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:gTI-IE PROBLEM OF COMPARING't I Samuel 9:1�2, 18:6-9 
Luke 18:9-14 

Start with a wrong assumption and you are sure to end up 
with a mistaken conclusion. It's something we all do 
over and over again. To make matters worse, most of us 
do not often examine the basic assumptions which under­
lie many of our beliefs and actions. 

In the. parable read from the Gospel of Luke this m.orning, 
the Pharisee simply assumed that he was automatically 
better than most other human beings because he worshipped 
God in the right way. He even went on to assume that 
God loved him more than others. He was regular in his 
religious devotions and belonged to the right church, or 
so he thought. 

It happens all the time. 
pels, Jesus met a man who 

In another story from the Gos­
had been born blind and his 

disciples mistakenly concluded that his blindness wa5 

caused by the m.an' s own sin or his parent Os sin. Their 
false assumption was that all handicaps or physical disa­
bilities are the direct result of someon�'s sin. Jesus 
had to correct their basic assumption which then led to 
a different conclusion/ 

vJhen Jesus welcomed all kinds of sinners into his com.pany 
and when he went to their horn.es and ate with them and 
treated them with respect and dignity, those around him 
who saw his attitude and actions falsely assumed that he 
was thereby encouraging or condoning their sin. Rather 
hew.as acting on the assumption that God loves all human 
beings. 

1rJrong assum.ptions lead to mj_staken conclusions. 
·1 

want to beffl't with the false assumption that God 
If we 
loves 

-



some people more than others, then we have a license to 
practice all kinds of discrimination. Or if we want to 
begin with the false assumption that it's really our 
church and not Christ's church, then too, we can make all 
kinds of distinctions that Jesus Christ would not make. 

2. 

But it's really another kind of false assumption that I 
want to talk about this morning. It's the mistaken as­
sumption that our human worth, our value as human beings 
is to be found primarily in comparing our selves with 
others. This wrong assumption leads to many mistaken 
conclusion and actions in relation to ourselves, to others 
and to God. 

What I mean is this: many people have a sort of pulley 
system of evaluating themselves and others. It's the 
problem of comparing. On this pulley system, we go up 
when someone else goes down, and we go down when someone 
else goes up. Our emotional mood, our sense of worths 
keep shifting in relation to what's happening to others 

in comparison to what's happening to us. 

So if I meet or h�t.I someone who is a better preacher, I 
tend to think of mysel�-, as a worse preacher, or conversely 
if I meet or hear someone who seems to me to be a worse 
preacher, I think of myself as a better preacher. What 
I forget is that I still have the same talents I've always 
had, no more, no lesso Someone else's talents do not 
devalue mine, nor mine devalue theirs. We tend to make 
ourselves the measure of all things. 

Many of us judge ourselves and others on this false basis. 
If we meet someone richer, we feel poorer; someone more 
handsome, we feel ugly; someone more fluent; we feel 
tongue-tied; if they are up, we are down. 

Conversely, many of us cannot feel comfortable unless we 
are pulling others downe We falsely believe that we rise 
by their lowliness; if he is µglier, I am more handsome; 
if he is failing, then I am doing better; if he is poorer; 
then I am richer. We love to point out the sin in others, 
particularly those sins which we think we are free of, in 
order to make ourselves look better. Much of human pre­
judice remains alive to serve this purpose. 

The Pharisee in Luke's story prayed in that manner, v9God, 
I thank thee that I am not like other men, extortioners, 



unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax�co±lector.' 1 

He was attempting to find his self-worth or raise his 
self-esteem·· by comparing himself to others whom he con­
sidered to be more sinful. 

In the story we read from I Samuel this morning, King 
Saul of Israel had the same problem •. ,_ �Je are told first 

-

that Saul was a handsome young man. Tn fact there was 
not a man among the people of Isra.el more handsome tl1an 
he. 

Saul had a lot going for him. Not only was he handsome, 
but he was a good leader. The prophet Samuel had chosen 
him to be the first King of Israel. As King he did a 
lot for his people and he was an outstanding military 
leader as well. 

But then one day Saul made the mistake of comparing. 

3. 

He had previously chosen a young man named David to be 
one of h�s top m�1itary 1eaders and �t was a good cho�ce. 

Then, however David became too successful, too popular 
for Saul. As they were returning home from battle one 
day, the women came out of all the cities of Israel, 
singing and dancing to meet King Saul and David, and they 
san·g, '� Saul has s.lain his tl1ousands, and David his ten 
thousands. r, 

Envy and jealousy began to grow in Saul. He said to him­
self, ''They have ascribed to David ten thousands, and to 
me they have ascribed thousands�,� Instead of rejoicing 
with David in his success and popularity, he was envious. 
It's one of the.most insidious diseases that can infect 
any one of us. 

The envy in Saul also grew because he failed to realize 
the partialness of all human accomplishments. Who among 
us ever fulfills our fondest dreams totally or completely? 
I need to realize that at best I am a tiny part of a great 
process that flows both before me and on after me. I have 
a part to play, but not a total _part, and wise in the one 
who senses this and comes to terms with it. 

