June 3, 2007
Pastor: Richard Pfeil

SUBURBAN LEGEND #2

I’ll Try Harder to Be a Good Person

Galatians 5:16-23; 6:7

Last week we started talking about Suburban Legends and we are going to continue with that focus. I’ll define what I mean by Suburban Legends. A Suburban Legend is an ideal or value that has been accepted as a cultural norm. It is not in line with the world as God designed it.
Last week I gave you an example of this - the cultural legend, the myth, of how you are going to make it in life. In order to make ends meet in this world, here is what you’ve got to do. Of course you’ve got to pay your bills (which fund your lifestyle) and then you’ve got to service your debt. You’ve got to save some; and if there is anything left over, you can give some of that. If there is nothing left over, there is nothing to give. 
I called it a myth because it doesn’t work. We are the most in-debt generation, and we have been living by this suburban legend. I would say we have to call it into question and say if we were rational we’ve got to dump it and live a different way.
I believe you need to live the way God designed the world- based upon the principal of seedtime and harvest. It is woven into the very fabric of the universe. Seed time and harvest. You give some, you save some and you live off the rest. If you give 10%, save 10%, and live off the 80%, you will never be in debt (apart from the usual house and a car), and you will, in time, live a life of abundance. It is built into the very fabric of the world. 
I had a good friend who was a farmer and he would set aside huge mounds of corn. He wouldn’t eat that corn. There was money to be made there if he just sold that corn, but he reserved huge mounds of corn. Why? He used it to plant the next crop. He knew the only way to reap a harvest is to plant a seed. That is what giving is. Giving is not loss. Giving is seedtime and harvest; it is planting and reaping. That was an example from last week. 
Have you ever seen the TV show “Myth Busters”? You know, Myth Busters, they bust myths. Well that is what we are doing each Sunday. We are busting myths. I Timothy 4:7 says, “Have nothing to do with godless myths, rather train yourself to be godly.” We want to live the way that God has designed this world and to be godly. Last week we dealt with # 1 which was “I need to do more in less time.” If you live by that myth you are going to see the King very soon. 
Today’s myth is really like myth one, but we moved it into the area of our faith, living out the Christian faith, the Christian life. “In order to be a good person, I have to try harder. I have to try harder to be good.”
Last week dealt with how to succeed in life. This week’s myth deals with how to succeed before God, or how to live out my faith, or how to become a person of character. I think it is something we all desire. Don’t we? I discovered this- you people who are in the suburbs live there because you sought out and desired good communities; and you know in order to have a good community you need to be a good neighbor. I discovered that people in the suburbs really want to be good and they are trying hard to have a good life and have a good neighborhood, good neighbors. 

But have you ever noticed a gap in your life, a gap between what you know to do and what you actually do? Anyone discover that other than myself? I know better, but I don’t always live better. I think if we are all honest with ourselves we know that our intentions do not always match our actions. You want to be better; you want to be kinder; you want to be smarter; we want to be more patient; we want to be more humble. But we often fall short of that, so what do we settle for? Well we settle for faking it. We settle for an image, a public persona, a public civility. We have the air that everything is going fine in our lives, and we put on this air, this persona, so no one can see and know about the stuff that is happening inside of me. 
Now to test this let me ask you a few questions. How many of you have ever been asked about a book that of course “everyone has read” (Like the book “Good to Great” by Jim Collins) and you 

