo. As we were wondering around that night to go brush our teeth we mentioned to Carlo that we had to watch out for snakes…at which point this guy is introduced for the first time in his life to the very real concept that there are now snakes around that will bite him and he will die.  The dude seriously walked around everywhere that night like this [demo] so my cousin and I had a good laugh and felt pretty good about how bush-savvy we were because we knew that the snakes actually were in the bushes and if they were on the sand then they would look like a snake-shaped lump in the sand be pretty easy to spot.  Anyway, later that night as we’re sitting by the fire we have set up to keep the baboons away, who are barking away at each other all night, it starts to occur to me that yes, the snakes are in the bushes, but they are attracted to heat.  So now I’m nervous so we build a fortress [show slide] consisting of two paddle skis and two oars (as you can see…impenetrable!).
 
So it was about here when I started to think about the verses we read earlier, particularly the Proverbs verse because a band named Sixpence None the Richer and had turned it into a catchy little tune on a CD that my Mom gave me for Christmas a month earlier.  It basically quotes Proverbs 3 directly saying:


 “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, 


lean not on your own understanding,


In all of your ways acknowledge Him,


And He will carry you through

Then my favorourite part of the song goes on to paraphrase very nicely:


Don’t worry about tomorrow; He’s got it under control

So here I was in a situation where I am starting to feel a little anxious about whether we are going to make it to tomorrow, and this verse comes up.  That wasn’t the end of the story, we’ll get back to what happened later, but first I want to have a look at the verse:

Proverbs:
Starts off with “Trust in the Lord with all your heart.  Great!  What does that mean?  Then it goes on to explain:

“Lean not on your own understanding” Basic premise of proverbs (wisdom literature) is that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of all knowledge.  Trusting the Lord is closely connected with fearing Him.  To be wise means to govern yourself according to what the Lord Himself declares rather than our own finite and often mistaken understanding. 

“In all your ways acknowledge him” Does this simply mean that when you are eating a sandwich or at work typing up the TPS reports or at home baking cookies for the Strawberry Tea you should always remember to say hi to God? No! It doesn’t! It means no matter what we are doing we should put it into perspective of God’s purpose for our life, which is…?  We’ll get to that later, BUT if you do put everything into the perspective of God’s purpose for you

“He will make straight your paths,” means He will make the course of a person’s life continually towards a goal (see above) 

Now near the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry, he goes to this “mount” and gives this epic sermon (some say it was the best sermon ever preached, I’d be willing to it was probably better than this one…but He is God so…he probably didn’t have to read as many commentaries).  During this sermon He teaches in the style of the wisdom literature (like the book of Proverbs, which we were just looking at).  I don’t want to get sidetracked on how, other than to point out that He often uses things like analogy, irony, direct moral advice, hypothetical questions, and more.  So the verse in Proverbs ties in nicely with a lot of what He teaches in the Sermon on the Mount, 
Matthew:

In these verses, Jesus again addresses the issue of putting our trust in and focus on God.  In this passage He addresses more specifically our daily needs.

Jesus tells us not to worry because he has got things under control.  He says to “look at the birds…” So let’s…[pic] God provides for them.  He doesn’t necessarily stand there with a handful of seeds in his hand saying, 
“Come to me Juncos and Chickadees and be fed!”  Sometimes he gets my parents to do it for him. Either way, the birds get fed, God cares about us more doesn’t He?  Well Jesus asks the rhetorical question “Are you not of more value than the birds so we shouldn’t worry because if He cares enough to feed birds then of course He is going to feed us.  This is even more reassuring because it follows his lesson on prayer where He encourages us to ask God to “Give us…our daily bread,” bread being that which we need to survive in this world (and though that may not seem like much to most of us here in Victoria, British Columbia, obviously to some people it is).

Now of course some people today may argue that birds and animals are not lesser creatures, that we are all God’s creatures and we shouldn’t be eating each other etc etc. Now I am not here today to tackle vegetarianism versus ominvourism because I do believe there is an important place for all animals (right next to the vegetables), but the bible definitely does not put us as equals with animals.  How do we know? Because we are the only ones created in the very image of God, God gave man dominion over all animals, and God sent his own son to die on the cross so that we can join Him someday in Heaven, even though we don’t deserve it.  So when Jesus says “Are you not of more value than they?” This is not a question to discuss with your Home-groups, this is rhetorical, and the answer is of course YES!  So, again we arrive at the conclusion if God cares enough to feed birds then of course He is going to feed us.  AWESOME! That sounds really good.   

