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One of the helpful suggestions in Richard Carlson’s book “Don’t Sweat The Small Stuff” is this – “Ask yourself, ‘Will this matter 100 years from now.’”  When we look back 100 years or so, we realize just how much things can change and how quickly they can change.  A little over 100 years ago – in 1903 – the Wright Brothers flew the first plane at Kitty Hawk.  Only 66 years later, Neil Armstrong was walking on the moon.  In 1950 – just five years before I was born – only 9% of households owned a single television.  Today most of us have two, three or four TVs.  In 1900 only 11% of kids ages 14-17 were in high school; today over 93% are in high school.  One hundred years ago, most people living in the U.S. were male, under 23 years old, lived in the country and rented their homes.  Almost half of all people in the U.S. lived in households with 5 or more other people.  Today, most people in the U.S. are female, 35 years old or older and live in urban areas where they own their own home.  Most people in the U.S. either live alone or in a household with no more than one or two other people.

But to illustrate how much things have changed, I really like this job description of a nurse from 1887.  See if you notice any differences in our expectations, values and responsibilities over the last 120 years:

Nurses’ Duties in 1887

In addition to caring for your 50 patients, each nurse will follow these regulations:
1. Daily sweep and mop the floors or your ward, dust the patients’ furniture and windowsills.

2. Maintain an even temperature in your ward by bringing in a scuttle of coal for the days’ business.

3. Light is important to observe the patient’s condition.  Therefore, each day fill kerosene lamps, clean chimneys and trim wicks.  Wash the windows once a week.

4. The nurse’s notes are important in aiding the physician’s work.  Make your pens carefully; you may whittle nibs to your individual taste.

5. Each nurse on day duty will report every day at 7:00 a.m. and leave at 8:00 p.m., except on the Sabbath, on which day you will be off from 12 noon to 2:00 p.m.

6. Graduate nurses in good standing with the director of nurses will be given an evening off each week for courting purposes or two evenings a week if you regularly go to church.

7. Each nurse should lay aside from each payday a goodly sum of her earnings for her benefits during her declining years so that she will not become a burden.  For example, if you earn $30 a month, you should set aside $15.

8. Any nurse who smokes, uses liquor in any form, gets her hair done at a beauty shop, or frequents dance halls will give the director of nurses good reason to suspect her worth, intentions and integrity.

9. The nurse who performs her labors and serves her patients and doctors faithfully and without fault for a period of five years will be given an increase by the hospital administration of five cents a day, providing there are no hospital debts that are outstanding.

Times have changed, haven’t they?  And I’m sure our nurses here are very glad that times have changed.  Of course, those rules aren’t just indicative of how we as a society viewed nurses; they’re indicative of what we as a society thought about values like work, duty, privacy, character, self-reliance and religion.  Back then we didn’t place much value on personal privacy.  We thought an employer had every right to know whether the employee went to church, and whether an employee went out on dates, and whether an employee got her hair done at a beauty shop.  Today we place a great deal of value on personal privacy.  We don’t think an employer has any business knowing where someone got their hair done or how much they put into savings.  The only things an employer has a right to know and to consider in evaluating the employee are those limited matters that affect the employee’s actual job performance.  What we valued back then we don’t value now.
In this series we have been trying to discover what it means to live a life that really matters.  We have been learning how not to sweat the small stuff, and how to focus our energy and our passions on those values and activities that will still be significant and meaningful 100 years from now.  We don’t want to devote our time and money and sweat to things that are as outdated as disco, leisure suits, eight-track tapes and five-cent raises every five years.  We want to build our lives on things that matter now and that will still matter 100 years from now.
Our guide throughout this series has been Jesus.  At the end of Jesus’ best known sermon, what we call the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told a parable to illustrate something very important about living a life that really matters.  You’ve probably heard this brief story at some time in your life; it’s found in Matthew 7:
Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.  But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.  (Matthew 7:24-27)
Jesus’ illustration makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it, especially to those of us who live in California.  We know firsthand that it is the houses built on rock that survive the earthquakes and the mudslides, while the houses built on sand or landfill fall with a great crash.  And frankly, we have seen the same thing happen not just to houses, but to people.  Pick up People Magazine any week of the year, and you will find a story about a well-known person who built his or her life on sand and who then fell with a great crash.  In fact, you don’t have to read People or turn on a tabloid TV show; just pick up the financial pages.  In early April the lead story in the financial papers was about a 41 year old chief financial officer of American mortgage giant Freddie Mac who committed suicide after the company lost $35 billion.  We’ve seen it over and over and over – build your life on sand, and sooner or later it will fall, and the fall will not be pretty.
But it need not be that way.  It is possible to live a life that really matters by learning to build our lives on things that will last.  And this morning we want to finish up this series by discovering how to live a life that matters by living our lives with principles, the principles that Jesus lived by and that he taught us to live by.