knew that you did not but you said you did any way? You may even have said, “Yeah that was a great book… profound insight, profound insight.” Anyone willing to admit to that? 
Have you ever been asked a question and someone else answered it, and you agree with the answer, “Yeah that is the right answer” and you did not have a clue, did not have any idea as to what you agreed to?  Have you ever been  driving and have had a person just slightly in front of you seeking to get over, and you’re tired of people cutting in front of you, so you just pretended that you didn’t see them? You drive by. You would rather seem to be ignorant than a selfish jerk, so you pretend you don’t see them. Has anyone done that? 
Or have you ever been at home just doing something totally worthless, just a waste of time, and then your father or father-in-law or your spouse drives up the driveway and you hurry and get up and pretend you are doing something that looks productive? 
Ever seen the movie “Liar, Liar”? For one day this child asks for a miracle-that his father will tell the truth for one whole day. He gets his wish and his father actually has to tell the truth. Whatever he thinks of up here (head) comes out of here (mouth). Now how many of you would like to have that happen in your life? How many of you would like to have a microphone in your head? Whatever you think in your head comes out of your mouth. Is there a gap between what happens up here and what comes out here? Again, when we do that we are settling for image rather than reality. We are settling for civility rather than for integrity. 
You know what? The truth of the matter is that what is inside here, as much as we try to cover it, it will always come out. It finds a way of working itself out.  I’ve discovered that what brings it out more than anything else is living by the myth “more done- less time.” All of us try to squeeze more into less time. What happens to you? You get a little tired, get a little pressured. You feel the stress and then something occurs and you balk. It all bubbles up. It all comes oozing out. It comes churning out- all this ugly, nasty, terrible stuff that you can’t believe is coming out of you. 

I find interesting the passage in Deuteronomy 8:2. God says, “The reason I put you into the desert to experience the scourging heat….” The reason why God did that is this: “So I could know what was in your heart.” If you want to discover what really is in your heart, what really is lying there apart from the image we have cast, or the control we have tried to maintain over ourselves, just experience pressure, stress, adversity; and all that stuff is going to come out. We have all experienced it. 
Anyone ever see the comedian Gallagher? It is the guy who has made… I wish I could have thought of this idea, I would be a millionaire. He’s a comedian who gets up on a stage and squishes fruit. Splat! Don’t you wish you thought of the idea and made million doing it? 
You know, we do that to others relationally. Don’t we? This is confession time. You know what brings it out of me? Do you know what causes me to [explosion noise] - the stinking Christmas tree! You get it home and you think you cut it absolutely straight and you get it into the house and after you tore off your doorframe, you set it up, and there you discover the trunk is crooked. So now you’ve got to straighten it, and you are unscrewing it and you ask everyone to come and help you because the needles are just crushing your face and scarring it all up, but they are not holding it right. You say, “Will someone hold that tree! That’s all you’ve got to do.” 

What gets me most are home repairs. I don’t know what it is about home repairs when things aren’t going right. 
There is a story that is now in the Pfeil folklore. I am in the family history books. The children still talk about this incident. It was the first time our basement flooded. The sump-pump had failed. You go downstairs and there is water everywhere and it’s a finished basement. I yell for towels. “Bring the towels, bring the shop vac, bring everything you got,” and the children kind of look at me like “What’s he talking about?”  I said, “The towels, in the cabinet. It is the only place we keep them.”  “What towels, Dad? ” And then I get a little louder, and start to scream for the towels. No one is moving fast enough. I start to run up the stairs and nearly step on a glitter paint bottle lying on the floor: “Who left this here?”… bad time for paint bottle lying on the floor…. on the new carpet no less.  So I picked up the bottle (I didn’t see anyone coming down) and I threw it up the stairs. It is just a little light-weight, plastic paint bottle with hardly any paint in it, but it hits Ariel’s head and goes bouncing off, and then it opens up and paint splatters everywhere. Glitter paint is all over the walls and stairs! So that sets me off even more. About that time my daughter comes down the stairs with a little bit of an attitude. “You have an attitude with me right now?” GO TO YOU ROOM! It’s usually those days that your wife comes home having gone to Kohl’s and found all these things on sale!! You ask, “How much money did you spend? Do we really need this stuff right now?” (SPLAT!...like Gallager hits the watermelon) 

What does it for you?

The sad part of the whole thing is we do it to the people that we love. We control it in public because we are good at image-keeping, but we are not so good at integrity. When we blow up, when we do these things, we feel awful, didn’t mean it, and we say all kinds of things- “I will never do it again!” “Can you give me another chance?” and “Can you forgive me?” You think in your head, or maybe sometimes you say it, “Man, I’ve got to get my act together. I’ve got to try harder. I need to clean up my act. “There are a lot of ways of saying it, but your family knows that you do this all the time, and it happens over and over and over again. Sometimes the family just gets tired of it. Sometimes they say they’ve have had enough of this relationship and they leave, they walk away. 
What is wrong? Why can’t I get my act together? Why can’t I be a better person? I try so stinking hard! I get paid to be good. (You are good for nothing, but you pay me to be good). What’s wrong is we are trying to manage behavior in the public image that we cast, rather than dealing with it at its source, which is our heart.

