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INTRODUCTION 5[&

Our focus will determine the outcome. The story of Matthew Emmons illustrates this
principle. Emmons is an American rifle-shooting athlete who won multiple medals in
four Olympic games. He got his first gold medal in 2004. Two days after winning the
honor, Emmons competed in another event. He was leading his opponents in scores. The
unthinkable happened in his last shot. Emmons stayed focus and fired — bullseye!
Unfortunately, it was another person’s target! The error costed him his medal. He made
similar major mistakes at the 2008 and 2012 games. Emmon looked back at his career
after he retired. He realized that those setbacks actually made his life more fulfilling.
There was a happy ending to his story. After the first error in 2004, a female shooting
contestant encouraged Emmon. She became his future wife and the mom of their four
children. Life is similar to sports. Our focus will affect our direction. Jesus tells us the
importance of focusing on God in Mathew 6. The passage today is about worry. What are
your worries as you begin a new year? Jesus tells us a simple secret to reduce and even
remove worry: when we put God first, we should not worry a second. Here, “second” has
a double-meaning. It can mean both things that are less important and a tick on the clock.

EXPLANATION fi#fE
1. Priority ZXFF

First, Jesus asks us to keep a correct priority in life. We must realize what should go first.
Jesus says that life itself 1s more important than food and drink; and the body itself is
more important than clothes. Most of us do not have to worry about lacking those items.
Sometimes, we worry because we are picky. For example, kids complain that mom
always cooks the same dishes. Many people worry about what exotic delicacies to try. As
for clothing, some people chase after the latest fashion trend. The world fools us that
more is better, and newer means superior. JC Penny used to have a funny commercial. It
features a lady intentionally breaking the heel of her shoe and cutting her clothes to give
herself an excuse to go shopping. It is a good idea to check what we already have before
buying new things. We must understand what is more important. Suppose you catch a
cold and cannot do anything except rest in bed. Will you still think of going to a
restaurant for a big feast, or catching up on a huge sale? Perhaps not. Years ago, I met a
sister who suffered from a terminal cancer. Eventually, the Lord took her home. I visited
this family every now and then. At that time, I did not have a green card. A strong
message hit my mind: why do [ worry about my immigration status while this lady is
struggling to stay alive? We will adjust our habits and schedule when our priorities are
correct. Life is a gift from God. We should maintain good health so that we can keep



serving the Lord whether in our study, work or retirement life. You do not even need to
take any supplement or sign up for a gym membership. Any doctor will tell you that diet,
exercise and sleep are all essential. I often remind my two boys that a lot of things in life
are cumulative. You will not have a heart-attack if you eat a bag of chips or drink soda
once in a while. But it will not be good for your health if you make that into a habit. It is
a good practice to read food labels when you shop for grocery. Eating smaller portions
and cutting back on late-night snacking are good ideas too. As for exercise, my motto is
always: something is better than nothing. Running a marathon may not be for everyone.
But most people can walk around the neighborhood. I came across the title of an article
recently: “Sitting is the new smoking!” Move around occasionally if you sit all day at
work. You can get up for some water or walk outside to catch some fresh air. Just stay
active. A healthy lifestyle will not only benefit yourself. It will boost your energy to serve
others.

2. Perspective {7 B}

Jesus tells us to put things in the right priority. Next, we should also have a correct
perspective about life. The Lord was teaching on a hillside. He asked His audience to pay
attention to the birds, wildflowers and grass around. They have something in common:
they grow in a natural environment; they are short-lived and they have little economic
value. Jesus compares lilies of the field to the royal garments of Solomon. This king
could be the richest man ever lived. His clothes were made of exotic fabrics and dyed
with rare colors. But to Jesus, those man-made clothing cannot be compared to the
natural beauty God puts on wildflowers. The Lord then draws a similar conclusion in
verses 26 and 30: if the Heavenly Father cares about things in nature, how much more
will He care about His children? We were made in God’s image. He shared some
characteristics with us. We can make judgments between right and wrong. We have
emotions such as love and sorrow. We have a soul that can communicate with God. He
also gives us dignity that sets us apart from animals. A pastor said it well: “We shed tears
when a person passed away, but we drool over a roasted-duck.” We will have less worry
when we adopt Jesus’ perspective. He promised us an abundant life. It is not measured in
quantity but quality. For example, how can you put a dollar sign on God’s love and
forgiveness? If we are not careful, we will follow the world’s value. We will make
comparison with others. We will evaluate others based on what brands of goods they use,
what car they drive and which school their kids attend. Years ago, I met a student from
China in my first job. One day I was wearing a denim jacket. My mom bought it from a
street vendor. It did not even have a brand-name on it! That young man looked at my coat
and commented: “It is very nice. You can wear it forever.” I am frugal. But I have never
imagined wearing the same jacket forever. It reminded me that clothes are to be worn but
are not for showing-off. Do you buy certain things just because of the big logos on the
outside? Brothers and sisters: our identity is in Jesus. He saved us and gave us a new life.
We do not need any fancy decoration to prove our self-worth. Do not attract people by
your packaging. Instead, attract people to God by your godly character. This perspective



will free us from craving after what the world loves. We can have contentment whether
we have a lot or a little.