I Will Do My Best To Learn God’s Principles For Living
Let’s go back to Jesus’ story about the wise man and the foolish man.  By the way, here are a couple of quotes about fools from the last 100 years.  “Some people are born foolish, some acquire foolishness, and others fall in love.”  On the flip side of that quote is this one: “When in love, try not to say foolish things; if you succeed, you are not in love.”  Here’s one that may not ring true with you, but it certainly does with me: “Every human being knows a fool when he sees one, but not when he is one.”
We don’t want to be foolish, and Jesus doesn’t want us to be foolish either.  Jesus does not want our lives to end in a great crash.  He wants us to live lives that really matter, lives that stand the test of trouble and tribulation, lives that are as solid as a rock.  And Jesus tells us exactly how to do it.  Do you remember how Jesus said to build your life on a rock?  Here’s how he puts it: “Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.” (Matthew 7:24)  To build your life on a rock, to live a life that really matters, is to practice the principles of living that Jesus taught us.  To build your house on the rock is not to invest in a certain mutual fund or to buy a certain kind of insurance.  To build your house on the rock is to put into practice Jesus’ principles for living.
Let’s remember that when Jesus gave this illustration, he had just finished delivering the Sermon on the Mount, a compilation of Jesus’ most important principles for living.  So when Jesus says that the person who builds his house on the rock is the one who hears “these words of mine,” those are the words he is referring to, the words of his own sermon.  Now we don’t have time this morning to cover everything Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, which is three chapters long; we don’t even have time to read it in the little time we have left this morning.  So let me instead challenge each of us who are followers of Jesus to make two commitments this morning.
Here’s the first commitment I’m asking each of us to make: “I will do my best to learn God’s principles for living.”  To make sure we all understand what I’m asking us to commit to, let’s break this commitment down.  Let’s start with the back half – what do we mean by “God’s principles for living?”

Here is what I’m talking about.  I’m not talking about memorizing a list of do’s and don’ts.  I’m not talking about organizing your life around a set of hard and fast rules.  That would probably be easier, which is probably why so many churches and people through the years have done it.  Let me give you an example, to help demonstrate the difference between a rule and a principle, taken from the days when our kids were a little younger.  Do you remember when your kids reached the age where you could leave them home alone while you and your wife went out for dinner?  You felt a certain degree of joy knowing you could leave them without having to pay for a babysitter, but you still felt a little anxious about how they were going to get along.  So before we left our kids for the evening Brenda and I would each deliver a speech.  Brenda tended to focus on rules in her speech, and I tended to focus on principles.  Usually Brenda went first: “Don’t answer the phone, don’t answer the door, don’t use the oven, don’t invest in any no-load mutual funds, flush the toilet, brush your teeth, put your clothes away,” and so on.  I think it made Brenda feel better to give the kids a list of specific do’s and don’ts, and oddly it seemed to make the kids feel better as well because they knew exactly what they needed to do to earn a passing grade when the parentals returned.
But having been a kid myself once upon a time, I knew the flaw in this system.  The flaw is this – no list of do’s and don’ts can possibly cover everything.  Even when our kids followed Brenda’s rules to the letter, there were still a million ways they could cause damage to our home and to each other.  For example, when I was a kid and my parents left me at home with my two older brothers, Mom and Dad never told my brothers not to take my Dopey doll and flush it down the toilet to terrorize me.  They never told my brothers not to hide in the closet and make scary noises when I went to bed.  They never told my brothers not to pull my underwear over my head.  So when my parents got home and I complained, my brothers always had a perfectly sound legal defense: “You never told us not to do that!”

So I tended to do it a little differently with the kids.  Instead of giving them rules, which had been covered at some length already, I gave them some principles.  Principle No. 1 was to “be safe.”  You see, if my wife neglected to tell the kids the rule about juggling steak knives, the “be safe” principle should fill in the cracks.  Principle No. 2 was to “be kind.”  In my mind, the “be kind” principle would have spared me a great deal of grief as a kid.  “Be kind” covers things like not flushing stuffed animals down toilets and not terrorizing your little brother or sister.  And sometimes I would add one more, the “WWJD” principle.  In other words, before you do something, ask yourself “what would Jesus do?”
In Jesus’ day there was a group of people who were very big into rules.  They were called the Pharisees.  They knew every one of the 630-plus laws of the Old Testament by heart.  And to those 630 laws they added another 3000-plus laws in an attempt to fill in all the cracks, to cover all the bases.  When they left their kids at home, I imagine they surely went on and on until they covered every possible contingency.

