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1. It’s a fact!  Guys like to compete!  Studies show that when little girls are put together, they 

will more likely cooperate with each others—and guys are more likely to compete with each 
other—fight!  They will compete to see who’s the strongest—or whose Dad is the strongest.   

 
-When they get bikes, they will compete to see who’s the fastest.  When they tell stories, 
they will compete to see who has the most outrageous story.  When they tell jokes, they 
will see who can be the grossest.  And when they date?  Well, let’s just stop there, okay?   
 
a. This competition gets played out in nature every day!   

Years ago, I was in a parking lot in Punxsutawny, PA, and heard all this revving and 
screeching of tires—and several hopped up cars pulled into the parking lot—their 
sound systems thumping.  I thought to myself, “It’s the mating call of the American 
redneck!”   

 
b. In Canadian culture, this competitive thing gets played out at a lot of levels.  For 

some guys it’s sports—like hockey or soccer.  For others—it’s buffing up—or buying 
a hot car.  As guys grow older, the competition doesn’t go away—it just changes to 
jobs, houses, cottages, boats, or bottom lines.      

 
-Every once in a while you see some old guy driving the Ferrari he can finally afford. 
But he’s rumbling along at 40 kph because he can’t see well enough to go faster!  It’s 
still there! Compete!  Impress! Win!  Crush the competition! 
   

c. Now, I know—this is a little over the top—but, hey—I’m a guy!  That’s what guys 
do! Here’s what I know; in all of the COMPETE-TITION we sometimes get suckered 
into believing that COMPETE-NCE is what sets you up to win in life.   

  
-Being competent is certainly better than being in-competent. And being competent 
does matter.  But there’s something that matters way more.  And that’s what I want 
to talk to you about today—not just guys—everyone! 
 

2. I just finished reading a great book that I would recommend.  It’s written by a neighboring 
pastor in Barrie; Carey Nieuwhof.  Carey studied in Toronto to be a lawyer.  He was serving 
as an intern in a downtown law firm—and did so well, they told him they wanted him to join 
the firm after law school  I’ll let him tell you what happened next:  

  
 …One afternoon in late summer, I had an experience the likes of which I’d never had 

before.  It changed my life. As I was looking up from the desk to thinking through my 
strategy on a particular case, I had a vision.  I call it a vision because I don’t know how else 
to describe it.  I was wide awake, but I saw a clear picture of myself twenty years in the 
future.  In that vision, I was 44 years old and enjoying a thriving law practice.   



I was extremely successful…but morally bankrupt. My marriage and family had fallen apart. 
My values were compromised.  And I wasn’t anything like the person I thought I was going 
to be, despite my outward success.   

 I knew in an instant that the vision meant I wasn’t going to practice law. I don’t know why  
I knew that, but sometimes you’re just certain about things.  And in that moment I felt 
certain. The vision was disarming to say the least, and other than sensing that law was  
not for me, it left me more confused than anything. After all, I’d wanted to be a lawyer since  
I was eight years old, and by every indication, I was good at it.  Now my whole life plan had 
been blown apart in an instant. (Nieuwhof, Didn’t See It Coming, p.34) 

 
 -Carey goes on to talk about how, through the course of that day, God clearly called him 

into ministry.  He then says this: 
 
 The second thing that vision did was alert me to a tension almost every person feels  

at some point; the potential disconnect between who you are and who you know you  
should be.  

 
-It’s the battle we all experience--the epic struggle between competence and character. 
 
a. Some of you are at the starting point of your career.  When I was there—just months 

ago--I was convinced that competence was the name of the game.  Competence—
the ability to show your stuff and successfully compete with everyone else out 
there—was what I needed most.   

 
-I read, I studied, I looked at growing churches, I started doctoral studies—and I was 
going to nail it!  For Jesus, of course!!  And to nail it—well, that was going to take 
some sacrifice.  I’d sacrifice my days off—and I’d force Lori to sacrifice having me 
there with three growing children.   
 
