TEN BASIC CONVICTIONS FOR CHRISTIAN LIVING
6. “Build Self-Worth in Those Around You”
Conviction #6:  “My actions must never weaken the Scriptural convictions of another, but build up his dignity.”                                                                 
Scripture: Matthew 5:21-26; 38-48; Romans 14:1-23
Key Verse: “You shall not kill.”  Exodus 20:13             
Theme:  Christians are called to be stepping stones, not stumbling blocks   
Introduction
Do you ever have the feeling that living life in our society is much like life in the jungle?  Several weeks ago, I happened to be watching that TV program: THOSE INCREDIBLE ANIMALS and they presented various scenes from the jungles in Africa.  A snake slithers quietly in the grass, creeping toward his unsuspecting prey.  A cheetah stalking his intended victim, suddenly bounds out of the shadows and with a quivering quickness makes his kill.  An ambitious field mouse bounces through the tinder brush looking for food, little realizing the piercing eyes of an eagle overhead, plotting to make its move.  There is a struggle going on between the weaker and the stronger.  The survival of the fittest seems to conceptualize living in the jungle. 
As I read my newspaper, watch TV and observe so much of life, I see so much of the same thing.  There is a blind struggle of one race against another; the struggle for existence, for power, for control; there is the struggle of competition—the victor and the victim, the stronger against the weaker.  It appears that the law of the jungle even prevails in our human society.
Yet, in the midst of such a world of strong and weak, echoes the command of God, “YOU SHALL NOT KILL.”  In this simple statement God exposes our corrupted human nature that we really are very self-centered and ego driven.  When in relationship with other human beings, the only one who really counts is NUMBER ONE  to the extinction of others.

This morning we want to deal with our sixth necessary Christian conviction: “MY ACTIONS MUST NEVER WEAKEN THE SCRIPTURAL CONVICTIONS OF ANOTHER CHRISTIAN, BUT INSTEAD I MUST BUILD UP HIS DIGNITY.”  As 
Christians, God has called us to affirm life, to build dignity and self-worth in the lives of people, and we are to be stepping stones in life, not stumbling blocks, we are to enhance life, not take it away.  This is only possible when we come to recognize human life in its sanctity, its dignity, and it sacredness.
I.  THE SANCTITY OF HUMAN LIFE   
The first principle this commandment sets before us has to do with our reverencing the physical life of another human being.  Death is man’s greatest enemy, it is an intrusion, a judgment, the wages of sin.  Therefore, anytime a human being is killed, witness is borne to the disorder of sin and not to the order of God and His grace.

We need to come to grips with the sanctity of human life today.  So many of us have come to a lack of sensitivity to the preciousness of life.  At breakfast we may read headlines which say, “Thousands lose their lives in a war, earthquake, etc.”  “Isn’t that too bad,” we say, and we lay down the paper with the calloused comment, “Pass the jelly.”

In our sophisticated space-age generation, we have dared to rationalize that a woman’s body belongs to herself and an unborn fetus is not a human being, therefore a woman has the right to abort her unborn child.  Where is the sanctity of life? Even an unborn limbless child has life and the command of God is for all life to be reverenced.  Today the question has been raised, “Why not painlessly put to death all those who are suffering from incurable diseases, or from debilitating old age? “ “And why not,” we ask?  Magazines and new articles make such convincing arguments.  But the core of the argument rests with this: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD AND WHO HE CREATED MAN TO BE.  The commandment of God stresses the sanctity of man because God exists and man is created in His image.  Life is His gift and belongs to God.
Life is a gift from God.  In Genesis 2:7 we read, “Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the earth, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life’ and man became a living being.”  What right do you or I or anyone to take away that gift God has given to a person?  I know that certain knotty questions will continue to plague us.  What about 
war?  What about abortion when a woman is raped, or the mother’s life is endangered?  What if your life is threatened?
In response, our first consideration must always be reverence for life, the desire to live and to keep alive.  Faith and hope in God the Giver of life must always motivate us strongly to lit life live.  When our refusal to face life and responsibility of our actions causes us to rationalize that life is cheap, that we have the right to do with God’s gift what we please, then we have come to the place of playing God.

People are created in the image of God.  In Genesis 1:27 we read, “So God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female He created them.”  The sanctity of human life rests in the fact that man was created in God’s image.  Every human being bears within his physical body an immortal soul.  Every human being, no matter how young or old, how sick or inert, how incapacitated or deformed he may be—HE HAS WITHIN HIM THE SPARK OF THE ETERNAL GOD.  Man is not a brilliant animal, a glorified thinking machine made of flesh and bones, but he has a crowning dignity that gives him the ability to have a personal relationship with His Creator.
Furthermore, the sanctity of life is found in the fact that life is God’s possession.         Psalm 31: 15 states:  “But I trust in thee, O Lord, I say thou art my God, my times are in thy hands.”  God alone is Creator of life.  He is on the side of life.  He is God not us.  Therefore, life or death must continue to rest with Him and He expects His creation to preserve that Gift.

II.   THE DIGINITY OF HUMAN LIFE         
As we look again at this sixth commandment, “Thou shalt not kill” we see in the New Testament that Jesus speaks of it in His Sermon on the Mount.

“You have heard that it was told to men of old, you shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.  But I say unto you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment.”     
God is not only concerned about the physical life, but also about the psychological well being of persons.  It is possible to destroy people with our hanger, hatred and resentment.  
We can actually strip away the dignity of another human being, who are image bearers of God.

