Life Priorities
Background Principles


It is critically important to set the right goals in life and the right priorities among those goals.  Our life priorities are used in the choices we make in what tasks to accomplish and how to allocate our time and efforts daily.  If the wrong goals are chosen, we are doomed to live empty, unfulfilled and dissatisfied lives.  If we have chosen good goals but set the wrong priorities, we will be dissatisfied with the results.  There will be consequences of our choices that may be painful.  The consequences of decisions in these areas require great wisdom in making choices.

For instance, choosing to seek material fortune rather than building sound relationships is a known problem in setting goals.  The book of Ecclesiastes has much to report on this topic.  Choosing to pursue a career in preference to spending time with family may lead to success in business while yielding rebellious children or even a divorce.  Societies are riddled with people bearing such consequences in their lives.


God has a plan and a purpose for each of our lives, and the Bible contains many passages discussion the principles that God has given us for setting the priorities of our lives.  There is no greater source of wisdom than God – His Spirit leading us and His principles laid out in His Word.  We should also recognize that there are also principles for receiving God’s grace when we have already messed up our priorities.  Here are some broad principles set forth for our life priorities:
1. Our relationship with God must be our first priority.  If we get this one right, most of the others will fall into line.  He is our best source of wisdom. (1st, 2nd, and 3rd Commandments)
2. Our relationship with our spouse.  God’s design for our marriage is that our spouse should be our best friend on earth and a source of good counsel.  Our spouse is given to us by God in order to help us keep our relationship with Him in first place. (Genesis 2:24)
3. Our children, before adulthood and while living at home.  Children are a blessing and gift from God (Psalm 127), and many of our responsibilities in life revolve around nurturing them and preparing them to have a fully mature relationship with God in their adult life (in spite of their and our sin natures).  (Proverbs 22:6)
4. Survival tasks (providing food, clothing, shelter, and security).  Yes, doing the work that will provide for our physical needs is exceedingly important.  Survival tasks are fully necessary, but without fulfilling the relationship tasks (1-3) they will be even more painful than simply overcoming the curse of sin on the ground (i.e., all of the toil is made difficult).  The relationships we have are exceedingly helpful in surviving successfully and joyfully.  Included are the tasks of providing for our own future in old age.
5. Homemaking tasks.  Homemaking does not have much to accomplish if the survival tasks have not been accomplished, but they are really important for the joy of the family.
6. Our parents.  In order to fulfill the 5th Commandment and to provide a precious legacy within our family.  This has an elevated status (even above survival tasks, at times) if the parents have become incapacitated and unable to care for themselves.

7. Social tasks.  Engaging with the culture and the world around us is also an essential for the well-being and joy of the family.  These may be the responsibilities toward the extended family (such as sick adult siblings who have been caring for infirm family members).  Also, there are sometimes civil obligations, such as military service and the preparation for and participation in elections.  These are very important tasks that cannot be neglected, but if the social tasks have too high a priority, the family values will be compromised by the less healthy values of the culture.
Given these priorities, there are still conflicts in terms of how we use our time.  Furthermore, there are often multiple tasks within a particular priority, especially priority 7, wherein multiple conflicts can occur in setting good goals and detailed priorities.  We need wisdom to make these decisions moment by moment, not just day by day.
The Ideal Priority


The wisest thing we can do is to keep priority 1 at place 1 continually, submitting to the Spirit of God for His leading.  “Trust in the Lord with all of your heart and lean not to your own understanding.  In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.” (Proverbs 3:5-6). In this way, our goals and priorities are always dynamically perfect.  What are our goals? – to do the will of God in everything.  Which goal should be pursued as the top priority? – the one God has designated. In Ecclesiastes 3:1 it says, “There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven.”  It is followed by a long list of tasks that seem to be opposites and in conflict, but they are not because there is a right time for each (that is determined by God).


