
Sermon #5 – Rediscovering Our True Identity
True Humanity …. is to Depend on God.
According to the Bible, the human race is not the result of the survival of the fittest. Our first parents came to life with all the adequate conditions in place. They were created as perfect living creatures and placed in the best environment. Who they were and what they possessed were all inherited from the Divine. In the original design, God is the Provider and Sustainer and human beings are supposed to be dependent upon Him. 
The first temptation was a direct attack to this core identity; dependence upon the Divine Provider. When the Evil suggested to Eve that “You shall be as gods”, it was an invitation to deny God as their Provider. “Eating the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil” was a statement by Adam and Eve that they reject God as their source of knowledge. We know, we witnessed and we experienced the consequences of choosing independence from God.
How does the rediscovery of this core identity “Dependence on God the Provider” help to address the issues of fear, pride and selfishness that have affected humanity of all generations? 
(Prayer)
Part I: A Remedy for Fear

The fear level in our present society is one of the highest that humanity has ever experienced. Barry Glassner, who studied the phenomenon of fear in the US, claims that “there have been very high fear levels in the U.S. continuously,” since 1980.  A survey conducted in South Africa during 2013 points to the existence of a “mass fear” in the country. 94% of the participants to the survey were “extremely afraid.” There are many causes behind this alarming situation: terrorism, criminality, economic depression, climate conditions are among the causes. Lily Rothman comments on the new causes of fear today, “Another notable difference today is that many people feel that they may have to confront threats on their own.” People feel that they cannot depend on government, police and other institutions to protect them from some major threats. This incapacity to acknowledge the existence and presence of a dependable being or entity lead to an escalation of fear, to a culture of fear. 

This was the state of mind of the 10 spies after the 40 days they spent to survey the Promised Land. We read in Numbers 13: 31-33, “We can’t attack those people; they are stronger than we are.” 32 And they spread among the Israelites a bad report about the land they had explored. They said, “The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. 33 We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.” They were responding to what they see, the giants and ferocious inhabitants, to how they perceived themselves, grasshoppers, and all this was mixed with some irrational thought, “The land we explored devours those living in it.” This situation brought their fear to a level that they were paralyzed and refused to enter their long cherished destination. Fear have multiple causes. Unattended fears prevent many from fulfilling their life goals. 
Surprisingly, one of the spies, Caleb the son of Jephunneh, demonstrated courage and boldness. The same experience can lead to different reactions! Caleb responded to the fear of his companions by doing the following, Numbers 13:30: “Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it.” Was he naïve? Was he trying to impress the leader, Moses? Not at all! His courage rested on a deep conviction, Numbers 14:7-9: “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good.  If the Lord is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and will give it to us. Only do not rebel against the Lord. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will devour them. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be afraid of them.” He spelled out his antidote to fear: “The Lord will lead us” and “The Lord is with us.” He acknowledged God as the Provider of good things and as protection;  he decided to depend upon Him. This was the source of his peace in the midst of the crises. He was an inspiration for Joshua, the future leader and he can be one for us living in the midst of this fearful generation. 
Forty-five years later, Caleb was now an old man of 85 years, but an ounce of fear had not tainted his courage. When Joshua was dividing the land, he came forward and reminded the new leader that the hill inhabited by ferocious giants was promised to him, Joshua 14:12, “Now therefore, give me this mountain of which the Lord spoke in that day; for you heard in that day how the Anakim were there, and that the cities were great and fortified. It may be that the Lord will be with me, and I shall be able to drive them out as the Lord said.” Age can reduce physical vigor but it has no effect on courage and boldness as long as we remain faithful to our core identity, dependence on God. 
Part II: A Remedy for Pride

