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Devotion Guide
The Sixth Great Low

Monday

Last week we studied what Jesus said was the greatest of all commandments.  “Thou shalt love the Lord, thy God with all your heart, soul mind and strength.” (LTP)  This week we will be studying the second of the two great commandments.   Jesus said that the entire scripture that his listeners had at the time was based on these two commandments.

The first commandment deals with our relationship with God.  The second commandment deals with our relationship with other people.  It has been called the Golden rule for good reason.  This one commandment forms the basis of almost all the laws found in our society today.  The command Jesus gave us is this:  “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

The formula Jesus gave us is very specific.  In spite of it’s amazing simplicity most people really don’t understand it.  Loving your neighbor as yourself is and “equation”.  Remember that from your Algebra classes?  “a + b = c”  The two sides on either side of the equation are equal.  That’s why we call it an “equation”.  Jesus’s commandment does not tell us to love our neighbor MORE than our self or LESS than our self.  It tells us to love our neighbor AS our self.  The word “AS” implies a balance.

When our balance is off in either direction we get into problems.

We will start today with the simple part.  When we love our self more than others we quickly begin to take advantage of other people and we become an oppressor.

We are born selfish.  A baby knows little other than his or her own needs and virtually all of them have to be taken care of by others.  Gradually as a child grows it becomes aware of the needs of others and finally sensitive to them.  Most people are aware at least in principle of the love balance by the time they become adults, and most people follow it at least to some degree.  But many never grow out of their infant like obsession with their own needs above all else.  Not surprisingly these people, who pout and get angry when their needs aren’t met, are generally labeled as “childish”.

We all have had to grow out of this so we are well aware of this condition.

As an exercise today stop and think of at least ten sins which come from loving yourself more than others.  Virtually all what we consider sinful results from this.  Stop and think of specific examples and why these things are wrong.
Rape, for example, is a clear example of one person concerned with his own wants and completely insensitive to the wants of another person.  Theft likewise shows a person taking care of his or her own wants while showing a complete disdain for the needs of another person.

Even some of the so-called “victimless” crimes may have a basis in the love balance.  Prostitution may seem to be two people making a deal to each take care of their own needs, but in reality the process is dehumanizing.  In practice we generally see a person with money taking advantage of a desperate drug addict who often was pushed into addiction to make her controllable.  In essence we have one individual taking care of his own needs while showing a callous indifference to another.

Start by thinking of ten examples of crimes or sins that show a clear unbalance with a bias towards love for self over others.  Then think of a few behaviors that you see often in the lives of other people or your own life that you feel may break the balance this way.
This is a time to be brutally honest.  Examine your life for cases where you might be taking advantage of others to benefit yourself.  Think of examples where you may be taking more from others than you are returning.  It’s easy to fall into this with some people.  
Pray that God will show you any imbalances in your own life and spend some time listening to God tell you what changes you should make to rectify these things.
Tuesday

Now things get more difficult.  We all understand the problems of loving ours elf more than others.  Our parents spent most of our childhood trying to break us of this natural tendency.  Most of us have heard hundreds of sermons condemning it.  But now we need to examine the other side of the balance.  According to Jesus it also is not right to love our neighbor MORE than our self in most cases.  When we do this it sets us up for oppression and abuse.
Many from a Christian background view self sacrifice, and giving up your own needs for others as “good” things.  Of course they ARE good things at times, but they become problematic when they are done consistently for long periods of time.

When someone has had some bad breaks and we make a sacrifice to help them back to their feet, that is very Christlike.  But when someone falls down due to mistakes they have made, we help them, and they make the same mistakes again with no signals that they care to get over their problem….we are not helping them….we are enabling their problems to continue.

This is most noticeable in drug addiction.  Drug addicts will run into so many problems they will either die or come to their senses and stop using drugs eventually.  When you see drug addicts that have had their problems for a decade or more, you can almost bet they have a network of enablers that keep rescuing them so they never have to face the consequences of their behaviors.

Solomon warned us in the book of Proverbs not to come to the aid of a hot tempered man.  He said that if we helped him once we would have to help him again.  People with a habitual problem do not need to be rescued from the consequences they brought on themselves.  They need to experience them so that they can learn and grow.

When we are involved in a conflict and tempers are flaring, it is often wise to follow Jesus’ advice and turn the other cheek.  If this is done from a position of strength as Jesus did, it immediately shows the other side that there is no threat from you.  It calms their temper, and encourages good relations. But when we back down in fear this can actually encourage abusive people and make the situation worse.

I don’t believe that Jesus intended abused wives to turn the other cheek to an abusive husband for the rest of their tormented lives. They do not have to respond with hatred or violence, but they certainly have a right to get out of the terrible situation.  If they follow the love balance as Jesus taught they will recognize that their needs are also important.  A wrongful interpretation of the command to love our neighbor as our self has unfortunately led some to tolerate abusive situations for far too long.

