FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS
#11 When Tempted to Play God
May 2nd, 2010 – James 4:11-12

A Florida lady tells the story of the time she visited her neighbor. While there, five-year-old Andrew pulled out his kindergarten class picture and began describing each classmate: This is Robert; he hits everyone. This is Stephen; he never listens to the teacher. This is Mark; he chases us and is very noisy. Pointing to his own picture: And this is me; I’m just sitting here minding my own business. We have such a tendency to play God don’t we? We smile when a five-year-old boy does it. We, of course, are much more sophisticated in the way in which we play God!

Playing God is not limited to the secular world around us, but can also be a very serious problem among Christians. Nor is playing God in the church a 21st century problem! In fact, it’s as old as the New Testament itself. In today’s passage, James teaches us how to deal with the issue of playing God. He calls it slander! Let us read James 4:11-12: 11) Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. 12) There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who are you to judge your neighbor?"
Today message: When Tempted to Play God! Back in the 1960's there was a famous book written by Eric Burn called Games People Play. A couple of years later another book came out, Games Christians Play. An interesting book that dealt with games Christians play in the name of the Lord. The deadliest game of all is playing God. What is it about slander that is so alluring to us all? 60 Minutes tried to answer that question. They actually sent a news team to report on the remarkable sale of all the cheap grocery store tabloids. They started by interviewing people who were buying the paper at grocery store checkout counters.  The reporter asked one buyer, Do you people really believe what you read in this paper? Reply, No, but we like to read it anyway. To read or tell or listen to a slanderous story, especially about a distinguished person, is a fascinating activity for many people. 
SLANDER DEFINED

James 4:11a: Brothers, do not slander one another. The word translated slander literally means to talk down. Slander refers to the practice of talking down another person. It is speaking of someone in a way that lowers that person’s reputation in the eyes of others. Non redemptive criticism! It wishes to be heard but does nothing to restore! It sets one’s self up as the authority rather than God. Interesting the word "slander" and the word "devil" are the same word. The word "devil" means slander. The Bible calls Satan the accuser of Christians. He's the slanderer of Christians. The devil's number one activity is going around and putting people down. We are most like the devil when we slander. We are doing his work for him!

There's slander in the first degree: Do you know what their doing? We share a statement of judgment on them.          • Now stop me if I’m wrong, but. . . .  • I don’t mean to be critical, but. . . .   • I shouldn’t say this about them but…

It doesn’t mean that what is said must be false. What is said might be absolutely true! It is very easy to talk about others behind their backs and not think it is wrong because what you are saying may be true. It still harms them.

There’s slander in the second degree:   I have a prayer concern about… If you're not careful, a prayer chain can turn into a gossip grapevine very quickly. One may say, Let’s just keep this between us. Now, I don’t mean to imply that there are never occasions when we speak about someone else. However, on such occasions our goal must be to build up and our motive to glorify God. Most of us are unaware when we slander others. We just don’t see that we are talking others down. We need to recognize it as a problem because its consequences are so serious.

Dr. Albert H. Cantril, a professor at Princeton University, conducted a series of experiments to demonstrate how quickly rumors spread. He called six students to his office and in “strict confidence” informed them that the Duke and Duchess of Windsor were planning to attend the university dance. Within a week, that completely fictitious story had reached nearly every student on campus. City officials called the university upset not being informed. Press agencies were frantically telephoning for details.  Dr. Cantril later wrote: This was a pleasant rumor. 
A slanderous one travels even faster. Someone said: The slanderer and the assassin differ only in the weapon they use; with the one it is the dagger, with the other the tongue. The former is worse that the latter, for the last only kills the body, while the other murders the reputation.  So, to slander is to talk down.  

WHY SLANDER IS SO SERIOUS
It’s Unloving: James 4:11b:  Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. Brother is used three times in this passage. We shouldn't judge one another because we're all part of the same family. When I see another Christian stumble or fall or have a tough time, I shouldn't rejoice in that because they're family. I heard about a guy who came to a pastor one time and said, I don't have but one talent. The pastor asked, What's your talent? The man said, I have the gift of criticism. The pastor thought about the parable in the Bible and said, The guy who had only one talent went out and buried it. Maybe that's what you ought to do with yours. Judging others is unloving.
James says ...who judges speaks against the law... Is it illegal? Is there a law against judging in the United States? What law is it I'm breaking? He's mentioned it earlier. He mentions it two or three times in the book. James 2:8:      If you really keep the Royal Law found in Scripture love your neighbor as yourself. James says if you do this you're doing right. When I judge you, I'm breaking the Royal Law -- the law of love -- Love your neighbor as yourself.    We say, It's just words and people will forget them. People don't forget words. 

