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“Lowering Me”      Text – Romans 12:3      HC Q/A 55      OT Reading – Psalm 131

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
What do you think about when I mention the word CHURCH?

Is it the biblical images of the church such as the family of God or the bride of Christ?   
Or is it the ‘army’ described in the hymn, Onward Christian Soldiers; a victorious army that boldly marches in the name and strength of Christ?  
Is it a place of refuge where we ‘soldiers’ come to be refuelled and refreshed before we head out onto the frontline of life out there?
Or is it something along the lines of that saying that we have probably heard before and that we all giggle at but know to have a ring of truth in it, which is: To live above with saints we love will be a thing of glory, but to live below with saints we know?  Well, that’s a different story!

You see, we know that the church is this glorious institution of God’s design, but on the other hand, ask a Christian to speak about their personal experiences with the people of their congregation, and you will sometimes hear people say, Oh, don’t get me started!  If I had a dollar for all the times I have been let down or ignored or hurt or unappreciated or excluded or not listened to or misunderstood, I would be a rich man or woman.  
In fact, I typed the words WHEN CHURCH HURTS into Google and got 17,000,000 hits in 0.31 seconds; books, articles, personal accounts, sermons, lectures…  
Sadly, the individuals of a local congregation are not always a good ‘advertisement’ for Christianity.  
And although there will be other issues that are relevant, you will come across some people who no longer attend church because of how they were hurt.
Well, the problem, of course, is not the church but the presence of sin.  Another well known saying says If you ever find a perfect church, don’t join it because it will then no longer be perfect.  
A church is a gathering of people who are forgiven but who are not yet fully free of sin.  And remaining sin is still capable of disrupting fellowship and hindering maturity and impeding the cause of the gospel.  

Well this is the reality that is addressed in this next section of Romans.  
In view of God’s mercies in Jesus Christ, we are to present our bodies as living sacrifices.  We are not to conform to the world but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  And what this looks like is described, firstly, as the Spirit Calls Believers to Radical Relationships in v3-21. 
And in vv3-16, the focus is primarily on relationships with other believers, while from v17 the focus switches primarily to relationships with unbelievers.  
And today we consider the Spirit’s Call to Radical Relationships with Believers as we see, firstly, the call to humble evaluation in v3.  

And we will simply look at the three main parts of this verse: And the first is: “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought.”
1. And set in the context of what Paul has just said in vv1-2, the ‘pattern of this world’ is clearly that of selfishness, of being self-absorbed, of thinking more highly of yourself than you ought.  And as we think about our world, we see that this is generally true: Self is king.
a. An obvious example of that, today, is the selfie – the self portrait photo taken on a smart phone.  
i. Indeed it would be interesting today to take the average young person’s smart phone and compare the percentages of selfies with photos of others.
ii. And I am not suggesting that to take a selfie is an evil thing in and of itself.  I use this illustration as a kind of contemporary ‘easy score’ that demonstrates the tendency toward self-ness that exists in the hearts of human beings and that comes out in a myriad number of ways.  
b. We could also use the rapid growth of the self-esteem movement as another example.  
i. And again, I don’t wish to dismiss every single aspect of the concept of self-esteem as inherently ungodly.  
ii. But the last 50 years or so has seen an explosion in self-esteem gurus and books and programs largely at the expense of a focus on community and serving others and caring more about his or her well-being than my own.  
A. So today you must love yourself and celebrate yourself and promote yourself and take time out for yourself and treat yourself.  You owe it to yourself.  
B. 1n 1981, a study about the rise of the idea of self-fulfillment in the 70s was published.  “This book documented a tidal shift in values by which many and eventually most Americans began to seek personal fulfillment as the ultimate goal in life, rather than operating on the principle that we are here to serve and even sacrifice for others.”  
C. Another commentator described the 70s as the ‘Me decade.’  

