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In the first days of the church, the Book of Acts tells us a story of a group of believers waiting on the
coming of the Holy Spirit. While waiting the Apostles decided that there was a serious problem that
required solving. After Christ has been betrayed, Judas Iscariot, the apostle who betrayed Christ, died.
As there had always been twelve close disciples, the believers decided to replace Judas with one of
two individuals who had been with them since the beginning of the ministry of Christ. One man was: a
man of many names known as Joseph or Justas or Barsabbas and another man known simply as
Matthias. When the time came to decide, Acts 1:24-26 records how the apostles prayed over the men,
prayed over their choice, and then cast lots. It is true: the disciples gambled to see who would become
the twelfth apostle.

Nearly two thousand years later, we do not know exactly what the practice of casting lots entailed.
While there are many theories, there is no one consensus on how the people cast lots. What we do
know was that it was an attempt to decipher the will of God out of a seemingly random action. For
many, the most prevalent modern equivalent is the act of flipping a coin. Indeed, tonight it is likely that
millions of people will watch that modern equivalent of casting lots before the Super Bowl begins. As
United Methodists, we officially are not in favor of gambling, but there are many people around the
world who are likely praying, cajoling, scrying, and reading everything from tea leaves to the clouds in
an attempt to discern or influence what will happen during that coin flip and the subsequent game.

The Super Bowl is an interesting event because it raises a question of priorities. How many millions of
dollars are being spent on advertisements tonight? How many individuals have been paid to create the
most eye-catching advertisements in an attempt to edge out a brand’s competition? How many people
are paid to find ways to market those advertisements to the rare people who have decided that they
would rather do something other than watch television? Millions and millions are spent on attempting to
sell goods and services today with the hope for a fleeting fifteen minutes of fame after an advertisement
strikes a chord.

It is strange to think that there are people whose careers will rise or fall after depending on how an
advertisement does tonight, but it is true. What’s fascinating to me as a student of the Bible is how
oddly similar that situation is to the worldview presented in our scriptures.

In our world an advertiser might be set for a year after a good performance today or might lose their
position based upon how their work is received. In the world of our scriptures a person who relies on
something as fickle as earthly fortune is compared to a shrub in the desert or to dried out chaff in a stiff
wind. For the shrub in the desert, the rare moment may come when the heavens open and the rain
falls, but most of the time the land is dry, parched, and seemingly dreadful. For the chaff, when the
grain is gone, what is left for the leftover bits nobody wants? For a season the chaff fulfills a purpose.
Once the grain is separated, who needs the chaff? It drifts away.

In the scriptures, the cycle of wealth and poverty embodied in the life of a shrub in the saltlands,
discarded husks from around the grain, or even the windfall of a moment of prosperity is seen as
transitory at best. In the Hebrew Scriptures, both Psalm 1 and Jeremiah 17 point to the folly of trusting



in anything that is as permanent as a flash in the pan. When Jesus taught in parables as recorded in
Luke 15, Jesus told the story of a son who foolishly and extravagantly spent the windfall of an early
inheritance from his father. When the money he inherited was spent and a famine came, the newly
impoverished son saw exactly how foolish he had been.

Throughout the scriptures the warning comes time and time again: do not trust in something that comes
and goes as rapidly as good fortune and money. Whether it is the Book of Job teaching people to look
beyond the surface of wealth and calamity or Christ telling the story of a foolish man building a bigger
barn to store his wealth on the day before his demise in Luke 12, the scriptures are really clear that
there are some things we simply should not trust in while we live this life.

Instead of trusting in something as passing as the good fortune that comes with a coin toss, the
scriptures tell us that there are more important things to focus upon in this life. Both Jeremiah 17 and
Psalm 1 speak of plants rooted by the streams. Unlike the chaff that blows on the wind, plants that have
roots in such soil grow strong roots that will draw water up throughout the heat of the day and during
the driest of spells. Unlike the shrub in the desert, such roots provide a foundation for more than a
tumbleweed like existence.

While both passages hint at what this actually looks like, Jeremiah describes such a good life in pretty
clear terms. While both the shrub and the tree face the same heat, the tree does not fear when the heat
comes for the roots are deep in the land by the waters. Although both the shrub and tree face both heat
and drought, the tree by the waters has green leaves throughout the dry spells and it does not cease to
bear fruit.

Coming from Jeremiah, these words are pretty powerful words. Jeremiah did live through a difficult time
when the Northern Kingdom of Israel had already fallen and the Southern Kingdom of Judah would fall
during his lifetime. When Jeremiah says that the heat may come, Jeremiah is saying these words as a
person who would see the worst of circumstances. When Jeremiah says that the fruit will continue to
grow in the midst of drought, Jeremiah says these words as a prophet who would see the children of
Israel carried off into bondage by foreign enemies.

For Jeremiah, the question is not whether or not bad things will happen to good people. For Jeremiah it
is clear that all people face bad things at one point or another. For Jeremiah, the question is not
whether the faithful will face days of difficulty and sorrow, but how the people are prepared for those
moments.

It is hard to overstate this truth. Tonight people around the nation will tune in to see who will be
victorious in a football game. There will be people praying, cheering, and people who are genuinely
distraught as a result of this game. There are people who will gamble away fortunes today and at some
level, the scriptures present an alternative. Why trust in anything as transitory as a football game? Why
gamble anything of value on a team that will reward you one week and fail you the next?

Sooner or later, no matter how tonight ends, both teams will eventually lose. The last church I served
was in the Maine-Endwell school district. When I came to Maine-Endwell, the football team was on a
winning streak. They won 62 games in a row. Week after week, year after year, the team won every
single game they competed in. On the day after that 63rd game, there were people walking around like
the sky had fallen. There were teams in their league that struggled to win two games in a row and



people were disheartened over that one loss after 63 games in a row. Sooner or later, the world comes
together and even the great streak ends.

So, when it does come crashing down, where does your trust rest? When the heat comes and the
drought comes, where are your roots? Have you sent them down somewhere deep? Are they growing
well?

We know that Jeremiah sent his roots down deep. Why? We have the books of Jeremiah and
Lamentations. For all of the sorrow and sadness that Jeremiah’s life contained, when everything was
finished, people looked upon his life and decided that this was the faithful word of a faithful person who
maintained faith throughout all of his trials and tribulations. There are theories that one of the reasons
why there is such an emphasis on the written word in all of the Abrahamic faiths is that people saw the
value of recording the words of people like Jeremiah and then went back to record the rest of their
stories before they were changed or lost to time. What a testimony it is to be one of the people whose
life was seen as faithful enough to lead to such a change in the entire culture of Judaism, which went
forward to influence Christian and Islamic practices and traditions.

Jeremiah’s life was tragic, but the mere existence of the stories we read tells us that the roots went
down deep. I ask you again: where are your roots? Are they found in something that goes deeper than
trusting in a coin toss or a football team? Are your roots connected to something that will truly last. Let’s
end with the words of Christ from the Sermon on Mount. This is Matthew 6:19-21:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where
thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth
nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is,
there your heart will be also.”


