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He was not the first to be offered the position of music director in Leipzig. Nor the second. After 
months of deliberation, and after refusals by many prior candidates, which included famed Georg 
Philipp Telemann, only then was Johann Sebastian Bach offered the job of cantor in Leipzig that he 
has become most famous for, and where he composed most prolifically. 
 
So, here’s a quick life lesson: if you’ve ever received a “sorry” phone call after an interview, if you’ve 
ever gotten passed over for a promotion, if you’ve ever gone unnoticed for your work, don’t worry: 
the man who’s perhaps the most influential composer in Western music only got his job because a 
bunch of other folks decided to pass it by. 
 
They say hindsight is 20/20, right? 
 
Today’s saint in our summer series is a man who would have surely protested at the distinction of 
saint, owing to both his orthodox Lutheranism and his perspective on his work and career. Bach's 
life and work is a reminder that Protestants have a unique perspective on the idea of a saint—that a 
saint is simply one who recognizes that they are set apart to serve God and God’s people. 
 
This morning we have the privilege of hearing a cantata written and performed during Bach’s time in 
Leipzig. Although he would have had the piece performed in one block in its entirety, Bach 
composed this piece for a worship service, and so it is in the spirit of intent that this cantata is being 
performed integrated into our worship service. 
 
We are also using the same New Testament lectionary texts from Galatians and Matthew that were 
used on September 17, 1730—the day this cantata was first performed. And perhaps in the German 
of Martin Luther’s translation of the New Testament, the congregation in Leipzig would have heard 
Jesus’s words, imploring us not to worry. Not to worry about our life, what we will eat and drink, 
what we will wear. But as you can read in the cantata translations in your bulletin, the cantata seems 
to have little to do with the Scripture assigned from the day. The texts came from an anonymous 
poet, and it seems that Bach didn’t particularly have the passages from either book of the Bible in 
mind when he composed. Yet, perhaps by divine providence, there may be a connection between 
the composition and the Biblical texts. 
 
If there’s anything certainly true about life aside from death and taxes, perhaps it is worry. I worry. 
You worry. I’m sure Bach worried. And there’s no end to what we worry about. We worry about 
money. We worry about our families. We worry about the traffic after work. We worry about the 
weather this weekend. We worry about the health of our loved ones. We’re reminded with all too 
much frequency that we worry even for our safety, and we worry for the violence that pervades our 
world and our lives. 
 
Many of those worries, serious as they are, come for a season and go. But then there are some 
worries that are persistent. Though Jesus wants us to put away worry about fleeting things outside of 
our control, I suspect he had more in mind those persistent worries, the worries that reappear time 
and time again. 
 



 

 2 of 4 

At the core of our worries, I think Jesus is pointing to this question we ask ourselves: Do I matter? 
 
Do we matter? Are our lives of significance? Significant to others? To the world? To God? 
 
In our own particular contexts, at work, and school, in social settings, we constantly face the scrutiny 
of our worth, or at least the worth of what we produce, and what we can achieve. A friend of mine 
was dropping off his son in kindergarten for the first time, and as his son was getting settled into his 
desk, he overheard another parent telling his child, “now, make sure you pay attention and work 
hard, because if you don’t, you won’t be able to go to a good college like Harvard someday.” 
 
Kindergarten. 
 
Now, this story is exceptional, but in ways small and large, we are taught that, particularly in our 
work environments, we are valuable for what we produce for others. And this intuitively makes 
sense, because we live in an economy where we only get rewarded financially for producing 
something or some service that somebody else wants and is willing to pay for. It was as true for 
Bach’s time as it is today—he worked for his wages, and time and time again had to prove his worth 
to those in charge. 
 
Now, I would never say that we should refrain from producing work that is valuable to others, 
because it’s obviously good when our work is helpful for making our world better. But harnessing 
our sense of self-worth to economic output can feel hollow, or even destructive. Besides, I think our 
worries about our own value come from a deeper place. Developmental psychologists Erik and Joan 
Erickson reflected that as people come to the end of their careers and their child-raising days, their 
main concern is typically less about the output they have produced, and more about the integrity of 
the life they have led. Essentially, “is it okay to have been me?” They don’t ask themselves if they 
made a lot of money, or if they’ve achieved a particularly high status. They wonder if they have lived 
a life consonant with the person they believe themselves to be. Have they lived with purpose and 
integrity? 
 