-The part of the Bible I missed was in seeing that Jesus hadn’t called me to love the 
church while He took care of Lori.  No, He’d called me to love Lori as He loved the 
church.  Actually?  It was a character thing.  I was breaking a promise I’d made to 
her—right in my wedding vows--that she would be first; that I would love her as 
Jesus loved the church. 
 

b. In the same chapter, Carey calls trading your character in for competence the subtle 
art of selling your soul. This is way more subtle than playing poker with the devil  
or something weird like that; it’s selling your soul—the core of who you are and 
what you REALLY want--for success.  And everyone feels the pull to do this.   

 
-Know why? It’s because competence is a big deal in our world.  It messes  
with our ego.  And we see it everywhere—from Sleeping Beauty’s evil step-Mom,  
Mirror, mirror on the wall—who’s the fairest of them all? to Wall Street:  
“Greed is GOOD!”  
 
-In our world, parents are some of the biggest fanatics when it comes to this, 
shoving their kids down a funnel into a success sausage-maker, thinking,  
“If my kid is a doctor, lawyer, CEO, star athlete or great musician—it’ll make me 
proud!” Actually, It will make me look good!   
 



-Parents have believed the lie of our culture—that competence means success 
—means fulfillment—means money—means happiness. The motivation goes 
something like this: “Keep learning, hone your craft, sharpen your mind, find a 
mentor, spend your time developing yourself. Be the best, be the smartest person 
in the room!  Win the talent show! Be the MVP! Sharpen your skill set!   
Your only limits will be your capacity—and you will realize your potential. 
 
-Now, please understand what I’m saying—and what I’m not saying.   
Competence—developing the gifts God has given you is good.  What we forget  
is that God is the giver of those gifts—and he’s given them not to make us rich, 
famous and successful—but to use those gifts for Him!  To accomplish His 
 purposes in our lives.  And His main purpose in us—is about our character!   
 
-Here’s what I know—because I’ve seen it happen again and again and again:  If 
success and competence is the engine that pulls your train—if that’s where  you’re 
looking for meaning and purpose in life, you will throw your character off the bus 
when it gets in your way.  AND IT WILL. If you do that—you’ll have fallen into the 
trap of selling your soul—for success! 
 

c. In the heat of the competition, character doesn’t seem like that big of a deal.  But it’s 
your character that will ultimately determine the difference you make--not how 
competent and smart and talented and successful you are!  

  
-If you doubt me—just read the headlines. Read about the athletes, the politicians, 
the religious leaders, the physicians, the film producers, the people who were the 
very best at what they did—that is--until an addiction, arrogance, or how they 
handled money, their sexuality or truth took them down.  
 
-See, if you don’t have character—that alone will blow up everything you love and 
want.  If it doesn’t, it will massively impact your chance to make a difference. 
   

3. Jesus addresses this head on in all of his teaching—but especially in what we know as the 
Sermon on the Mount.  We’re going to be studying it in the Fall in a series called, The 
Second Mile—but let’s do a quick preview.  

 
 -How many of you want to be happy?  Jesus starts his talk by totally flipping our idea of how 

to be really happy on it’s back.  Just a hint, it’s not the rich, the successful, the beautiful, 
or the well-thought of!  It’s about character: 

 
-It’s people who live with humility 
 
-It’s people who learn to persevere through loss 
 
-It’s people whose desires are for what’s right in the world—not just about what’s  
right for them. 
 
-It’s not the A type personality—it’s the people who don’t try to run their world and  
everyone else's. 
 
-It’s people whose motives are pure—who’s plan is to serve others—not themselves.   



 
-It’s people who leave peace and grace in their wake—not blood and chaos.   
 
-It’s people who are determined to be quietly influence the world by bringing flavour, light 
and clarity instead of just getting noticed--even if it means being UN-FRIENDED!   
 
a. A center line.  In this amazing message, Jesus goes on to say that character means 

having a center line down your highway.  You can’t live with character when what’s 
right and what’s wrong is up for grabs. 

 
b. Anger under control. Jesus said the people of character deal with their anger. 