Many conflicts are really not in conflict, we simply don’t recognize the right time.  But conflicts do occur in our mind because everything seems to be important. – and it is, except that God’s will can order these tasks in the best way to accomplish all that He wants us to do.  One sage said, “God has given everybody the same 24 hours each day.  He has not called all of us to be all things to all people or to finish all of the tasks He has given us in the same day.”

If Priority 1 is in Place 1, we will be led by the Spirit about what to do when conflicts occur or circumstances change.  Oh that we should find this easy to do.  Unfortunately, our sin nature, especially our selfishness, gets in the way and we let other priorities rule us.  Yes, we recognize that when there are mouths to feed, survival tasks seem to rise in importance.  But, most of the tasks we undertake are not mutually exclusive when executed wisely.  It is important to “go to work and bring home the bacon”, but being a workaholic is damaging to all of our relationships.  It is important to spend quality time with your children and to support them in the development of their gifts, talents, and interests.  Parents need to make some sacrifices for the well-being of their children, but not to the impairment of their marriage.  Every task of life can be worked synergistically with other tasks if done wisely (when led by God).
Getting Off Track

We will get off track whenever our relationship with God is not our first priority, even for a moment.  There may be numberless things that can distract us from this top priority.  But there may be a few broad categories that can summarize areas in which we struggle.  If we look at the areas in which we struggle, perhaps we can also understand issues and attitudes in our lives where we need to work.
Unbelief in God


Obviously, if one does not believe that God exists or if one believes that God is uninvolved in his personal life, it is virtually impossible for that person to even recognize God’s work in his life.  A person who does not believe in God or God’s care for them cannot possibly keep Priority 1.  When such a person is married, their mate will have a hard time keeping Priority 1 in position 1 if they are a God-follower.  If both people are unbelieving, the task will seem impossible.  The expected outcome is for these people to constantly be focused on priority 4 and 7 tasks and to neglect higher priority tasks so they are distracted by worldly goals.


Not surprisingly, God does work in even unbelievers toward their seeking Him in the decisions they make.  God does bless human love in marriage and family so that a spouse and children can be strong influences in unbelieving lives.  If there is any concept of God in a society, or even a pantheon of spiritual forces, a husband and wife will normally work together seeking how to appease spiritual forces that seem to be arrayed against them.  Life is inherently difficult, ever since the Fall of Man, and people working together to resolve issues in life’s difficulties often seek spiritual solutions.  In their ignorance of the true God, they often seek truth that will be helpful, and God rewards them by revealing Himself.


As a point of illustration, Dr. Samuel R. Fergusson encountered Sioux Indians (and other Plains tribes) who had virtually no contact with Christians until he crossed into their territories (he was working in the American West in the days shortly after the Civil War and up into Canada).  These Indians practiced a form of animism where the spirits of nature are mediated by a shaman (medicine man).  However, they believed in the Great Spirit as the creator and ruler over everything.  Among these Indians, Dr. Fergusson reported individuals who “apparently knew Holy Scripture without having a Bible”.  Upon investigation, he found a common thread.  These people would look at the cycles of nature and the courses of the sun and moon and see great order.  They would look in themselves and find chaos in their hearts.  They would then say in their hearts, “Great Spirit, you have made everything perfect, but I am imperfect. Please make me right in your eyes.” (This is loosely translated from varietal similar testimonies.)  These people were often regarded as “strange” among the other members of their tribe and did not go to the medicine man for wisdom.  They seemed to be led by the Spirit of God and had greater peace than their fellow tribe members.  Very often, both a husband and wife were found to have these beliefs in common.  As Dr. Fergusson was at work in planting churches in the northern plains regions and territories, these Indians were often co-workers with him as his congregations added Chinese and Europeans who had settled in the regions following their work on various railroad projects.  They had found that “God first, marriage second” was the most workable solution in the priorities of their lives even in times of great turmoil (from the Indian Wars, droughts, prairie fires, slaughtering of buffalo herds, etc.).

