
PRIORITIZING
Take Root (Part 3)

Texts: Genesis 13:1-17; Proverbs 3:9-10

We are at a defining moment in our church’s journey. We believe God is calling 
us to grow the capacity of this campus for long-term influence, and to extend the 
gospel and grace of God to thousands of other people through our strategic 
ministry, mission, and media plan. We know this will happen only as we root our 
lives more deeply in God. For that reason, we are seeking inspiration through a 
study of what God did in and through the life of Abraham and Sarah. You’ll find 
the notes for today on page 40 of your Study Guide. Turn to that page, as I open 
us in PRAYER…

The Big Rocks

Few things matter more in life than having clear PRIORITIES. I know this will be 
obvious to us in a day or so when we’re in front of a Trick or Treat container: Do 
I eat the Reese’s Cup, the Twizzlers, or the Snicker’s bar first? Life is short. I’d 
better prioritize! If truth be told, it gets even more important than that, doesn’t 
it?

Some of you may recall the illustration popularized by leadership guru Stephen 
Covey in his book, FIRST THINGS FIRST. Covey describes attending a seminar on 
the value of time in which the instructor reached under a table and pulled out a 
wide-mouth gallon jar. He then set the jar on the table next to a platter strewn 
with some fist-sized rocks and asked the class: “How many of these rocks do you 
think we can get in this jar?”

The students made their guesses and the teacher said, “O.K., let's find out.”  So, 
he set one rock in the jar… then another… then another… until they appeared to 
pack the space]. Then he asked, “Is the jar full?”  Everybody looked at the rocks 
and said, “YES.”  The instructor smiled, reached under the table and hauled out a 
bucket of gravel. Dumping in some gravel, he shook the jar, till the gravel filled 
the little spaces left by the big rocks. Then he asked once more, “Is the jar full?”

“By this time, we were ON to him,” says Covey.  “Probably NOT,” we said. “Good!” 
he replied. Reaching under the table, he brought out a bucket of sand, and 
dumped it in. The sand went in all the little spaces left by the rocks and gravel. 
Once again he looked at us and said, “Is the jar full?” “‘NO!” we all roared, by 
reflex now. He said, ‘Good!’” Then, grabbing a pitcher of water, he got something 
like a quart of water in that jar.  

Then he said, “SO, what's the point?’  “I know,” somebody said, “There are gaps 
and if you really work at it, you can always fit more into your life.” “No,” he said, 
“that's not the point.” [Though we often live as if it was.] The point is this: “If 



you hadn't put THE BIG ROCKS in first, you would never have gotten 
any of them in."

Think about that for a moment. Then this: What are the “BIG ROCKS” in your 
life? What are the key relationships, the big beliefs, the vital virtues, the sacred 
goals you most want to fill your life? Are you prioritizing them? PRIORITIZING is 
the business of deciding which of a variety of possible values is the more 
important and needs to be put FIRST. Jesus once said: Seek ye first the 
kingdom of God and other things will be fitted in (Mat 6:33). Do you prioritize 
the kingdom of God in your life?  

Lot’s Land

Genesis 13 describes a moment of choice in the life of Abraham and his nephew 
Lot that has a lot to teach us. The Bible reads: So Abram went up from Egypt 
to the Negev [the southern part of the land of Canaan], with his wife 
and everything he had... Abram had become very wealthy in livestock 
and in silver and gold… Now Lot, who was moving about with Abram, 
also had flocks and herds and tents. But the land could not support 
them while they stayed together, for their possessions were so great 
that they were not able to stay together… So Abram said to Lot, “Let’s 
not have any quarreling between you and me, or between your herders 
and mine, for we are close relatives... Let’s part company. If you go to 
the left, I’ll go to the right; if you go to the right, I’ll go to the 
left.” (Gen 13:1-9)

Now, pay close attention to what happens next, because the choices each of 
these individuals make reflect different ways of looking at life and a different set 
of priorities. Both Lot and Abram were pursuing a particular vision of flourishing. 
The decisions each made were extremely smart, based on their way of defining 
success. 

Lot looked around and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan toward 
Zoar was well watered, like the garden of the Lord, like the land of 
Egypt… So Lot chose for himself the plain of the Jordan and set out 
toward the east… Abram lived in the land of Canaan, while Lot lived 
among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. (Gen 
13:10-12)

Now, if I’d had Lot’s choice, and I saw this rocky, mountainous terrain over to the 
west and this fertile valley to the east, I think I’d have gone east too! Wouldn’t 
you? Especially, since over that way also lay the prosperous city of Sodom with 
all its glamorous people and rocking night life. Just think how impressed my 
friends back home would be when they got my holiday card and found out I 
wasn’t such a fool for leaving Ur, because now I was living in a lush suburb of a 
trendy city like this! 



