Week Of:   January 23, 2011
Title:    Thorns of Life

Series:   Stewardship/Money & Wealth – Part 2    

Scripture:   Matthew 13: 1-9
How many of you ladies have heard of Lamaze? Has anyone used it? It was started in the 1950’s by a French obstetrician by the name of Fernand Lamaze. He wanted to instruct and properly teach pregnant women about the stages of childbirth, and therefore to help relieve the anxieties which causes increased pain for the expectant mother. He theorized that the human brain could not receive more than one similar and equal stimuli at the same time. Consequently, if a woman going through child birth could focus on her breathing or some external focal point, the process might be less painful. Right?
I believe that this illustrates what we all find true about the human condition – namely that it is hard keeping our minds and hearts on two similar things at the same time.

Jesus was always mindful of this when He said: “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”  (Luke 9:62)  “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon (money).”  (Matthew 6:24)

Why can one not serve God and mammon? Why cannot we serve two masters? Why is it that someone regrets making their decision to be a Christian not fit for the Kingdom of God?  
Because. Some things are diametrically opposed to each other. They are completely opposite in nature and purpose and there is no way you can follow two different and opposite pathways at the same time.

The painful and even the wonderful thing about becoming a Christian is that you are asked to choose. Choose between two different ways of life. Choose between right and wrong, to choose following Jesus and following something in your life that is opposed to Jesus.  Choose between life and death, between good and evil, and sin and righteousness.  Why… because we cannot go in opposite directions at the same time.

In addition, sometimes things in life are so important, and so primary, that they deserve your complete allegiance and loyalty.  For example, how many of you would be very sympathetic to someone who betrayed our country yet said they loved America? Or, how many of you ladies would be sympathetic and understanding to your husband who said he loved you, but also loved another woman who was his childhood sweetheart? There are some loyalties in life that are so important that they cannot be shared with someone or something else. And that is our relationship to God.  As God, He wants us to love Him 100 percent, to put no other god’s before Him.  As Christians, we believe that Christ, our relationship to God, should come first.  Jesus says: “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness; and all these things shall be added to you.”  (Matthew 6:33)  In other words, Christ first then everything else should follow.  I suppose you could call this the first principle of Christian living.  Christ first and everything else should be added to you.
But how do we keep Christ first in our lives?  Pray?  Yes.  Read the Bible?  Yes.  Worship?  Yes.  Study?  Yes.  Service?  Yes.  Love?  Positively yes.  But there is something else I would like to suggest.  Balance!!!  Seek balance and priorities in your life.  What do I mean by balance?  Do you remember what the writer of Ecclesiastes (3:1) says?  “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.”  This would suggest that healthy human existence is made up of a balance of variety of things in life.  Of course, I truly believe that we could do without sin, evil, war, hatred, and killing, but there is a time for being born and dying, tearing down and building up, gathering and scattering, mourning and laughing, and speaking and not speaking.  Life is made up of a series of opposites, concerns and stimuli, that jockey for our time and attention, and demand we focus on them.  So we have to choose – what we seek to do, then bring balance to our lives in the things that we choose to occupy ourselves with. 
If we don’t choose, and if we don’t bring balance and common sense to what we do, we begin to allow things to choke out the really important things in our lives – like Christ.  Americans are so busy.

Notice what Jesus says in our scripture today.  Seed is sown in 4 different types of soil; hardened pathways, rocky ground covered with a thin layer of soil, thorny ground, and then good ground.  The seed is the word of God which attempts to penetrate our lives.  The ground or the soil is our hearts and lives.  The thorny ground stands for people who, because of all the crazy things going on in their lives, have no time and no interest in God.  Maybe it starts out differently, maybe it starts out good and wonderful with Christ the center of their lives, but in time it changes.  Other things get out of balance and grow stronger and stronger until Christ is pushed into the background of our lives.

Jesus names areas that we can easily become obsessed with.  Areas that we need to especially be on guard against. One is our worries. How much time do you spend worrying?  How much mental energy do we spend obsessing about things that we cannot control?  Worrying is a sin because it is an obsession that destroys our lives.  It is an obsession that dominates our time.  It is an obsession that saps our energy.  It is an obsession with control rather than exercise of our trust in God.  It is a sin.  But it is so hard not to do.
The second, is an area of our lives in which a lot of people worry about the most – money.  Did you know that in Jesus’ parables well over one half of them deal with money or wealth?  The attraction of materialism is an attraction that seeks to destroy our spiritual lives.  Jesus said:  “You cannot serve God and mammon.”  Truly you cannot follow God and follow the god of materialism at the same time.
To which most of us would say “amen,” but at the same time we can easily fall into the trap that money becomes the all important driving obsession in our lives.  How?  Well, look around us.  TV, radio, newspapers, billboards, computers make it extremely hard to ignore the fact that we need money.  Oh! Yes and remember the Jones’. We must keep up with the Jones’.  We cannot let them outdo us.  And then too, if everyone cut back on spending and making money, how would many of us have a way to make a living.  We live in a capitalistic society that thrives on spending and making money.

The answer is to learn to live within our means; to set a budget and to live without budget.  I realize that, as usual, I am preaching to myself as well as to you.  If you are not used to living within your means, it is hard to do so.  But I also realize that many Christians live within what is called “financial bondage.”  By that I mean they are in bondage to the banks, to credit card companies, to the government, to the hospitals and to the insurance companies.  I figured up the other day that between what the church pays and what I pay for insurance that it is costing over $21,000 per year.  And we are paying that for something that we hope we will never use.  I am hoping I’ll never have to use a bit of it.  The more you spend or the less you earn demands that you set a budget and live within your means.  If we don’t, we will exist in financial bondage no matter how much we earn.

And guess who usually gets shorted when we cannot live within means?  God… that is right.  The one who makes everything possible for us is the one that generally gets left out.  And when that happens who do you think that we are following – God or mammon?

Putting Christ first is the key.

Living life in a balance that avoids obsession with our worries, money, or the pleasures of life is an important part of keeping Him first. 
