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Jesus People: Anatomy of a Church Member 

Not About Me 

Philippians 2:3-11 

 

Introduction: Obsessed With Ourselves 

This past week, I was doing some internet reading on the controversial issue of same-sex 

marriage.  I don’t know how FaceBook does it.  It’s kind of creepy.  But if you search certain 

topics, they’ll post related pages on your FaceBook feed.  I was surprised to see one from 

Charisma magazine on the latest distortion in marriage: sologamy.  We know what monogamy 

is.  It’s marriage to one person.  Polygamy is having multiple spouses.  Sologamy is marrying 

yourself.  Or as one pundit put it, “same-self marriage.”   

 

Sara Sharpe wrote about her wedding to herself in her book, A Dress, a Ring, Promises to Self:  

 

…I bought a long white dress, a huge bundle of flowers, and a ring that I 

wear to this day.  I stayed up all night writing a list of promises to myself, 

building a temporary altar at which to perform the blessed event...  The 

following night I donned my dress and, with a home-made wreath of 

flowers in my hair, tearfully made a commitment to honor myself, first 

and foremost, henceforth… 

 

This folly has touched the Heartland, too.  Four years ago, a woman in Fargo, ND married 

herself in a ceremony attended by family and friends.  She vowed, “I, Nadine, promise to enjoy 

inhabiting my own life and to relish a lifelong love affair with my beautiful self.”  She reportedly 

takes herself on dates to treat herself and invest in the relationship.   

 

Crazy, I know.  Who would have ever thought up something like this?  Perhaps it’s not so 

surprising.  We are a culture fixated on ourselves.  Even as far back as 1979, a well-known 

historian by the name of Christopher Lasch labeled contemporary American society as a “culture 

of narcissism.”  In layman’s terms, narcissism is an obsession with one’s self.  The phenomena 

of “selfies” splashed across social media are ample proof that we, as a culture, are obsessed with 

me, myself, and I.   
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But for those who follow Jesus, our orientation is to be decidedly outward toward others: 

 

Text – Philippians 2:3-11 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than 

yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.  

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 

form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by 

taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, 

he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 

so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 

Swimming Against the Stream 

I know that we are very fortunate to live in the United States.  We have a so-called “immigration 

problem” because people around the world want to live in this land of opportunity.  The society 

and system of government that our founders established has cultivated over two hundred years of 

progress and freedom.  Americans are indeed a blessed people.  Our country was founded on the 

dignity, freedom, and rights of the individual.  American individualism has cultivated ambition, 

innovation, hard work and resilience.  That’s generally a good thing.   

 

But too much of a good thing can become a bad thing.  Our individualism has also reinforced 

some of our baser human tendencies such as selfishness, materialism, and a sense of entitlement.  

And the American Church is not at all immune from the cultural obsession with ourselves. 

 

Over thirty years ago, ministry in evangelical churches began to dramatically change.  My 

generation, the Baby Boomers were coming of age and some were coming back to church when 

they began having children.  In an effort to capture this so-called “Boomerang,” churches began 

to market themselves to attract the Christian consumer.   
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That bears repeating:  churches began to market themselves to attract the Christian 

consumer.  Funny.  I can’t find any record of the church doing that in the Book of Acts or 

anywhere in the New Testament.   

 

Consumerism may have encouraged innovation and built a thriving capitalist economy.  But it’s 

killing the American church.  Consumerism is based on pleasing the individual customer.  In 

order to do that, the provider of services has to supply what the customer wants or they will lose 

their business.  Providers of services place a premium on innovation, gaining new customers, and 

the bottom line.  They have to in order to survive in a competitive market.   

 

Churches became consumer-driven when they began to tailor their worship services in order to 

appeal to popular musical tastes.  If they couldn’t get their people to go along with it, they 

offered two different kinds of worship services to satisfy their divided religious customers.  

Churches made sure that they offered all kinds of exciting programming for children and youth 

to keep families from wandering away to a competitor with better programming on the other side 

of town.  Preachers no longer taught the Scriptures from the pulpit but addressed “felt needs” 

with inspirational messages, proof-texting with a verse here and there.  All of these strategies 

have been and still are promoted in books, blogs, podcasts, seminars, and by consultants.   

 

(Some of you might be thinking, “Preach it, Pastor Bob!  That’s right!  That’s why the church in 

America is in such a mess.”  Others are probably thinking, “Wow, man; you’re really out of 

touch.  You’re just an old irrelevant curmudgeon.”  OK.  Let me argue with myself.  It’s one of 

my favorite things to do.) 

 

Those who have marketed the church in order to attract religious customers did so with good 

motives.  And frankly, they have met with good success if you measure it by people in the seats.  