Do you remember what Jesus said about the Pharisees’ obsession with rules?  We would think Jesus would have been pleased.  After all, it was God’s laws they were obsessed with.  But Jesus was far from pleased.  Notice what he says in this angry rebuttal of the pharisaic way of life: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You give a tenth of your spices – mint, dill and cummin.  But you have neglected the most important matters of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness.” (Matthew 23:23)   Here’s what Jesus was saying to the Pharisees: “Guys, you keep all the rules to the letter, but you missed everything that’s really important.  Here’s what’s important, these three big principles for living.  Here’s principle number one – justice.  Do you know what that means?  That means to play fair.  You may have kept all the rules, but you haven’t been playing fair with people.  Here’s principle number two – mercy.  Do you know what that means?  It means to be kind.  You have kept all the rules, but you haven’t been kind.  And here’s principle number three – faithfulness.  You have kept all the rules, but you haven’t been faithful.  You know the rules, but you don’t understand the principles, and because of that you have completely missed what it means to live a life that really matters.
When we read the Sermon on the Mount, we discover that Jesus time after time takes a rule and turns it into a principle for living.  For example, one of the principles Jesus chastised the Pharisees for ignoring was that of faithfulness.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus fleshes that principle out as it relates to a married couple.  Jesus says, “Hey everyone, do you remember that rule that says a man should not commit adultery?”  And they all shake their heads yes; it is, after all, one of the biggies, one of the Ten Commandments.  Then Jesus says, “But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” (Matthew 5:28)  And all of a sudden we begin to understand that the principle of faithfulness means much more than the simple rule against adultery.  Being faithful to our partner is much more than what we don’t do and where we don’t sleep; being faithful has everything to do with how we talk to our partner and how we treat our partner and even how we think about our partner.  Being faithful to our partner means that we invest ourselves body and soul in the well being and growth and health of our partner.  And when we are faithful to our partner, God says, we will discover what it means to live a life that really matters.  Faithfulness matters now, and it will matter 100 years from now.
God wants each of us to live a life that really matters, and for that reason God has gone to the effort of revealing to us in the Bible his principles for living.  Everything we need to know about how to live a life that really matters and how to invest our lives in things that will be just as important 100 years from now as they are today is there for us to read in black and white in the Bible.  But those principles don’t do us any good if we don’t know what they are.  And that is why I’m asking us to make a commitment to do our best to learn what those principles are.  
Now I’m not asking you to make a commitment to read the Bible cover to cover in a week.  Let me ask you, though, to try something for the rest of this summer.  This is just a suggestion, this is just one way you can go about this, but if you don’t have any kind of Bible reading plan that’s you’re working on, you just might want to try this.  First, starting this week, make it a habit to read the Sermon on the Mount once a week.  That’s just three chapters – Matthew 5, 6 and 7.  Become familiar with what Jesus said it means to live a life that really matters.  Second, for the next three months make it a habit to read one chapter from the Old Testament book of Proverbs every day.  Proverbs has 31 chapters.  If you read one a day, you’ll get through the entire book once each month.  And that’s it – not too hard.  But it’s a great way to start learning what God’s principles for living are. If you don’t already have a Bible reading plan, start with those two parts of the Bible – the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5, 6 and 7, and the Book of Proverbs.