Continue story
So this brings us back to Bavianskloof:

So there I was, sitting by a fire with my friend and my cousin with a canoe at my back protecting me from killer snakes and baboons feeling okay.  My cousin has always been very comfortable in the wilderness.  On a canoe trip around the Bowron Lakes circuit up past Prince George, where there are a lot of Grizzlies, I discovered one morning that he was sleeping with meat in his tent so he could show us one…So Scott offered to sit on the side that was “protected” by the paddles.  So we are sitting chatting and all of a sudden Scott leaps over the fire; fumbles for a flashlight and shines to over at the bushes.  He and my friend both swear up and down that they see a spotted tail disappearing into the bush (and leopards were present in the area and are known to drag people into trees and eat them).  He is shaking and says he felt it brush against his shoulder. We look around in the sand for tracks, and find a few bumps amidst the bumps that could have been leopard prints.  Now I didn’t get an actual picture of the event, but we did try to re-enact it later and it looked something like this [pic]. Needless to say, we were all just a little bit more anxious now surrounded by killer snakes, killer baboons, and killer leopards.
What is it not saying?
You see, whenever we are watching David Attenborough tell us about nature, you see the birds and they’re eating, it’s great! So are all the animals.  Unfortunately, some of the animals are eating the birds!  And some animals (like leopards) sometimes like to eat humans!

Jesus is not saying if you trust in Him, nothing bad will ever happen to you so you can just relax and everything will be fine.  There is a big difference between worry and anxiety and concern, conscientiousness, and being aware.  Out at Bavianskloof we didn’t have to be scared of snakes, but we still had to be aware of and respect the danger they presented.  The same is true of our daily needs.  Jesus is by no means saying just be relaxed, be lazy and God will take care of you.  In the parable of the talents in Matthew 25:14-30, 3 servants are given a sum of money.  The two that use it wisely to make more money are commended and the one that just sets the money aside is scolded. Jesus makes it clear that God is displeased if we waste the gifts He has given to us and don’t put them to use for Him.  We cannot just sit back and expect things to fall into place.  We are not being told to reject working in order to earn daily wages.  This would be sloth/laziness, which the bible condemns in many instances.

We are not being told to completely reject of the quest for worldly possessions and money.  Though the bible warns about the misuse of wealth for selfish gain such as in the parable of the rich fool, where a man stores up wealth for himself with no concern for the poor only to die and have it go to waste, a story which directly precedes Jesus’ teaching about the birds in Luke 12. Remember that “worry” is not the same thing as concern, caring, or diligence. At no point does Jesus ever imply that following Him will provide a fanciful escape into future Kingdom grandeur.  He knows it still involves grappling with the present 24-hour day where everyone else must live” (The Enormous Exception: Meeting Christ in the Sermon on the Mount, Earl F. Palmer, 112).  It is our instinct to honour and prize and therefore when we lack that which we prize (in most cases material comforts, but most of all needs) we are anxious.  It is not possessions/needs that Jesus is even concerned about; it is our loyalty.  Amassing possessions  -> our loyalty to them -> they become idols. It is a slippery slope because it can be a challenge to have nice things and not care about them. Having too much can be an idol, not having enough can be and idol and for some Christian not having too much can become an idol, or a source of piety. Jesus wants us to honour and prize Him FIRST…and then all these things will be taken care of!

What is the kingdom of God you ask?  Good question.  How much time do we have left?

Basically, the kingdom of God is the place where God rules. That include in heaven and here on earth.  Here on earth, the place where God “rules” is the place where his commands are obeyed.  Now in today’s culture, we don’t like the words “command” and especially “obey”.  But it’s not so bad when you look at what those commands are.  Jesus says there are two main ones in Matthew 22:37-40:

“You shall love the Lord your God with all you heart and with all your mind and with all your soul” and

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” Jesus says these two commandments sum up all the other commands in the bible.

 

And that is our purpose in life that I mentioned earlier.  It may not sound very exciting at first, especially if you look at it from a selfish standpoint because basically it doesn’t seem to serve us in any way.  However, I’d like to point out that it all ties together and it following these commands does serve us very nicely. 

Where and how do we obey these commands? With our hearts and souls and minds.  And that is where the kingdom of God can be found.  If we do that, if we seek first God’s kingdom, then ALL THESE THINGS WILL BE ADDED.  Our daily bread will be added, we can live stress free because God had got things under control.  That sounds pretty darn good if you ask me. 

Now I can attest to this.  I am not just saying stuff I read somewhere.  For example,

Becky and I have gone through situations where we are unsure where the money is going to come from.  The subbing work is never reliable and there have been times when there wasn’t a lot of work that lead to cause for concern.  We could have stayed up every night worrying about it, but instead we trusted that God would take care of us, and He did.  In one way or another we have been blessed with always being able to pay the bills. We were rewarded for trusting in God with a very real, tangible blessing. 

Which leads me back to Baviaanskloof?  

I was very anxious about all the wild animals, but I prayed, I trusted that God could and would take care of me and I took comfort in knowing He had a purpose for me and that that purpose involved more than to getting eaten by a leopard. And then I went to sleep.  And I slept very soundly…as evidenced here by this picture [pic] of the morning after. 

How do we just turn down the worry and turn up the trust? 
Where’s the worry knob?

