
Ask the children to come forward.   Do you like listening to music? 
We’re going to listen to a piece of music this morning which I think 
helps us understand the reading we have just heard from Romans.  

I would like you to imagine that the previous seven chapters of the 
book of Romans – which we haven’t read today ( - and I’m saving you 
a lot of reading, believe me - ) imagine that that the first seven 
chapters of the book of Romans  are like the start of the piece of 
music we are about to hear, and that this passage from Romans 
chapter 8 is a bit like listening to the end of the piece of music we are 
about to hear.  

Imagine that the whole of Paul’s letter to the Romans has been 
building up to this point, where Paul says:  If we suffer, if bad things 
happen to us as Christians, who cares?  …“In my estimation, all that 
we suffer in the present time is nothing in comparison with the glory 
which is destined to be disclosed to us”. 

 

So without further ado, lets have a listen to that piece of music. Over 
to Richard…   Elgar’s Nimrod 

 

So what did you think, did that work for you? Romans chapter 8, a bit 
like the magnificent final part of Elgar’s Nimrod…?   

In a moment we are going to hear words from the Sermon on the 
Mount. Now I am biased but I think that the words of Jesus at this 
part of the Sermon on the Mount are in their own way a bit like the 
final part of Nimrod. Just as some words of Paul are more sublime 
than others, so too are some of the words of Jesus. 



If you would like my own highly condensed summary of the Sermon 
on the Mount – in two words – I reckon that the whole of the 
Sermon on the Mount is saying this: trust God, really trust God - trust 
God more than anything else. And I reckon that it is this part of the 
Sermon on the Mount where the message of the whole Sermon on 
the Mount comes across most clearly. Trust God – more than 
anything else. 

If we can trust God more and more as we go through life then 
hopefully we will ourselves sound more and more like this piece of 
music.  Amen. 

 

Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness.   

I speak to you in the name of the Living God… 

These words from the Matthew’s Gospel indicate a key way in which 
Matthew’s Gospel is different from Mark’s Gospel.  In Mark chapter 
1 and verse 15 Jesus begins his ministry by proclaiming “The kingdom 
of God is near, repent and believe the Gospel” (repeat). Mark’s focus 
is on the kingdom and on repentance. Matthew’s focus is on the 
kingdom, and on righteousness - as here: Seek first the kingdom of 
God and his righteousness. We could just as easily put these two 
phrases the other way round: seek first God’s righteousness AND 
God’s kingdom. God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness, both 
together: seek these two things first - not seek the kingdom first, and 
then God’s righteousness. 

One of the differences between Mark’s Gospel and Matthew’s 
Gospel is Matthew’s strong focus of the theme of righteousness. As 
in Mark’s Gospel, the kingdom of God is central to Matthew’s 
Gospel, but also central is God’s righteousness. 



The theme of righteousness keeps on cropping up again and again in 
Matthew’s Gospel. Sometimes in the most unusual places: at the 
baptism of Jesus, John says to Jesus “I need to be baptised by you, 
not the other way round”, and Jesus’s cryptic response is that in this 
way they will do “all that righteousness demands”. The occasion of 
the baptism of Jesus might seem an unlikely place to find a reference 
to righteousness, but Matthew shrugs his shoulders and says “its 
significant to me” and so he shoehorns the word righteousness into 
his Gospel at this point. Clearly the word righteousness is one of 
Matthew’s key words. 

The word righteousness comes up alongside mention of the kingdom 
on one other occasion in the Sermon on the Mount: in the previous 
chapter - chapter 5 and verse 20 - where Jesus declares to his 
followers that “unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes 
and the Pharisees you shall not enter the kingdom of God”. Clearly 
righteousness is important to Matthew but is not important to Mark 
– we do not find the word ‘righteousness’ once in Mark’s Gospel. 

Righteousness is also a key theme in the book of Romans. Matthew 
is the most Jewish of all the Gospels - and when Paul the Pharisee 
and Matthew the Gospel writer use the word righteousness they are 
talking about the same thing: Seeking God’s righteousness makes 
sense as a Jewish word with a specific religious meaning. As we know 
Jesus was a religiously observant Jew. But you may not be aware that 
Jesus was, like Paul, a Pharisee. That was the only kind of Rabbi there 
was at that time – and seeking God’s righteousness was a very 
rabbinic kind of thing to do.   The distinctive twist that Jesus the 
Pharisee gives his message is that his disciples are required to seek 
not only God’s righteousness but also God’s kingdom. Jesus elevates 
seeking God’s kingdom to the same level as seeking God’s 
righteousness. 



