Flow #7: Superiority – Appropriate Smallness
SCC  3.26.06  SRB

I’d like to start with a question. I’ll invite you to turn to a person next to you and ask them, “When this week did you feel most alive? When did you just feel it to the core of your being—maybe its when you wake up? Maybe it’s something at work. Maybe it was when we were worshiping. Maybe it hasn’t happened yet, and you’re still hoping. Turn to the person next to you. When this week did you feel most alive? [Pause]

PICTURE OF 2WATERFALLS
The reason I asked that is because we have been in this series called “Flow.” Jesus says that he came to bring life to the full. That sense that you get every once in awhile of being fully alive doesn’t just happen. It is a gift from God. And it is what Jesus promised us.
PICTURE OF CLIFF - GAP
But we’ve looked each week at how there’s this gap. The reality that a lot of us

experience falls far short of being fully alive.  Many Christians believe the gospel is just about getting into heaven when they die and not about life right here, right now. And so

maybe they feel like they’ve got to try harder to be living this kind of life, or they try to

fake it and pretend like things are better than they are, or they secretly, silently give up.
PICTURE OF WATERFALL HEART

We’ve talked about what if Jesus was really right when he said, “If anyone trusts me, if anybody follows me, as the Scriptures say, out of his belly,” out of the absolute core of you, “will flow these rivers of living waters—life.” And that’s this idea of “Flow.” That the Spirit is flowing all around us, and that when we mess up, God just sends another wave of grace. Get up and catch the next wave!
PICTURE OF SURFERS ON WAVES
And we’ve talked about the old RAGS we need to put off, things that block the flow of God’s Spirit in our lives: Resentment, Anxiety, Greed and today Superiority, this horrible problem of self righteousness and smugness. This one is so toxic because it often has the fiercest grip on the Church.

People who go to church develop what I sometimes call a kind of church life.  They attend services. They’ll avoid certain sins or certain kinds of things that would be

scandalous. They kind of develop a church life so that people will think that their spiritual life is going along OK, but underneath, is their real life. They don’t want other people in the church to know there’s a difference, so they keep their real life hidden.
The sad thing is what’s been going on year after year in the real life of that person—in their mind, in their heart—that just makes them miserable and makes them try

to do scandal avoidance or sin management, but their real life is really pretty miserable. And I want to tell you—and this is at the core of this series—Jesus Christ did not come to bring a church life. Jesus came to bring real life, the good stuff, life to the full.
Turn with me to  Luke 18:9. Today we’re going to deal with a RAG called superiority or pride.  

READ Luke 18:9-14



Jesus came redefine what LIFE is. And at the center of life is a heart that genuinely loves God and loves people. Note verse 9. “To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else.”  
Understand, this is not a pleasant, little story that Jesus tells using a flannel graph. This is a gauntlet thrown in the face of a very powerful group of religious leaders. Jesus is buying some serious trouble in this parable.

Why does he get so ruthlessly into the face of the most powerful people of his day? Because superiority, is uniquely difficult for human beings to recognize in themselves. 

Every one of these RAGS that we’ve been talking about—resentment, anxiety, mismanaged impulses— have treatment centers and research programs devoted to overcoming them.

I’ve never known any counselor who had one single person come to them and say, “I need help with my pride problem.” I know of no Betty Ford Treatment Center for the Insufferably Arrogant, which is too bad, isn’t it? [pause] Don’t you know a few folks you’d like to send there?  Sometimes, it would include some of us who call ourselves Christians. 

Out in the Atrium you’ll find a seminar by Reggie McNeal in late April. He’ll be preaching here on April 30th.  Reggie points out that many people are looking for God / Spirituality.  When we refuse to take our faith to the streets, where many people are really looking for God were not like Jesus who loved the common people. Instead we expect them to come to us, at church. Reggie McNeal: “Since the church is absent from the streets, people are turning to all kinds of false answers to their spiritual quest. Church members then have the gall to sit inside the church and pass judgment on people for their errant beliefs!”  Friends that’s our Superiority problem. 
Pg 41, The Present Future.
The majority of contemporary Christians in our day read this parable, and do you know what most of them say? They say, “Thank God I’m not like that Pharisee who said, ‘Thank God I’m not like the tax collector.’” “Thank God I’m superior to that guy who thought he was superior to everybody.” Maybe Jesus has a little more to teach us than we think He does. 
Another detail that we need to know: The actions and words of these two men would have taken place in full view of all the people gathered together in the temple. This is a public deal. In their culture, they’d pray out loud. Jesus says the Pharisee stands up and starts to pray, and the phrase that Jesus uses can be translated “The Pharisee stood up to pray by himself.”

