August 2, 2009 - The problem with finding your value from the things that you do.

Good morning everyone.  Thanks for coming this morning and most of all for letting me speak again.  Brian and I had been talking a few weeks back and he asked if I would be willing to speak again.  When he initially asked, he sold it as a way for me to continue to develop my public speaking skills, however, now that I see my week to speak was the very Sunday following his vacation, I think I’ve come to see the “real” motives behind his request.  He really just wanted to extend his vacation as much as possible.  (  Actually, knowing how hard Brian works, I certainly can’t blame him for that.  Well, I’m actually really happy to be here this morning and have really been looking forward to the opportunity to speak before you all.  Even though a good contingent of our church is in Chicago running the marathon for World Vision, I think we’ll still have a good time this morning.   It’s always a fun and interesting challenge for me to speak and I’ve come to appreciate the absence of fruit the last few times I’ve spoken.  

So with Brian’s invitation to speak this time, instead of working into one of the sermon series he had previously planned, he had decided to open it up for me to chose whatever I felt lead to speak about.  After doing some praying about it, I kept feeling God lead me back to one specific topic, that being our value as Christians.  Now, I should preface that I chose this topic not because I think it’s something you all need to hear, although I hope there’s value in it for you, but I chose it more so because it’s something that I’ve been really struggling with personally as of late and it’s something that I really need to hear.  Over the last two months or so, God has really been digging in me on this topic and I can’t seem to get away from it.  I’ve been faced lately with the question of what are we really worth and who or what gets to communicate that value to us?  
In our culture, we are bombarded with messages all throughout our day in TV commercials, magazine advertisements, billboards, internet ads and email ads all pushing their wares vying for our attention.  A vast majority of them are trying to connect with us on an emotional level so that we begin to believe that if we buy their product and use it, wear it, or own it,  we’ll somehow increase our value.  We’ll look cooler or smarter or more hip.  We’ll be admired by others and set ourselves apart.  We’ll somehow be worth more.  To whom, I’m not really sure, but a strong part of our subconscious mind tells us that we’ll be valuable.  And it doesn’t seem to end at just the products we wear, but also the things that we do.  We gain status from the things we’ve accomplished and the positions we hold.  
But Jesus seems to have very different ideas about where we should get our value.  So many of the things that He did and said were completely counter culture.  His position on many topics, including status, was almost scandalous!  If we look at some of the people during the time that Jesus was alive, I think we’ll see that many of them struggled with this very issue.  
This morning, I want to do something a little different.  Instead of just looking at one or two verses related to our conversation, I want to take a larger chunk of scripture and stand back a bit to look at the larger theme and context of what Jesus is really trying to communicate.  If you have your bibles, open them to Matthew 6 and I’ll to take just a minute to read the whole chapter.  
Matthew 6

Teaching about Giving to the Needy

   “Watch out! Don’t do your good deeds publicly, to be admired by others, for you will lose the reward from your Father in heaven. 2 When you give to someone in need, don’t do as the hypocrites do—blowing trumpets in the synagogues and streets to call attention to their acts of charity! I tell you the truth, they have received all the reward they will ever get. 3 But when you give to someone in need, don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. 4 Give your gifts in private, and your Father, who sees everything, will reward you.

Teaching about Prayer and Fasting

 5 “When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites who love to pray publicly on street corners and in the synagogues where everyone can see them. I tell you the truth, that is all the reward they will ever get. 6 But when you pray, go away by yourself, shut the door behind you, and pray to your Father in private. Then your Father, who sees everything, will reward you.

 7 “When you pray, don’t babble on and on as people of other religions do. They think their prayers are answered merely by repeating their words again and again. 8 Don’t be like them, for your Father knows exactly what you need even before you ask him! 9 Pray like this:

   Our Father in heaven,
      may your name be kept holy.
   10 May your Kingdom come soon.
   May your will be done on earth,
      as it is in heaven.
   11 Give us today the food we need,[a]
   12 and forgive us our sins,
      as we have forgiven those who sin against us.
   13 And don’t let us yield to temptation,[b]
      but rescue us from the evil one.[c]
 14 “If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you. 15 But if you refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.

