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A. When I was in high school we were supposed to read an essay by Ralph Waldo Emerson as an example of great American literature. The essay was called “Self-Reliance.” At the time, I tried to read it, but I could not make heads or tails of what he was talking about. I even asked my friend’s father, a pastor, to explain it to me. He declined. Still, the title intrigued me: “Self-Reliance”? As a Christian I remember thinking, “This can’t be right. The Bible everywhere calls us to rely on God, not on the self.”


B. So, more recently, I did some digging. Emerson (1803-1882) studied to be a minister at the Harvard Divinity School, a Unitarian institution, that never was Trinitarian (or even Christian!). Emerson eventually quit being a pastor and became a teacher and a writer. He rejected Unitarianism and settled on a basic pantheism: “everything is God, God is everything, nature is God, God speaks continually in nature and from the inner life, God is not personal, God is a spark of inspiration.” He was a leader in the philosophical movement called Transcendentalism.

His friend, a fellow Unitarian, Chief Juice of the Supreme Court Oliver Wendell Holmes said of Emerson: “Jesus was for him a divine manifestation, but only as other great human souls have been in all ages and are to-day. He was willing to be called a Christian just as he was willing to be called a Platonist....”

Emerson’s basic message in “Self-Reliance” was to be original, trust your inner illumination, give no thought to what others said or did before you. That sounds a lot like today, even though he died almost 150 years ago. But here are some choice quotations.


“Whenever a mind is simple, and receives a divine wisdom, old things pass away,—means, teachers, texts, temples, fall; it lives now, and absorbs past and future into the present hour. All things are made sacred by relation to it,—one as much as another….If, therefore, a man claims to know and speak of God, and carries you backward to the phraseology of some old moldered nation in another country, in another world, believe him not.”


Never mind that all of the New Testament writers both claimed “to know and speak of God” and yet frequently quoted the “phraseology” of the Old Testament, the Word of God. Jesus the Son of God often quoted the Old Testament and corrected those who misunderstood or misapplied it.


Emerson complains: “Man is timid and apologetic; he is no longer upright; he dares not say "I think," "I am," but quotes some saint or sage.”


In keeping with this line, he makes this remarkable statement: “Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest merit we ascribe to Moses, Plato, and Milton is, that they set at naught books and traditions, and spoke not what men, but what they thought.” Okay, I don’t know about Plato or Milton, but I’m pretty sure that Moses did not simply speak what he thought, but spoke what God told him to say. 


Emerson continues “You see what strong intellects dare not yet hear God himself, unless He speak the phraseology of I know not what David, or Jeremiah, or Paul.” He whines that our quoting “David or Jeremiah or Paul” is “like children who repeat by rote the sentences of their…tutors….” But you know that apart from the Word of God, honestly, we really have nothing to say.


C. In this essay, Emerson approvingly cites several historical and religious figures as examples of those who practiced self-reliance. One he never mentions, though, is Peter. And we can see why. Peter was a tragic example of Emerson’s philosophy of self-reliance. And it was only after he had overcome that debilitating nonsense of self-reliance that he became of any use to God. So, unlike Peter…
I. WE MUST HEED CHRIST’S WARNINGS.

A. And it is here, I think, that we must fault Peter. So strong, so resolute was his self-reliance that he dared even to defy the Son of God! “And Jesus said to them, ‘You will all fall away….’ Peter said to him, ‘Even though they all fall away, I will not.’” (14:27, 29) Okay, that’s pretty cheeky. And, as you recall, Jesus became very specific in his warning: “‘Truly, I tell you, this very night, before the rooster crows twice, you will deny me three times.’ But [Peter] said emphatically, ‘If I must die with you, I will not deny you.’” (30-31) You know what we call that, of course. We call that “self-reliance.” 


Perhaps one of the best-known texts from Proverbs sets us straight in this regard: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.” (3:5-6) Self-reliant Peter definitely leaned on his own understanding and refused to trust in the LORD with all his heart. He did not acknowledge Jesus in all his ways, but decisively rejected our Lord’s prophetic word, and so his path ceased to be straight and led him to a puddle of tears and a miry bog of regret, remorse, and legitimate self-condemnation. 


B. “In the world you will have tribulation,” Jesus promised, and we protest at the first sign of trouble. “All men will hate you on my account,” he said, and we are stunned whenever anyone does not like us or approve of us or mocks our piety and righteous living. “Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven where moth and rust do not destroy,” and we are distraught over every downturn in the market or incensed with the rising price of gasoline. If we neglect reading, pondering, and taking to heart every warning and promise our Lord has made to us, we are only setting ourselves up for a crash, for disappointment and despair. Secondly…
II. WE MUST PUT NO CONFIDENCE IN THE FLESH.