While God does work providentially to bring people to faith in Him, even believers struggle with unbelief in some areas of their lives.  This may occur for a variety of reasons, but the underlying issue is a lack of spiritual maturity and inability to trust God in all things.  Honestly, all of us need to grow in our relationship with God, so all of us struggle with applying our faith in God to daily life priorities.  This leads us to be disconnected from God or to be distracted by ungodly attractions from what we should be doing.  It is good for us to have a time of devotion daily to help us to avoid these issues and to include in our prayers, “Lord, I do believe in You and trust You, but please help me in my unbelief.”
Disconnection from God & Worldly Attractions


1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 says, “Rejoice always (in the Lord), Pray without ceasing, In everything give thanks, for this it the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.”  None of us ever achieves this standard 100% of the time, yet it is a good capsule summary of the spiritual maturity needed to keep Priority 1 in Place 1 of our lives.  We conclude that we don’t always maintain the ideal priority in our life.

If we look at all of the details of our daily life honestly, we will recognize that we spend most of our time occupied by tasks assigned to priorities 4 through 7.  In an affluent society, such as we have in the United States, we find much of our time eaten up by tasks assigned to priority 7.  What are some of our priority 7 tasks?  Here are some examples:

· Church and religious services, including outreaches, community ministry, and missions.

· Our children who are grown and established their own family and grandchildren.

· Parties, picnics, socials, teas, dances, class and family reunions, etc.

· Sports, watching sports, and athletic club or physical fitness training (to provide a healthy alternative to all the sedentary things we are otherwise involved in).
· Community services and service club organizations.
· Social clubs.

· Political activities.

· Leisure activities (games, museums, hobbies, etc.).

· Correspondence, including email and social networking.

· Reading. 

· Watching TV or going to the movies.

(I have intentionally ordered these priority 7 tasks along the lines that we tend to view them as being associated with the higher priority tasks.  We sometimes confuse and fail to discern the differences between worshipping God and His call to serve Him, which may be a vocational activity or a social activity.  Our faith relationship with God needs to be foundational to every activity of life, not the replacement for every activity in the world.  Similarly, we often blend our family responsibilities with our relationship with our spouse.  We often compartmentalize all “family” together; it seems easier.  However, most of the heritage we pass on to our children is in how we live as husband and wife, and if we lump together parents, siblings, cousins, etc., we have failed to follow a first principle of marriage to “leave and cleave” and to become “one flesh” (Genesis 2:24).  Many of our social activities may be motivated by a desire to “network” in order to promote our vocation.)


Notice that some of our leisure activities are not very social (such as reading or watching TV) nor very inter-personal (such as email or internet games).  There are many activities available to entertain us, but they are not fruitful toward gaining our goals.  There are other activities that seem to be unrelated to our goals, but without some time to ourselves to “recharge our batteries”, get informed, and correspond with others who are not in the immediate household, we can be really poor socially.  Indeed, God’s 4th Commandment is to “remember the Sabbath and keep it holy.”  Jesus taught us that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  We need to take time to cease from our work and focus on God with the family and alone.  We need rest.

Most of these priority 7 tasks are the things that seem to give us the most bodily pleasure.  Often, they are tasks that build our self-esteem.  The volunteer efforts of working with a church or community service organization may be exceedingly well appreciated and personally rewarding.  The temptation is to pour more effort into the things we enjoy the most rather than taking time to do what is most needful in our relationship tasks, like raising children.  So the priority 7 tasks can easily be mistaken for a priority 1 task.

