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Years ago, I received some advice from an older pastor that has guided and focused me over these twenty-six years of pastoral ministry.  You’ve probably heard it, but if you haven’t, you need to hear it, or if you’ve forgotten it, you need to hear it again.  What the pastor told me was that to be faithful as a Christian, “the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.”  What the pastor told me was that faithfulness is a matter of establishing a right priority.

We’ve all known of people who lives got out of whack because of misplaced priorities.  I understand that in Deadwood, South Dakota, there is a Wild West museum in which thee is this inscription left by a beleaguered prospector: “I lost my gun.  I lost my horse.  I’m out of food.  The Indians are after me.  But I’ve got all the gold I can carry.”  I would say that inscription is Exhibit A in how for the prospector the “main thing” was not the main thing.
Are we any better?  I saw a statistic the other day that would question anyone who might say that we are.  In 1999 Halloween became the second-biggest American holiday, based on the amount of money spent on decorations.  According to a firm called Unity Marketing, Americans that year spent $659 million on Halloween stuff, pushing it ahead of Easter into the number 2 spot behind Christmas.  I wonder what a 2005 study might show.  On second thought, maybe I don’t.  Remember what Jesus said: “Where you treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21).
Faithfulness is a matter of our setting our hearts on the Kingdom of God and then ordering our time, talents, and resources in such a way that we give priority to Kingdom business.

That was Jesus’ response to those whom he approached about journeying with him on his way into Jerusalem.  In Luke’s gospel, it’s a meandering journey, or sort of Exodus journey from Galilee to Jerusalem.  It begins here in the 9th chapter, but doesn’t end until chapter 19.  In between there is all manner of important stuff: teachings, healings, and personal encounters.  To the casual observer it might appear that Jesus is wandering in the wilderness, plowing crooked rows, and ministering in general “by the seat of his pants.”  But in fact Jesus is focused, and he is focused on the Kingdom of God.
Consequently, Jesus is not impressed when a would-be follower approaches him with the promise, “I will follow you wherever you go.”  This man has no idea where Jesus is going.  He has not the foggiest notion that Jesus is going to Jerusalem to take up a cross.  Though the man’s commitment seems strong and sincere, he’s actually just caught up in the notion that Jesus is an up-and-coming prophet and he might be able to ride the wave of Jesus’ popularity all the way into the big city of Jerusalem.  The same thing happens today.  People assume that following Jesus will get them somewhere, and while following Jesus certainly brings purpose and significance into our lives, it does so with a price.  We must be willing to make following Jesus the main thing in our lives even if it means that in doing so we deny ourselves some measure of pleasure and comfort.  “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  “We won’t be staying at any three-diamond hotel chains.”
Then, there’s a second man whom Jesus approaches.  Perhaps Jesus sees something in this man that the man doesn’t even see in himself.  When Jesus extends the invitation to “follow me,” the man responds with what seems to be a reasonable request, “Lord, let me first go and bury by father.”  After all, that was a part of the Commandment to “honor one’s father and mother.”  Even Joseph, the favored son of Jacob, took a leave from Pharaoh to bury his patriarch father back in Canaan (Genesis 50:1-7).  Besides, an unburied body was a mark of great disgrace (Deuteronomy 28:26).  

But Jesus is unmoved.  “Leave the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the Kingdom of God.”  Some have sought to tone down Jesus’ teaching by suggesting that maybe the man’s father hadn’t actually died, that he was only at the point of death, and that by buying time this second man might avoid the obligations of discipleship.  It wouldn’t be like he was the only person ever to use family as an excuse for getting out of the demands of discipleship.  
Whether the father was dead or almost dead, it really doesn’t matter; Jesus’ call is clear and plain: Those who have an opportunity to experience spiritual life need to seize it and then share it with those persons who themselves are on this side of the grave and still have the chance of choosing Christ.  Choosing Christ is what this life is all about; it is the “main thing.”
Lastly, a third man approaches Jesus and his excuse is the most spiritually subtle of all.  “I’ll follow you, Lord,” he says, “but first let me say goodbye to those at my home.”  His request is the same request that the prophet Elisha brought to his master Elijah, when Elijah called him to be his disciple.  (If you want to read the story, you can do so in 1 Kings 19.)  On that occasion, Elijah granted Elisha’s request and let him return to his family to say his goodbyes.  But Jesus doesn’t.  Instead, Jesus responds, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God.”  The “main thing” in life is not what’s behind us.  The “main thing” is what lies ahead and the opportunity Jesus gives us to seize God’s future.
I don’t know about you, but I feel for all of these people who made excuses and were just asking Jesus for a little time.  Who among us hasn’t done the same?  Who among us hasn’t pleaded for a little time to absorb the call of God?  Who among us hasn’t wanted to wrap up a few loose ends before going about God’s business?  Who among us hasn’t allowed those excuses to detain us from doing what Jesus has called us to do?
It’s like the story of the man who asked a neighbor if he could borrow his lawn mower.  When the neighbor answered, “No, I’m going to play golf,” the would-be borrower responded, “What does your playing golf have to do with my borrowing your lawn mower.”  To which the neighbor replied, “Nothing, but if you don’t want to do something, one excuse is as good as another.”

These are good excuses, and because they are, they point to a critical truth: the greatest threat to the gospel is not so much “the evil” as it is “the good.”  Think about that statement for a moment.  When we recognize “the evil” in our lives, we usually take steps to get rid of it.  We confess our sin.  We go for counseling.  We remove ourselves from the situation that provokes the sin.  We do something about it.
But when we become content with “the good,” we may fail to follow Jesus and to seek what is “best.”  In other words, the good in our lives – in our relationships, in our work, in our finances – at times it is the good in our lives that keeps us from “the main thing,” from following Jesus.

Someone put it this way: “The radicality of Jesus’ words lies in his claim to priority over the best, not the worst, of human relationships.  Jesus never said to choose him over the devil but to choose him over family.  And the remarkable thing is that those who have done so have been freed from possession and worship of family and have found the distance necessary to love them” (Fred Craddock, Luke: Interpretation Commentary, p. 144).
If this morning you are here and you recognize that you have not made the “main thing” a priority and have used “the good” as an excuse, don’t be discouraged.  The good news of the gospel is that God doesn’t flunk us when procrastinate or offer excuses.  The good news of the gospel is that every failure is an invitation to acknowledge our sin, to turn from it, and to experience God’s grace in Jesus by receiving yet another chance.
Whenever I read this story, I wonder to myself if any of the three men who are mentioned here ever dropped his excuse and made the decision to follow Jesus.  We’ll never know.

But what we can know is the joy and the peace of making sure that the “main thing” in our life is in fact the “main thing.”

Someone summed it up perfectly in this way: “Put first things first and we get second things thrown in.  Put second things first and we lose both first and second things.”

What is happening or about to happen in your life for which you need to reorder your priorities in order to be blessed by it?  When you go to answer that question, heed these three considerations that will help you keep the “main thing” the “main thing.”
First, share Jesus’ determination to fulfill God’s purpose for your life.  We all are on a journey to Jerusalem and nothing in this life must prevent us from getting there.
Second, put your faith in Jesus to help you experience life’s “best.”  Don’t trust in life’s comforts or life’s relationships.  Nothing is more important than Jesus.

And finally, always be looking forward.  Quit trying to navigate through life with your eyes stuck to the rear-view mirror.  “No one who put his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God.”

“The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.”  Order your life around that truth and you will experience the fullness and the favor that Jesus is calling you to know. 