A. Now here we are giving a biblical name to the euphemism of “self-reliance.” The “self” of “self-reliance” in view here is rightly called “the flesh.” Jesus had just warned his disciples about not leaning on, trusting in, or relying upon the flesh: “Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” (14:38) 


The Greek term “sarx” can be translated a few ways. It can mean the non-bony, non-liquid part of the body. More often, though, in the New Testament the “flesh” is the old sin nature, the fallen part of our inner person that completely controls the unbeliever and continues to war against the Spirit in the one who has been born again. The flesh is supremely self-confident, self-reliant. Because Emerson had rejected the Scriptures as the Word of God, he seemed completely oblivious to the vile wickedness of the flesh, and instead taught that in every way the flesh or the self was to be exalted and obeyed. And, wow! that’s really frightening! Think of the millions upon millions of young people who are being taught today that the most important task of their lives is to achieve self-esteem or really flesh-esteem. That fallen, evil, utterly corrupt and self-absorbed person inside was to be pampered and encouraged in every way possible. That’s pretty messed up. And it explains a lot. 


B. In Philippians 3:3-4, The Apostle Paul confidently stated: “For we are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh….”


So, do not trust the flesh for justification. “Justification is an act of God's free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone.” (Q33) The only thing we contribute to our justification is the sin that made it necessary. 

Do not trust the flesh for sanctification. “Sanctification is the work of God's free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto sin and live unto righteousness.” (Q35) So, it is a cooperative work as the Spirit enables us, and we then die to sin and live to righteousness. But notice that the flesh, self-effort and can-do spirit, has nothing to do with it. It is not by “self-reliance.” 

Do not trust the flesh for service. God does call us to serve him, mainly through serving others. But the self, the flesh, often intrudes interjecting pride, self-confidence, and seeking personal glory. “Okay, if I have to serve others, I will. After all, I have so much to offer. And others will see my good works and think what a good person I am!” 

C. Is your marriage strained, your parenting inattentive, your service to Christ reluctant, begrudging, hesitant, or half-hearted? Most likely, it is due to putting confidence in the flesh. “Hey, I’m a Christian. This is America. It will be easy! I can handle this!” 


In John 6:63, Jesus declared: “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all.” What? You think you’re going to change a heart and make an eternal difference with your determination and your “can-do” spirit? That’s the flesh. And “the flesh is no help at all.” And on this basis, all boasting is excluded. In that text from Philippians 3, Paul goes on to explain the futility of boasting in the flesh. “If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.” Thirdly…
III. WE MUST STAND FIRM IN CHRIST. 


A. While we put no confidence in the flesh, we put all confidence in Christ. And when we know ourselves to be righteous before the living God, our lives linked to the risen Christ. That’s confidence that cannot fail. My favorite proverb is Proverbs 28:1: 
“The wicked flee when no one pursues,


but the righteous are bold as a lion.”

The unbeliever trembles at the rustling of a leaf. This is the predicament of so many in our day. Having dismissed God and along with him any future hope or promise, they have become fragile snowflakes. Here’s one description of the weakness of the contemporary soul. The person is “shallow, self-absorbed, elusive, leery of commitments, unattached to people or place, dedicated to keeping all options open, frequently incapable of loyalty or gratitude.”


B. So, we stand firm in Christ. And even when we stumble from time to time, we return to Christ and find reconciliation and restoration. Peter himself stands as one of the greatest examples of the saving and restoring grace of God. And because of the continual conniving of the sinful self that Emerson wanted us to rely on, we are in constant need of forgiveness and restoring grace. 

C. Now, be careful here. Do not misread this story. That Peter fell so hard and yet was restored is no invitation for us to go ahead and step away from the faith, even for a short time. If you are running all the red lights, do not foolishly take from this that you can just keep on going, pedal-to-the-metal, because you can always repent later and be forgiven, like Peter. I mean, don’t they always say, “Forgiveness is easier to get than permission”?

No, someone who deliberately sins planning to repent some time in the future usually does not repent some time in the future. And even if they do: how sincere would such repentance be? If that’s your plan, then why not just skip the sin and go directly to the repentance for such wicked presumption upon the grace of God? 


Stand firm in Christ! Of course, we must live by confidence. We need to see the pattern. The righteous must never flee when no one pursues. That’s the predicament of the wicked who actually are pursued always by the dreadful judgment of God. But the righteous alone, who are reconciled to God through faith in Christ can rightly be “bold as a lion.” 
CONCLUSION


Self-reliance, self-confidence, self-esteem: these are all from that silly, old pagan, pantheistic fool Emerson. These are not the Bible! God’s Word presents a very different message. And Peter is perhaps the most graphic, the most tragic, prime example of the sheer stupidity of self-reliance. 


Self-reliance is no strength. It is, in fact, the fundamental weakness. Because, if we believe in self-reliance and realize the inadequacy of the self, we will only cower in weakness and fear, in useless impotence. But if we believe in self-reliance and imagine that we are both competent and capable, then we will promote ourselves in arrogance and Proverbs 16:18 reminds us that: 


“Pride goes before destruction, 



and a haughty spirit before a fall.” 

Before Christ’s resurrection, before their forgiveness and restoration, we see the disciples terrified, shaking like a leaf. After the resurrection, we see the disciples, especially Peter, forgiven, righteous, reconciled to God. And we see them, we see him confident, fearless, indomitable, fully relying upon the risen Christ. We see Peter as the before and after, living example of Proverbs 28:1: 


“The wicked flee when no one pursues,



but the righteous are bold as a lion.”
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