Last week, Rae Ann and I attended the Institute of Successful Church Leadership at the Crystal Cathedral.  There, Dr. Schuller shared with us how His ministry began.  He conducted survey after survey to determine the greatest needs of people in that community.  He felt if he could find a need, and fill it, people would come to his church.
He said that he had read book after book stating what the authors felt to be man’s greatest need—survival, power, meaning, pleasure, but the more he spoke to people the more he realized that every human being has a desire for dignity.  We all want to be loved, to feel of worth, to have self-esteem.  Then he said, “There are millions of people who have no sense of dignity or self-worth.”

Why is that?  Because many people have been killed emotionally.  
Their sense of dignity has been stripped away by how they have been treated.  Martin Buber, a Jewish theologian, stated that many people treat others in what he terms an “I-It” relationships. People are treated like an object, a thing, having no value except what can be used for ‘my’ advancement.  It’s not uncommon for me in my counseling sessions to encounter people who feel like a thing, they feel they are nobodies, a great big zero.
“You shall not kill,” is God’s command calling us to affirm life.  God is calling us to live in what Buber calls, “I-Thou relationships.”  You are a ‘thou,’ you are a dignity, you have worth; every human being has dignity and worth.  We do not have the right to take that away from anyone.  When you read the stories of missionaries going to the head hunters in Africa, ask yourself why?  Because they are God’s crown of His creation.  We see missions on skid row, but what do these Christians see?  They see a person of dignity and worth.  You look at a drug addict.  Behind the habit remains a person of worth.

Mothers and dads, build self-worth and esteem into the lives and minds of your children.  Tell them who they are in God’s sight, treat them like it is true.  Remind them of their great potential.  Think about the story of Jane, a young woman about 30 years old.  She was having problems in her marriage and came to see her pastor for counseling.  She felt depressed, a failure in life, and that no one liked her.  As her story unfolded it became evident  that from her youth her parents had always put her down.  Jane was dumb, she 
couldn’t do anything right, she would never amount to anything, she was a burden to them and her parents did not delight in her.  And she believed them.  The pastor began to unfold the Word of God to her that she was created in the image of God.  God had a plan for her life and wanted to use her.  Slowly, as time went on, she became involved in a  small caring group of women who demonstrated to her the reality of that dignity, and she began to experience healing.
Do not kill the self-worth of those around you, but build them up.  Help people to see their dignity as persons created in the image of God. 

III.   THE SACREDNESS OF ONE’S SPIRITUAL LIFE
Yes, we are capable of killing another human being, if not by taking his physical life, we do by destroying his psychological life.  But there is one more area to which this commandment of God speaks.  God also calls us to reverence he sacredness of our brother’s spiritual life.  You see, it’s very possible for us to hurt and destroy another person’s deep faith and personal relationship with God.

In Romans 14, 15, the Apostle Paul addresses an issue in the early church in which groups of Christians differed in their opinions about whether or not to eat meats offered to idols.  One group felt that because these idols had no reality, there was nothing wrong in buying choice grade A meat that was going at a bargain price, which just happened to have been offered to an idol.  Other Christians felt that because this meat had been offered to idols, that very fact should keep every Christian away from it.
How does Paul deal with this issue?  He says, there is nothing really wrong with eating that meat, or not eating that meat, but our real concern should be for the effect our actions has on other Christians who are still weak in their faith.  (15,19)

Jesus Christ Himself tells us in Matthew 18:5,6, that we have a definite responsibility for other Christians who may be weak in their faith.

We are not called to be STUMBLING BLOCKS.  Our actions as a Christian ought never to hurt or call into question the faith of another.  Several years ago a fellow pastor told me this story. A young man in his early twenties had been led to Christ and he was really serious about his new found faith as he attended a Bible Study and church faithfully.  For 
about a month things went well, but then a fellow Christian from the church invited him on a dune buggy outing.  He and his friends had several cases of beer and during the outing proceeded to get drunk.  The young man had not been back to church since.
Thou shalt not kill the spiritual life of another Christian.  We can be nice here in church wearing our masks, but what about our reactions on the job to situations?  We may have strong convictions about the Bible, church and Christ, yet on the job we may cuss, lose our tempers, have a critical attitude and actually become a stumbling block to those around us.
Instead the Lord calls us to be stepping stones.  Romans 14:19 states: “Let us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.”  When you are in a relationship with other Christians try to think of ways that will help them in their spiritual walk.  Try affirming them, encouraging and saying a positive word instead of a critical word.  Treat them with dignity and honor because Christ died for them and wants them to grow in His grace and knowledge.

CONCLUSION

God’s call and invitation is for you to fall in love with life.  Let your living become an inspiring experience.  It is so much fun living with a heart full of love for others.  How do you go about it?   Can you change your nature? Do you tend to be easily irritated, quickly upset by people and situations?  Can you become a more loving person?

Let us be honest.  YOU can’t change a person’s basic nature.  But Jesus Christ can.  I have seen the most unlikeable person become the most pleasant and loveable people once Christ came into their lives.  What changes them?  The answer is simple—love changes them—when the love of Christ affirms your dignity, you then can pass it on.
Make this your conviction in life: “My actions must never weaken the Scriptural convictions of another but build them up in dignity.” 