Have you ever heard somebody who, technically, is praying out loud, but you can tell they’re really just using prayer as an excuse to send a message to somebody else who’s listening?
“Oh, God. Help my husband who is listening right now, even as you and I speak, to have victory over his selfish and inconsiderate ways, and to buy a really nice gift for me for Mother’s Day, which as you know, oh Lord, is on layaway for me at Dillard’s, even now.” Not really talking to God.
Bill Moyers was Lynden Johnson’s press secretary during the sixties. And he was

praying one time before a cabinet meeting. And because he was praying kind of quietly,

L. B. J. said to him, “Speak up, Bill. I can’t hear you.” And Moyers said, “That’s OK,

Mr. President. I wasn’t really talking to you.” [pause] The Pharisee is not really

talking to God. 

Now, notice at this point how his sense of superiority is cutting him off from the flow.

He’s not really in contact with God. He thinks he is. He’s not. “God, I’m so glad I’m not like all other men. Thanks that I’m not a robber. I don’t steal. I’m not an evildoer. I’m not an adulterer. I’m not like this tax collector here.”

Do you ever find yourself deliberately searching for flaws in another human being? It’s a
strange thing. This is particularly a problem, for people who pursue faith and virtue.  I have to be real careful that I don’t do this with other pastors and churches. It’s kind of fun to find another pastor whose a looooser.  Anybody think that might be sinning when I do that? 
Here’s what the Pharisee could have done. He could have seen that tax collector with all these people around in the temple, and he could have run over to him and thrown his arms around him and said, “Man, I’m so glad you’re here. “What a great choice for you to make, to come to the temple, to be reminded during the service that we serve and follow a merciful God, a sin-forgiving, gracious God. You and I, we’re just a couple of guys who need God’s mercy.  I’ll make you a deal. I’ll pray for you. You pray for me. This grace thing--it’s real for us.”

Self-righteousness, judgment—Jesus goes after this stuff harder than anything else

because it cuts me off from the flow of the Spirit like nothing else.  Because pride is utterly, completely incompatible with love. 

You know, people who are full of RAGS— They generally know they’re in serious spiritual trouble. But if you ask this Pharisee, “How’s your spiritual life going?” what do you think he’d say? “Great! My spiritual life is great. I went to the temple today. I was praying. God is so pleased. I’m fasting. I’m tithing. I’m doing extra credit work. My spiritual life is tremendous.” And the reality is, he was sinning the whole time. He was attacking another person. He was violating love. He was damaging community.
His church life looked really good, but his real life was a mess. And what matters to Jesus, is your real life. So let me ask you, do you have any of that Pharisee in you? Do you ever get a little twinge of joy out of being critical? Do you ever find out somebody else messed up and feel a little superior?

This tax collector, we’re told, stood at a distance. He separated himself from the people, because he was aware of what was inside of himself. And his awareness of his own fallenness and brokenness produced a deep humility in him. It says he wouldn’t even look up to heaven.

Jesus goes on to say in verse 13 this next phrase, “He wouldn’t look up to heaven, but beat his breasts.”   The breast is a part of the body that’s particularly significant to people in ancient times, because it houses the heart.  It’s the location of that which is truest and deepest in you. That’s the core… your belly, your heart.  Jesus says it was designed for rivers of living water, meaning God’s Holy Spirit to live there.  
A little 5 years old, was very excited about following after Jesus.  She said to her parents, “I know Jesus lives in my heart because when I put my hand on it, I can feel him walking around in there.” [pause] 
The act of beating on the breast was an expression of extreme anguish.  It’s recorded only twice in the New Testament. The other time is at Golgotha during the crucifixion of Jesus. Then people beat their breasts.

