Bitterness, Borne of Selfishness Drains Your Passio n...by Paul Newman, MS, ATC*
*Adapted from a sermon by Pastor Jim Brown, Bellbrook Community Church; Bellbrook, OH

We've all seen talented teams or athletes that didn't live up to their
talent level. Some of us may have seen talented staffs that just don't
work well together. Bitterness is one of the causes of these failures;
the Bible shows us where it comes from and reveals how a leader
responds.

Exodus 15: 22-27

Moses is leading approximately 2.5 million people through the
desert. Having left the bondage of Egypt and passed through the Red
Sea, they are headed for the promised land. Water is very scarce. In
fact, they cannot find any! After three days in the wilderness they come
to Marah. But the waters of Marah are bitter. The people begin to
grumble and complain...

What do you do when things are not going your way? Do you
grumble and complain or praise God for the past victories in your life and ask him for the wisdom to find the solution to the
problem? The Bible says Moses literally “cried out to God for help”. God provided a solution, a piece of wood that turned
the waters sweet and made them drinkable. God then leads Moses to take the people to Elim, a desert oasis filled with
good water and palm trees!

Moses and the people faced the same obstacle yet they responded to this obstacle in different ways? The people
complained and focused on their circumstances. It wasn't long before they became selfish and had no passion to
continue. Moses did not forget the victories that God had brought forth in his life. The parting of the Red Sea was just a
few days before this obstacle! Moses did not complain. He got on his knees and sought God’s wisdom. The people chose
to focus on the negative noise of the world. What was focus of Moses’ cry for help to God? Was it his circumstances or
the plight of his people? Moses never lost faith that God had a solution to their problem. Moses’ cry to God was focused
on the people. His cry for help may have been borne out of a combination of his frustration with their lack of faith and his
compassion for his people, borne out of years of seeing them in captivity. It was not about their circumstances, it was
about God'’s solution.

Jim Brown, Senior Pastor of Bellorook Community Church, gives three lessons for leaders to learn from Moses.
1) Leaders will have the ability to hear the wisdom of God if they will only turn down the world’s volume (Ex. 15:24-25).
2) Watch your back but remember that obedience brings blessing and protection that others wont get (Ex. 15:26).
3) If you don't let the waters of Marah discourage you, Elim is right around the corner (Ex. 15: 27).”

New Testament verses that support this Old Testamen __t lesson on teamwork:

1% Peter 4:9-10 “Be hospitable to one another without grumbling. As each one has received a gift, minister it to one
another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God.” Philippians. 4:6 “Do not be anxious about anything, but in
everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” These verses inspire the definition
of a good teammate...use your talent for the good of others on your team, recognizing that your talent i s not
really yours but is a gift from God.

Parallels in Athletics & Leadership:

Among many types of athletes there exists those who love their talent and those who truly possess a love for the
game. The first group plays their sport because they happen to be naturally good at it and it may lead to fame and fortune.
Athletes who love their talent more than the game have a tendency to take shortcuts. They become impatient, bored with
the routine of practice. Those who rely on talent alone are inclined to become one-dimensional players. When tired, their
discouragement may lead to selfishness and failure. They tend to blame the weakest members of the team for their own
failures. “If he ran better routes, | wouldn’t throw so many interceptions!” This selfishness is the root of bitterness which
drains our passion and ruins teamwork.

Champions work on the weakest part of their game. It was reported that Michael Jordan once spent 8 hours straight
shooting free throws simply because he missed one free throw in the crucial moment of a game. The world crowns the
winners as champions but in reality they are not champions because they won...they won because they are champions.
These athletes are primarily motivated by an unselfish love of the game, not their own talent. Talent fades with age like a
rotting branch on an old tree. A love of the game grows with age.



Modern day man is really not much different than the Israelites following Moses in the desert. Relying only on our own
talent embitters us when things don’t go our way. We become selfish, desperately trying to hold on to an ever weakening,
rotting branch. Champions rely on their love of the game. This devotion to the sport allows them to work harder when
others tire, to work longer when others are bored with practice, and to work smarter when faced with different opponents.

True leaders never forget their past victories, ref  use to focus on their circumstances, and look for w ays to
encourage the weakest members of the team. It is the nature of competition that every competitor will face obstacles in
every game and season. Those who would be called champions find a way to be unselfish and refuse to let bitterness
creep into their team. Like Moses, they may become frustrated with their teammates but their love of the game and
compassion for their team allows them to focus on solutions not problems.

Our devotion to God should demand that we do likewi se in our study
of His Word, pursuit of His wisdom & desire to shar e Him with others.

May God provide this fountain of living water in the desert of your life.
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