Seemingly Saul never did this, which is why he seemed more 
� a failure to himself than he really was. �he difference 

between our reach and our grasp-�our aspirations and our 



achievements --- this is the crucial reality to acknow­
ledge and accept. 

For some reason, Saul was never able to accept fully who 
he was and what he was supposed to do under God. He never 
found the security of saying, ''By tl1e grace of God, I am 
what I am and I am where I am.'' Saul kept comparing him­
self to others and tried to obtain his sense of place and 
worth in that fashion and it leads always to disaster. 

When we are up because others are down, it leads to the 
disaster of false pride and self-righteousness. An.d when 
we are down because others are up, it leads to envy and 
jealousy, self-doubt and despair. Then this self-doubt 
and jealousy grow into self-despising which is the root 
problem behind so many of our present day disorders. 

Our human society is not a pulley system. God has not made 
the world so that we improve only at the expense of others 
going down or vice versa. It's the problem 0£ comparing. 

An older farmer was moodily regarding the ravages of a 
flood.. 'iHiram, ,v yelled a neigl1.bor, ''your pigs were all 
washed down the creek. Yi ''How about Thompson's pigs;'' 
Hiram asked. ''They' re gone too, '' came the reply. ''i\_nd 
Larsen's?'' ''Those are lost toot'� ''Hymph, ' 1 said Hiram, 
cheering up, v'taint as bad as I thought.'' 

Because of our interminable tendency to always be comparing 
ourselves with others, we find it difficult to even rejoice 
in the good fortune of our friends. The novelist, Gore 
Vidal put .it this way, ' 1 Every time a friend succeeds, I 
die a little.v' 

I remember in a previous parish about 15 years ago, a phone 
call from a young woman. I could tell that she was crying. 
As her tears abated, there was still quivering in her 
voice, and a touch of shuddering in her tone and outlook. 
Something had gone terribly wrong. As she q_uieted do\\m, 
she brought up- the name of someone I knew to. be "tier best 
friend. Had Norma, let's call her, been taken ill? How 
long has she to live? Was there an auto accident? Cancer? 
None of that. I breathed more easily. Was there a mis-
understanding, a falling out? Had one of them slammed the 

{ �, 
door in the other's face? Did they need a veteran arbitra-

� tor to thaw their frozen relations? 
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All of tha� said my friend, she could have coped with on 
her own. What then was the problem? It turned out that 
there was a vacancy in their organization. Someone had to 
move on or move up. My friend sounded as if she felt that 
she was next in line, ready to win the most qualified 
candidate of the year award. Good! She deserved it! 
Could she live with disappointment if management had the 
bad sense to pa-ss her up? Yes and no. 1tfuy Yes? Because 
they might bring in someone from out of town, som.ewhere 
else in the firm. Then why a possible no? What could go 
wrong? 

5. 

''They v re also considering �Jorma, my best friend. She could 
con.ceivably get the promotion. ,v ''So wouldn't you be happy?'' 
I asked�. ''Aren't you each other's best friend?'' ''Yes, we 
are best of friends, and no, I wouldn't be happy. Because 
we are best friends, we wouldn't be then.'' ''�rould Norma 
be a bad boss?'' ''No, she wouldn't be in the same line of 
staff, so that would not be a problem. T jsst can't stand 
the thought 0£ something good happening to a £riend and 

not to me. ti' 

'�You mean you'd rather have an unkno-wn outsider or maybe 
even someone you don't like have good fortune, while Norma 
and you share lower rank?'' ''I'm afraid that's what I would 
rather havect That's how I feel.'' 

Every time a friend succeeded, she died a little o 1iJhen 
something good happens to a stranger, that's a remote story 
as if from another planet. But when something good happens 
up close, unless it directly benefits us, it threatens us. 
That's the problem of comparing. 

i,Je compare our children if we have children. We com.pare 
our talents, our gifts, our ages,· our wealth, our upward 
mobility, our education, our family background, our size 
of home and much morect We even compare our humility. The 
moment we think we are humble, we discover·that we are 
wondering if we are more humble than our neighbor and that 
we already have some type of reward in the back of our mind. 

Out of it all grows envy, and jealossy, or false pride. 

The good news is that God does not compare us with one 
another. Our worth in God's economy does not depend on 
what we do or don't do in comparison with our friends or 
our enemies. God does not evaluate us· on a pulley system 
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so that when others are up, we are down and when others 
are down, we are up. 

6. 

ive are here because God. wants us to be here. 11;Je ·did not 
earn our being here nor can anyone take it away from us. 
Our worth comes from the fact that we are creatures of 
God, a part of God's creation, nothing less, nothing more. 
By the grace of God we are what we are. And as the end 
of the parable from the Gospel of Luke reminds us-�our 
false comparisons, our false values are turned upside­
down by God. ,rFor everyone who exalts himself or herself 
will be humbled and the one who humbles him.self or herself 
v1ill be exalted. if Amen. 