James does not mean that you are never to hold any opinions about people. James also does not mean that you should entirely suspend your critical evaluations of people or their beliefs, or that you should refuse to discern between truth and error. The very nature of man as created in the image of God includes the ability to make value-judgments. In our judgments of people be very careful not to violate law of love by putting them down before others. Our goal as believers is meant to be the building up of one another in love—not tearing them down.
A lady in an airport bought a book to read and a package of cookies to eat while she waited for her plane. After she had taken her seat in the terminal and gotten engrossed in her book, she noticed that the man one seat away from her was fumbling to open the package of cookies on the seat between them. She was so shocked that a stranger would eat her cookies that she didn't really know what to do, so she just reached over and took one of the cookies and ate it. The man didn't say anything but soon reach over and took another. Well, the woman wasn't going to let him eat them all, so she took another, too. When they were down to one cookie, the man reached over, broke the cookie in half, and got up and left. The lady couldn't believe the man's nerve, but soon the announcement came to board the plane. Once the woman was aboard, still angry at the man's audacity and puzzling over the incident, she reached into her purse for a tissue. There in her purse lay her unopened package of cookies. It’s unloving!

It's Unjustified: James 4:12: There is only one Lawgiver and Judge. And guess what? You’re not Him! The word lawgiver is used six times in the Old Testament and only time in the New Testament. The six times in the Old Testament it refers to God. The same is true here – in the book of James.  Only God has the right to judge!
It’s part of God’s job description not ours. God has not created us to go around playing God. One of the greatest mistakes all of us have – is to generalize people by just one mistake that they make. If they make a mistake we tend to slander their whole character. If a person makes a foolish mistake – we consider them a fool. Maybe they just made a foolish mistake in one particular area. You can’t judge a book by the cover. The same is true of people. Look beyond the mistake – look at the person’s real character – and you may be surprised what you find.
A young couple moved into a new neighborhood. The next morning while they were eating breakfast, the young woman saw her neighbor hanging the wash outside. ‘That laundry is not very clean,' she said. ‘She doesn’t know how to wash correctly. Perhaps she needs better laundry soap.' Her husband looked on, but remained silent. About one month later, the woman was surprised to see a nice clean wash on the line: 'Look, she has learned how to wash correctly I wonder who taught her this.' The husband said, 'I got up early this morning and cleaned our windows.'  And so it is with life.  What we see when watching others depends on the window through which we look. 
Matthew 7:3-5: Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, Let me take the speck out of your eye' when all the time there's a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye! From the Sermon on the Mount This is a good example of the fact that Jesus told jokes. Hebrew humor is humor by exaggeration. He said this in exaggeration and I'm sure the disciples 
chuckled.  Imagine one guy with sawdust and another with a board. Jesus is making a point here with humor.
He's saying it's unjustified to judge when it blinds me to my own faults. If playing God causes me to not look at myself realistically, then it's wrong. In Charles Schulz’s Peanuts comic strip, Linus asks Lucy, Why are you always so anxious to criticize me? She answers, I just think I have a knack for seeing other people’s faults. Linus asks,  What about your own faults? Lucy’s response, I have a knack for overlooking them. We all have a tendency to exaggerate the errors and failing of others while we tend to minimize our own weaknesses and failures. We are great speck analyzers, nitpicking specks when we have a logjam in our own eye. For the moment it may make us feel better about our own lives.  Pointing out someone else’s failure and tearing them down makes us feel a little bit better, at least in our own eyes. At times we take our own pain out on others. We think, I’m hurting right now so why shouldn’t they hurt too?  Playing God is simply unloving and unjustified anyway you look at it!
WHEN TEMPTED TO PLAY GOD REMEMBER……..
We will be judged by the same standards we use to judge others: Matthew 7:1-2:
Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Jesus tells us - that by the standards we set for others - we will be judged. Next time your tempted to play God just remember that what you dish out is what you are going to get in return. What you sow you're going to reap. I bet if we remembered Jesus words we would be very careful not to play God so often and harshly with others. Sometimes we learn this the hard way.