That if you don’t deal with it, it can kill off your relational world, grieve God and ruin 
your life.    
 

c. Love, not lust. Jesus said that people of character don’t view others as objects—
something to get, use and throw away.   

 
d. Marriage is sacred. Jesus said people of character treat the vows they’ve made to 

someone—to love them and be faithful to them—as sacred; to be kept even when 
it’s difficult.   

 
e. Promises kept. Jesus said that people of character don’t need lawyers to force them 

to keep their promises when they become costly!   
 
f. No revenge. Jesus said that we will always lose if we get down and roll around in 

the mud, the blood and the beer.  People of character choose to reserve their energy 
for things that matter—not for fights where everyone loses! 

 
g. Love everyone—even enemies! And Jesus said that love is always the character 

move because it’s way, WAY more powerful than hatred and animosity. 
   
h. Devotion to God, not me! Jesus said that acts of devotion—like giving, praying,  

or fasting—are private matters—intended for God, not our reputations as godly 
persons!     

 
i. Forgiveness. Jesus said that unforgiveness sabotages our own health and the 

health of our relationship with God.   People of character choose to forgive!   
 
j. Money makes a great tool—a horrible boss!. When money becomes the point of 

what we do, it becomes a golden calf that runs our lives and always sabotages our 
character.   

 
k. Trust in God. Jesus said that we can worry about money, survival, clothes, food—

and everything else, but that it’s the single most unproductive use of energy on 
the planet.  Trust in God isn’t just healthy, it’s smart—and it builds character—
instead of infecting us with scarcity!   

 
l. Don’t judge. Jesus said that judging, criticizing and condemning others is not only 

sinful, it’s relationally destructive—and backfires!   
 



m. Ask, seek, knock. And Jesus said that people of character look to God for their 
needs as an act of love—and trust in Him as a Good Father!  

 
n. Treat people kindly.  And finally, people of character are people who know how to 

—and take the time to love others as they love themselves.  Kindness is their MO.  
Their lives are set up to treat others as they want to be treated—not wait around to 
see how people will treat them!   

 
4. Here’s the problem—something we all know.  Jesus tells us that living with character, 

having depth, making a difference with your life will never happen if you’re looking for an 
easy-peasy, downstream path.  In fact, it sometimes means choosing a path you know will 
be difficult.  Jesus says: 

  
 You can enter God’s Kingdom only through the narrow gate. The highway to hell is 

broad, and its gate is wide for the many who choose that way.  But the gateway to  
life is very narrow and the road is difficult, and only a few ever find it.  
(Matthew 7:13-14 NLT) 

  
-In the past, people have sometimes applied this to whether people go to Heaven or hell.   
That’s not what this is talking about.  The Kingdom of God is the realm of what God is 
doing—in bringing the goodness, healing, power and grace of God into every part of the 
world system.   
 
-Kingdom people are those who cooperate with Jesus, the King—and in the process, are 
transformed into difference makers.  What Jesus is saying, among other things, is that 
most people, instead of choosing the upstream route of building character will look for a kind 
of highway to success.   
 
a. Most of us have felt this, right?  We come to a fork in the road; If I keep my promise, 

I’ll miss out on doing something I really want to do. So—do I make the character 
move or just make an excuse?  Character—choosing love and faithfulness over lust; 
choosing humility over the need to be right; choosing to shut my mouth when I have 
plenty to say—this is an uphill path.   

 
 -What we don’t realize is that the easy path always goes down, not up.  The easy 

path is the one we always regret taking—and can literally lead to relational hell—and 
sometimes, separation from everything else that’s good!   

