Genesis 25:29-34

29-34 The story of Esau’s rejection of his birthright is purposefully attached to the end of the narrative that introduces the motif of the older serving the younger. It is a narrative example that God’s choice of Jacob over Esau did not run contrary to the wishes of either of the two brothers. It is clear from the narrative that Esau was one who “despised” his birthright, while Jacob is portrayed as one who would go to great lengths to gain it. The importance of the contrast between the two brothers can best be seen in the fact that the writer himself explicitly states the point of the narrative in the conclusion of the story: “So Esau despised his birthright” (v.34). In few cases in Genesis do we find such a clear and forthright statement of the writer’s own understanding of the sense of the individual stories. We are left with no doubt that the writer saw in this story of Jacob’s trickery a larger lesson, that Esau, though he had the right of the firstborn, did not value it over a small bowl of soup. Thus, when in God’s plan Esau lost his birthright and consequently his blessing, there was no injustice dealt him. The narrative has shown that he did not want the birthright. He despised it.
Matthew 6:25-34

25  “Therefore,” in the light of the alternatives set out (vv.19-24) and assuming his disciples will make the right choices, Jesus goes on to prohibit worry. KJV’s “Take no thought” is deceptive in modern English, for Jesus himself demands that we think even about birds and flowers (vv.26-30). “Do not worry” can be falsely absolutized by neglecting the limitations the context imposes and the curses on carelessness, apathy, indifference, laziness, and self-indulgence expressed elsewhere (cf. Carson, Sermon on the Mount , pp. 82-86; Stott, pp. 165-68). The point here is not to worry about the physical necessities, let alone the luxuries implied in the preceding verses, because such fretting suggests that our entire existence focuses on and is limited to such things. The argument is a fortiori  (“how much more”) but not (contra Hill, Matthew ) a minori ad maius  (“from the lesser to the greater”) but the reverse: if God has given us life and a body, both admittedly more important than food and clothing, will he not also give us the latter? Therefore fretting about such things betrays the loss of faith and the perversion of more valuable commitments (cf. Luke 10:41-42; Heb 13:5-6).

26 To worry about food and drink is to have learned nothing from the natural creation. If the created order testifies to God’s “eternal power and divine nature” (Rom 1:20), it testifies equally to his providence. The point is not that disciples need not work—birds do not simply wait for God to drop food into their beaks—but that they need not fret. Disciples may further strengthen their faith when they remember that God is in a special sense their Father (not the birds’ Father), and that they are worth far more than birds (“you” is emphatic). Here the argument is from the lesser to the greater.

This argument presupposes a biblical cosmology without which faith makes no sense. God is so sovereign over the universe that even the feeding of a wren falls within his concern. Because he normally does things in regular ways, there are “scientific laws” to be discovered; but the believer with eyes to see simultaneously discovers something about God and his activity (cf. Carson, Sermon on the Mount , pp. 87-90)

27 The word helikia  (“life”) can also be rendered “stature” (cf. Luke 19:3), and pechys  (“hour”) means either “cubit” (about eighteen inches) or “age” (Heb 11:11). No combination fits easily; no one would be tempted to think worrying could add eighteen inches to his stature (KJV), and a linear measure (eighteen inches) does not fit easily with “life.” This disparity accounts for the diversity of translations. Most likely the linear measure is being used in a metaphorical sense (cf. “add one cubit to his span of life” [RSV]), akin to “passing a milepost” at one’s birthday. Worry is more likely to shorten life than prolong it, and ultimately such matters are in God’s hands (cf. Luke 12:13-21). To trust him is enough.

28-30  “Lilies of the field” (v.28) may be any of the wild flowers so abundant in Galilee, and these “flowers of the field” correspond to “birds of the air.” The point is a little different from the first illustration, where birds work but do not worry. The flowers neither toil nor spin (cf. Notes). The point is not that Jesus’ disciples may opt for laziness but that God’s providence and care are so rich that he clothes the grass with wild flowers that are neither productive nor enduring (v.30). Even Solomon, the richest and most extravagant of Israel’s monarchs, “in all his splendor” (v.29) was not arrayed like one of these fields. Small wonder that Jesus gently chastises his disciples as oligopistoi  (“people of little faith”; cf. 8:26; 14:31; 16:8; and the abstract noun at 17:20). The root of anxiety is unbelief.

31-32 In the light of God’s bountiful care (“So”), the questions posed in v.31 (cf. v.25) are unanswerable; and the underlying attitudes are thoughtless and an affront to God who knows the needs of his people (cf. v.8). Worse, they are essentially pagan (v.32); for pagans “run after” (epizetousin , a strengthened form of “seek”) these things, not God’s kingdom and righteousness (v.33). Jesus’ disciples must live lives qualitatively different from those of people who have no trust in God’s fatherly care and no fundamental goals beyond material things.

33 In view of vv.31-32, this verse makes it clear that Jesus’ disciples are not simply to refrain  from the pursuit  of temporal things as their primary goal in order to differentiate themselves from pagans. Instead, they are to replace  such pursuits with goals of far greater significance. To seek first the kingdom (“of God” in some MSS) is to desire above all to enter into, submit to, and participate in spreading the news of the saving reign of God, the messianic kingdom already inaugurated by Jesus, and to live so as to store up treasures in heaven in the prospect of the kingdom’s consummation. It is to pursue the things already prayed for in the first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer (6:9-10).

To seek God’s righteousness is not, in this context, to seek justification (contra Filson, McNeile). “Righteousness” must be interpreted as in 5:6, 10, 20; 6:1. It is to pursue righteousness of life in full submission to the will of God, as prescribed by Jesus throughout this discourse (cf. Przybylski, pp. 89-91). Such righteousness will lead to persecution by some (5:10), but others will themselves become disciples and praise the Father in heaven (5:16). Such goals alone are worthy of one’s wholehearted allegiance. For any other concern to dominate one’s mind is to stoop to pagan fretting. “In the end, just as there are only two kinds of piety, the self-centered and the God-centered, so there are only two kinds of ambition: one can be ambitious either for oneself or for God. There is no third alternative” (Stott, p. 172). Within such a framework of commitment, Jesus’ disciples are assured that all the necessary things will be given them by their heavenly Father (see on 5:45; 6:9), who demonstrates his faithfulness by his care even for the birds and his concern even for the grass.

34 In view of God’s solemn promise to meet the needs of those committed to his kingdom and righteousness (v.33), “therefore” do not worry about tomorrow. Today has enough kakia  (“trouble,” NIV; what is evil from man’s point of view; once applied to crop damage caused by hail [MM]; and frequently translates Heb. raah  [“evil,” “misfortune,” “trouble”] in LXX: Eccl 7:14; 12:1; Amos 3:6) of its own. Worry over tomorrow’s misfortunes is nonsensical, because today has enough to occupy our attention and because tomorrow’s feared misfortunes may never happen (cf. b Sanhedrin  100b; b Berakoth  9a). It is almost as if Jesus, aware that his disciples are still unsettled and immature, ends his argument by setting the highest ideals and motives aside for a moment and, in a whimsical sally, appeals to common sense. At the same time, he is implicitly teaching that even for his disciples today’s grace is sufficient only for today and should not be wasted on tomorrow. If tomorrow does bring new trouble, there will be new grace to meet it.
