The Subtle Sides of Pride #6

“The Sin of Inferiority”

Numbers 13:27-33
About forty years ago, I sat with about 150 other teenagers to hear youth speaker Dawson McAllister. He was a very effective speaker, mixing humor and probing insights with Scripture about such topics as self-esteem, true love, dating, and even getting along with parents. I was a pretty typical teen of that time, wrestling with doubts and a poor self-image. When he came to the topic of self-esteem, I was listening quite intently. In the midst of his talk he made a statement that jumped out at me: “Poor self-esteem in nothing more than a form of pride.”
I doubt that I caught much else in that session. That one sentence was so contrary to anything my mind could conceive. How could someone with a low self-image be guilty of pride? Webster defines an inferiority complex as “an acute sense of personal inferiority” (inferiority itself is defined as “of little or less importance, value, or merit”), while defining pride as “inordinate self-esteem.”
 So isn’t poor self-esteem the opposite of pride?

No, it’s not. At least it’s not in the biblical sense. Inferiority, as we will see, is indeed a form pride. It is a subtle side of pride, and that makes it all the more dangerous.

Our primary text is found in Numbers 13:27-33,

They gave Moses this account: “We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit. But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw descendants of Anak there. The Amalekites live in the Negev; the Hittites, Jebusites and Amorites live in the hill country; and the Canaanites live near the sea and along the Jordan.” 
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.” 
But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack those people; they are stronger than we are.” 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. 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.”
This is the familiar story of the twelve spies sent to search out the Promised Land. Like any good committee, they brought back majority report and a minority report. In the majority report—which the people accepted—we see the downfalls of inferiority.

Inferiority is a Distortion of Surroundings

The majority of the spies (ten of twelve—a whopping 83%!) agreed on one conclusion. Yes, the land is terrific, but giants live in the land, and they live in fortified cities that are difficult to conquer. This all was true. There were giants in the land. The cities were walled and very great. They were right in their facts, but they misinterpreted the facts. That is where they went awry.
 Inferiority distorts the surroundings.

The inhabitants of the land are described as “giants.” This is the translation of the Hebrew word nephilim, a term that only appears twice in the Old Testament—here and in Genesis 6:4, describing the offspring of the “sons of God” and the “daughters of men.” There is some dispute among scholars as to the meaning of nephilim in the Genesis passage, but there is no real argument about its meaning here. I personally believe that the ten spies used the Hebrew term nephilim as a title, referring back to the story from Genesis that I’m sure they were familiar with. Not only were these people tall in stature, but they were legendary in their power and danger.

Furthermore, they exaggerated the situation by assuming that the whole land was inhabited by these giants.
 In fact, there were giants in the land—Goliath was from this area of Canaan—but they were the exception, not the rule.

When things in our lives go badly, it is easy to assume that everything has gone wrong, everything is wrong, and that everything will continue to go wrong. Disappointment can quickly lead to discouragement, and discouragement rarely sees things as they really are. Discouragement often leads to inferiority, and inferiority is a distortion of our surroundings.

A man of God who suffered from the same thing was the prophet Elijah. In 1 Kings chapter seventeen, Elijah confronts 450 prophets of Baal and soundly defeats them on Mount Carmel. After this dramatic victory, though, Queen Jezebel threatens Elijah with death. Discouragement—perhaps caused by physical and emotional exhaustion of recent events—led the prophet to run for his life. He ends up at Mount Horeb, where he meets up with God. First Kings 19:11-18 records this meeting:

The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.”
Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave.
Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram. Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi king over Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet. Jehu will put to death any who escape the sword of Hazael, and Elisha will put to death any who escape the sword of Jehu. Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel—all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him.”
What could have caused this fiery prophet who openly challenged King Ahab and the prophets of Baal to run away in fear? Why would he suffer from this sudden inferiority complex? As one author writes, 

Elijah’s answer completely devalued what had happened on Mt Carmel. He ignored God’s victory over Baal as though it had achieved nothing. By implication, he dismissed the people as utterly faithless. He disregarded the faithful Obadiah and the possibility that there might have been many more like him. Perhaps he saw Obadiah’s position in the royal court as a sign of weakness and compromise. Once again, he stated that he was the only prophet of Yahweh left alive (cf. 18:22), thus setting no value on the hundred prophets which he knew had been concealed in caves by Obadiah. Presumably because they had not stood up to be counted they were swept aside as hopelessly ineffectual. Elijah, now (ironically) sheltering in his own cave, conveniently overlooked the fact that he had lived in hiding himself for three years and had shown his own weakness by running away. …Elijah had dismissed everyone’s faith but his own and had failed to appreciate ways in which God was at work. This is an attitude which often leads to a divisive arrogance and even fanaticism among God’s people today.

Here is a glimpse of why inferiority is a subtle side of pride: Inferiority, like individualism, places self at the center. Elijah was caught up with what he was doing and had done, and gave no place for the work of others. He could only see himself. 

The first step in defeating inferiority is to get a realistic grasp of our surroundings. Are things really as bleak as we make them out to be? Are the challenges we face actually as insurmountable as those giants and fortified cities were to the ten spies?

Inferiority is a Disregard of Sovereignty

This leads to the second aspect of inferiority. One reason that inferiority is a distortion of surroundings is that it is also a disregard of sovereignty. It neglects God!