A practicing lawyer loved to attack his opponents through scathing letters printed in newspapers. In 1842, he ridiculed the wrong man. James Shields did not take kindly to the anonymous writer who lampooned him in the Springfield Journal. Mr. Shields tracked down the attorney who had publicly embarrassed him and challenged him to a duel. The man was a writer, not a fighter, but he could not get out of the duel without losing his honor. He was given the choice of weapons and chose swords in hopes of using his long arms to his advantage. He trained with a West Point graduate as he prepared to fight to the death. On the appointed day he met Mr. Shields on a sandbar in the Mississippi River. At the last minute others intervened and convinced the men to stop. The lawyer returned to his practice as a changed man. Never again did he openly criticize anyone. In fact, years later when he heard his wife criticize the southern people of the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln said, Don’t criticize them; they are just what we would be under similar circumstances. We reap what we sow. The poem The Wrecking Crew goes: 
I stood on the street of a busy town watching men tearing a building down. With a ho heave ho and a lusty yell they swung a beam and a side wall fell. I asked the foreman of the crew, Are those men as skilled as those you'd hire if you'd wanted to build? Ah, no, no indeed, just common laborers are all I need. I can tear down as much in a day or two as would take skilled men a year to do. And then I thought as I went my way just which of these two roles am I trying to play? Have I walked life's road with care, measuring each deed with rule and square? Or am I one of those who roam the town content with the labor of tearing down? Jesus words are worth remembering wouldn’t you say?

We have been shown great mercy by God in our own lives: Ephesians 2:4-5: 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 transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. The Message: Instead, immense in mercy and with an incredible love, he embraced us. He took our sin-dead lives and made us alive in Christ. He did all this on his own, with no help from us! Then he picked us up and set us down in highest heaven in company with Jesus, our Messiah.
We are a fragile people. We want to protect ourselves.  We desperately need acceptance and love. Slander is an offensive weapon people use to protect themselves. The person who plays God is an insecure person. By putting people down they are able to bring themselves up in the eyes of others. Slander is part of a very intricate strategy that feeds our deep desire to be approved and accepted by our listeners, and to somehow be better than the person we are slandering. To slander someone, you must first imagine yourself as superior to him. You must view yourself as qualified to be a critic—only then you can put him down. But sooner or later it backfires. When we play God we forget about who we are in Christ Jesus. What do we need to remember?  It is the Gospel.  

Look to Christ alone for approval and acceptance. The more we appreciate our security and significance is in Christ, the less likely we will desire to play God. Ground your life in the truth of the Gospel. In Christ we are completely and totally accepted by the only one who really counts. when you discover certain faults in someone or when someone has hurt you, instead of playing God remember our identity in Jesus Christ and His mercy in our lives.
The longer we are Christians the more we take His mercy for granted. Kind of like the boss who gives everybody in the company a $350 Christmas bonus. Everybody praises the boss. The second year he decides to do it again -- a second $350. By the third Christmas you've already spent the money and thinking: What is he going to do this year? If he didn't give it you'd be upset. We become conditioned to be ungrateful. The most forgiving person is the most forgiven person. We're to be merciful because God has been so merciful to us. The reason why I have to be patient with you is because God is patient with me. The reason you have to be patient with me is because God is patient with you. None of us get what we deserve. If we did we wouldn't be here. It's all by God's grace and mercy.
Bob Hoover, a famous test pilot and performer at air shows, returned to his home area of San Diego for an air show. However, at 300 feet in the air both engines stopped suddenly. By great skill he managed to land the plane, and although it was badly damaged, no one was hurt. The first thing he did was inspect the airplanes fuel. Just as he suspected the WWII prop plane had been fueled with jet fuel instead of gasoline. Upon returning to the airport he asked to see the mechanic who fueled the plane. The young man was sick with agony for his mistake. Tears streamed down his face as Hoover approached. He had just caused the loss of an expensive plane and endangered the lives of three people.  You can imagine the angry tongue lashing he got from Hoover, but he didn’t. He didn’t scold or criticize him, but instead he put his arm around him and said, To show you I’m sure that you will never do this again, I want you to service my F-51 tomorrow. When all Jesus disciples forsook him when he was arrested he could have criticized them after the resurrection, but the record shows he never did. Mercy is the way of Jesus!

When tempted to play God remember Jesus words and His great mercy in our own lives. Reflect on that this week!

There are four frames in an old picture story taken from a Life magazine in the late 1960s.  In the first frame you can see a little house in the middle of a wheat field. The sun is going down, and a young boy is wandering out of the house into the cold night.  In the second frame you see people racing back and forth through the field in search of the little boy. The attitude among the people is one of panic.  In frame three, we see the sun beginning to rise and the people joining hands to walk through the whole field together at the same time.  And in frame four you see the father carrying the limp form of his son into the house. Underneath the fourth frame are the only words found in this picture story. The caption read, If we had only joined hands a little sooner. Life is too short to go through it constantly playing God. Our mission and purpose to Proclaim Christ in a Changing World is dependent on our joining hands at home and in the church.  We join hands so to support one another and build one another up in Christ Jesus. May none of us have to say, If we had only joined hands a little sooner. AMEN!




