                              “ Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life! “
                      October  7th, 2007,  Sermon  # 5:   “ Pride  vs.  Humility! ”
                    ( Romans 12:3-6a, 10;  Philippians  2:1-11;  Matthew 23:1-12 )

************************************************************************
     Proverbs 16:18 reads:  “Pride goes before destruction, and an arrogant spirit before a fall.”  This proverb from the Lord is true.  The sin of pride was behind Adam and Eves’ evil desire to exalt themselves above God.  Whenever we sin; whenever we rebel against God’s will in any way, we show ourselves to be the offspring of the evil Adam and Eve.  The sinful pride we inherited from Adam perpetuates our fallen state which leads to eternal destruction.
     1st Peter 5:5-6 reads:  “All of you, clothes yourselves with humility toward one another, because ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’”  Peter wrote these words to baptized Christians like you and me.  Peter says that God opposes the proud.  This does not mean that God opposes other people who are proud and who are not as humble as we are.  No!  We are ALL guilty of sinful pride.  We all exalt ourselves above God whenever we sin by desire, thought word or deed.

     Therefore, God opposes US!  God uses His Words of judgment and wrath against our sin to humble us.  However, God does not humble us because He is some kind of self-centered, power hungry, control freak.  No!  God opposes the proud and humbles us because He loves us.  God wants to serve us and lift us up forever in His arms of love.  But God can’t do this when we’re proudly standing on our own two feet and choosing our own way!
     In our Gospel reading from Matthew ch. 23, Jesus says:  “…whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”  These words first and foremost speak of Christ and His work for us.  Think about it.  If anyone had a legitimate reason to be prideful, it was Jesus.  He was God in human flesh!  

     But Jesus humbled Himself for us when He went to the cross and there served us proud sinners by offering Himself as a sacrifice for our sins.  God then exalted Jesus to the highest place.  Jesus has the Name above every name!  All knees will bow before Him on the Final Day.  Nevertheless, even now the exalted Jesus continues to live as our humble servant!
     The Bible says that we should “humble ourselves.”  But we sinners are not very good at humbling ourselves.  When we do try to humble ourselves our motive is often still the sin of pride.  You see, we want people to admire us for our humility.

     For example, the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote the following words:  “[The devil] saw a cottage with a double coach-house, a cottage of gentility; and the devil did grin, for his darling sin is pride that apes humility.”  

     When Coleridge speaks of a “cottage of gentility” he means that the owners of the cottage were well known for their hospitality and charity.  But the devil also knew their hearts.  They were serving others only to get attention for themselves.  So, when “pride apes humility,” that is, when we humble ourselves to show how humble we are, we are actually guilty of sinful pride.

     Therefore, if we are ever going to have true humility, God must give it to us!  When Scripture says that we should “humble ourselves” it means that we respond in repentance to God’s humbling Words.  God uses His Word to expose our sinful pride.  He uses His Word to show us for the self-centered people we really are.  God humbles us and makes us nothing.

     However, God humbles us and makes us nothing only so He can exalt us and lift us up.  That’s why it doesn’t matter if you’re 1 day old or 100 years old, every person must come to the waters of Holy Baptism as a spiritual infant.  God gives us true humility so He can lift us up with Christ.  Only by dying to sinful pride can we begin to live the Baptized life.

     Today we continue our sermon series:  “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life.”  We learned how God uses Holy Baptism to connect us to the death and resurrection of Jesus.  God then uses His spoken and written Word to keep us living in our Baptism every day.  
     As we learned 2 Sundays ago, the Baptized life is a daily battle as the Holy Spirit moves us to resist the evil desires of our sinful nature.  However, in the midst of this daily battle we have peace and certain hope because we already have the victory in Jesus.  Our sins are forgiven and we have been clothed with the holiness of Jesus.  We live our lives by faith in Him!

     Last week we heard the sermon entitled:  “Vengeance vs. Mercy!”  We learned how the Holy Spirit helps us die to evil vengeance so we can live lives of mercy toward others just as God is merciful to us.  Today’s sermon title is:  “Pride vs. Humility!”  Today we will learn that God opposes and crushes our sinful pride so that He can give us true humility that allows us to serve others to the glory of God.

     Let’s begin by briefly examining our Gospel reading.  Jesus uses the Pharisees as an example of pride that disguises itself as spirituality.  The Pharisees were the spiritual leaders of the Jewish community in Jesus’ day.  