 16 “And when you fast, don’t make it obvious, as the hypocrites do, for they try to look miserable and disheveled so people will admire them for their fasting. I tell you the truth, that is the only reward they will ever get. 17 But when you fast, comb your hair and wash your face. 18 Then no one will notice that you are fasting, except your Father, who knows what you do in private. And your Father, who sees everything, will reward you.

Teaching about Money and Possessions

 19 “Don’t store up treasures here on earth, where moths eat them and rust destroys them, and where thieves break in and steal. 20 Store your treasures in heaven, where moths and rust cannot destroy, and thieves do not break in and steal. 21 Wherever your treasure is, there the desires of your heart will also be.

 22 “Your eye is a lamp that provides light for your body. When your eye is good, your whole body is filled with light. 23 But when your eye is bad, your whole body is filled with darkness. And if the light you think you have is actually darkness, how deep that darkness is!

 24 “No one can serve two masters. For you will hate one and love the other; you will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.

 25 “That is why I tell you not to worry about everyday life—whether you have enough food and drink, or enough clothes to wear. Isn’t life more than food, and your body more than clothing? 26 Look at the birds. They don’t plant or harvest or store food in barns, for your heavenly Father feeds them. And aren’t you far more valuable to him than they are? 27 Can all your worries add a single moment to your life?

 28 “And why worry about your clothing? Look at the lilies of the field and how they grow. They don’t work or make their clothing, 29 yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are. 30 And if God cares so wonderfully for wildflowers that are here today and thrown into the fire tomorrow, he will certainly care for you. Why do you have so little faith?

 31 “So don’t worry about these things, saying, ‘What will we eat? What will we drink? What will we wear?’ 32 These things dominate the thoughts of unbelievers, but your heavenly Father already knows all your needs. 33 Seek the Kingdom of God[d] above all else, and live righteously, and he will give you everything you need.

 34 “So don’t worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring its own worries. Today’s trouble is enough for today.

Looking at these verses and the examples Jesus describes here all seem to point back to one thing and that is ultimately being “seen”.  Doing something: praying, fasting, giving, serving, wearing clothes, having possessions, status, influence, etc which all center around the attempt to gain the admiration of others.  His stark response is simply don’t do it, don’t worry about what you’ll wear, don’t pray publically so others can see you.  If you do, you’ve received your reward.  Instead do these things secretly so that others don’t know.  Store up treasures in heaven instead of reaping the reward of other people’s admiration.  Ultimately, it’s a problem with finding your value from the things that you do.  Jesus’ examples here do tend to revolve specifically around spiritual events such as praying or fasting, but I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to consider the larger theme of what Jesus is saying as finding your personal value from these things.  Having these things validate who you are.
The hypocrites, for example, love to pray publically for the specific reason of being seen, because it earns them status or admiration among others and it validates their personal worth for them. 