3. Provision {iLJ&E

Jesus said we do not need to worry if we set the right priority and hold a correct
perspective on life. Thirdly, we will not worry if we affirm the source of our provision.
Our Heavenly Father knows our needs. He will give us the best in His manner and at the
suitable time. Jesus tells the crowd that the Father feeds the birds, even though they do
not plant crops and do not store up surplus. Someone said God provides for the birds, but
He does not put food in their mouths. They have to fly around and look for their meals.
We must work hard to put food on the table as well. Faith in God should not be an excuse
for laziness. The Bible says a productive life proves that we are good stewards of God. It
is wise to set aside some reserve for rainy days. A major car or house repair will cost a
lot. We must plan for the future too. Kids will grow up and go to college. One day, we
will stop working and rely on retirement savings. There is nothing wrong about having an
ambition in your career either. Some people are happy to keep the same job till they
retire. Other people seek promotion to the next level. There are many godly Christians
who are successful businessmen, scientists and inventors. But the higher you reach, the
humbler you should maintain. Regardless of your positions, job performance is a way to
witness for God. He puts you there to testify to others that you are a believer. You do the
best for your earthly boss as a means to serve the Heavenly Boss. Knowing that God is
the source of provision will take our worry away. Sometimes, God can supply our needs
in surprising ways. My older son came home for the winter break. We do not have any
travel plan. An idea popped up on my mind that we could go watch basketball in town.
Therefore, I checked the dates and ticket prices. We know everything is getting more
expensive nowadays. While I could afford the tickets, an idea flashed through my mind:
What if God could somehow provide for that need? I knew a sister who went to the game
recently. I asked her where she parked and if by chance the company she works for has
discounted tickets. She gave me a coupon code for a parking garage. It will be $2 no
matter how long I put my car there! She also told me that a brother gave her some free
tickets. You can guess what I did next. As a result, my family had a good time. Thank
God for His special provision. Of course, we should not day-dream about a million-dollar
mansion and hope that God will provide for it. God supplies our needs, but He will not
satisfy our greed!

4. Pursuit 3E3K

We do not need to worry if we set our priority right and put things in the correct
perspective. Moreover, our worries will be gone if we believe that the Father is the source
of our provision. All those beliefs will direct our pursuit. What are your dreams? What
motivates you to get up and get going every morning? It is true that we all have to pay
bills, and most of us have a family to raise. It is natural to pursue a better life. But Jesus



says in verses 31-32 that if our focuses are only on food, drink and clothes, then we are
no different from the Gentiles, namely, non-believers. What do you usually talk about
when you eat at the church? Imagine a newcomer sits at your table. Can the person tell
that you are a Christian? Do you mention God at all in your conversation? Do you
encourage each other with Biblical principles? We need to pay attention to God’s
presence in our lives. Jesus proposes a revolutionary change in our pursuit in verse 33.
Rather than seeking after earthly things, we should seek after God’s Kingdom and His
righteousness. When we think of a kingdom, things like territory, citizens, customs and
ruling come to mind. God’s Kingdom is the area where God rules. His righteousness is
the value His people should practice. That is related to verses 9-10 in the Lord’s prayer of
this chapter: 9 ... “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 10 Your kingdom
come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” To “hallow” God’s name means to
give Him glory. God puts us in the world to reflect His glory. He can surely accomplish
anything with His supernatural power. But God also carries out His will through us.
Consider the experience of Jacob, Joseph and Daniel in the Bible. They made great
contributions to Israel because of their obedience to God. We may not have an influential
role in the society but we can bless the people around us. People will take notice if your
life pursuit is to put God first. You do the best as a student, a worker or a stay-home mom
because you love God. Your conduct and your character will prove that you belong to
God even before you tell others. For example, be loyal to your company and be diligent
in the duties given to you. Godly virtues like kindness, grace and honesty are welcome by
people too. If the secular world esteems these values, how much more should God expect
us to live them out?

CONCLUSION &3

When we put God first, we should not worry a second. We take matters into our own
hands when we worry. We will anxiously look for a quick solution. It may affect our
emotion, appetite and sleep. We cannot have joy and peace unless we put God first. Then
we realize that there is a bigger glory we should strive for beyond our self-glory. I shared
the stories about an Olympian at the beginning. Let me conclude with the story of another
athlete. Pita Taufatofua competed in skiing at the 2018 Winter Olympics. He set some
ambitious goals for himself. First, to finish before people turned the lights out. Second,
not to hit a tree. What is so special about Pita is that he is from a tropical country Tonga,
where there is no snow. Moreover, he did not begin training until 12 weeks before the
Olympics. In the skiing race, Pita finished the 114™ place out of 119 contestants. He
joked with those who crossed the line behind him that they were racing not to be the last.
Pita surely knew that he would not win any medal. But he wanted to use his experience to
inspire others. He said that there are many people scared of failure and criticism from
others that they do not even dare to try. Pita was proud to represent his country. He did
not seek after his own glory. As Christians, we represent God’s Kingdom. We should seek
after God’s glory and put Him first in all that we do.
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