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Why God Does Not Want You To Be Good 
 
When I was in seminary, I had a professor who I really enjoyed. He was a likable and 
smart guy. If I had one criticism of him, it would be that, like many professors, he had us 
read his own books, which always had sentences that made no sense to me because 
he used words I had never seen before.  
 

But about halfway through the semester, he admitted something to us that was a little 
strange. By this time we had been to around 16 classes. And at this point, he told us a 
secret - that he really only has four lectures that he cycles through during the semester. 
 

I thought that was pretty strange. And I was a little miffed. I mean, here we were in 
seminary, paying big bucks to graduate so that we could … get paid big bucks by 
becoming pastors … and this guy only has four lectures? 
 

I didn’t feel like I was getting my money’s worth! 
 

But as the semester went along, I began to understand what he meant. He had certain 
themes that ran throughout his lectures. Themes like the goodness of God, the problem 
with being human, and how we can find redemption.  
 

I bring this up to you because, in reality, I think I probably have just two sermons. And 
sometimes in the back of my mind, I fear that since I basically cycle through these 
sermons that after two years you will discover that I have basically one message and 
you will get bored with me and start thinking you aren’t getting your money’s worth and 
that would be bad. 
 

My wife often tells me that I catastrophize. Is that a word? I’m not sure, but she uses it, 
so it must be. 
 

So, many of you have heard the theme of this sermon before. And maybe that’s okay. 
This theme keeps emerging from our scriptures. It’s an ancient spiritual theme that I 
constantly struggle with and so I need to be reminded. Maybe you need to be reminded, 
too. 
 

The theme is that religion often tells us that we need to be good people. But Jesus 
repeatedly warns us that our belief in our own goodness actually leads to serious 
problems. 
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Take our parable this morning. The passage tells us that Jesus “told this parable to 
some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with 
contempt.” 
 

Here we see the problem. There were some who thought they were righteous. And let’s 
just get rid of the religious language, because righteous just means good. 
 

These folks thought they were good because they followed their religion closely. They 
obeyed all of the laws. They went to church on Sunday morning and Wednesday nights 
and attended every Bible Study they could find. I’m sure they volunteered to help good 
causes and they prayed a lot. 
 

For the most part, those are good things. So, what was the problem? 
 

The passage tells us that they “regarded others with contempt.” 
 

Jesus then tells a story with an extreme example of this. He talks about a Pharisee. A 
Pharisee was a well respected religious teacher during the time who thought it was 
really important to follow the laws. And if you didn’t follow the laws, then you were a big 
part of the problem with society.  
 

So, while standing next to a tax collector, the Pharisee prays to God and says, “God, I 
thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this 
tax-collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of my income.” 
 

And then Jesus tells us about the tax collector, who while praying, beat his chest and 
simply cried out, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”  
 

Jesus claimed that the tax collector went home justified rather than the “good” Pharisee, 
for, as Jesus says, “all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble 
themselves will be exalted.” 
 

The problem for the Pharisee was not so much that he obeyed the law, or that he fasted 
twice a week, or that he gave a tenth of his income. Those are all generally good 
things.  
 

The problem is that he didn’t really trust that those things were good enough. He didn’t 
trust the creation story where God created the world and humans and declared that it 
was all very good. This man didn’t trust in the love and goodness that God already 
installed in him. 
 

And because he didn’t trust in his own inherent goodness, he had to constantly 
compare himself with others. He had to find others to look upon with contempt so that 
he could feel good about himself. 
 



3 
 
 
 

Clackamas United Church of Christ – C.UCC.ORG                                                                                       Rev. Adam Ericksen 
 
 
 

That’s why he prayed, “God, I thank you that I am not like other people…” 
 

Now, when it comes to these parables, a good question to ask is, “Which character am I 
in this story?” 
 