I Will Obey God’s Principles Even If I Don’t Completely Understand Them & Even If They’re Hard
Now I said I was going to challenge us to make two commitments this morning.  The first is to learn God’s principles for living. That may seem hard enough, but the second one is much harder.  The second commitment I am asking us to make is this: I will obey God’s principles even if I don’t completely understand them and even if they’re hard.
Let’s go back and look at Jesus’ definition of a wise man.  Jesus said, “Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.” (Matthew 7:24)  Notice there are two parts of the definition.  The first part of being wise is to hear Jesus’ words, to know God’s principles for living.  But that’s not all.  Notice Jesus’ definition of a fool: “Everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice …” (Matthew 7:26)  Wisdom, the wisdom to live a life that really matters, begins with hearing God’s words and learning his principles.  But if that’s where it stops, we’re headed for a fall.  Wisdom is more than hearing; wisdom is doing.  Wisdom is putting God’s principles into practice.
I was out walking my dogs the other night when I came across my son Ryan’s soccer coach from about ten years ago, and it reminded me of a frustrating moment Ryan and I shared when he played his first indoor soccer game.  Neither Ryan nor I had even watched an indoor soccer game before, so the game seemed a bit foreign to me as I watched and to Ryan as he played.  About a third of the way into the game Ryan went in to play forward.  Within about 30 seconds we heard the coaches yelling, “Ryan, Ryan, don’t go past the red line!”  So Ryan stopped crossing the red line.  Thirty seconds later the ball crossed the red line and the coaches yelled, “Ryan, Ryan, go after the ball!”  Ryan froze and looked at the coaches like they had lost their minds. 
After the game Ryan and I asked the coaches if they could help us understand the rules a little better.  Part of the confusion, it turned out, was that there were two Ryan’s on the field at the same time; the first time the coaches had been yelling at the other Ryan not to cross the red line, and the second time they were yelling at my Ryan to go across the red line.  That helped, but frankly we still didn’t understand what the red line had to do with the game, since there is no such line in outdoor soccer.  So the coaches gave us a rulebook, which explained to us everything we needed to know about indoor soccer.  Now at that point Ryan needed to do two things to be successful and to have fun at indoor soccer.  First, he needed to learn the rules.  It would have been quite foolish if after that experience he hadn’t bothered to read the rulebook.  But he needed to do something else – he needed to put into practice what he learned.  He needed to play by the rules.  It’s one thing to feel foolish because no one told you the rules.  It’s another to be a fool because you failed to follow the rules you’d been taught.

Jesus taught us that to live a life that really matters, we need to put into practice the principles he taught us.  And what I’m asking us to do today is to make a commitment to obey God’s principles, even if we don’t completely understand them and even if they’re hard.
Have you ever come across one of God’s principles that didn’t seem to make sense to you?  The Sermon on the Mount has a few of them that fall into that category for me.  Like Matthew 5:44, where Jesus says, “But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  Or how about Matthew 5:39, where Jesus says, “But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person.  If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”  Or how about this from Matthew 6:15, where Jesus says, “But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”  We need to think about those, don’t we?  We’d like God to explain those things a bit more first.  

And then there are those principles that we understand well enough, but they just seem too hard.  Take the principle of purity.  We understand it; it’s very clear.  But it’s just so hard.  And yet Jesus says, “I’m telling you this for your own good.  If you want to build your life on a rock, you will build your life on this principle.  If you want to live a life that really matters, you will make purity a priority.”
Here’s another principle that’s hard – generosity.  I guess this one falls into both categories – one, it doesn’t seem to make sense, and two, it’s very hard to practice.  But as with all of God’s principles, this is what we need to appreciate – God doesn’t ask us to be generous because of what he wants from us; God asks us to be generous because of what he wants for us.  God doesn’t need our money; he already owns the whole universe.  That’s not why he tells us to commit ourselves to being generous.  God tells us to practice generosity because of what he knows being generous will do for us.  Is it hard?  Sure it is.  But it’s worth it.

Let me share with you an email I received awhile ago from one of our members who made a commitment to practice the principle of generosity.  This particular woman went to a seminar at Women’s Retreat called “Gettting Your Financial Life In Order,” and in that seminar she was learned that part of God’s plan for helping us get our financial lives in order is to be generous.  So she and husband determined that they were going to give 10% of their income to church, and not just based on their net income but on 10% of their gross income.  They didn’t know how they were going to do it, but they decided to just start doing it.  
Within a week of writing that first check to church, they got a check in the mail for $20 from an escrow company from their recent refinancing.  Then the broker who handled the re-fi sent them a $50 thank you check.  Then she got a check for $50 for being in a drama at the retreat.  Then they got $1000 for an old boat they had been trying  to sell.  Then she looked at their credit card bill -- $5577.26.  Why should they be giving money to church when they should be paying off their bill, right?  Right about then they heard back from their income tax preparer.  He said they would be getting refunds from the state and federal government.  The total refund, you wonder?  $5577.  And she writes this to me: “It was as if God was saying to us, ‘I will take care of you if you are obedient to me.”
Not all of God’s principles make sense to us, and many of them are just plain hard.  But God does not give us these principles to make us miserable; he gives them to us for our good.  As our Creator, God understands exactly how we need to live if we want to live lives that really matter.  So let’s not be foolish; let’s make these commitments – we will devote ourselves to learning God’s principles, and we will devote ourselves to doing them.  And when we put God’s principles into practice, we will discover the satisfaction that only comes from living a life that really matters.
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