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Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church  
“Putting First Things First” 
Scripture: Ezra 10:5-17; Matthew 5:27-30; Psalm 6 refrain I from Psalm 5 
Hymns: 194 Come, let us to the Lord our God (1-3,6); 378 Jesus, Jesus, Jesus in the 
morning 20 The steadfast love of the Lord; 619 Aaronic Blessing; 240 Rock of ages, 
cleft for me  
November 15 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
 
He was way up in the company 
 And he had a lot of responsibilities. 
  I commented that the job 

must be tough on family life. 
 
He told me that when he first started 
 He had a tendency to come home 
  Later on in the evening. 
 
Then one day after missing another supper 
 His wife confronted him 
  Asking why he was so late. 
 
He replied matter-of-factly, 

“Well, I had an appointment”. 
 
“You had an appointment?” she queried. 
 “Yes, I had an appointment.” He declared. 
 
“Well…” she said “Open up your calendar. 

You have another appointment. 
  Every evening at 6:00 pm. Right here!” 
 
We don’t always choose the best priorities. 
 Sometimes we need to be challenged. 
 
That woman was jealously guarding the place of her family, 
 From a growing encroachment by work. 
 
PAUSE 
 

Today’s passage is a sort of postscript to Ezra. 
 Yes we are at the end. 
  And all the people said, “Amen.” 
 
You’ll recall that last week 
 Ezra learned that the exiles were being unfaithful. 
 
Despite a religious prohibition 

Some of the people, leaders included, 
had intermarried with the locals; 

People who were practising other religions. 
 
And so the exiles, the same people 
 Who had just been given a second chance 
  at cultural and religious survival 
   were jeopardising this new beginning. 
 
More than that,  

they were dishonoring God 
 by failing to obey God’s law. 

 
Ezra the scribe, the teacher, mourns these failures. 
 And this mourning pricks the peoples’ conscience. 
 
In a radical act, the people determine 
 To demonstrate their repentance: 
  They will send their nonbelieving spouses and children away. 
 
We learned about this last week. 
 
Today is a sort of post-script 
 Where we see if and how  

the people keep these difficult vows. 
 
At first there is an attempt to deal with this issue swiftly. 
 A meeting is called and the people are assembled. 
 
But as they gather under the rain 
 They realise that dealing with disobedience 
  Can’t be accomplished lickety-split. 
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Wisely, someone puts forward a motion 
 For an ordered consideration of all the cases. 
  They must have been Presbyterian! 
 
In a period of no less than three months  

111 different situations are sorted out.i 
 
Our reading from Ezra 
 Is a story, an ancient story about priorities. 
 
Ezra presses God’s claim for the hearts of the people, 
 And they make a difficult adjustment. 
 
 
Of course you probably find this story less endearing  
 Than that other story about a man, his work, 
  And his jealous wife. 
 
So why is that? 
 Why do we find Ezra so difficult? 
  Well I think we find it difficult for a variety of reasons. 
 
First of all it tells us that God wants to be a priority. 
 Then it argues that family is not the ultimate value. 
  Finally it offers us stark choice  

between God and other competing interests.  
    
Ezra is a challenge for those who have grown up 
 In the comfortable pew of the Mainline. 
  And we might tempted to dismiss it. 
 
But then we’ll have to figure out 
 What we are going to do with the rest of the Bible. 
  Will we toss the rest out also, 
   Leave church, and join some Kiwanis club? 
 
I mean consider that first premise: 
 God claims our attention. 
  This isn’t something dreamed up by Ezra. 
    

Remember the first commandment? 
 “No other gods, only me.”ii  
  “No other gods, only me.”iii  
 
When Jesus was asked which law was the most important, 
 He didn’t say ‘be polite and mind your manners’. 
 
He said “Love the Lord your God  

with all your passion and prayer and intelligence.’  
This is the most important, the first on any list…”iv 

 
Jesus taught this, and he also practised this. 
 One day Jesus got so riled up about misguided worship 

that he kicked over the tables in the Temple. 
 
Imagine Jesus coming in here  

spotting the misguided priorities 
and power-lifting the pews! 

 
Scripture is clear—God wants to be the priority. 
 And Scripture is also clear that even family  

Even family doesn’t trump God. 
 
Sometimes we think that God was pretty harsh 
 Way back in the Old Testament. 
  ‘Thankfully God mellowed after he had a son.’ 
   We say to ourselves. 
 
