August 9 & 10, 2003

Psalm 8

Why We Do What We Do.

1 O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!


You have set your glory above the heavens.

2 From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise.


Because of your enemies, to silence the foe and avenger.

3 When I consider your heavens and the work of your fingers,


the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

4 What is man that you are mindful of him,


the son of man that you care for him?

5 You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings,


and crowned him with glory and honor.

6 You made him ruler over the works of your hand;


you put everything under his feet.

7 all flocks and herds


and the beasts of the field,

8 and the birds of the air


and the fish of the sea, all that swim the paths of the sea.

9 O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth.

What a description of who you are, who I am, what God thinks of us. Listen to some of those words again. He (God) cares for us, made and crowned, made us ruler, everything is under our feet. What an exalted position, and mankind still acts and talks like we are worms. Now let me tell you when I think of the sin in my life I see myself writhing upon the ground. When I contemplate the opportunities missed or the opportunities squandered I feel as low as the proverbial “belly of a snake. But… when I envision how God has made me, how God has made you… to what God has called us to…How God has chosen to grace the lives of his children…I feel…well, I feel down right, how would Billy Crystal say it? Marvelous…you look marvelous…and we do.

     Much of protestant preaching in the last one hundred and fifty years has been prepared from what I would call the context of “Worm Theology.” Worm Theology centers its vision upon the twin truths of 1.) Man’s total depravity and 2.) Man’s need of a Savior. Now note, your pastor agrees that these are TWIN TRUTHS. But, we have been so exclusive in the proclamation of these twin truths and so willing to submit ourselves to pop psychology that we have ignored the majesty in which man was created. We have turned lose of the rightful position in which God has placed us. We have turned aside from that which brings us dignity and gives us the power to be more than a room full of therapists can produce namely…Psalm 8. Listen to these words once more, listen to them not as worms or victims but rather in the context of the rather exalted place in which God has placed this creation of his, the piece-de-resistance of his whole creation…you and me. Psalm 8 verses 4-6. “What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings (angels), and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the work of your hands; you put everything under his feet.” Do these verses make you sound like worms in the eyes of God? Do these verses indicate that God has a low opinion of the position and prestige of what it means to be a woman or a man? 

     If we are to obtain what God has created us for or if we are to sustain this life in which he has recreated us, we must once again claim the promises and intentions of God and maintain the proper understanding of who we are in him. There is your thesis statement for today if you are taking notes, let me say it again. (Say it) In short if we are to obtain and sustain we must claim and maintain. I would have made a great attorney for O.J.

     What we must obtain and sustain is the true picture of how God sees us and what he sees as our value, our purpose and our hope. We live in a culture where we have become preoccupied with self. We assess our value from the perspective of self. When humanity seeks to set a value upon themselves by self you get a very narrow and skewed picture of our value. It is as if we hope that an understanding of self from self will give us an explicit vantage point from which to view life and solve our problems. It is like that old action that we used to see in cartoons, the ignorant befuddled simpleton tries to grab the finger protruding from the closed fist, only to grasp that finger, he must first withdraw it to try to close his hand around it. We used to watch this in cartoons and think how absurd, how stupid to try and grasp something from a perspective in which you set yourself up for failure from the moment you begin the task of grasping. This is exactly what we do when we try to understand self from self. Listen to all the buzzwords and catch phrases that have crept into our vocabulary that essentially seeks to grasp our value when the reach exceeds the grasp. Self-acceptance, self-actualization, self-confidence, self-consciousness, self-control, self-deliverance, self-discipline, self-enlightenment, self-evaluation, self-fulfillment, self-gratification, self-image, self-empowerment, self-knowledge, self-reliance, self-talk and the grand daddy of pop psychology self-help. Go look at any bookstore secular or sacred and you will find that one of the biggest sections in the whole bookstore will be self-help. Our reliance on seeing self from self does lead to something…another host of self-words, self-absorption, self-centeredness, self-deception and ultimately self-pity and if you look for value in self from self you are to be self-pitied. 