 
-Jesus says, “Choose well!”  Why?  Cause the path you walk on gets deeper and 
deeper over the years.  First it’s a rut—then a ditch—and then a grave with the ends 
kicked out!   
 

b. Jesus then goes on to talk about the prophets of the wrong way.  Now, sometimes 
this has been false prophets saying, “Not Jesus—over here!”  Or, “You need Jesus 
and something else!”  In our world, the prophets of the wrong way pester us about 
our image, our significance, our importance, our competence. 
They compare us to others!  Listen to how Jesus puts it:   
 
Beware of false prophets who come disguised as harmless sheep but are really 
vicious wolves. You can identify them by their fruit, that is, by the way they act. 



Can you pick grapes from thorn bushes, or figs from thistles? A good tree 
produces good fruit, and a bad tree produces bad fruit.  
A good tree can’t produce bad fruit, and a bad tree can’t produce good fruit. So 
every tree that does not produce good fruit is chopped down and thrown into 
the fire. Yes, just as you can identify a tree by its fruit, so you can identify 
people by their actions.  (Matthew 7:15-20 NLT) 
 
-What this is saying is that in every area of life—especially the spiritual—you and  
I have to watch out for false prophets—that is, people who are lying about who  
we are, what they’re selling, and what’s important.   
 

c. The way this works in our world is that powerful marketing tools are used to make us 
feel inferior, sub-par, clunky, ugly, fat and unsuccessful—not because there’s any 
truth to it—but to sell us their product, their way of life.  And they promise that if we 
listen to them, we’ll be happy, healthy, sexy, successful, and satisfied.  These are 
the false prophets of MORE.  
 
-Jesus is saying that to find out what’s really going on—don’t watch ads of people 
who are paid to smile and look beautiful--look for the fruit. Think about it—where 
does a life of preoccupation with your appearance lead—ultimately?   
Is it ever good enough, does it last, and does it lead to fulfillment and meaning?  Yes 
or no?   
 
-What about the prophets of profit margin?  Do the people who hit the 7 figure 
salary or win the Lotto find the security, the joy, the unending happiness that all the 
ads promise.  Is success worth the pricetag? I’ll tell you flat out what all the 
research say:  NO!  At best, you just end up wanting more.  And the pursuit of more 
will eat your character for breakfast, lunch, dinner and dessert.  
 

d. Jesus, Son of God—who gave His life for us—is pointing us toward life, toward 
making a difference, toward meaning and hope and love and worth!  

 As Jesus said, the false prophets are wolves--predators dressed up like sheep.  
Check the fruit!  Ask hard questions!  Taste the fruit!  If the fruit is bad, the whole 
tree is bad! 

 
5. Jesus final illustration here is very powerful.  It’s about the foundation:  What are you 

building your life on? Let’s read it: 
 
 Anyone who listens to my teaching and follows it is wise, like a person who builds  

a house on solid rock. Though the rain comes in torrents and the floodwaters rise 
and the winds beat against that house, it won’t collapse because it is built on 
bedrock. But anyone who hears my teaching and doesn’t obey it is foolish, like a 
person who builds a house on sand. When the rains and floods come and the winds 
beat against that house, it will collapse with a mighty crash.  
(Matthew 7:24-27 NLT) 

 
 -Some of you know John and Connie Allardyce.  In the Fall of 2017, late one evening John 

was in his shop and Connie was getting ready for bed. They realized that their house was 
on fire—and barely escaped with their lives.  In hours--everything was gone! 
  



a. That’s traumatic—but it’s just stuff.  Jesus is saying that if you and I listen to the 
wrong prophets, the wrong voices, we can lose every single thing we build with our 
one and only life of 80-90 years.  Think about that!  It would be the equivalent of 
building everything on the deck of the Titanic. 

    
-I did some research and realized that the Titanic took years to design, 3 years to 
build—and then lasted for less than 2 weeks.  Like our lives—it looked sturdy.   
State of the art for 1912!  The best food, the best service, the best music—luxury  
at every turn, with the marketing line, “Even God can’t sink this ship!”    
 