We live in a consumer-driven culture, they reason.  If we are to reach Americans with the gospel, 

then we need to speak the cultural language and appeal to their tastes and desires.  We have to 

offer a religious product that is attractive and that they will buy.   
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There is some wisdom in that approach.  The gospel, if it is to be understood, must be presented 

in the cultural language of the people.  That’s true in the jungles of New Guinea and its true in 

the suburbs of America.  The problem, however, is that when we accommodate the gospel to the 

culture, we begin to add some of the cultural baggage that is not consistent with the gospel.  We 

need to reflect deeply and critically on what we are doing and guard against cultural influence 

that goes against principles of Scripture.  A consumer-driven church is not biblical.  When the 

primary concern in our ministry is how to attract and keep our “religious customers” we create 

a church culture that places the desires and demands of the individual above all else.  That 

doesn’t align well with our text today: 

 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant 

than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the 

interests of others.  (vs. 3-4) 

 

The Kingdom Economy is Inverted 

God became a man and inhabited our human culture through the person of Jesus Christ.  But the 

gospel has always been counter-cultural because this world and its cultures are broken.  And that 

includes the American individualistic culture.  The values of the Kingdom of God are inverted 

from the values of this world.  We don’t think of the poor as blessed.  Jesus said the Kingdom of 

God belongs to them.  We celebrate the winners in life who gained power and money by any 

means.  Jesus said not to pursue those things, but that those who are pure, meek, and merciful 

will be truly rewarded.  We want to be first, to rise to the top.  Jesus told his disciples that the 

first would be last and the last would be first.  Whoever wishes to be great in the Kingdom must 

become the servant of all.   

 

If we’re going to truly follow Jesus, then we will be counter-cultural.  

 

Church is Not About My Preferences  

If you are a biblical member of the church it’s not about you or your preferences.  We need to 

grab hold of this truth because it is the root of so many problems.  American Christians are 

notorious for asserting their preferences in the Body of Christ.  If they don’t get their way they 
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throw tantrums in a variety of ways.  They complain directly and loudly.  Or they engage in 

passive aggressive means through gossip, non-participation, threaten to leave, or stop giving.  

Ultimately, some do leave to go to another church that will give them what they want.  They’re 

good religious consumers, just like we’ve trained them.   

 

There’s a lot things that religious consumers want: certain service times, bulletin styles, Sunday 

School classes, preaching style and content.  The list goes on.  But perhaps no other matter is 

subject to the demands of personal taste and preference than the matter of music and worship.  

This, of course, is an issue that we deal with, along with thousands of other evangelical churches 

across this country.  As a worship pastor, I’ve dealt with it for nearly forty years.  And I want to 

say that generally, as a congregation, you have dealt with the changes in worship style 

exceedingly well in the time that I have been here.  Oh, we’ve had issues and complaints about 

volume.  In the same service there will be some who say it is too loud while others will say it 

isn’t loud enough.  Some want to eliminate the organ and traditional hymns while others really 

have a hard time singing with a band and praise team.   

 

The truth is, if we all insist on what we personally want, then we are in a “no-win” situation.  But 

you haven’t done that.  Many of you have willingly embraced the mantra, “I sing the songs that I 

don’t like because I love the people who do like them.”  That is a Christ-like attitude.  That 

embodies the message of the text from Philippians that we read earlier.    

 

But some of us have gotten nervous.  There’s a church on the other side of town that seemingly 

has more people than they know what to do with.  They’ve got more than their market-share.  

And we look over there and they don’t have an organ.  They don’t sing traditional hymns – or at 

least with piano and organ.  In order to compete with them, we unconsciously reason, we need to 

offer the same kind of worship product that they do or we’ll never survive.   

 

Look, I’ve done ministry for a long time.  Church envy is an ever present temptation, especially 

for church leaders.  But our story is different than any other church.  God is doing a unique thing 

here.  We are a multi-generational family and we love each other.  We give preference to one 

another before ourselves.  Right now, we sing both contemporary songs and traditional hymns.  
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Our contemporary repertoire and appreciation is growing.  But have you listened when we sing 

traditional hymns with the piano and organ?  The level of engagement doesn’t’ drop.  It’s strong 

and vibrant.  It is part of our unique church culture.  It is part of our worship voice and we will 

continue to facilitate that voice as long as it stays strong and vibrant.  Music in the church has 

been a life-long calling and pursuit for me.  I’m convinced that it is not necessarily the style of 

music that is most important and even attractive to people coming into the church.  It is the level 

of engagement that is most important.   

 

I know that most people have a preference for a particular musical style in worship.  Some 

appreciate and embrace all.  But if you are a Jesus-follower, it is not about you.  It is about us.  

We.  The community together.      

 

Closing – The Jesus Way – Downward Mobility 

The American way is the way of the individual.  It is all about me and what I want.  It is “looking 

out for Number One.”  The American dream is upward mobility for my own benefit.   

 

“Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 

the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 

himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.” (vs. 5-7) 

 

The Jesus way, on the other hand, is always downward mobility.  Church, you have come so far.  

You have done so well.  Let’s continue to show the world the way of Jesus and consider others 

before ourselves.   

 