This is our passage for today -Matthew 15:18 & 19. Here is what it says. “But the things that come out of the heart, these make a person unclean or ugly. For out of the heart comes evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.” All that ugly stuff that comes oozing out when you finally are stressed out and you can’t take it anymore. For out of the heart comes this stuff.
 Let’s pray.

 Heavenly Father, teach us now. How do we deal, how do we stop settling for the public image, and how do we become good people? Teach us we pray in Christ’s name. Amen.
So you are not worrying, the sermon is half over, we are half-way. That wasn’t just the introduction.
What I am about to say is important. When it comes to behaving the way we want to and not the way we do , it’s important to know that behavior is only the fruit of the problem; it is not the root of the problem. The behavior we experience and we see in ourselves is the fruit of the problem not the root of the problem. The root of the problem God describes in Ezekiel 36:25-27, and that is why Christ came. Here is what God was going to do for Israel. As you read the Old Testament you think, “These are God’s people. Well, how come they never get it right? I mean they tried so hard but they never get it right. What was the problem?”  God says, “Here is the problem and here’s what I am going to do about it.”

“I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you. I will remove your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh, and I will put my spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and to be careful to keep all my laws.”

 How do we do that? It is not by the suburban myth - trying harder. It is by allowing God to give us a heart transplant, to allow Him to change us from the inside. You know when Jesus came he didn’t come down to earth with a new 10 Commandments or 10 more, and say “You’ve just got to try harder.” No, he came down to earth and went to the cross for us because he knew we needed a change in the very center of our being. We needed a spiritual renewal, an inner transformation, and he went to the cross and he paid for our sins. He forgave us. As a result a door was opened, the door to heaven. Today we have free access to the very presence of God because of what Jesus did for us. All you have to do today is respond to God and invite Him into your life and he will come and reside in us. When he does that he gives us his spirit, his strength and a total new being— a new heart. 
2 Corinthians 5:27 says, “If anyone is in Christ (meaning you have placed your faith in Christ) he or she is a new creation.” 
So stop trying so hard to be good; rather, ask Christ to come into your life. Ask him to give you a new heart, a new spirit, a new start. 
The suburban answer is, in order to be a good person what you need to do is positive self talk: “I’ve got the power!” You need counseling. You need to pull yourself up by your own bootstraps. You need self-help books and good tapes. God says no, you need a new heart. This is what the whole book of Galatians is all about. 
Let me read to you Galatians 3:1-3; I’m reading from The Message.  I like how it is translated. Here is what it says, 
“You crazy Galatians (Today I think God would say “You crazy suburbanites”), did someone put a hex on you. Have you taken leave of your senses? Something crazy has happened for it is obvious that you no longer have the crucified Jesus in clear focus in your lives. His sacrifice on the cross was certainly set before you clearly enough. Let me put this question to you: How did your new life begin? Was it by working your heads off to please God or was it by responding to God’s message for you. Are you going to continue this craziness? For only crazy people would think they could complete, by their own efforts, what was begun by God? If you weren’t smart enough or strong enough to begin it, how do you suppose you could perfect it by your own actions.” 
That is a message for us as well. We ask Christ into our lives so he saves our souls but we have forgotten that if that is what it takes to save our souls, to get us to heaven, that is what it is going to take to save our lives, to help us to live the Christian faith here. If we experience God by simply responding to his grace how much more do we need to respond to that grace in order to live the Christian life! If we could do it on our own, then why did Jesus suffer? Why did Jesus go to the cross if we could do it ourselves just by trying harder?

 Well then 
Pastor I gave my faith to Christ but I am not getting any better. What do I need to do? What am I doing wrong?  I think Galatians 5 gives a good image for this. In Galatians 5:19 and 22 it says “ the acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity, debauchery …and all that junk we talked about… fits of rage, selfishness, ambition, factions, envy, drunkenness… etc, etc… but the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, faithfulness, kindness…” all that good stuff that you want to be part of your life. Notice it says it is the fruit of the spirit. 