So for those of you who may be newer to the church, I’ve been going to Two Rivers for about three years now and up until a few months ago, I had been working at a Web Development company here in town for the last 9 years.  Having been there for awhile I worked my way up into middle management and was gaining some good experience when the company started to experience some dramatic change.  I hung in there for awhile, but eventually I felt the need to move on and found a position at a company in Eden Prairie.  The thing was though; this new position was not a management position.  I knew when I accepted the position that this was not part of the job description and felt it had other benefits that would offset this apparent step backward in my career.  I’ve never cared all that much about climbing the corporate ladder, so to speak, and I will gain some very good knowledge and experience, I told myself.  
However, when I started the position, I didn’t anticipate how much I would really be affected by this apparent “step back”.  Even though I never thought of myself as someone caught up in title or position, I was amazed at the feelings I was having due to no longer being in management.  I wasn’t part of the “leadership team”, the group that got to go behind closed doors and determine the direction and strategy of the company.  People no longer looked to me as the leader of the team to guide us through challenges we were facing.  My “status” was gone.  
I found myself struggling with the temptation to let new people I had met know that I had previously been managing a team of project managers, but felt I needed a new challenge somehow indicating that this new role was harder and would earn me more status and admiration.  The joy of working in Eden Prairie though is that I have an hour commute each way and so was offered the benefit of being poked by God each and every day, all the way up and back.  During this time, He seemed to keep bringing up this issue with me and showing me that I was ultimately trying to get my value, to be validated and admired, by the things that I do, the work of my hands.  I wanted my “work” to be in the public square so people could see me and appreciate how honorable, intelligent and capable I was.  
Here’s the rub though…  it’s a flawed plan.  We all do it in some form or another or at least I hope we all do.  Whether showing off your religious piety in the marketplace, advertising your position in life or buying the latest computer that rhymes with Snapple, so much of our lives tend to be wrapped up in image and status.  Now, I’m not saying that all of this stuff is bad and that we should throw our Snapple computers and Snapple-pods in the garbage.  Although, if it’s possible to trade up for a PC, you may want to consider that…  It’s certainly ok to own stuff and have good jobs, but it seems that we end up wrapping our identity around these things that, in the end, are really meant to serve us.  The problem is that we end up serving them.  In the end, it’s a flawed way to define our value.  
So, that said, let’s talk a bit about what some of those problems can be:

The first flaw is that earthly value is temporal.  It never ever lasts very long.  Going back to Matthew 6, Jesus admonishes us to lay up treasures in heaven where the moths and rust can’t destroy it.  What we gain from earthly value is all subject to being eaten and oxidized down to worthless nothing. 

I had a friend in college who lived with three other girls in a 2 bedroom apartment.  As I got to know them all more, I got to know some of the “tensions” that were going on in the apartment between four roommates.  My one friend apparently had so many clothes that she filled up two + dressers, the entire closet in her room and most of the closet in the other room.  Needless to say, this caused a little stress among the roommates.  I remember one night I was talking with her about why she had so many clothes and she confessed to me that she couldn’t help it.  When she felt down or lonely, which was often, she went shopping and bought whatever she wanted, whatever would make her feel good to mask how she was feeling.  I’ll never forget what she said after that.  She said, “When I buy the clothes, they make me feel good, but it never lasts, so I need to go buy more”.  She literally had an addiction to buying stuff to validate her worth.  Sadly, she racked up so much credit card debt that she couldn’t afford to go to college anymore and ended up dropping out.  It’s a flawed way to find our value and we are worth so much more than we realize.  
Another flaw with finding value from the things you do is that it causes us to compare ourselves to one another.  We begin to set others as the standard for what we should be or what we need in order to truly be worth anything to anyone.  If we haven’t done what he/she has done, then we’re just not that important.  If someone else is more entrepreneurial, musical, or scientific than we are, we begin to reduce our own value in light of them.  But again, this is all a flawed way to begin to understand our value.  When we accepted Christ, we received all of the value that we’ll ever need and more.  Paul was the most prolific and popular figure of early Christianity.  Believers actually began to argue that it was more important to have been personally baptized by him verses other leaders in the church.  If anyone had a reason to boast it was him given his accomplishments both before coming to Christ and after.  But look at his attitude toward these “accomplishments” in Phillippians 3:4-10 he says:
4though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. 

 7But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.

He considers all of these things trash.  Literally worth nothing compared to the opportunity of knowing Christ.  Would you throw away all of your accomplishments just because of the simple fact that you know Jesus Christ?  Do you act as if these accomplishments are worth more or less than knowing Christ. In reality, they can’t even be compared, but I find myself consistently putting my own works above my position in Christ.  
So after talking a bit about some of the problems or flaws with this thinking, and there are really so many we could talk about it for days, I think it’s more valuable to talk about ways to change it.  I hope we can all agree that it’s real and we struggle with it, so now what?  What do we do about it?  I have a couple of ideas that I hope will be helpful. 