D. The second greatest commandment became shortened from You shall love your neighbour as yourself, to love yourself.  
1) Talk to someone like Mr Davey or other farmers whose families have farmed for more than one generation and you will here laments about how farming today is far less of a community thing than it used to be.
E. And that tidal shift in values is now in the third generation.  Those born today are born into the culture of Me; that’s all they know.   
c. And this me-ness is something that has influenced the church also.  
i. More and more, church is about me.  I want a church that suits me and my preferences.
ii. And the church itself caters for this.  If you take a look at an advert for a church’s worship services today, you may well see something like 8:30am – traditional, 9:30am – family, 11am – contemporary, 1pm – taize, 2pm – contemplative, 3pm – youth, and 7pm – left handed, over 65, female divorcees, with addictive personalities.  
A. Well, Ok.  I don’t know about that last one (  But you get the point.  Even worship is increasingly about me and my taste or my preferred style. 
2. Well, one of the chief ways that Me-ness can harm the church is in an over-evaluation of our gifts and abilities and what service or ministry we are called to.  “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought,” is what we read here.
a. Every believer, you see, as shall become clear in the next section of verses, has been given gifts and abilities by the Lord, which they are to use in the service of others.  
i. You have been saved into the church of the Lord Jesus Christ.  And you have been included in order that your gifts and abilities might be a blessing to others.

ii. But great damage to the cause of Christ and to the spiritual well-being of others can be caused by those who over-rate themselves.
iii. Now, we need to note here that it is possible also to under-rate yourself – to compare yourself with others and to mistakenly think that you can contribute nothing or that what you contribute is not as valuable as him or her.  Or you can downplay your gifts and abilities and refuse to serve in ways that you could serve, profitably.  
A. And this too is unhelpful and is a subject worth considering in itself, but that is not the issue in view here.  Here the issue is over-rating yourself.  
iv. And we are guilty of over-rating ourselves, for example, when we do not take sin seriously enough and we convince ourselves that we could not fall in this or that area.  

A. And so, we might not think it important that we take care in our personal dealings with the opposite sex in social or counseling situations.
v. We can overrate ourselves when we downplay personality weaknesses or areas where we have need for growth. 

vi. We can overrate ourselves when we take pride in belonging to a certain church within a denomination, or a certain denomination, as if being Reformed makes us better Christians than Baptists or Charismatics.
vii. We can do this when we isolate ourselves and do not attend much of church life or invest ourselves in friendships where we hold each other accoutnable, not seeing ourselves as needing the encouragement and admonition that others give.  
viii. We can do this when we take tasks upon ourselves that we do not really have the ability to perform.
ix. We can do this when we think that our education makes us more useful than a school-leaver who didn’t even get NCEA 1!  Or that as a tradesman we are more people-focused than someone with an advanced degree. 
x. We do this whenever we put confidence in something we have done or some choice we have made besides God’s grace in Christ – a certain form of schooling, for example, or a certain pastoral model in the church, or a spiritual discipline like fasting or Bible memorization.  

A. For then we are one step removed from Christ alone.  We have lifted that thing or our cleverness or even a useful discipline up as THE thing that together with Christ shall save us or keep us pure.  When in reality, we may be ignoring sins or weaknesses that are particular to that distinctive.
xi. These then are some of the ways that we can overrate ourselves. 
So “do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment.”  
1. And ‘sober judgment’ here means unadorned honesty that is informed by the Bible.  
a. Boys and girls, you may have heard about a fishy tale?  Ask a fisherman to describe his day of fishing and you might sometimes here about the big one that got away after three hours of struggle on the line, when in actual fact, the sober judgment is that a small fish nibbled on the bait and took off.  
b. Well, there are to be no ‘fishy tales’ as we think of ourselves.  You are, instead, to think of yourself in an honest, plain, un-hyped and ‘clear analysis in the cold light of the Bible’ sort of way.  
i. The world, you see, tells us that we have evolved from slime and that we are progressing up the evolutionary ladder in an upwards direction.

A. So, we are far smarter than our forbears and we will only get smarter.  
B. And we can do more things at one time.  
C. And we will make this world a better place to live.  
D. And the only thing hindering you is that you don’t dream big enough.  
1) You can do it!

ii. But what does the Bible teach us instead?