Later on in our African adventure after cousin Scott had returned to Canada, my friend and I felt even more impressed with our own wilderness savvy. So when we were visiting another game reserve called Hluhluwi-Umfolozi (which directly translated means…something I’m sure) went on a one of those nighttime game drives you see where everyone sits on the back of a big land rover and a guide finds animals.  The problem of bush over-confidence was compounded when the guide handed my friend and I the spotlights and said if you find anything let me know.  At which point we looked around smugly thinking (He knows…fellow guide…).  So that went fine, we saw a lot of Impala, and some lions and stuff. The next day my friend and I decided we should go on a game walk of our own.  So we found a herd of antelope and were stalking them and thinking we were nature show hosts saying things like, “Shhh, you see that one over their rubbing it’s horns up against the tree trunk, that’s the male, it’s marking its territory” and then all of a sudden there was a loud grunt. My head said, “Remain calm, if you run you look like prey and the lion will eat you.” Which was very wilderness savvy except that my legs were already saying, “Run back to your hut as fast as you can!” So we ran only to hear the sound of rustling bushes and footprints behind us.  We made it to our door and turned around only to come face to face with our pursuer. A giant, regular-sized warthog, which, don’t get me wrong, could have led to a very nasty bump on the shin, was a little embarrassing.  The story would have been better if one of the tourists was standing at their door with a smug face chuckling to themselves but real life can only permeate so much irony.
 My favourite nature show host, whom I was trying to emulate during all these adventure and who, sadly, is no longer with us, was wrestling this crocodile one time and the croc bit him on the hand.  So, naturally he turned to the camera and said, “Look at this! The tooth has gone right through my thumb! That’s quite painful, but, it’s easy to deal with the pain, I just don’t think about it!” And I was like, “Oh! That’s how you deal with all these mental hindrances, you just think about them” So, then the next time I banged my toe I was like “Lovely weather we’ve been having, looks like we might get a sot of rain tomorrow…AAARGH My toes feels like hurting real bad! This doesn’t work at all!”  

The solution:
So what’s the secret to this happy life?   Where is the worry knob? 

Well, it’s right there in the verse and in how we read it. When Jesus says, “Therefore I tell you do not be anxious…” NOTICE: He does not say, “Therefore, here’s a helpful hint you might want to try some time…” This is not a suggestion it is a command!  Worry demonstrates a lack of trust in God and is therefore an act of disobedience.  When the disciples get scared in the storm and start to worry, when Peter gets scared while he and Jesus are walking on the water, Jesus replies “O you of little faith!”  We have to have faith, sometimes it feels tiring and you almost want to give up and go back to worrying don’t you.  So where can we go to get more faith, to be rejuvenated?  Where’s the faith spa.

So why does it sometimes seem so difficult?
In Matthew 11:28 Jesus says, “Come to me all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Where’s the faith spa?  It’s with Jesus.  Where can we find him?  Where do we find Him?  All we have to do is ask and He is with us and he will give us rest.  “Rest” is what God wants for us.  It is the ultimate goal of His creation.  The pinnacle of creation wasn’t the day God created man or woman; it was the next day when there was rest.  A day of rest that we are commanded to observe (not just so we can go to church, but because this is one of the things God created us for – not the only thing, again, I’m not saying quit your job and then quote Genesis in your employment insurance application – but ultimately, rest is what Jesus wants for us.  Rest from anxiety, stress, and burden.  When we find ourselves burdened with anxiety, all we have to do is turn to Him and He will get us through.   

Well here is the recipe
1) It does require us to have faith that God is there and accept and follow Him

2) It requires us to trust in the words of Jesus that God is watching over us

3) It requires discipline.  Practice.  Even if you believe that in your head your heart might have more difficulty.  So train.  One of the best ways to train is to pray.

Home-Group Questions:
Scripture: Matthew 6:25-34, Proverbs 3 

· Is this passage suggesting it would be better if we all lived like monks or nuns?  Explain. 
· What do your basic needs look like?   
· How important is your appearance (clothes, hair, makeup) to you? Why? 
· How do you measure success from a worldly standpoint?  How is this the same, or different, from receiving our “daily bread?” 
· If you were able to eat a bowl of rice, some corn, and clean water every day, would you feel like God was taking care of you?  Why or why not? 
· Is it okay for Christians to aspire to be wealthy? How wealthy? 
· If Jesus says all our basic needs will be met, why are people still starving all around the world? 
· How does an existence of humble and responsible simplicity fit into helping those in need? How or how not? 
· What are some of the things you worry about?  Why do you let them worry you? 
· What does it mean to seek God’s Kingdom first?  How can we apply this principal to our daily lives (beyond just praying for few minutes in the morning…)? 
· It is easy to say that we are putting God as a top priority in our lives, but what does this look like (i.e. How can we demonstrate this in a tangible way?). 

Pray: Lord, we come to You knowing we are weak in heart and soul and mind.  Thank you for Your mercy that we receive through believing in Your Son our Saviour Jesus Christ, for Your grace, giving us another chance each time we fail. Give us the strength to hear Your good news and to obey your commands.  May we trust in You so that we can receive the gift you offer us of not having to worry about our daily bread, knowing that You are our great provider and that You have a purpose for our lives, which we can attain if we do trust and follow You.  
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