The Subtle Sides of Pride #7

“The Sin of Insistence”

John 13:6-8
“Who are you to tell me what to do?”
I’m sure we’ve heard those words—perhaps we’ve said those words at some point in our lives.  Maybe it’s from a parent to a child, a teacher to a student, or a coach to a player.  Whatever the relationship, clearly the one being spoken to is not in a position to be dictating to the one speaking! And yet we sometimes find ourselves doing that very thing to Almighty God. Turn to John 13:3-9.  This account takes place in the Upper Room, hours before Jesus goes to the cross.  John records,

Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 
He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 
Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” 
“No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.”
Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” 
“Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!”

This familiar episode demonstrates a subtle side of pride: the sin of insistence.

The Attributes of Presumption


Another word used for the sin of insistence is “presumption.”  We don’t use that word very much these days, but old-time preachers spoke against the sin of presuming upon God.  Maybe we need to hear more of that in our own day!


What do we mean by presumption in this context?  


First, in presumption we insist on presenting our knowledge and understanding.  Peter could not stand to see his Master wash his feet.  That didn’t make logical sense—any more than Jesus’ words in Matthew 16:21 that He would be arrested, condemned, and crucified by the Jewish authorities.  At that time “Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!’ Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men’” (vv. 22-23).  We might have thought that Peter would have learned his lesson from this experience, but alas, he did not.  In John 13:6 Peter asks, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”  I’m sure Peter asked this in a negative tone, meaning, “Lord, you’re not going to wash my feet, are you?”  He couldn’t comprehend what Jesus was doing.


Second, in presumption we insist on preserving our control.  Peter goes from asking a question in verse six to saying flatly in verse eight, “No, you shall never wash my feet.”  Then, when Jesus tells Peter that He must wash his feet, Peter replies, “Then, Lord, not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!”  This may sound very noble at first, but in fact it is presumption.  One commentator writes, “In Peter’s response we see the pride and self-will that is at the heart of all sin….”100 How so?  Because Peter is reluctant to let Jesus do what he wants. He prefers to dictate the terms.101  He is happy to call Jesus his Lord…as long as Jesus does things his way!

Thirdly, in presumption we insist on protecting our dignity.  It is humbling to allow someone to do something for us because it means that we cannot do it all for ourselves.  I’ve heard people say, “I’d rather fail at something on my own than succeed with the help of others.”  That’s not praiseworthy—that’s pride!  Swindoll comments about this passage,  

Peter wasn’t about to be that vulnerable. After all, Jesus was the Master. No way was He going to wash the dirt off Peter’s feet! I ask you, is that humility? You know it’s not. Being willing to receive sometimes takes more grace than giving to others. And our reluctance to do so really exposes our pride, doesn’t it?102

Everything about Peter’s attitudes, actions, and words reek of pride—the sin of insisting that God do things the way we think they should be done. 

The Audacity of Presumption

That kind of thing doesn’t happen today, does it?  You bet it does!  And often it is not as subtle as with Peter!

There is a group that calls itself Christian known as the Word-Faith Movement.  Many of their leaders can be seen on television or heard on the radio.  From their own words we find the audacity of presumption as it exists today.

Rather than the Scriptural teaching that “it is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13), they claim that, through faith, we tell God how to will and to act according to our good pleasure.  Televangelists Benny Hinn and Robert Tilton have both taught, “Never, ever, ever go to the Lord and say, ‘If it be Thy will.’”103 Without our faith, these teachers state, God is impotent.  Hinn states, “God will not move unless I say it,”104 and Kenneth Copeland asserts, “God cannot do anything for you apart from or separate from faith.”105
Not only is God powerless without our faith, they claim that when we exercise faith, God is bound to act.  In John 14:13-14, Jesus said, “And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son might bring glory to the Father.  You may ask me anything in my name, and I will do it.”  Tilton twists this Scripture to say, “‘everything’ means whatever, anything can be named, claimed, and even demanded, whether it is good weather, a new car, financial success, the recovery of lost property, or the salvation of a loved one.”  He writes in the same book, “We make our own promises to do our part.  Then we can tell God on the authority of His Word what we would like Him to do.  That’s right!  You can actually tell God what you would like His part of the covenant to be!”106

I cannot read those words without shaking my head and thinking, “The audacity—the nerve—to think that human beings can tell God what He is going to do!”  Proverbs 3:5-6 states, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will direct your paths.”  Rather than trusting in God’s plans, though, they insist upon their own agenda to be carried out in their ways and according to their timetable.  


They call this faith.  I call it presumption.  God calls it sin.

The Antidote to Presumption


For those who insist upon their own ways, God has strong words for them.  Isaiah 45:9-12 says plainly, 

Woe to him who quarrels with his Maker, to him who is but a potsherd among the potsherds on the ground. Does the clay say to the potter, “What are you making?” Does your work say, “He has no hands”?  Woe to him who says to his father, “What have you begotten?” or to his mother, “What have you brought to birth?”  This is what the Lord says—the Holy One of Israel, and its Maker: “Concerning things to come, do you question me about my children, or give me orders about the work of my hands?  It is I who made the earth and created mankind upon it. My own hands stretched out the heavens; I marshaled their starry hosts.”
He continues in Isaiah 55:8-9,

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”

How can we guard ourselves against this sin of insistence?  Two examples from Scripture provide the antidote to presumption.  


The first is found in Daniel 3, the well-known story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  They were commanded to bow to an idol—a clear violation of God’s law—or else be cast alive into a fiery furnace. 

We read their response in verses 16-18,

O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.

Here is a healthy example of faith without presumption.  “The God we serve is able to save us from it”—that’s faith.  “But even if he does not…”—that’s a lack of presumption.  As Wiersbe explains,

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were men of faith but not men of presumption. Had they affirmed that God would deliver them, that would have been presumption, because they didn’t know what God had willed for their situation. Instead, they stated that their God was able to deliver them, but even if He didn’t, they still wouldn’t fall down before the king’s golden image.107 


They knew what God could do, but they didn’t know what God would do, and they weren’t about to tell God what He should do!


A second example comes from the life of our Lord.  When confronted with the horrors of the cross, Jesus prayed that the Father would take the cup of suffering from Him.  We read in Luke 22:42, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”  Rather than insisting on His will, He allowed the Father’s will to be done—at the expense of Himself.


In short, we must allow God to be God.  Let Him call the shots in our lives.  We need to follow the teaching of James 4:13-17,

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins. 

I’ve often heard verse 17 used as a Scriptural definition of sin, but it is usually quoted by itself.  Within its context, James is speaking about the sin of insisting on our own way.  Notice what he calls it in verse 16: boasting and bragging, which are often associated with pride.  When we insist on our own way to God, we are boasting and bragging, which is evil, which is sin.  The antidote against such presumption is to pray after the prayer of Jesus, “If it is the Lord’s will…”


If we do not, we may hear God say to us, “Who are you to tell me what to do?”
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