My point is that Lot’s lens for selecting the land he did is a familiar and 
understandable one: Lot prioritized self-interest, comfort, and the 
admiration of others. He’s looking for all that we normally associate with 
MATERIAL WEALTH. Now, let me be really clear. Guided by the priorities of God, 
wealth is a very desirable asset. John Wesley, the great English evangelist once 
wrote: "Earn as much as you can. Save as much as you can. Invest as much as 
you can. Give as much as you can." Some of the greatest disciples of Jesus I 
know have amassed significant material wealth. The biblical worldview, with its 
emphasis on personal responsibility, hard work, honesty, and creativity is a 
powerful force for lifting people out of poverty and into a flourishing life. Material 
wealth is a good thing -- until it becomes our Priority One, the First Rock, the 
stuff we are mainly out to collect. 

In that case, the weight of wealth can tilt us. We can lose our balance and fall 
into a ditch. We can find ourselves in the ditch of self-centeredness on the 
one side (It’s all about ME) or the ditch of self-sufficiency on the other (I 
don’t need other people or God). To be both wealthy and wise requires 
continually seeking God’s guidance in the use of what one has. It means building 
the strength of our spiritual legs.

We don’t get the sense that Lot spent much time seeking God’s guidance or 
worrying about balance. On the contrary, Lot chooses his land pretty quickly and 
impulsively. To complicate things, he decides to build his home next to the city of 
Sodom, known to be a pretty godless place. In other words, he chooses to root 
his life and that of his family in a valley whose PRIORITIES are self-centeredness 
and self-sufficiency. 

Because Lot was a devout man, I’m sure he thought that he and his family would 
be able to maintain their spiritual health. But in chapter 13, the Lots are living 
NEAR Sodom. In chapter 14, they are now living IN Sodom. By chapter 19, Lot is 
one of the most influential men OF Sodom. And when he finally comes to his 
senses and responds to God’s call to get out, his wife is unable to escape the 
city’s pull. She winds up a pillar in her community. But not the kind of salt of the 
earth Jesus commended (Gen 19:26).

Let’s be realistic: It’s hard these days to find any neighborhood that is not next 
to dangerous influences, in some sense. Sometimes God actually calls us to live 
there. I know very faithful Christians who have been called to Green Bay and, 
thankfully, resisted the temptation to become Packers’ fans. But I also know the 
powerful pull of Sodom in our lives. That’s why it is really important to reflect on 
our priorities. 

Does having a lifestyle that requires working so long and hard that we don’t 
know our families constitute the kind of “prosperity” we really want? Is it wise to 
care more about the games our kids play or where they go to college than about 



whether they love God and where they’ll spend eternity? Is being a leading 
citizen of Sodom anywhere near as satisfying as being a leading member of the 
Church of Jesus Christ.
 
Truthfully, I struggle to get the priorities right myself. I’ve made some bad 
choices at times. I’ve overestimated my ability to stay out of the ditches of 
selfishness and self-sufficiency. But I’m pretty sure of this. Buying that larger flat-
screen or piece of jewelry, or going on another lavish vacation, or investing so 
much in that second home, or leaving that large an inheritance to the already 
well-off family, isn’t BAD, but it might be tying up resources that could advance 
the GOOD I want most. How about you?

But what if you were able to help shape hundreds of more people who entered 
the homes, schools, and workplaces around our region, loving and living more 
like Jesus… What if you were able to help extend new branches of a vital local 
church into an America that is losing its moral vision and forgetting God… What if 
you could make sure that under-resourced kids on the Roosevelt Road stay in 
school and out of a life of crime… What if you could help a community in Africa 
rise out of poverty and into a life of hope that radical Islam can never give 
them… Would that feel at all like success and significance? Do you realize that 
TAKE ROOT is giving you a way to PRIORITIZE that?

Abraham’s Ground

It’s pretty clear that Abraham prioritized the kingdom of God. We know that 
because the first thing he did when he entered the land of Canaan was to build 
an altar to God. On his return trip, he stopped there again to pray and call upon 
God for guidance (Gen 13:3-4). He was saying: God you are my first priority. 
How can I honor you? Where do you want me to go and what do you want me 
to do in this era ahead? 

