Sermon on the Mount #22

“Don’t Worry, Be Happy”

Matthew 6:25-34


Back in 1988, a song made a surprise trip to the top of the Billboard 100 chart—surprising because it was the first a cappella song ever to be number one.  Yet in many ways the song by Bobby McFerrin reflected the mood of that decade: “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.”  Its catchy tune and positive message contributed to its popularity.


Nearly two decades later, we may need to hear that positive message today.  Worry and anxiety steal the joy of life from many.  Doctors have discovered the physical toll worry exacts on the body.  One summarizes it this way:

You may be all keyed up with nothing to fight or flee and no way to turn off the stress chemicals. You become a ticking bomb that is not allowed to explode-consequently, you may implode. If this happens frequently or over a long period of time, it can have a serious effect on your health. 

Every system in your body is affected by worry. In addition to raising blood pressure and increasing blood clotting, worry can prompt your liver to produce more cholesterol, all of which can raise your risk of heart attack and stroke. Muscle tension can give rise to headaches, back pain, and other body aches. Worry can also trigger an increase in stomach acid and either slow or speed up muscle contractions in your intestines, which can lead to stomach aches, constipation, diarrhea, gas or heartburn. 

Worry can affect your skin (rash or itch). It can impact your respiratory system and aggravating asthma. Growing evidence even suggests that chronic worry can compromise your immune system, making you more vulnerable to bacteria, viruses, perhaps even cancer.

That’s enough to make anybody nervous!

Television, radio, and the internet promote a variety of medications, self-help manuals, and even hypnosis that promise relief from worry.  Yet anxiety continues to grow in our society.  Despite all of the technological advances in recent years, we still have more worries and more things to worry about.

Worry is not merely a twenty-first century phenomenon, though.  Ever since the introduction of sin into the world, worry has been a mainstay of the human mind.  Thankfully, God’s Word addresses the subject of anxiety and how to overcome it.  As we continue our study of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7, we have come to a text in which Jesus confronts the issue head on with some practical direction.  Turn with me to Matthew 6:25-34,

“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? ﻿﻿ 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? ﻿﻿ Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 
﻿“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. ﻿Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. ﻿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? ﻿﻿ So 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, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. ﻿﻿ But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. ﻿﻿ Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.

I am reading from the New International Version today because the King James Version reads, “Give no thought.”  Those words have led some to misunderstand this verse and conclude that Jesus is condemning an intellectual approach to life.  This is not the case.  Back in the seventeenth century, folks in England used this phrase to speak about worry or anxiety.  Jesus is warning against what one author calls “the most notorious faith killer in all of life: worry.”


The word used by Matthew (translated here as “anxiety” and “anxious”) is the Greek term merimnao. It is a combination of two smaller words, merizo, meaning “to divide,” and nous, meaning “the mind.” In other words, a person who is anxious suffers from a divided mind, leaving him or her disquieted and distracted.

Actually, our English word worry is from the Ger​man, worgen, which in that tongue means “to strangle.” This ties in vividly with what Jesus taught when He spoke on another oc​casion of the farmer who sowed good seed among thorns. When interpreting what He meant in that parable, He explained:

And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the ones who have heard the word, and the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful (Mark 4:18-19).

Did you catch that? Those thorn-like “worries of the world…choke the word,” making it unfruitful. Worry strangles the good Word of God that has been sown, rendering it ineffective and making those who once walked in simple faith unproductive people.


From Jesus’ words we can see three things that worry displays we lack.  He also shows how we can defeat worry in our lives.

Worry Displays a Lack of Faith 


First, worry displays a lack of faith.  In this midst of our text Jesus refers to His audience as “you of little faith.”  How many times did He use that phrase concerning His disciples throughout the Gospels? Yet, in the words of John Stott, “Worry is incompatible with Christian faith.”
 


Why is that?  What is worry?  Worry is to doubt that good will come our way; that everything will work out for the best.  What is faith?  Faith is to believe that good will come our way; that “in all things God works for the good for those who love him and are called according to his purpose” (Rom 8:28).  Worry relies on self or on others to bring about good; faith relies upon God to bring about good.

Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:7, “we walk by faith , not by sight.”  What does that mean?  Warren Wiersbe defines it this way: “To walk by faith means to look at earth from heaven’s point of view. To walk by sight means to look at heaven from earth’s point of view.”
  When we look at heaven from our perspective, we wonder why God isn’t doing anything and how we can ever meet our own needs.  When we look at earth from heaven’s point of view, we realize that God is at work, He has all things under control, and His promises of provision will come true.

The same Greek term used in Matthew 6:25 is also used by Paul in Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Literally that verb means, “stop perpetually worrying about even one thing.”
 We are not to worry about anything—just as Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount. We commit sin when we worry. We do not trust God when we worry. We do not receive answers to prayer when we worry, because we are not trusting.
  Have you ever considered that: Worrying is actually a sin?  It’s true on two levels: first, God commands us not to worry, so if we worry, we are disobeying His direct command; secondly, Paul writes in Romans 14:23, “…everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  We are to live our lives trusting in God.  Worry is the opposite of trust.

Jesus also points out in Matthew six that worry is as inconsistent with common sense as it is with Christian faith.  As Stott points out,

To become preoccupied with material things in such a way that they engross our attention, absorb our energy and burden us with anxiety is incompatible with both Christian faith and common sense. It is distrustful of our heavenly Father, and it is frankly stupid.

Why is worrying stupid?  Because it is so unnecessary.  Jesus uses nature as an example of this. He points to the birds of the air and the flowers of the field as examples of how God provides from them without their concern.  Chuck Swindoll puts these examples in more current terminology:

• No bird ever tried to build more nests or more ex​travagant places to live than its neighbor.

• No fox ever got ticked off because she had only one hole in which to hide and rear her young.

• No squirrel ever had a coronary because he failed to store enough nuts for two winters instead of one.

• No bear was ever envious of another bear with a larger cave in which to hibernate.

• No dog ever lost a good night’s sleep over the fact that he had not laid aside enough bones for his declining years.


By comparison, how foolish we are as humans!  Worry is such a waste—a waste of time, thought and nervous energy. We need to learn to live a day at a time. We should plan for the future, of course, but not worry about the future. “One day’s trouble is enough for one day” (Phillips), or, “Each day has enough troubles of its own.” (NEB). So why anticipate them? If we do, we double them. For if our fear does not materialize, we have worried once for nothing; if it does materialize, we have worried twice instead of once. In both cases it is foolish: worry doubles trouble.
  This reminds my of the song I mentioned at the beginning in which Bobby McFerrin sang, “In every life we have some trouble, But when you worry you make it double. Don't worry, be happy.”

A businessman once who drew up what he called a “Worry Chart,” in which he kept a record of his worries. He discovered that 40 percent of them were about things that probably would never happen; 30 percent concerned past decisions that he could not now unmake; 12 percent dealt with other people’s criticism of him; and 10 percent were worries about his health. He concluded that only 8 percent of them were really legitimate.
  Jesus would take that one step further and say that zero percent of our worries are legitimate.  We are not to worry!


That’s easy to say, but how do we do it?  Dietrich Bonhoeffer suggests, “The only way to win assurance is by leaving tomorrow entirely in the hands of God and by receiving from him all we need for today.”
  Don’t worry about yesterday—it’s gone and cannot be changed.  Don’t worry about tomorrow—it will never come.  (When it does, it’s today!)  And don’t worry about today—God will take care of us!  Learn the lesson from nature, as encapsuled in this poem:

Said the robin to the sparrow: “I should really like to know

Why these anxious human beings rush about and worry so.” 

Said the sparrow to the robin: “Friend, I think that it must be 

That they have no heavenly Father, such as cares for you and me.”


Worry demonstrates a lack of faith.  Worry belies our testimony in God because we are trying to be in control ourselves.  Worry mortgages our future by worrying about it in the present.  How?  By worrying about tomorrow we cripple ourselves today; we lessen our efficiency in the present which puts us in worse shape for the future we are worrying about!