What do you know about growing fruit? Can the branches grunt fruit out? No! The only way you can produce fruit from a fruit tree is you have to water the roots. You have to nurture the plant. You have to prune the leaves back and the dead branches. You have to feed the tree and water it even more. The same thing is true living the Christian faith and life. You don’t do it by trying to strain out the behavior. You don’t live it by trying harder. You do it by allowing God to do his work in you. And you allow him to do his work in you by feeding and watering your spirit—your spiritual roots. 
Paul continues this analogy in chapter 6. He says in Galatians 6:7 & 8 “You reap what you sow. Those who sow to please their sinful nature will from that nature reap destruction”— all that junk comes out. “But those who sow to please the Spirit, from the Spirit reaps eternal life.” 
Why do we struggle to be good people? Because we spend the majority of our time feeding ourselves junk. Think of it, the sheer amount of time you spend soaking in stuff, information from the world. How much TV do you watch? What are you reading and is it good stuff? Is it something that feeds your soul, feeds your spirit or are you feeding your sinful nature? What are you looking at on the internet? What are you thinking about, what are you meditating on? What are you listening to on the radio? Is it feeding your soul, is it feeding your spirit or is it feeding something else? If it is feeding our sinful nature no wonder we struggle to be a good person. 
God says the answer to becoming a good person is to sow to the spirit. What are things that cause you to grow spiritually? Well things like worship, prayer, scriptural reading, Bible study, fellowship, service— these are a watering of the roots, a feeding of the roots. And as you water the roots and feed the roots, as you draw closer to God, what happens? The fruit appears naturally in your life. How? It’s a working of God not a grunting out of good behavior by your own sheer will. It results from God at work in your life.  
Another way you can feed the roots of your soul is through obedience—listening to and obeying God. Lily Tomlin, the great theologian (laughter) said, “Why is it called prayer when we talk to God and schizophrenia when we say God talks to us?” God will talk to you if you listen, if you keep your heart in tune as you read his Word.  God will speak to you. 
Well, Pastor, how do I know it’s me versus God? Well that’s why God gave us a written version of His Word. If you read the bible enough you’ll discover how God thinks. You’ll discover how God talks. Then, as a result, you’ll find it much easier to discern when it is your thinking or God communicating. Whatever God prompts in you, you’ll be able to tell if it is the kind of thing God would say or not. You’ll be able to tell if it is the way God thinks or not.  When something comes to you that is contrary to how God talks and how God thinks, then you know it is not God. That is how you can tell. 
How many of you have those GPS systems? I don’t want to be an advertisement for them but how many have a GPS system, anyone? Do you know what they are?  You put them in your car and you tell it where you want to go, and it tells you to go left, go right, etc. . Would to God that we were as obedient to God as we are tour GPS—that when God says go left, we go left and when he says go right, we go right. If we did that…you know what? We would definitely get to the destination that he has for us, which is his kingdom.
So obey God like you would your GPS. Feed your soul if you want to be a good person. Stop trying to be good! Instead feed yourself spiritually and God will produce the fruit. You will become the person you want to be rather than the person you are.

Let me close with this one verse, 
“Now unto him who is able to do more than we think or ask according”… to my own personal willpower? No… “according to power that is at work in us, to him be the glory, and the power and the honor, both now and forever more.  (Ephesians 3:20-21)
Let’s pray, 
That is our prayer Lord. All of us here can admit when we have tried to prod it out we fail over and over and over again, and it’s because we are trying to do something that is not our job. It is not our job to be good. It is our job to grow in our faith and spirit and to sow to our spirit. When we do that,  you produce the fruit in us. We lay ourselves before your altar and allow you to do your work in us. Help us to take the time we need to, like a farmer who prepares his fields by watering and watering and feeding and feeding and hoeing and hoeing it. Help us to do the same with our spirit. Help us to sow to the spirit which produces the much wanted fruit. Help us to yield ourselves to you and your molding hand, O Divine Potter. We pray this in Christ name. Amen                                                                                            
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