-We now know that wasn’t true.  Think anyone would’ve sailed on it if they’d 
suspected what we now know as fact—that it ended up on the bottom of the  
North Atlantic?  How many of you think that when the Titanic was filling up with  
frigid water at midnight on April 15, 1912, people thought, “I should never have  
gotten on this thing!” How many of you think that the reporters waiting for the 
survivors on the docks in NYC came up and said, Apart from the iceberg thing, 
how was the voyage?  Barely escaping a sinking ship kinda ruins things, doesn’t it? 

 
b. Jesus is giving us a heads up here.  Your life, your time, your soul, what you have to 

give and invest is the most critical part of your life here AND eternity!  Jesus is 
saying: 

 
“You’ll want to be really careful what you entrust your life and your family and all you 
hope for to.  Better make sure you’re building your life on some kind of solid 
foundation!   
 

 -We’ve got some huge homes in this area, don’t we?  How many of you, when you’re 
looking at a monster 8000 square foot home with a 16 car garage say to the owners, 
“Really NICE foundation!”  The foundation is usually hidden, right? You look at the 
soaring roof lines, the windows, the 12 foot ceilings, the stonework, the iron gate, the 
landscaping—but the foundation?   

 
c. Have you ever noticed that ads and movies and Instagram only portray the outer 

impressive shell of how competent, beautiful, successful, famous and rich someone 
is—and we never hear about the rest?  We see these snapshots in time of people 
like Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Beyonce, Mark Zuckerberg and Howard Schultz and 
think, “Oooo!  How can I do that!” Jesus’ said, “You’ve better look way deeper than 
that!  You can gain the world and lose your soul!”  

  
 -Write this down, have it tattooed on your shoulder or painted on your car:  It’s 

character—not competence, success, fame and wealth that ultimately counts.  
Having competence, success, money, status—without depth, without character—is 
like betting everything on the Titanic.   

 
6. So, one final example—a few comments—and we’re done, okay? The example is of a guy 

who took the whole journey of success to it’s ultimate destination. Think about it, if God  
told you, “I’ll give you anything you want—what would you ask for?  Would it be an army  
of people—all committed to making your life easy?  Non-stop travel and adrenaline 
vacations?  One excellent concert after another? Your own country?  
 



-Well, there really was a guy who had it all.  Like—had it all!  He was the wealthiest and 
most powerful man in the world of 1000 B.C.  Not only that—he was incredibly smart, 
knowledgeable and wise.  Leaders of other nations came to visit and said, “It was better 
than anyone told us!  In our world, he would’ve had advanced degrees in philosophy, 
botany, psychology, leadership, business and architecture.  
  
-If you could somehow staple Bill Gates, Benjamin Franklin and Albert Einstein together—
that would give you an idea of what Solomon was.  People are still talking about how much 
wisdom he could pack into a few sentences.   
 
-And pleasure?  He had teams shopping the world for everyday meals.  He collected the 
best musicians.  And he collected beautiful women like playing cards—1000 of them!  
And popular?  The world envied him—and his people loved him because he was wise and 
his leadership made the country the envy of the world!  Question:  So how happy and 
satisfied was he?  In his own words: 

 
 So I became greater than all who had lived in Jerusalem before me, and my wisdom 

never failed me. Anything I wanted, I would take. I denied myself no pleasure.  
I even found great pleasure in hard work, a reward for all my labors. But as I looked  
at everything I had worked so hard to accomplish, it was all so meaningless—like 
chasing the wind. There was nothing really worthwhile anywhere.  
(Ecclesiastes 2:9-11 NLT) 
 
a. Here’s what I know.  Solomon wasn’t just a strange dude who got bored.   

Even a little research will show that people spend a lifetime climbing some 
mountain—thinking they will find happiness at the top—but it’s empty!  Solomon 
wasn’t unusual—he just had the courage and wisdom to warn us about what’s  
at the top!   
 