This is not to diminish the importance that priority 7 tasks have.  Done properly, they can be valuable to the community and enriching to the family.  These tasks can present opportunities for the family to work together and for teaching and bonding moments for the parents with the children.  If we are connected with God and listening for the leading of His Spirit in our lives, He can direct us into how to accomplish our highest priorities alongside lower priority tasks.  Let us remember to give Him the glory when we find ourselves doing this.
Conflicts Among High Priority Tasks


Putting food on the table is an essential task.  The Bible says, “If anyone will not work, neither let him eat (2 Thessalonians 3:10).”  Raising children is truly a high priority task.  These are tasks of great importance, but sometimes people get them ahead of building their relationship with God and building intimacy with each other.  It is clear from the Ideal Priority that building a better relationship with God should be the highest priority, but not in isolation from the marriage or family or survival tasks.  The Bible makes it clear that parental responsibilities include providing both an excellent example as well as explicit instruction in how to build a good relationship with God and to trust in His wisdom.  What is not so clear is that husband and wife need to continuously build their marriage in order to provide excellent examples for their children.  Too frequently, a marriage breaks up simply because the children go off to college because the parents were not tending to their marriage as they were trying to be good parents.

Similarly, people often elevate their work out of proportion, especially when they move beyond survival mode to dream mode.  This is not to say that work is not important; it is (as seen from the Bible quote above).  There is much to be gained from the workplace, but our pay is an essential.  If we seek to increase our pay, we may desire to work extra hours or compromise family values for the opportunity to get a promotion.  A study of a number of 2-income families done in the early 1980s showed that the cost of child care, transportation, home care assistance, and other incidental expenses were very close to the extra income earned by the second wage earner (most usually the wife, but occasionally the husband).  It was found that a parent staying at home with the children and home-schooling them led to better adjusted and higher achieving children on less income than for 2-income families depending on childcare and public education.  Of course, there has been much dispute of these types of studies over the years since, and one must be careful of the biases of the researchers interpreting the data obtained.  Still, there appears to be persistent evidence that parental involvement in the child’s daily life is exceedingly important and cannot be compensated for by hired help of any kind.

It is doubtful that any people who have pursued other priority schemes in their lives have any intention of doing harm to their marriage or their children.  Surely, they are convinced that their goals and priorities are better than traditional family models.  Even in the face of sound research, people seldom see their choices as being wrong.  However, material well-being does not equate to psychological or spiritual well-being.  The damage done may not show up for decades.  The damage may be subtle, showing up in a lack of family bonding, disrespect, or a disregard for God.  However, it may show up very overtly in anti-social behavior, bad moral choices, a variety of addictions, divorce, rebellion, and inability to focus on social tasks.

Conflicts among the top four priorities are exceedingly common, and tend to be made even worse where religious activity has been substituted for a true relationship with God.
Priority Transitions

Transitions between priorities are common everyday occurrences.  Our daily routines have many transitions, especially between work, leisure time, and family activities.  Usually, there are those pesky household chores that need to be done and the occasional social activity.  With small children, many of these things need to be accomplished while not neglecting them.  Merely listing all of the activities through a normal day can be tiring, yet we do it all.  The tricky issues arise when circumstances change.  Some of the most common problematic transitions include the following:
· Getting married.

· Birth or adoption of children.

· Children growing up and transitioning toward adulthood.

· Children growing up and leaving home.

· Retirement.

· Moving, especially to another city or from an apartment to a house (or vice versa).

· Changing jobs and other career changes such as promotions.

All of these transitions are very stressful.  Each requires resetting priorities and changing daily routines.  Daily routines help to order personal priorities without putting much effort into the prioritization processes, so when new routines are forced, we need to rework our priorities in detail.

Many people follow a daily routine that starts with devotions.  These activities help them focus on preparing for their day as well as keeping priority 1 in place 1.  Some do devotions individually while others do it as a family.  Family meal times are a time to synergistically fulfill their priority tasks.  Bedtime routines that include prayer or meditative conversations help some people to sleep well and awaken fresh for the new day.  Is there a universal answer? – No. Bur people work through issues and find what seems to work for them.