Next, Abraham prioritized others. He said to Lot, you take the land you want 
and I’ll work with what’s left over. He didn’t have to do that. He was the elder 
member of the family and, by all rights, should have had first choice – but his 
FIRST choice was to say “I AM THIRD.” Honoring God is my first priority. The first 
big rock. Advancing the flourishing of others is my second priority. Securing 
myself is my third rock.  I know that sounds a little crazy. I couldn’t do that. But 
the amazing thing is that because Abraham arranged his priorities this way, God 
prioritized Abraham. He never lacked for very long anything he truly needed. 
He actually enjoyed a level of prosperity unusual in his day, far beyond what Lot 
ever knew.

If we go back a few chapters before the story of Abraham, we see the 
importance of prioritizing underlined again in the familiar story of Cain and Abel. 
You may remember the plotline. Each of these famous brothers makes an 
offering to God. Abel gives the best and fattest portion of the firstborn of his 



flocks. In other words, Abel gives up his FIRST THING. That was a risk. He 
couldn’t know how the future would go. Maybe no more animals would be born 
and he would have given up the only meat for that month. But Abel prioritized 
God first. God got the first lamb. Cain, on the other hand, chose to make grain 
his gift. He waited till the harvest came in, saw if he had enough for himself, and 
then gave God the leftovers. (Gen 4:2-5) 

For years I did that. I had a Cain-like approach to honoring God. I’d give God a 
cut at the end of the year, after I was sure I had enough. Changing that pattern 
has brought a strange freedom. Now the first cut of each paycheck is auto-
deposited to our local church through PushPay twice a month. What Amy and I 
get to give now on weekends are additional offerings. We’ve got further to go, 
but this feels better.  

Some of you think: “But in my job, I have no clue what is going to come my way 
until the end of the year. That’s when I get my bonus or sort out what the 
bottom line for my business is.” I get that. If you were to prioritize giving to God 
each month, you’d be giving firstfruits before you even saw how much fruit there 
was. There’s a theological word for that kind of risky behavior. It’s called 
“Faith.” Only it isn’t as risky as it seems when you haven’t tested it. God says: 
Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your 
crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will 
brim over with new wine (Prov 3:9-10).

Rooting Ourselves First and Best

As we move to a close, let me invite us to ask ourselves a few personal 
questions: FIRST: What or who do I put FIRST in my decision-making? Is 
it the admiration of people? Personal comfort? Anxiety or control? Whatever I put 
first is my god. Every one of us tithes to some god. To paraphrase Tim Keller: 
“Money is NOT an idol. It just tells us WHERE our idols ARE.” As Jesus said: 
Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Mat 6:21)

SECONDLY: What would it look like for God to get the first and best of 
me? I once heard someone say: “That couch is looking pretty old and ratty. 
Maybe we should give it to the church.” I remember when I first came to Christ 
Church, I was amazed at how different the ethos was here. There was nothing 
second rate or leftover about this place. Dr. DeKruyter told me: “We try to do 
things excellently around here because GOD is excellent and his work is worthy 
of our best.” If we want the best for our world, then why not invest our best in 
the best hope for this world’s future?

FINALLY, let’s ask: Do I want to be known as a Storer of Blessing or a 
Steward of Blessing?  God was clear with Abraham about WHY he was going 
to provide for him as lavishly as he did: “I will bless you so that you can be 
a blessing” (Gen 12:2-4). Abraham got that. It is why when it came time to 



choose which portion of the land he would live in, Abraham naturally gave the 
first and best choice to Lot. The sign of Abraham’s growing maturity was that he 
lived more and more for the sake of others.

Lot did not. He saw the good life as all about seeking, storing and securing, or as 
someone has quipped: “Get all you can. Can all you can. Then sit on your can.” 
But God says: If you want a life that is truly good, see yourself not as a container 
but a conduit, not a reservoir but a river, for all the blessing I want to pour 
through you. 

You see, whatever we prioritize ahead of God we will lose (as Lot eventually did). 
But whatever we give to God the first and the best of, produces fruit across the 
generations and eternally -- as the life of Abraham and Sarah most certainly did 
– and this couple in our church want to experience for themselves. Listen with 
me to their story…

[Video of Bill & Lyn Shean’s Testimony available at www.takerootccob.org]

Charge & Benediction

As you go today, I want to encourage and challenge you to really be praying over 
your TAKE ROOT Commitment Card – and what you will write down on the final 
version of that. We’re asking you to do that for TWO reasons… 

FIRST, it would be wonderful if 100% of us did something that requires us to 
follow, trust, and prioritize God in such a significant way that it really deepened 
our FAITH. 

And SECONDLY, it would be marvelous if 100% of us owned a share of Christ 
Church going forward. Wouldn’t YOU like to be part of the reason why thousands 
of people are blessed in the years ahead? I know I would.

Stop by the TAKE ROOT tables to learn more.

May God be with you till we meet again. Amen.
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