But here’s what I’m learning, and this is where the good news comes in. All I have to do when I have some dark thought along the way is just stop and say the tax collector’s prayer. God, I’m a mess. It’s not the whole truth about me, but it is the truth about me.” [say it out loud together]
 “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”
The Pharisee who has spent his whole life in the spiritual winner’s circle goes home blind and unloving and a million miles away from God, and doesn’t even know it. And this tax collector, who has spent his whole life despised and rejected in a spiritual loser, goes home in the flow of God’s life and love.  In the FLOW!!
Turn with me to Romans 12:3. You want to pursue humility. How do you do that? It’s kind of tricky, because I want to try to be more humble, then I see myself doing it and I think, “Hey, I’m getting more humble.” And then I start to feel proud of myself. 

ROMANS 12:3

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.

First, humilty is a gift. All God’s Grace comes as gifts. It’s the gift that you get when you begin a relationship with God through Jesus Christ … “for by grace are we saved … it is the gift of God..”  Grace is also a gift you can receive daily.  This week I faced some things I couldn’t accomplish on Steve Brooks’ strength alone. I faced some situations, some relationships, some projects that we’re much bigger than my ability.  So I turn to God, I trust God, I ask for His Grace, God’s gifts, to accomplish what HE wants me to accomplish. And Grace showed up… again!!

Now, God’s not offended when you are capable of doing something and then do it. I think of the book, Love and Respect. Most husbands are capable of loving their wives, so do that, go love them.  Most wives are capable of respecting their husbands; please do that, give them respect.  Then you have a bad day … and on that day love and respect don’t come so easily, so you turn to God and ask for His help, His grace to do what you can’t do by yourself.

But first, you have to humble yourself. You have to admit that what was easy yesterday or last year, isn’t easy anymore. You have to humble yourself and not think of yourself too highly, but with sober judgment.  You have to humble yourself and exercise a measure of faith: “God, I don’t think I’ll give love or respect, unless supernaturally, you fill me with Your thoughts, Your perspective, Your hope that You are working in me and in my mate.”  
Those of you who have been involved in 12-step programs, know about this process because it’s step 4 of the 12-step program. “We made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.”  

But the problem is, it is much more fun to take somebody else’s inventory, isn’t it? And that’s what gives rise to so much of this superiority business—when I take other people’s searching and fearless moral inventories.

Turn over to Matthew 7 for a moment, because this is the dynamic that is precisely

what Jesus is teaching about—the desire to take somebody else’s searching and fearless

moral inventory instead of your own. 
Matthew 7:1-5 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 

Now, when Jesus says that we’re not to judge, he’s not saying that you can’t make moral

discernments. He’s talking about condemning somebody. He’s talking about assuming a

position of superiority, of desiring to pass judgment. 

Here’s the attitude Jesus is going after. The attitude is this: I’m a professional speck remover. I look for specks in other people. I pretend to be distressed by them, but

the truth is, I enjoy finding them. I get a little twinge of satisfaction from pointing them

out. Speck removal is my spiritual gift. It’s my ministry. It’s my hobby. [pause]

A lot of times, people think what Jesus is saying is, “First correct your own character flaws, and then you’ll be able to condemn other people more effectively.” NO!!
What Jesus is saying here is, The very fact that I want to pass judgment on somebody

shows that my heart is not in this flow of kingdom righteousness. It’s filled with

resentment, probably fear, certainly a lack of love.

There’s a dynamic in the field of social psychology that has come to be called the “self-serving bias.” It’s the tendency to take too much credit for my success, too little responsibility for my failures, to live in a state of self-delusion that serves my own ego and needs—my need to feel good about myself. 
For instance, researchers surveyed 829,000 high school students and asked the question,

“Are you above or below average in your ability to get along with other people?” Now, if you think about it statistically—50% should be above average, 50% below avg. 