If you are already like the tax collector who beats his chest and asks for forgiveness, 
well done. You are on your way to spiritual enlightenment. You may need to work on 
some self-esteem, but you are on your way because you don’t play the very human 
game of knowing that you are good by comparing yourself to someone that you’ve 
labeled as bad. Instead, focussing on the problems others have, you look at the dark 
places within yourself. You acknowledge them, you own them, so that you can deal with 
them. Because all of us have a shadow side within ourselves. The tragedy is not that we 
have a shadow side. The tragedy is that many people are too afraid to admit to 
ourselves that we have them. And because we are too afraid to admit we have a 
shadow side, we will never have the awareness to deal with it. 
 

To make matters worse, when we don’t acknowledge and deal with our shadow side, 
we end up projecting it upon everyone else. We end up projecting our own inner hatred 
and contempt upon others. The Pharisee in Jesus’ parable regarded everyone else with 
contempt, but the person he had the most contempt for was himself. 
 

You can be sure that anyone who brags and talks a big game about how great they are, 
deep down they are full of self-loathing. In fact, the measure to which someone 
constantly has to brag about themselves is the same measure to which they are full of 
insecurity and self-loathing.  
 

And do you know what? I find it really easy to hate those people. I find them really hard 
to be around. I often end up talking with others about how annoying that person is - and 
of course, I thank God that I am nothing like that person! Because they are such jerks! 
 

And there it is. The trap that I frequently fall into. Thank you, God that I am not like a 
Trump supporter or a Republican or a Democrat or a Bernie Bro, or whomever the latest 
person my group is supposed to be against. 
 

Now don’t get me wrong. There are people who use their political, economic, and 
religious power in ways that are destructive, abusive, and unjust. There is a place for 
calling out that kind of behavior and removing such people from their positions of power. 
 

But removing them from power won’t solve the underlying problem, for they are merely 
symptoms of the larger structural problem that threatens our society. 
 

And that problem is seen in the Pharisee who thinks he is so good, but his goodness is 
based on accusing everyone else of being bad. And when I look at the way I often 
project my own shadow side, my insecurities, and at times my self-loathing, upon 
others, I must say that I am often more like the Pharisees than I’d like to admit. 
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When I first became a pastor about 15 years ago, one of my main mentors was an 
elderly Muslim man. He told me that one of the most important teachings in Islam is 
summed up in this: whenever you point your finger at someone else, three of your 
fingers are pointing back at you. 
 

So here’s the point: If being good is based on making others bad, then God doesn’t 
want us to be good. If being right means that we have to make other people wrong, then 
God doesn’t want us to be right. 
 

God doesn’t want us to be good. God doesn’t want us to be right. God wants us to love.  
 

I’d like to end with a story that illustrates what I’m trying to say. During the last year, we 
have received a lot of messages online from LGTBQ folks throughout the country who 
have been harmed and shamed by churches and family members who have told them 
that they are abominations in the eyes of God.  
 

They send us messages that acknowledge the pain that they have experienced, but 
they don’t get stuck in that pain.  
 

In fact, we received a message on Friday from a young woman in Pennsylvania on our 
church answering machine. I wanted to share this with you because I found it to be a 
powerful testimony about what we are doing here. The audio quality isn’t great, 
especially in the beginning. She says she is from Pennsylvania and wanted to thank us 
for being the kind of church that we are... 
 

I find these LGBTQ folks to be excellent models of faith. Many have been told by 
churches that God doesn’t love them. Yet, they know that those churches don’t speak 
for God. They know that God loves them just as they are. And so they don’t have to 
blame, shame, or accuse those churches. They don’t shame the shamers. Instead of 
being of getting stuck in a posture against them, they often move toward a posture of 
being for something so much bigger - of being for the realm of God that leads to greater 
love and justice for all people.  
 

And I love our church because we have that kind of faith here. And I want more of that 
kind of faith, for I am convinced that with that faith, we will participate in the realm of 
God’s love and justice.  
 

May we participate in that realm now and forevermore. Amen. 
 