 -Here’s how it works. When you’re feeling like a loser you think that astonishing 
success would light your fire—like for the rest of your life.  When you’re struggling 
with finances, you think a lot of money would float your boat; need sets the agenda 
for your life.  What was depressing for Solomon is that unlike most people he actually 
had the talent, money, wisdom and skill to get to the top before he died—and he 
found out that being there was empty.  Meaningless.   

   
b. Know what our biggest problem is with actually hearing what he’s saying?  We don’t 

want it to be true.  What you find out about Solomon is that to climb his ladder—he 
had to pretty much kick everyone else off of it.  Including God. 

   
 -The interesting thing about Solomon is that he started out as a very tenderhearted 

young man.  When he was made king, he realized that with a Dad like David, the 
expectations were way beyond him.  So when God asked Solomon what he wanted, 
Solomon said, “Just give me wisdom!” 

     
 -And when that gift of wisdom brought him fame, success, money and adulation, it 

would appear that Solomon ditched God. And he blew through every single 
guideline God had given for kings: 
 
 



*to not accumulate money 
 

 *to not accumulate wives and worship their gods 
 
 *to not get horses and chariots from Egypt 
 
 *to treat foreigners fairly 
 
 -And that’s why he reached the top of the ladder as a proud, bitter, jaded old man 

who realized that he’d traded his life and influence for a load of meaninglessness 
and dissatisfaction.  He’d built his life without a foundation—and the whole thing 
collapsed. 

   
7. As we close, I want you to think about what it really is that you want for your life.  Let’s say 

you have a week left before you close your eyes for good.  What would you want the review 
to be like?  People talk about the bucket list—things they want to do, places they want to 
visit, experiences they want to have before they die.   

  
-I could be wrong—but I’m thinking that it has to go way deeper than that. A bucket list is 
about ME!  Is that what you want your legacy to be about?  By definition, you cannot make 
a difference in the lives of others and focus on yourself, on your competence, on 
your success.  Jesus said that to follow Him—you have to set yourself aside.  You need a 
mission bigger than just you!   
 
-Someday when you and I die, the people closest to us are going to have to say something 
about us.  I’ve done a lot of funerals, and I’ve never had one where the kids got up and 
talked about their Dad’s portfolio—and how smart, successful and wealthy and competent 
he was.  On that day—it’s your character that people will speak of.   
 
And you cannot focus your life on your own competence and success—and then have 
people rave about your character.  Who you really are will first be reduced a paragraph 
—and then a sentence. 
     

 *Boy, Dad sure did love his Corvette!  Could you pass the chips! 
 
 *MAN could Mom shop!  Is there any potato salad left?   
  

*He sure knew how to climb the ladder of success!  BTW, could you give me a ride?  
 

 *Now, she could put someone in their place in an instant!  
 
a. Jesus claimed to be wiser than Solomon—and He was!  And from everything he 

taught, a successful, meaningful life has nothing to do with competence and all it 
brings; it has to do with character!  Depth.  Foundations, see, go deep and form an 
unshakable base that holds when the storms of life come. Notice that Jesus didn’t 
say, “If the storms come…” He said “when they come!”  And they do!  If you build 
bigger the foundation needs to be deeper.   
 

b. The foundation Jesus talks about is your character.  It’s the core. Paul called it the 
fruit of the Spirit—built around loving and showing kindness and making your 



sacrifices for others—not success. It’s about Serving others with humility—not 
getting people to serve you—and leaving a trail of goodness and love behind you!  

  
c. Jesus summarized what you and I need to aim our lives at with one word:  Love!  

Jesus said that the center of the target is LOVE—not what you draw the circle 
around after you’ve shot the arrow!   

 
It’s the one thing that matters.  It’s the one quality you’ll want people to remember 
you for.  If you put God first, and let Him help you—that will happen!  Solomon said 
this—likely after he’d realized that everything else leaves you empty:    
 
Trust God from the bottom of your heart; don’t try to figure out everything on 
your own. Listen for God’s voice in everything you do, everywhere you go;  
he’s the one who will keep you on track. Don’t assume that you know it all. 
(Proverbs 3:5-7 MSG) 
 
 

 