     I would challenge you to begin to understand Why We DO What We Do from the perspective of Who you are but not from a perspective of self from self but from a perspective of how God views you. Replace self in each of those buzzwords with God and you might have a chance and understanding Who you are and Why You Do What You Do. (Do a few of the self- with God-)
     Scripture tells us that our Value is rooted in His undeserving love, not self-love. Our purpose is to give others a taste of God’s goodness that points them to the Christ. Our hope is being with Christ in a future day when every relationship will work exactly as planned. But now we must turn to the question of the day, “Why we do what we do.” The simple answer is, We do what we do because of who we are. Now that causes us to answer the first question with an answer to the second question. In order to understand why we do what we do, we must first have a god viewed understanding of whom we are. 

     First you are not worms. You are not horrible, terrible, evil or deserving of a loathsome attitude toward self. When God made you he declared, “It is good”. What is evil, horrible and terrible are your desires, the intentions of your heart. That is why our theology speaks about the need for Jesus to come into our hearts. True enough this poor, unfortunate body gets drawn into this ugly dance of depravity because heart and body are inseparable. The bad always seems to drag the good down with it. That is why a good friend of mine is so fond of saying that if you put a clean, white glove on your hand and stick it into the mud; the mud will never get glovy. It never has and never will. The glove will always get muddy.

     Dr. Larry Crabb in his book, “Who You Are” explains five ideas that I believe are helpful if we are to understand who we are and therefore answer the question, “Why We Do What We Do?” Idea one is “We are relational not mechanical”. We are not mechanical things that can be fixed when broken; rather we are relational persons who can be richly understood only by appreciating the deep longings within us that will never go away and that nothing but a perfect relationship can satisfy. We approach living the same way in which a plumber inspects a leaky faucet: find the problem that is blocking proper functioning and presto-chango fix it. But this attitude reduces us to things like faucets or worn brakes on a car. In modern culture we have learned to at best rely upon someone else’s wisdom to help us identify the difficulty interfering with happy functioning and at worst to rely upon self-help to fix self: perhaps it is a demon plaguing us or unacknowledged, unconfessed and unforsaken sin; or poor spiritual habits that reflect no discipline. Or, if we are more psychologically oriented, we wonder if our trouble is caused by repressed trauma, infected wounds, or a crippling sense of low self-esteem. Each of these things mentioned can be a very real problems. Demons do trouble Christians, sin needs to be dealt with, and a disciplined life is important. But we are wrong to think of these things simply as problems to be solved. When we do think of them that way, more basic concerns tend to be obscured. Some things are so complex, so difficult, so consuming that maybe they just can’t be fixed. Some things are put into our lives to get through them or over them or march around them. 

     There is a one rule in the Stratton household that has been kept without fail. If it is made of wood, I can fix it. If it is made of metal, I can fix it. If it is made of plastic, I can throw it away and get another. How much more difficult is it to fix brokenness in lives in comparison to plastic. Some stuff just stays broke, some stuff can’t be fixed, and because we are relational and not mechanical there are just some things we need to establish a relationship with. We are after all, relational not mechanical.

     Secondly, We are passionate not dutiful. That means that every choice we make and every deed we do reflects the movement of a lively energy within us that conscious thought and choice do not fully direct. We don’t always do what we intend to do nor do we always do the things we want to do nor do we even do the things we know we should do. Remember the apostle Paul in Romans chapter 7 when he makes this point then cries out, “O wretched man that I am, who will rescue me from this body of death?” God calls for us to be passionately involved to such a point that we move boldly forward regardless of the terror we imagine from fear of rejection, loneliness and unprotected. We do the things we do precisely because we are passionate and act out of that passion and not simply from a sense of duty.