     Now, in so far as they taught God’s Word correctly, they were to be obeyed.  However, when their teaching conflicted with God’s Word they were to be ignored.  This is a good example of “Scripture alone” – the Lutheran assertion that all we teach is based ONLY on God’s written Word, Holy Scripture.
     However, what also concerned Jesus was the Pharisees’ prideful motivations.  Jesus says:  “Everything they do is done for men to see.”  Here is a perfect example of how even GOOD things can be done for prideful reasons.  That’s why we must see Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees as a condemnation of our OWN sinful pride!  We, too, are guilty of being like the Pharisees.
     That’s what Jesus means when He says to His disciples:  “…do not call anyone on earth ‘father’ … Nor are you to be called ‘teacher’ …”  You see, Jesus does NOT mean that you should not call your biological male parent “father.”  God Himself said:  “Honor your father and mother.”  Instead, Jesus means we should not put anyone – yourself or someone else – on the same level as God.  Whenever we try to get the glory and make everything we do about us, we are guilty of being just like the Pharisees.  Such sinful pride puts up a wall between us and God.

     But Jesus has changed all that!  God has humbled you and raised you up with Jesus.  Your sinful pride is forgiven and you have a new heart that can serve others in true Christ-like humility.  But what does this Christ-like humility look like?  Let’s briefly examine our reading from Romans chapter 12.

     Paul here describes the Baptized life as being a daily battle.  The Holy Spirit moves us to repent of our sinful pride so we can live a life of humility.  

     First, Paul says we should repent of the times we think we’re better than others because of certain abilities or skills we may have.  You must always remember 2 things:  1)  Any abilities or skills you have are a gift from God, so you can’t boast about them!  2)  Any abilities or skills that you have are to be used to serve others to the glory of God.  As Paul said:  “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.”
     However, these words are easier said than done!  The Baptized life is a daily battle against the sins of our evil nature – including the sin of pride.  But that’s exactly why we need Jesus every day!  That’s why Baptism is not merely a one time act in the past but an ongoing reality in our lives.

     Your Baptism means that your sinful nature is to die daily by Spirit-wrought contrition and repentance so that the new person God has created in you can be raised up with Christ every day to live a new life!

     The Apostle Paul talks about this new life of humility in our reading from Philippians chapter 2.  Paul starts out by saying that we should strive to be like Jesus.  Paul says, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  I’d like to make 2 points about these words of Paul.
     The first point is that Paul is NOT saying that it is wrong for you to take time for yourself so you can be refreshed by rest and recreation.  You need to take care of yourself or you won’t be able to serve others.

     For example, if you’ve ever flown on a commercial airline you know that you are told how to respond if the cabin loses air pressure.  The oxygen masks will fall down and you are to put it over your mouth and nose.  However, if you are a parent with children you’re instructed to put your own mask on first and then put the masks on your children.
     Now, at first these instructions seem selfish.  Shouldn’t you care for your children first?  However, the wisdom in these instructions is that you can’t help your children if you pass out due to lack of oxygen.

     But with that understood, what would you think of a parent who put on his or her oxygen mask and then continued to focus only on his or her own well-being while ignoring the children and allowing them to suffocate?  Such behavior would indeed be prideful and selfish!  But we are guilty of this sin when we think only of ourselves or when we serve others only to manipulate them and control them.
     Therefore, Paul says:  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  You see, we serve ourselves and take care of ourselves only so we can get back to our primary calling of being servants of others at home, at work, at school, in the community and here at Church! 

     Now for the second point.  Paul says that Jesus should be our example of humility.  However, Jesus must be more than merely our example or we will have no hope!  Who could ever live up to Jesus’ perfect example of humility?!  You see, we can strive to be LIKE Jesus only because Jesus is first and foremost our SERVANT and our SAVIOR!

     In our reading from Philippians Paul goes on to describe all that Jesus did for us prideful sinners.  Even though Jesus was equal with God the Father, He did not selfishly grasp the glory that was rightfully His.  No!  Jesus humbled Himself and became your humble SERVANT – even to the point of dying on a cross in your place of damnation.  

     This same Jesus also conquered death for you by His resurrection and now He is exalted to the highest place and He has the Name that is above every name.  Nevertheless, in all His glory, Jesus is still your SERVANT!

     The exalted Jesus served you when He washed away the guilt of your sin in the waters of Holy Baptism.  The exalted Jesus serves you when He gives you His Body and Blood in Holy Communion.  The exalted Jesus serves you when you hear and read His Word – His Word that humbles your sinful pride so that you can be lifted up by His mercy and love.  

     One day in the future Jesus will return in visible form and He will serve you by raising your body from the dust and giving you eternal life with Him in the New Creation!
     Until that glorious day, we rejoice in living the Baptized life!  The Baptized life means that we get to live each day humbly clinging to Jesus for mercy, love, life and hope.  Jesus gives you all these things and more.  Jesus gives you HIMSELF!

     Therefore, because Jesus is your humble Servant and Savior, you are now free to follow Jesus as your example and live a life of humility – serving others in love to the glory of God who humbles Himself for you.  Amen!