Turn to the person next to you. What percentage of high school students do you think

rated themselves below average? 50 percent of them belong there. Turn to the person next to you. What percentage of them do you think actually put themselves there? The correct answer is zero percent. Not even a single percent of them. Not just that, but 25 percent of them said they were in the top 1 percent of their ability to get along

with other people—25 percent.

Most drivers think they’re better than the average driver, including most drivers who

have been hospitalized for a crash that they caused. [pause] George Barna found that 90 percent of all pastors rated themselves above average in teaching and preaching. These are people who have to preach on Romans 12:3: “Do not think more highly of yourself than you ought.” 

The same thing is true in marriages. Both spouses consistently think they think contribute more than 50 percent to the division-of-labor issues.

Last one: Most people—this is just the ultimate irony —when the concept of the self-serving bias is explained to them, most people rate themselves as better than average at not falling prey to the self-serving bias. [pause]  
David Meyers writes, “The self-serving bias means that our becoming aware of our own sin is like trying to see our own eyeballs.” It’s distorted our vision like a plank in our eyes. 
This is why, as a Christ follower who wants to live in the flow of the Spirit—the Spirit of truth—one of the most important practices is the practice of self-examination. To ask God to reveal to me the truth about myself.
The classic expression of this in Scripture is Psalm 139, verses 23 and 24: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any

offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.” The psalmist asks God to do

the fearless searching inventory. Because of this self-serving bias, I can’t do it. Only

God can give me the grace and strength and truth enough to overcome my distorted

vision.

The purpose of this examination is never to beat myself up or go on a guilt trip. It’s to lead me in the way everlasting—to put me back in the flow of the Spirit. So in the last couple of minutes of this message, we’re going to practice self -examination.

Pam’s going to lead us in the song, This is the air I breathe, as to get us into the Flow of God’s Holy Spirit.  

SONG: BREATHE

Ok, you’re in the Flow of God’s Holy Spirit. The Gift of Grace is being given to you. You are loved, you are saved, your are forgiven before you even discover what needs to be forgiven and the power of Grace is available to transform you from the inside out.  

We are standing in Grace River.  

Psalm 139:23-24

Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.  

See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.
Lets do the Search Me Survey focusing on the R.A.G.S. we want to take off.  I’m going to ask you a question. Give yourself a letter grace for each question. (A: I’m doing well in this area, B: I’m neutral, C: I need  Help)  No ones going to see your score, so practice being fearlessly honest with God. 
Resentment: 

1. What is your irritability factor these days? (A: I’m doing well in this area, B: I’m neutral, C: I need  Help)
2. I increasingly handle my anger in ways that don’t cut me off from the Spirit. A,B,C?  3. I’m growing in my ability to authentically forgive people.

Anxiety: 

1. What’s the discouragement factor in my life these days? 

2. I am more frequently allowing concerns to motivate me to prayer. 

3. I have fewer fears these days about money, my job or what other people think of me; I’m just more confident in God.

Greed: 

1. I am less a victim of my appetites now than I used to be; I have a greater sense of self-control. 

2. I’m living with more openness and less hiddenness than I used to. 

3. What I desire and enjoy is increasingly in line with what God wants for me.

Superiority: 

1. I think I’m becoming less self-preoccupied these days. 

2. I spend more time serving others than I used to. 

3. I’m less critical of others than I was in the past.

Now, there is no particular scoring system. The purpose of these questions is just to allow God to help you see the truth about your soul.

There are two closing comments, and they’re both real important. Sometimes, as you do

this self-examination practice, God will bring to your mind some step you need to take, a person you need to reconcile with, a lie that you need to go back and clean up, hidden behavior you need to bring into the light with somebody. When that happens, you be ruthless about saying yes. When the Spirit prompts you, make an immediate

commitment that you will obey, and you do it right away.

Another thing that’s very important: Never, ever, ever just stop the process of self-examination with a list of things you’re doing wrong. Never walk away from it with a sense of burden and destructive guilt. Always end by taking whatever time you need to, to allow God to remind you that you are forgiven and cleansed. Jesus promises you ALL the grace you will ever need … Grace River will flow into your life for eternity, forever.  Nothing can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Pray

Songs: More of You, Jesus My Jesus
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