Many Christians, even if they aren’t abused, are routinely taken advantage of by their friends and co-workers.  From the time they were children they were taught that it was sinful and selfish to care for their own needs and the only meritorious type of behavior was doing things to make other people happy.  As adults when they simply ask to be treated fairly they feel guilty.
It is NOT a sin to seek gain for ourselves unless we make someone else pay an unfair price.  It is not wrong to seek pleasure.  It is not wrong to seek to fulfill our own needs or follow our own wants as long as we keep the wants and needs of others in balance.  In fact, God WANTS us to be happy.  Paul tells us that “Joy” is one of the fruits of the spirit.  Many Biblical passages encourage us to rejoice and celebrate.  Sometimes pain is necessary to teach us, but the concept that pleasure and fun are evil is something from psychologically impaired puritans.  It is definitely NOT Biblical.
Remember our lessons from last week.  God loves us.  Even if your own parents weren’t as loving as they could be, imagine the most loving devoted parent there could ever be, magnify it by a million times and you get the picture of what God is like.  If it helps think of the popular sayings like:  If God had a wallet, your picture would be in it.

The Bible pictures God as a loving parent more than anything else in the Bible.  If we think about this, laughter should almost be like a sacrament.  I love children, and when I watch them laugh it is the most beautiful sound in the world to me.  God loves everyone more than I do.  God wants to hear you laugh.  God wants you to seek joy and pleasure to balance the hardships we all have to face at times.
Your exercise today is a tough one.  Think of what gives you the most pleasure in life.  Make a list.  Some people have been so beaten down all their lives that doing this will make them feel guilty, but, do it anyway.  After you have a list of these things examine them carefully.  Do any of these things hurt other people?  Naturally anything if we devote ALL our time to it can cause us to neglect other people…but if you didn’t overdo it would anyone be hurt by these things?  If not and you still feel guilty enjoying yourself, you have a problem that you need to talk with God about.  It wasn’t God who put these feelings of guilt into you, it was likely your parents, a husband or wife, a teacher, an unbalanced pastor or some other influence.

If you find that you have no problem having fun and really enjoying yourself, but you still spend plenty of time helping other people….then spend some time thanking God that this is not one of your problem areas.  If you find that you have trouble having fun, laughing, or finding joy in life pray that God will restore you to the way God created you.  You have wounds and God can heal them.
Wednesday
Monday you examined ways in which you might be breaking he love balance by loving yourself and not loving others.  Yesterday you examined your life to find ways in which you might be breaking the balance by loving others and not loving yourself.  Today we will look at the best of all possible worlds.  Try to think of some ways where you can love yourself and others at the same time.
This is the classic win/win situation we all should seek.

Hopefully when people were listing the things that made them happiest yesterday several of you wrote that playing with your children or grandchildren brought you happiness.  This is a perfect example of the types of things God wants us to be doing.  When a parent and child are playing and laughing together, BOTH of them are loving self and others at the same time.

When a husband and wife are engaged in a passionate embrace which fills both of them with joy and pleasure, they are experiencing love for self and others simultaneously and this makes God very happy.

Honest business people who provide a good service to other people earn a living and help others at the same time.

Researchers, teachers, pastors, doctors, nurses, virtually any type of worker can create win/win situations.  But it requires a balance.  When a professional charges outrageous fees and cares only about making money even if it impoverishes everyone else, the balance is broken.
It is not wrong to seek gain for yourself as long as you don’t make other people suffer to get this gain.  But at what point do the rates we charge stop providing a good vlue and start taking advantage of others?  Ahhhh, this is a question that can and is debated endlessly.  Most of you know how ugly contract negotiations can get with both sides accusing the other of greed.

Greed can not exist when we follow the love balance.

Time for prayer and meditation.  Think of at least five ways you can love yourself as well as others at the same time.  Following this talk with God and examine your own life are there areas where you might be guilty of greed?  Are there areas where you are concerned only with your own take and not about what your work is doing for others?  In these areas ask God to show you ways where you can love your neighbor and yourself in ways that will make both of you feel good.

Thursday
Conflicts generally occur because two individuals or groups keep seeking their own wants and don’t listen to the wants or needs of others.  The love balance is great at resolving conflicts.
Steven Covey, in his book “Seven Habits for Highly effective People” says that the secret to resolving conflicts is to seek to understand first and then seek to be understood.  This simple concept can work miracles at times and if you really think about it the implications are brilliant.