First, in order to address the issue of our value, I think we need to do two things.  One the one hand, the issue seems to stem internally with believing the lie that we’re not worth anything.  Our own internal voice tells us that we don’t have this or we haven’t done that so we’re not all that valuable.  The first thing we need to do is stop listening.  Actively begin to notice this dialog within our heads and stop it.  It goes on all the time and comes from a variety of different media, but the source is most likely always the same.  
Secondly, we need to begin to take the time to listening to what Jesus really says about us.  Jesus says some pretty jaw-dropping things about us and this needs to be the constant stream running through our heads.  Jesus’ death on the cross should be all we really need to communicate how valuable each of us truly are, but if for some reason that weren’t enough, there are a host of scriptures that will overwhelm you.  We are called as priests and kings, sons and daughters of the living God, his Chosen ones.  He delights in you, He rejoices over you with singing.  He loved you before he created the universe.  The list goes on and on and on.  We could talk a long time about what we received when we accepted Christ.  
Another thing I think we need to do is allow ourselves time or maybe it’s better stated as grace.  We, or at least I, have lived a long time as someone who has constantly looked to other things for my value, even when I don’t realize it.  I’m not always sure why, but one thing I know is that it’s constant.  I constant look for ways to make myself feel more valuable, whether that comes from things I do, things I have or things I say.  It’s always working against me.  And because it’s been there so long, it will most likely take quite awhile to unwind all of this so that I function out of a place of knowing my true value and not my false value.  We need to understand this, admit it and let God’s grace help us through the the work of reprogramming us.  
Lastly, spend some time coming to terms with living a life without gaining the accolades, respect and admiration of others.  During the process of gaining this new job and struggling with the loss of “status”, I felt like God asked me if I’d be ok with living a life of relative obscurity.  No one knowing what I do or have done, no way for me to personally be validated other than relying on knowing Christ and my new position in Him.  No status gained from anything.  What would it be like to purposefully scheme against this tendency?  What if we gave someone else the credit for something we did at work?  What if we promoted someone else as being better for the manager position that you really wanted?  What if we really put others ahead of ourselves so much that our earthly value was constantly diminished to the point of insignificance?  
This all makes me think of Jesus’ command to the Rich Young Ruler to sell all that he had, give it to the poor and follow Him.  It seems that the true meaning behind Jesus’ request was not to just give everything away, but it was more so meant as a means to strip away all the self-reliance and dependency we have on status/value from things other than Him.
As I mentioned earlier, I didn’t chose this topic because I felt it was all something you needed to hear, something that I’ve perfected and would like to bestow my pearls of wisdom upon you.  It is very much the opposite.  I find myself struggling with this at work still and God seems to be highlighting this in many areas of my life.  In many ways, I think the process can feel like dying, but if it does, it most likely means that it’s working.  Jesus sought out people who were not worthy, people who had mistreated others, people who were hated by others and embraced them in public.  He shouted from the rooftops the value of these individuals in a way that was scandalous and reprehensible to others.  How could Jesus love them?  Does he know what they’ve done?  But I believe he used these extremes to show all of us what we're really like.  Our culture tries to communicate our value to us in so many ways, but the only real lasting value comes from Him.  The only real status that lasts and satisfies is the status we get by being called sons and daughters of God.
Once again – Jesus said…”  30 And if God cares so wonderfully for wildflowers that are here today and thrown into the fire tomorrow, he will certainly care for you. Why do you have so little faith?

 31 “So don’t worry about these things, saying, ‘What will we eat? What will we drink? What will we wear?’ 32 These things dominate the thoughts of unbelievers, but your heavenly Father already knows all your needs. 33 Seek the Kingdom of God[d] above all else, and live righteously, and he will give you everything you need.
Let’s pray… 

 