What, though, are markers in our lives of purpose and integrity? As we reflect on these values, we 
can point to Bach as a person whose life was indeed marked by this consonance of character. Yes, 
Bach did produce in his lifetime a body of music that not only shaped the history of Western music, 
but continues to have practical value today. Aside from the cantata, two of our hymns this morning 
are Bach harmonizations, and there are others we sing all the time without even realizing. This is but 
a drop in the bucket of the influence Bach has on us and our music today. 
 
But like modern church musicians, most of his work was done without the praise with which we 
often adorn musicians in the concert hall. Week after week, he composed cantata after cantata in 
Leipzig in order to direct the congregation in worship. He wrote music for the musicians who were 
around him and for the worship spaces he was called to. Although he kept excellent records, much 
of his music has been lost over time, and it wasn’t until many years after his death that he was 
recognized as an exceptionally brilliant composer. 
 
Like most artists of his time, he regarded music as his craft. The idea of the artist as possessing 
creativity inspired by a muse wouldn’t even exist until into the 19th century. Instead, a craftsman 
does their work with dedication and humility because their work serves a purpose. A craftsman is 
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serious about their work because its purpose is beyond mere transaction. A craftsman works in equal 
parts for those who directly benefit, and for something beyond. 
 
Some of you, having looked at the title of this sermon, already know what the initials “S.D.G.” 
mean. Those three letters were written at the end of every sacred piece of music Bach wrote, and 
they mean to summarize the very purpose, both of Bach’s music, and of his life. Soli Deo gloria. 
Glory to God alone. 
 
Let’s put it another way, as Jesus did. After asking his students not to worry, he told them how: 
“Strive first for the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 
as well.” Strive FIRST for the Kingdom. Make your priority be to direct your work to an ultimate 
end—an end that God is calling us towards. 
 
What we’re talking about is the idea of vocation. We have no need to prove ourselves to God—our 
lives are inherently valuable to God who made us, saved us, and upholds us every day. But God also 
made us for purpose in whatever work we do. When we find our purpose in striving first for the 
Kingdom, in directing our work for the glory of God, then we will be living with integrity as the 
children of God that we already are. Our outward actions will match our inward convictions. When 
Bach punctuated his work with Soli Deo gloria, it served as a confirmation that Bach knew that his 
life and work was of significance, because it was in service to God and God’s people. 
 
I’m sure that Bach continued to worry, as we all do and will, about the inevitable challenges that face 
us every day. But that core worry—do I matter? —I hope that when Bach reached the end of his 
life, he could answer confidently that he mattered to God and worked every day to live into that call, 
to be the person that God made him to be, and what anybody else said didn’t matter a bit. 
 
Everyone here can view their work, play, and beyond with the same integrity of purpose as the great 
J.S. Bach. One of the privileges of serving in this community is that I know countless saints, sitting 
in this sanctuary right now, who seek to live their lives with that sort of purpose. Most of us were 
taught early on to deeply value integrity and quality of character. And as followers of Jesus Christ, 
each one of us are all rightly people who can punctuate each moment with “S.D.G.” —glory to God 
alone. By living this way, we are striving, as Jesus calls us, for the Kingdom of God, which is the 
righteousness and goodness of God that pervades every place where Jesus’s followers are. 
 
Yes, every time we live vocationally, live as the children of God that we are, we proclaim God to a 
world in need of love. And this week I was reminded again—in Nice and Orlando and Ankara and 
Ferguson and Brussels and Dallas and Baton Rouge and Minneapolis and Charleston—that the 
Kingdom of God is only part-way here, and that the world is as in need of people of faithful 
integrity as it ever was, people living and working in every place. In the face of feeling powerless, I 
am confident that there is not one of us who is not called to live faithfully into the promises of God, 
to act with integrity, to follow our Christian vocation, and thereby proclaim from every corner of the 
world, small and large, that hope is not gone, because God is here, and the people of God still stand 
for love and for reconciliation that breaks down barriers. 
 
Yes, unequivocally, you matter, not because you were promoted, or because a lot of people report 
to you, or because of your academic acronyms, but because you are loved by God, and you are 
tasked this day with loving a hurting world. 
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This, by the way—the need to proclaim God’s presence in the world—is why our worship service 
each week is punctuated with music, and why the music of Bach still resonates today. Because we 
need every resource we have at our disposal, and every moment of our very lives, to tell the world of 
God’s goodness and the hope that is in our hearts. Hear now these words that will be lifted up to 
the heavens, an English translation of the last words we will hear in song this morning: 
 
[God] will increase in us 
what He has promised us out of grace, 
so that we trust fast in Him, 
abandon ourselves completely to Him, 
and rely on Him within our hearts, 
so that our heart, will, and mind 
can depend strongly on Him; 
therefore we sing at this time: 
Amen, we shall succeed. 