A. Through Adam and Eve we fell into sin so that we are born with a sinful nature that affects every part of our being and makes us incapable of seeking after the Lord.  
B. “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in our transgression.”  
1) It was not you that sought God, it was God that sought you!  He gave you His Spirit who gave you a new heart that could now understand the gospel.  And so, you repented and believed in Jesus!

C. So, you are what you are by God’s grace.  You owe all that you are to God’s mercy!  
iii. And you have the Spirit of God living in you.  
A. And it is the Spirit who is recreating you in true knowledge, righteousness and holiness.

1) So everything you do ought to be done with Eph. 4:30 in mind,  “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God.”
iv. But frequently, sadly, you do grieve the Spirit of God.  You are like Paul who had to say in Romans 7, I do not do the things that I want to do, but the things I do not want to do, these I do.

A. So your life ought to be a life of frequent self-examination and confession, in order, always, that you flee from sin and to Christ and His grace and His mercy and His strength and His ability.
v. And for any of us to think that a golden age of man’s goodness and ability is just around the corner ignores the plain truth of the Bible, which tells us that “There will be terrible times in the last days.  People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money,” etc.  And “the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine.  Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.  They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.  

A. And if you believe this, you must constantly examine yourself and see if you are reflecting the world’s ways or the way of Christ?
vi. And finally, you need your brothers and sisters in Christ to help you in this endeavor.  You are not an island.  You are not able to stand on your own.  
A. Hebrews 10:24-25 says, “Let us spur one another on to love and good deeds.  And let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”
B. I need my brothers and sisters in Christ to help me be more like Christ.
And all of this is what it means to “think of yourself with sober judgment.”  And it is very much what is in view, also, with the last words of the text, “in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.” 
1. And at first read, these words seem to be in danger of fueling exactly the type of problem that Paul is warning us against.  For it reads as though Paul is saying that some have a large measure of faith and some have a smaller measure of faith.  And so, let ‘how much faith you have’ be the standard by which you evaluate yourself.  But if it were up to you and me to estimate how much faith we had, we would probably do that by comparing ourselves with others, and we would soon be in danger of exactly the problem we are being warned against – overestimating our gifts.  
a. But what is ‘the measure of faith’ that has been in view in Romans?  Is it more for this one and less for that one?  No.  Faith is a firm trust in the promises of God.  “By faith, Abraham believed.” You either have faith or you do not have faith.  It might be better to understand it in this way, “The measure that is faith.”  

i. And what are we taught about faith in Ephesians 2:9?  “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith, and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.” 
A. The believer has the measure that is faith and it is the gift of God.  

b. Now, the Bible does talk elsewhere about faith increasing.  Paul’s prayer in 2 Cor. 10:15 was that the faith of the Corinthian believers might ‘grow’ or ‘increase.’  
i. There are some believers whose knowledge of God is so new and small that faith is, as it were, the thinnest of threads; unbreakable, to be sure, but thin nevertheless.  Others though have come to a more settled and fuller understanding of God’s grace in Christ that faith is something more like a rope or a chain.
A. So faith can be fed and fuelled and filled by the study of God’s Word and other spiritual disciplines.

c. But it is by faith and faith alone that we grow in our understanding of the things we talked about earlier in connection with sober judgment.  They are not things that you will be convinced of just by science and reasoning.  They are things to be believed.  
i. How do we begin the Apostles’ Creed, for example?  I believe.  I believe in God-3 in 1.  I believe I am a sinner.  I believe in JC.  I believe the Spirit lives in me.  I believe in the communion of saints, etc.  
The story is told of a man who had received an invitation to speak at one of those big American theology conferences.  And he took this as a recognition of his abilities and he began to view himself as a rather spiritual man.  But not long before he was due to speak, he found himself talking to an older and more mature believer.  So he asked the older believer to pray for him, saying, “Please pray for me that I might be nothing.”  And the old man wisely responded, “Oh you are nothing, son.  Believe it!”
And what this older man said wisely but rather bluntly was what Paul said of himself in 2 Corinthians 4:7, “We have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.”  
Paul, you see, was one who had learned not to think more highly of himself than he ought but to think about himself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God had given him.

And may God work this same grace in each one of us, to His glory.  Amen.