So… what is this righteousness of God, or ‘God’s righteousness’ that 
is so important to Matthew? Well, the Pharisees believed in personal 
righteousness, individual righteousness: to be righteous before God 
is to be able to stand before God with your face held high – to be in 
good relationship, in ‘right’ relationship with God. And you do that 
by keeping the law. Jesus says in Matthew’s Gospel and only in 
Matthew’s Gospel in the first section of the Sermon on the Mount: 
“Do not imagine I have come to abolish the law. I haven’t come to 
abolish it, I have come to fulfil it.” The distinctive message of Jesus in 
Matthew’s Gospel is that seeking God’s righteousness and seeking 
God’s kingdom IS the fulfilment of the law. 

Hopefully that explanation now makes sense of the ordering in which 
we have it in Matthew’s Gospel: seek ye first the kingdom of God 
AND his righteousness: we don’t leave out the righteousness … 
because Jesus hasn’t stopped being a Pharisee - Jesus hasn’t 
suddenly left out seeking God’s righteousness as the highest ideal 
within Pharisaic Judaism.  

We turn now to our reading from Romans chapter 8. As I have 
suggested already, reading this passage from this chapter without an 
awareness of the preceding seven chapters, is rather like tuning in to 
the theme of Nimrod on the radio when the theme comes crashing 
through for the last time. Paul has spent the previous seven chapters 
building up to this moment: Jesus the Messiah has been obedient to 
God’s Israel-shaped purpose. Israel’s mistake had been to suppose 
the plan was all about herself. It wasn’t. Israel’s task was to redeem 
the rest of the world; and Jesus did that – representing Israel as the 
Messiah.  God forgive us, we have often supposed that the plan was 
all about us – human beings. It wasn’t. The human task is to reflect 
God’s image into the whole of creation.  



When Jesus accomplished his great saving act on the cross, human 
beings were delivered from death; and when humanity shares God’s 
solemn glory, creation itself will be set free for its original purpose. 

There is an apocryphal story that when the Apostle Peter was on his 
way to be crucified it is this part of the Sermon on the Mount which 
came into Peter’s mind and gave Peter comfort. It is used to great 
effect in the film Ben Hur, and also in other film portrayals of the life 
of Jesus. And these would be appropriate words for Peter to recall at 
such a time – because Peter knows that he has sought God’s 
kingdom first and God’s righteousness, he knows that this is far more 
important than food or drink or clothing.  

Compare that to the prosperity Gospel, which is (to paraphrase): 
don’t worry about what you will eat or drink or wear because God 
will give you all these things in superabundance. How authentic is 
that when seen alongside a ministry marked out NOT by having all 
the food, drink and clothing that you could possibly want - but rather 
by a total lack of concern about any of these things. 

Try setting the final part of Elgar’s Nimrod to Peter’s authentic 
response to the call of love upon his life: by picturing the disciple 
Peter on his way to a humiliating death reflecting on these words of 
Jesus in our Gospel this morning. Try it and see if it moves you … to 
likewise seek God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness, for yourself. 

We can read the words of Jesus in our Gospel for today as being 
intensely harsh and intensely kind at one and the same time: Seek 
God’s kingdom and stop worrying. Easy, isn’t it? Hardly. Jesus 
responds to our human tendency to worry. But in the context of 
having one absolute demand on our lives: the kingdom of God, every 
other demand will be seen as relative to that.  



These difficult words of Jesus are also consoling  words, because 
when you have reached the point – of having only one demand on 
your life, God’s - you are free. There is nothing that anyone can do to 
you that ultimately matters:  What will they take if you don’t have 
anything?    How can anyone threaten to take away your life if you 
have given it away already?  

Our thought for the week is by the Dominican writer Simon Tugwell, 
reflecting on the Sermon on the Mount: “God tests those who claim 
to love him…. God tested his Son, before his public mission began.” 
… And God tested Peter. And Peter’s love for his Lord was not found 
wanting.  

These harsh and comforting words in our Gospel reading test us… 
What is more important to you: what you eat or drink or wear?  Or 
being in right relationship with God and seeking God’s kingdom?  

This is a good acid test of establishing how much we love God: by 
establishing how dependent we are on material things. When it 
comes to that final journey at the end of our earthly days, there is 
little we can take with us, save what has found its way to our hearts. 
From time to time it helps to recall that, and to loosen our tie to the 
things we own or the obligations we feel. It is a good discipline to 
take up in Lent. Where are you on the scale between materialism 
and getting somewhere in the spiritual life? How are we reflecting 
God’s image, God’s glory, in all of creation? 

Strive first for the kingdom of God - and his righteousness.  

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit… 