Most conflicts involve two people repeating the same demands and concerns over and over while neither of them listens to the other.  When one of them stops and really listens.  And I mean REALLY listens.  The anger of the person doing the speaking melts away.  When the speaker feels understood and the listener sincerely seems to recognize that many of his/her concerns are valid, the speaker will relax, let down his or her walls and be ready to start listening just as the other did.

This is the type of “turning the other cheek” Jesus had in mind.  But let’s not over simplify it.  The listener has to be sincere.  If this technique is used as a trck to soften the other side up so that the listen can maneuver cleverly to win the argument, it will almost certainly backfire.  And the technique is certainly not as easy as it sounds.  It is not easy to listen objectively when a conflict arises.  We must calm our own anger and unlock our own minds which are most likely just as frozen as the “stubborn fool” that won’t listen to us.

The bottom line is that when we sincerely want to resolve conflicts instead of “defeating” an adversary we will succeed much better in most cases.  When you win an argument you may get what you want for the moment, but, there is usually bad blood which will rise again to cause problems later.  You may have won the battle but you also may have earned an enemy.  When you “resolve” conflicts and create “win, win” situations you not only get what you want but you have won a potentially useful friend and ally in the process and you don’t have to worry about retaliation or watching your back.
Win/win situation are not always possible.  Some people want to take advantage of you and cannot be convinced by any tactic to see anything other than their own way.  In every argument it seems like your opponent is that way, but usually you are dealing with a person who might be very easy to work with once things calm down.  And often there are other factors involved in the conflict you may not be aware of.  You may remind your adversary of his father who used to beat him as a child, for example.

Dealing with conflicts gracefully is an art that takes decades to master.  But working on developing a balance between love for self and others is the heart of all resolutions.

For your assignment today think of some times of conflict in your own life.  Are there ways you could have resolved things in a better way?  Are you fortunate enough to have some conflicts that ended in win/win situations?  Are you currently involved in any conflicts?

Spend some time in prayer seeking ways God can help you deal with conflict.

Friday

Earlier in this paper we discussed “Enabling”.  When we do things for other people they should be doing themselves we are “enabling” unhealthy behavior.  When we give people things they should be earning we do the same.

When we do these things it makes us feel like a hero, but it may make the other person feel like a victim.  If we spend our life fighting battles for other people and solving difficult problems for them, we will grow by leaps and bounds….but we may also prevent them from growing.
It is generally better to help people learn how to solve their own problems than to solve their problems for them.  Unfortunately it is MUCH easier to just fix things for them ourselves.

If you are a parent in a hurry, it is not easy to take ten minutes and guide your child as he or she puts on shoes and ties them.  It’s much easier just to tie the shoes for the child in ten seconds.  But….if we do this every time…we will end up with an 18 year old who can’t tie his or her own shoes.

The same thing can happen when we try to help needy people.  Give a person a fish and you’ll same them from hunger for a day.  Teach them to fish and you’ll save them from hunger for life.

Most people with problems have bad habits and dysfunctional ways of thinking that don’t disappear when we give them one simple pep talk or solve one problem for them.  Permanent help takes tremendous patience and a great deal of time.

Your assignment for today is to carefully examine your own life and search for situations where you may be guilty of enabling.  Are there people you routinely do things for that they should be doing themselves?  Pray about this and ask God to open your eyes.  It’s always easiest to continue doing things as you have been.  If you stop enabling you should expect anger and guilt trips from the person you used to enable.  It is likely that they will sincerely feel entitled to the treatment they have been receiving and it is also likely that they will succeed in making you feel guilty.  It is extremely difficult to break out of a long term pattern like this and it can be extremely painful, but the results can certainly justify it.  Pray for wisdom and guidance if you plan on breaking a long term pattern like this.
Saturday
Sometimes the best way to help others is to help our self.  Sometimes the best way to help our self is to help others.  

The person who wears himself out trying to rescue other people and dies after only a few years of superhuman effort, deprives those very people of decades of help he could have provided if he had respected his own needs.  Sometimes when we stop trying to solve the problems of others and spend some time taking care of our own we learn huge lessons that will help us help others later.  This is why Jesus advised us to take the log out of our own eye so we could see clearly before trying to remove a speck from someone else’s eye.  Sometimes helping our self is the best way to help others.

But the reverse is also true.  Sometimes when we help other people we learn huge lessons which we can apply to our own lives.  Often we can’t see our own problems until we see them in other people.  When we try to help them our own eyes have a way of opening.
Focusing on our own problems is sinful only if we care ONLY about our own needs.  God does not want that, of course, ut God also does not want the opposite where we ignore our own needs. The balance is to care for both.

Your assignment today is to ponder how much of your life you spend caring for your own needs and solving your own problems as compared to time spent dealing with the needs and problems of others.  Ask God if there is an adjustment that needs to be made in your life.

Pray also for enlightenment in the remaining three weeks of our program.