     Third, we do what we do because we are thoughtful, not driven. We are thoughtful about what we do and many times it is not always consciously thoughtful. How we act is most often based upon some very deep beliefs instead of external forces that influence us at the moment, including the impact of our family and social background. And, the one thought that creeps into our actions conscious or unconscious is that God is not really able to meet all our needs, God is not really there all the time, God is unable to get his message from here (heart) to here (head) or hands or feet. We do what we do because our thoughts tells us that it is really up to us, we have to make it happen, we have to reach out and grab that brass ring baby. It is stinky thinking, faithless thinking, god-less thinking that causes some of the things we do. And when it is stinky or faithless or Godless is when what we do gets us further away from what it is that we should be doing in the first place.

     Fourth, We do what we do because we are purposeful not reactive. We are not programmed by past or present influences in any manner that relieves us of responsibility for the directions we choose. You see our pop psychology wants you to believe that there are just some things that are hard wired into you. That pop psychology wants you to believe that everything you do or fail to do is a result of something that you are not in control of. We must pass out condoms to kids because everyone knows that teenagers are gonna do it. Let me ask you are they rabbits or human beings. If you get hit, you will hit back. If you are hurt you’ll hurt back. It, what we do after all is just an inevitable reaction to whatever catalyst is poured upon you. This kind of thinking has led us from being a nation of winners to a nation of whiners, it has created a culture of victims and not victors. Everyone is a victim today, I am a victim of my childhood, a victim of TV violence, I watched too much WWF smack down, that’s why I killed her. We have become a nation that has to put labels on irons that say, “Do not use this iron while wearing cloths”, or “Do not use this hair dryer in the shower.” Coffee cups must carry this warning, “Warning contents are extremely hot.” You know the silly thing about all those warning labels? Someone had to be stupid enough to do those things to warrant a warning sticker. As far as I am concerned, if they are that dumb they should be electrocuted or burned or scalded. Like the 89 year old who got three million dollars from McDonald’s after she put a cup of coffee between her legs and spilled hot coffee  on herself.… You can’t make the warning labels in life big enough or profuse enough to counteract the lack of purposeful consideration as to the consequences of stupid actions. Perhaps we ought to just tattoo every child as it comes out of the womb, Caution: This loud, wriggling, leaking mass of humanity will do stupid things, teach him/her better. 

     We do what we do because we purposely choose to figure it out or we purposely decide to go through life without a clue. 

     Finally, Idea five and by far I have saved the biggest and most troubling for last. We do what we do because we are (by-nature) self-oriented not giving. That is why the bookstores are so full of self-help books, they sell, we are self-oriented. That is why the lexicon of psychology is plastered with self-this and self-that.  That is why so many churches and pastors are self focused, always planning for what we want at the expense of what we really need. Here is one self that we can all lay claim to and causes us our greatest problems in what we do, selfishness. I want what I want; I want it when I want it. It is a syndrome that many people never grow out of. You see them everyday at Wal-Mart or Schnucks (if you hang out there every day). You’ve seen them, the kids throwing a fit because Momma or Daddy won’t buy the kid what the kid wants. The bottom lip goes out, the eyebrows bend to the middle, the fists clench and the teeth are too. You see the same people 30, 40 or 50 years later and they are still throwing a fit when they don’t get what they want. It is just that 30 or 40 or 50 years later their fits are a little more difficult to recognize. They carp when they don’t get their way. They gossip when they are angry. They complain about perceived wrong done to them and the perception is wrong, the assumption is flawed, they are not slighted at all. They are simply sighted on the wrong center. Now folks, before you think I am meddling in your life, I want you to know that these words have done some powerful meddling in my own. I am after all, one of you. I have never made any pretense that I do it better, that I think any less selfishly. I climbed down off that pastor pedestal a long time ago. I am selfish too. Some of us have gotten better at hiding it, or masking it or maybe repressing it. But, it’s a universal and we often do what we do out of selfish motives. Now how do we solve these dilemmas? How might we find ways to become more like Psalm 8 than they way we are? Simply, believe what God says about who you are and why you do what you do.

     Next week I will share with you “Why God Does What God Does.” Doing better means being better and the only way you can ever hope to be better is to draw closer to God be more like his son. As another Psalm says, ”You were wondrously made” and God wants to remake you in his image. Let us pray.