The late Dr. Peter Marshall, Chaplain of the United States Senate prayed this prayer at the opening of the Senate:

“Help us to do our very best this day and be content with today’s troubles, so that we shall not borrow the troubles of tomorrow. Save us from the sin of worrying, lest stomach ulcers be the badge of our lack of faith. Amen.”

Worry Displays a Lack of Fulfillment
Secondly, worry displays a lack of fulfillment.  Jesus promises that our Heavenly Father will provide us with everything we need.  But for many, having what they need is not enough.  Swindoll comments,

It has been my observation that worriers are basically dissatis​fied people. Something is never quite right. When one thing is fixed, something else is out of whack. Contentment with the way things are, even knowing that God could change them if He wished, is a mind-set that is foreign to the worrier. What is is not enjoyed because of what could be. Whoever chooses to live like that should be ready for a lifetime of dissatisfaction.

Contentment is a lost art among Christians.  How many of us could honestly say with Paul, as he writes in Philippians 4:11-13,

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

That last verse has been used and abused by those who think the Christian life is served on a golden platter, that “what the mind can conceive the mind can achieve” in Christ.  In context, Paul makes that claim about being content whether he has a lot or a little.

When we worry, we are informing God that we are dissatisfied with what He has given to us.  I recall an incident at Bible college in the cafeteria.  One of my friends sat down at the table with his food, bowed his head for a moment, and no sooner had he opened his eyes, he began complaining about the food.  I thought to myself, “Didn’t you just thank God for the same food you’re ripping on now?”  Yet how often do we live that way, throwing God’s provisions for us back in His face?

Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 6:6-10,

But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 


Worry displays a lack of fulfillment with what we have—and that may display an underlying attitude of materialism.

Worry Displays a Lack of Focus


Finally, worry displays a lack of focus. When we are caught up worrying about our material needs, we cannot concentrate on spiritual reality.  Satan would love nothing more than to distract the Christian from his primary focus on God and onto anything else. This is why Jesus said in verse 33, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”  John MacArthur writes in his book, Anxiety Attacked, under the heading of “REPLACING WORRY WITH THE RIGHT FOCUS”:
In other words, move your thoughts up to the divine level and God will take care of all your physical needs. God wants to free His children from being preoccupied with the mundane. Colossians 3:2 says as directly as possible, “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth.” Therefore a materialistic Christian is a contradiction in terms.

The Greek word prōtos (“first”) means “first in a line of more than one option.” Of all the priorities of life, seeking God’s kingdom is number one. It is doing what you can to promote God’s rule over His creation. That includes seeking Christ’s rule to be manifest in your life through “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). When the world sees those virtues in your life instead of worry, it’s evidence that the kingdom of God is there. You can say, “I want to tell people about Jesus so they can be saved,” but if your life is marked by anxiety and fear, they will not believe you have anything they want. They are certainly going to question the power of God.

A worrying Christian is a distracted Christian.  How can we focus on developing Christ’s image in our lives when we are worrying about our finances, our health, or our material possessions?  How can we concentrate on sharing Christ with others when we are caught up in earthly things?  Jesus tells us to focus on what really matters—the kingdom of God—and all of the other stuff will fall into place.

So, in the words of that popular song, “Don’t worry, be happy.”  Worry displays a lack of faith, a lack of fulfillment, and a lack of focus in our lives.  In Matthew 6:25 Jesus says, “Do not be anxious for your life, as to what you shall eat, or what you shall drink; nor for your body, as to what you shall put on. Is not life more than food, and the body than clothing?” The tense in the Greek text is properly translated, “Stop worrying.” The tense in verse 31 is different, however, and means, “Don’t start worrying.” Thus Jesus brackets our passage with this meaning: If you are worrying, quit; if you haven’t started, don’t.


Instead, fix your eyes squarely on your Heavenly Father.  Remember that He provides everything we need, and tomorrow is in His capable hands.  Enjoy what you have—be content with what God has given you—and concentrate your energies on those things that will last forever: your spiritual character and the eternal souls of others who need Christ.  Everything else will fall into place.


If we don’t worry, we really will be happy!
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