But you don’t have to go back to Abraham and Isaac 
 To get a challenging statement about the family. 

If you think the Old Testament needs an editor 
Then you should listen to these words of Jesus: 

 
“Don’t think I’ve come to make life cozy.  

I’ve come to cut—make a sharp knife-cut  
between son and father,  

daughter and mother,  
bride and mother-in-law… 
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Well-meaning family members can be your worst enemies.  

If you prefer father or mother over me,  
you don’t deserve me…”v 

 
Or consider what Jesus said to his disciples 
 Even while he refused to greet his mother 

Who was waiting at the door: 
 
“Who do you think my mother and brothers are?”   

These are my mother and brothers  
[he said referring to his followers].  

Obedience is thicker than blood.  
 
The person who obeys my heavenly Father’s will 

is my brother and sister and mother.”vi  
 
Our church’s past moderator, 
 Someone many of you know well, 
  Spoke at a lot of congregations this past year. 
 
He told me how on one occasion  

as he was firming up arrangements for a visit, 
 He was asked if he could address the theme: 
  “Family first”. 
   “Family first”. 

 
So what did he do? 

He politely suggested  
that they were looking for another speaker. 

 
He knew that he couldn’t deliver what they wanted. 
 He knew that he couldn’t preach that with integrity.  

For while the Bible does teach that family is a blessing, 
   it never, ever, becomes an ultimate. 
 
We may not like the fact 
 That in Ezra God demands our attention 
  We may not like the fact  

That in Ezra God challenges our middle-class values. 
 

And we certainly don’t like the options that are given. 
 
The people foist upon themselves a difficult decision: 
 Choose God or choose your new family. 
  You can’t have both. 
     
Once again this is not simply Old Testament fire. 
 Think about those words of Jesus 

That were read earlier today, 
Words from his Sermon on the Mount: 

 
“If you want to live a morally pure life,  

here’s what you have to do:  
You have to blind your right eye  

the moment you catch it in a lustful leer.  
 
You have to choose to live one-eyed  

or else be dumped on a moral trash pile.”vii  
 
Don’t get the passage wrong. 
 Jesus doesn’t want you to take his words literally, 
  But he does want you to take them seriously. 
 
Ezra’s people might have considered gentler options 
 Other than sending away their wives and children: 
  Maybe Jewish school or confirmation class… 
  
All the same we are challenged to see that 

following God requires serious moral commitment. 
  It’s not the sort of thing for the unconvinced, 
   For the half-hearted. 
 
Truth be told 
 Things are different for us now, 
  That they were back in the time of Ezra. 
 
You won’t get called into court 
 For the place in your priorities 
  That you give to God. 
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But we all bear the consequences 
 For who or what we choose to worship and serve… 
 
Those who seek fulfillment in leisure 
 Will always notice that life is a bit empty. 
 
Those who seek meaning in work 
 Will discover that the feeling of accomplishment 
  Never lasts. 
 
Those who put their faith and hope in their families 
 Will be seriously disappointed. 
  Children and parents will make mistakes. 
   Brothers and sisters will let them down. 
 
Only God can bear the honor and the weight 
 Of being our first priority. 
  And when God is in first place 
   Well it’s just like our quote for reflection: 
 
‘All other things fall into their proper place 
 Or simply vanish from our lives.’viii 
 

i Ralph Davis “Ezra-Nehemiah, part 8” www.thirdmill.org/magazine/ 
ii Exodus 20:3 MSG 
iii Exodus 20:3 MSG 
iv Matthew 22:37 MSG 
v Matthew 10:34-37 MSG 

We are at the cusp of a new season 
 Advent is at our doorstep. 
  With the holidays before us  
   Many of us will be entertaining guests. 
 
I remember as a child  
 The busyness of this time 
  As we prepared for visitors. 
 
Dessert were baked and sealed in tins 

or hidden at the bottom of the freezer. 
  Rooms were tidied, carpets were vacuumed. 
   The bedding was changed 
    In the rooms we gave up. 
Routines changed. 

Priorities shifted. 
  Space was made in our lives 
   For the arrival of something good. 
 
I wonder how we might make room in our lives 

for God this coming season. 
  I wonder how we might shift our priorities 
   And give God honor and praise. 

vi Matthew 12:48-50 MSG 
vii Matthew 5:29-30 MSG 

viii Quote attributed to Ezra Benson 

                                                           