J. Vernon McGee writes, 

When you are afraid and you have lost your faith, difficulties and problems are magnified. They become greater than they really are. There were giants, but the spies thought they were bigger than they actually were. They looked bigger because these men were afraid. What an interesting contrast they give us here. Giants and grasshoppers! Do you know what they left out? They forgot to include God! They compared themselves to the giants as grasshoppers. That is the way they saw themselves. They left God out of the picture. If only they had put Him in, what a different story it would have been.

We know what a different story it would have been, because Scripture also records the minority report of the spies. Yes, ten of the spies agreed that the land could not be obtained because of the giants and their fortified cities. But two of the spies disagreed. Verse 30 records, “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.’” We find out later that Joshua stood with Caleb in this assessment.

How could these two groups of men who saw exactly the same situation come to such different conclusions? The answer lies in perspective. One group focused on the facts while the other observed the facts through faith. As Wiersbe comments, “Unbelief sees the obstacles, but faith sees the opportunities.”

This was no blind faith on the part of the two spies. I don’t believe for a moment that Caleb and Joshua covered their eyes with their hands and said, “Giants? I don’t see any giants!” They saw the giants, and they saw the fortified cities. We know this by moving down to Numbers 14:6-9,

Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who had explored the land, tore their clothes and said to the entire Israelite assembly, “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 swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be afraid of them.”
Their claim in the earlier chapter that “we are well able to overcome it” was not arrogant swagger or wishful thinking. They knew that God was one their side. They knew the truth of 1 John 4:4, “You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” 

Notice that the majority report is labeled “an evil report” in verse 31. The report of the ten spies was evil because it exaggerated the dangers of the people in the Land, sought to stir up and instill fear in the people of Israel and, most importantly, it expressed their faithless attitude toward God and His promises.
 Inferiority is a disregard of sovereignty—it views the world as though God was not God and was inactive.

Inferiority is a Display of Self-pity

Finally, inferiority is a display of self-pity. Notice the conclusion of the majority report in verse 33, “…and we were in our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight.” These men compared themselves to grasshoppers in relation to the giants. But note that this perspective was first in their own eyes! They saw themselves as grasshoppers. Yes, they later added, the giants thought we were grasshoppers, too, although I severely doubt that the giants of the land even noticed them, or else they would have pursued them out of the land.

This is the key to understanding inferiority as a subtle side of pride: The focus of an inferiority complex is on oneself. Just as individualism places self at the center of the universe, so inferiority makes self the number one priority. The difference is that one thinks too highly of himself while the other thinks too lowly of himself. The key to true humility (which is the opposite of pride) is to get our eyes off of ourselves. As Wiersbe writes, “The humble person is not one who thinks meanly of himself; he simply does not think of himself at all!”

The idea of humility or meekness is not a popular one in our world. People tend to confuse “meekness” with “weakness,” and “humility” with “humiliation.” Such is not the case, as A. W. Tozer points out:

The meek man is not a human mouse afflicted with a sense of his own inferiority. Rather, he may be in his moral life as bold as a lion and as strong as Samson; but he has stopped being fooled about himself. He has accepted God’s estimate of his own life. He knows he is as weak and helpless as God has declared him to be, but paradoxically, he knows at the same time that he is, in the sight of God, more important than angels. In himself, nothing; in God, everything. That is his motto. He knows well that the world will never see him as God sees him and he has stopped caring. He rests perfectly content to allow God to place His own values. He will be patient to wait for the day when everything will get its own price tag and real worth will come into its own. Then the righteous shall shine forth in the Kingdom of their Father. He is willing to wait for that day. In the meantime, he will have attained a place of soul rest. As he walks on in meekness he will be happy to let God defend him. The old struggle to defend himself is over. He has found the peace which meekness brings.

This is how the Bible can say in John 15:5, “Without Me [Christ] you can do nothing,” and yet in Philippians 4:19 Paul can affirm, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” This is true humility, as Paul demonstrates in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.”

 Here is a healthy balance between arrogance and inferiority. Paul was not “self-confident” but “God-confident.”
 His focus was not on himself, but completely on God.

Inferiority exaggerates and exhibits any and all faults to the world in order to gain attention. Inferiority hopes that others will notice its shortcomings and have pity on it. All the same, inferiority is self-centered and selfish. Hence, it is a subtle side of pride.

Do you have an inferiority complex? Tell the Lord about it. He is the only One who has an answer for that. One Christian psychologist said, “You can’t get rid of an inferiority complex. All that the psychologist can do is to shift an inferiority complex from one place in the personality to another. The only place where anyone finds a solution to it is at the cross of Christ.”

Years ago a popular expression used by young people was, “I have to find myself.” Psychologists concluded that these folks were suffering from an identity crisis and had to express themselves in order to find their true selves. They were told to “look out for number one,” and “not worry about anyone else; just take care of yourself.” As appealing as this may sound, it is an empty lifestyle. It is a fancy, psychological way to make selfishness look respectable.

The answer to this is found in the title of a contemporary Christian song (addressed to God), “I found myself in You.” We can only find ourselves in Jesus Christ. When we find ourselves in Him, we find a balanced view of ourselves, and can quit concentrating our focus on ourselves and start focusing on God and on others, where the Christian’s focus belongs.

Superiority and inferiority, as opposite as they are, both suffer the same malady: both are consumed with self. Only through Jesus Christ can we defeat both in our lives.
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