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“No man is really any good till he knows how bad he is, or might be;...till he’s squeezed out of his soul the last drop of the oil of the Pharisee.”    G. K. Chesterton 

	Recently, a pastor friend of mine had the spirituality of his church staff questioned at a conference because...the men on his staff were not wearing ties. Some years back we had a family leave our church because I disagreed with them and did not believe that birth control was wrong. I know many Christians who believe that it is wrong to go to a movie. Some even think that it’s wrong to rent a video at a video store. There are actually some Christians who believe that you cannot be saved without being led to Christ through the King James Version. Just this last week I was told that there are some groups of Charismatics who do not believe that you are truly born-again unless you have spoken in tongues. A friend of mine had a lady leave his church because the church had a Christmas tree in the auditorium. There are some believers who are very close to saying that you cannot be a Christian if you are not a Republican, or at least not a Democrat. Some would question how you could be spiritual and vote Republican. There are some Christians who believe that it is wrong to attend a public school. Others believe that it is wrong to home school or go to a Christian school. I had a friend who would not eat at a restaurant that served alcohol. Years ago I chatted with a very well-meaning believer, who on Halloween would not give out candy but tracts on the evil of Halloween to children who came by her home trick or treating. There are some Christians who believe that it is wrong to own a TV. Some Christians teach that you can only be spiritual if you journal. Some believers hold that is wrong for a woman to wear slacks, make-up or even cut her hair. Some churches teach that it is “worldly” if a church uses drums or guitars. These are all examples of spiritual shibboleths. You’ll find this word, shibboleth, in Judges 12. It’s one of the most well-known examples in Bible History of accent differences within the Hebrew language of that time. Those living east of the Jordan River had a different accent from those just across the river. One of the key differences was that some used "sh" where others used "si." An English example of this would be that "simple" would be pronounced as simple by some and shimple by others. Along the same line, the Hebrew word that was pronounced sibboleth by those west of the Jordan was pronounced shibboleth by those east of the Jordan. 
	Under most circumstances, the accent difference was harmless and unimportant, but in one particular instance, it proved deadly. When the Ephraimites from the west of the Jordan invaded Gilead, they were defeated by the Gileadites. When they tried to retreat back across the Jordan, their escape was blocked by the Gileadites who took control of the fords. They were able to detect friend from foe by the accent difference...a difference that cost many men their lives. 42,000 Ephraimites were killed as they attempted to cross the Jordan because they could not frame their mouths to pronounce the word correctly.
	A spiritual shibboleth is a non-biblical standard held by an individual or group as a measure of spiritual maturity and commitment. These are not issues clearly outlined in God’s Word such as immorality or stealing. They’re gray areas.  They’re subjective and often lead to spiritual  pride. Usually, they become a source of spiritual pride when the shibboleth rather than being a non-essential becomes a non-negotiable. They’re a standard that cannot be supported by Scripture, at least not without some interpretive gymnastics, but for the person holding them, they are “law.” They often use terms like “doctrinal,” “commands,” and even “sin” to describe those who do not hold their position. It’s difficult to even have a rational discussion with them. Sadly, they’ve succumbed to spiritual pride and do not even know it. They have become “Pharisees.” 
	To be sure, there are gray areas in Scripture. They were an issue in the early church. Both Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8 directly address this issue of gray areas. Please know too that there is nothing wrong with having preferences or convictions that others do not have. The problem is when we make areas that are unclear in Scripture measures of spirituality. Too often they also become issues of matters of division and spiritual pride. 
	And here’s the part that you are really not going to like – we all have them. We all have spiritual shibboleths. They’re the secret handshakes that we believe make someone really spiritual. The truth is that there is a little (sometimes a lot) Pharisee in all of us. Pride is so subtle, especially spiritual pride. It’s very tempting to think that we are a little more holy, a little more spiritual...just a little closer to God...because we do or don’t do certain things. Externalism is very alluring and deceptive. 
	So how do we avoid spiritual shibboleths and pursue true spiritual maturity?  First, we must focus far more on spiritual cardiology than spiritual dermatology. We must not be content with right answers without right hearts. We should examine our motives as much as we seek to have proper outward behavior. Secondly, we must cease from making evaluations of spirituality based on superficial criteria. We must not be as impressed with religious verbiage as with incarnated grace and truth. Then, we must not content ourselves with conformity to superficial standards. Finally, we must never forget that at our best we are still deserving of God’s wrath. Even with our best efforts we are still only “unworthy servants” (Luke 17:10), and anything spiritual or holy or good in us is not from us but from our gracious God!
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