Pride is disastrous for everyone it controls. Solomon the wise man wrote these words, Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” John Maxwell applies this truth to leaders of today, “Leaders who fail to prune their pride will meet demise. That's not a guess, it's a guarantee. With pride, it's not a matter of 'if' we will fall, but 'when.' There are no exceptions.” How do we protect ourselves from this terrible virus? Are we already victims of pride?
The story of the king of Babylon, a symbol of human’s pride, teaches about the cure to pride. Nebuchadnezzar made the following reflection about himself, Daniel 4:4 “I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at home in my palace, contented and prosperous.” In verse 30, he added, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” The “I” was prominent, He praised himself for his great achievements. The Ancient History Encyclopedia provides a description of Ancient Babylon: “The city is known for its impressive walls and buildings, its reputation as a great seat of learning and culture, the formation of a code of law which pre-dates the Mosaic Law, and for the Hanging Gardens of Babylon which were man-made terraces of flora and fauna, watered by machinery, which were cited by Herodotus as one of the Seven Wonders of the World.” According to human’s standard, Nebuchadnezzar had effectively reached the summit. However, boasting about oneself still remains a dangerous exercise.
We read in Daniel 4:33b about the consequence of Nebuchadnezzar’s pride, “He was driven away from people and ate grass like the ox. His body was drenched with the dew of heaven until his hair grew like the feathers of an eagle and his nails like the claws of a bird.” It is hard to put a name on the disease that affected the proud monarch. The least that we can say is that it was an acute form of identity disorder: A man developing characteristics of an animal and behaving as an animal. Pride is a departure from the core identity of acknowledging God as the Provider and depending upon Him. Hence, we should not be surprised that the fruit of pride is confusion of identity. Are you worried about your actual behavior? Are you constantly involved in the comparison game? Are you always trying to look and do better than others? Do you have the impression that people perceive you as strange and weird? Take time to do your assessment - maybe there is a rampant pride challenge that has crept into your life.
Fortunately, the book of Nebuchadnezzar ends with a report about his restoration, Daniel 4:34, “At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; I honored and glorified him who lives forever.”  This verse and the following provide clear indication about the cause of his restoration. He raised his eyes toward heaven, meaning that he was no more focusing on himself. This is a sign of acknowledging the sovereignty of the God of heaven. Praises were redirected towards the Most High;  no more to himself and his achievements. He was healed from his pride, healed from his identity disorder by accepting God as Provider and choosing to depend on Him. Victims of pride can reverse their destiny. The secret is to acknowledging that God is the source of what we have and that He provides the strength and power for all accomplishments.
Part III: A Remedy to Selfishness
Selfishness is another flaw of the human’s fallen nature. Isaiah uses a striking imagery to describe the selfishness of the leaders of Ancient Israel, Isaiah 56:11, “They are dogs with mighty appetites; they never have enough. They are shepherds who lack understanding; they all turn to their own way, they seek their own gain.” This trait of character is not without consequences for others and for the individual. Apostle James writes about the consequences of selfishness, James 3:16, “For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.” Selfishness gives rise to objectionable and unfair actions. Two common examples are the exploitation of the poor by the rich and the destruction of the world’s environment to satisfy personal ambitions.  Paul talks about the disapprobation of God against the selfish, Romans 2:8, “But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger.” In the next verse he speaks about “trouble and distress.” Selfishness is a serious problem; how can it be overcome? 
King David shares a testimony about his capacity to live an unselfish life, to live a generous life. We read in 1 Chronicles 29: 14, “But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to give as generously as this?”  He is surprised and amazed by his own generosity and he wants to find the reason. In the following sentence, he reveals the triggering factor, “Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes from your hand.” Once David has realized that God was the Provider of everything, he naturally became a channel to pass the blessings to others.  Giving was for him a statement and a reminder that God was His Provider. When one realizes God’s solicitude, one becomes a loving person. If God is the Provider, nothing prevents Him from providing again after we have shared what we have received. Hence, one should not be afraid of giving. 
Acknowledging God as the Provider moves us away from selfishness and leads to generosity. According to Ellen White, the practice of generosity is an additional blow to selfishness. She writes, “Constant, self-denying benevolence is God's remedy for the cankering sins of selfishness and covetousness” (The Adventist Home, p. 370). True benevolence is qualified by two loaded words, “constant” and “self-denying”. The word “constant” implies that she is not referring to impulsive and unplanned giving but one that is systematic when returning tithe, giving offerings and helping the needy. The word “self-denying” refers to sacrificial giving; not to giving the surplus or giving the smallest coin or note that happen to be in our pocket at the time of offering. Our mode of giving is an effective weapon to overcome selfishness. 
Conclusion

 “Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or in the darkness of destructive selfishness,” says Martin Luther King Jr.   What will be our decision at the end of this message?  Are we confronted with the issues of fear, pride and selfishness? Are they going to control our existence and prevent us to live abundantly? The remedy is found in our core identity: Acknowledging God as Provider and depending upon Him.
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