There can be issues when people fail to transition priorities properly.  For instance, When children reach adulthood, many parents cling to priorities of caring for their children as if they were still at home and dependent on them.  This can be very detrimental to the adult child’s transition into responsible adulthood.


Retirement can pose special problems as well since the workday routine is now gone.  All of the sudden, husband and wife are “stuck” with each other and can get in each other’s way.  This results in conflicts.

It is important to recognize when changes in lifestyle are forcing routines (and the associated priorities) to change.  It is worthwhile to modify daily routines prayerfully and in conversation with your spouse; otherwise, it will be easy to get the priorities out of line with what is best for you, your relationship with God, your marriage, and your family.

Purposeful Priorities

What goals should we seek that will fulfill our life’s priorities best?  Each family may answer that question differently, but here are some general characteristics that should be found in the answers:
1. Joy—Every family will encounter trials and hardships, but there is no circumstance that can rob us of our joy if we know that the key to our present welfare and future destiny lies in Christ alone.  By far the most frequent imperative statements in the Bible are those that say “be glad”, “be joyful”, or “rejoice (in the Lord) always”.  Studied in context, these imperatives (commandments) cannot be accomplished separate from faith and trust in God – His love and providential care and purposeful good in spite of the trials of this world, so that we need not be anxious or afraid.  (Philippians 4:4-6)

2. Grace—Home should be a safe place to mess up and make relationship mistakes.  Mistakes are transformed into teaching moments by parents.  (Of course, the parents need to be modeling what they teach through their actions.)  Family members need to be reminded that love, not perfection, is the goal.  Each member also needs to learn to exercise grace, especially forgiveness, toward each other.  Forgiveness is best learned in the context of God’s extension of forgiveness toward us through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ.  What is learned at home is carried outside to the society.

3. Respect—Respect cannot exist without love.  It is natural to respect a person who has fully demonstrated their love and respect for you.  Respect needs to be accorded to the husband by his wife and to the parents by the children.  Adults can decide to accord respect to another, but it is much easier when the one who is the Head of household is worthy of respect.  That worthiness is merited by Godly behavior.  Children need to be taught respect.  They learn through the model provided by their parents, when they are respected in their personhood, and when they are disciplined to show respect to others.
4. Spiritual Discipline—Home provides an environment in which every member of the family learns how to further develop their relationship with God and personal spiritual maturity by studying Scripture, praying and spending time in God's presence.  Discussing what has been learned and putting it into practice helps everyone grow in following God.

5. Orderliness—As the apostle Paul says, "God is not the author of confusion but of peace" (I Corinthians 14:33).  Susanna Wesley (mother of John and Charles Wesley) was the 25th of 25 children and had 19 children herself (although 9 died in infancy).  In such large families, a certain amount of chaos is bound to exist, but this does not preclude order.  Mother Wesley had a routine found remarkable by her children.  At a certain time in mid-afternoon, she would sit at the table in the kitchen and throw her apron over her head.  The children knew this was a special time not to bother their mother.  She used this time for prayer and meditation on God’s Word.  The children could use the time to read or to play quietly.  There are many ways to instill orderliness (and good discipline) in a family.
6. Service—The family needs to practice acts of kindness, respect, humility and love both within the home and outside the home in the community.  Each act is an opportunity to show mercy and compassion to others and to teach some practical means of fulfilling Matthew 25:34-40.  Acts of service also present opportunities for developing individual talents and gifts.
7. God's Purposes—Family is where the goal-setting can be modeled for children.  Goals need to be set founded upon God’s (Biblical) values. The family vision for the future needs to be consistent with His plan.  Husband and wife need to discuss their goals openly with their children, especially when they are being changed, and (ideally) the Biblical basis for their plans.  The practice of doing this is instructional for children, and it also helps to guarantee intentionality about keeping Priority 1 in Position 1.
When purposeful priorities are set and practiced in a marriage, the whole family benefits.  Life will be easier.
Summary: “Walk in the Spirit” (always).

