March 8 & 9, 2003

Philippians 2:3

“When Humility Becomes Pride”

     The church fathers of the middle-ages called them the Seven Deadly Sins: Pride, sloth, lust, anger, envy, greed and gluttony. The church fathers urged people to purge themselves of these sins. They understood that from them came much evil. What the medieval church knew, social scientists are only now admitting, that we are all sinners and helpless to be otherwise. No commitment to do good will last long. No determination to overcome evil will succeed. The bad news is that without a miracle, we will continue to do the evil that we have always done, because there is something wrong in us to the root. In dentistry when decay reaches the root it is necessary for the dentist to perform a root canal. It is a painful, expensive and laborious task to rid the tooth of decay. Likewise when we are infected to the root spiritually, it is often times expensive, painful and laborious to rid the soul of decay. (Dentist Face Slide) We all hate to see this face peering down at us when the pain has driven us to the point where we need relief. (Start the Music, cut #25) Yet, there is one picture that we should view with relief, (Pastor Jeff photo) the pastor attacking the decay of the soul. He attacks pride, slashes at greed and gluttony, stabs away at sloth and lust, beats down envy and anger. You shouldn’t fear this process but we always seem to. (Start reducing music to nothing through this next sentence) In this series I will attack the decay at the root of our lives and “Stymie…The Seven Deadly Sins.”
     While I stated that the bad news is that without a miracle, we will continue to do evil. The good news is that God is willing to perform such a miracle. He wants to change our basic natures and make us into new creatures. The miracle from God called salvation and holiness is our only hope. That is a gradual process, a progressive journey, one we should all take.

     Pride is associated most closely with our great enemy, Satan or Lucifer. Pride centers on the smallest word in the English language and the largest obstacle to trust and fellowship with God…I. Isaiah reports in chapter 14 that Lucifer used five I’s followed by 5 will’s and each was intended to wrest God from His rightful place and position. Satan said, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my thrown above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly; I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High. And, so he tried and so we do. The result and reward of pride will be the same for us all as it was for Satan. God says, “How you have fallen, You have been cast down.” When we raise ourselves to the heights there is only one direction to go from there…down. 

     A young woman once came to me to talk about a besetting sin about which she was worried. When she saw sat down, she said, "Pastor, I have become aware of a sin in my life which I cannot control. Every time I am at church I begin to look around at the other women, and I realize that I am the prettiest one in the whole congregation. None of the others can compare with my beauty. What can I do about this sin?" 
The pastor replied, "Mary, that’s not a sin, why that’s just a mistake!"

     The lion was proud of his mastery of the animal kingdom. One day he decided to make sure all the other animals knew he was the king of the jungle. He was so confident that he by-passed the smaller animals and went straight to the bear.
"Who is the king of the jungle?" the lion asked. The bear replied, "Why you are, of course" The lion gave a mighty roar of approval. Next he asked the tiger,
"Who is the king of the jungle?" The tiger quickly responded, "Everyone knows that you are, mighty lion " Next on the list was the elephant. 
The lion faced the elephant and addressed his question, "Who is the king of the jungle?"
The elephant immediately grabbed the lion with his trunk, whirled him around in the air five or six times and slammed him into a tree. Then he pounded him onto the ground several times, dunked him under water in a nearby lake, and finally dumped him out on the shore. 
The lion--beaten, bruised, and battered--struggled to his feet. He looked at the elephant through sad and bloody eyes and said, "Look, just because you don’t know the answer is no reason for to get mean about it!" It is no wonder that the ancient symbol for pride is a lion.

     During the days when Mohammed Ali was a great boxer, he would go around in his arrogance and say that, "He was the greatest." Humility was never his strong suit. One day, back in his prime, he was on an airplane and the plane was ready to take off and the flight attendant had repeatedly told him to put on his seat belt. 
     He finally told her, "I’m superman and superman don’t need no seatbelt." The flight attendant didn’t hesitate a minute but shot back with, "Superman don’t need no airplane either, now shut up and buckle up."

     One of the greatest problems that all of us have is our sense of pride. While not all pride is sinful, it is that pride of our own heart that causes us to lift ourselves higher onto a pedestal that can quickly crumble beneath us. God knows how to bring down the prideful spirit and he will never fail to do just that. Proverbs 16:18, "Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall."
     With a “promise” from God’s Word that the prideful heart and proud spirit are destined to fall and face destruction, it would be to our best interest to look into the subject of pride in the heart of man and examine our own hearts to see what pride lurks in the deep recesses of our heart so that we can attempt to root it out.

     Sinful pride is arrogant self-worship. It is the sin of exalting oneself and placing one’s own interests above the interests of others. Pride craves admiration and even adoration and will not share the limelight. 

     God has some very explicit things to say about pride that we need to pay close attention to. Let’s look at those verses. Proverbs 6:16 says: “There are six things the LORD hates.
There are seven things he cannot stand: a proud look…” The NIV says, “haughty eyes.”. The writer of Proverbs puts pride ahead of murder. It’s not that murder is less severe it’s just than on God’s list of things that he hates, pride is number one. Proverbs 8:13 says: “To fear the LORD is to hate evil. That is why I hate pride, arrogance, evil behavior, and perverse speech.”

       Pride is horribly insidious. Pride is the sin of the Pharisee in the story of the tax collector in Luke chapter 18. Pride such as this makes it difficult to accept the free gift of salvation that God offers through his son Jesus. Most discussions with non-church attendees that I have start out with the statement, “I am a good… or I am just as good as…” God’s plan renders our good deeds and personal achievements worthless. Benjamin Franklin had this to say concerning his own pride when he wrote his autobiography… “There is perhaps not one of our natural passions so hard to subdue as pride. Beat it down, stifle it, mortify it as much as one pleases, it is still alive. Even if I could conceive that I had completely overcome it, I should probably be proud of my humility.” That is true, I have seen it in others and sadly in myself. Both sides of the spectrum of pride are simply this great big puffed up wonderfully impressed opinion that I have about…ME.

     I have heard blatant expressions of pride ever since I was a child. I have never been told by anyone that good works would gain me access to heaven but I have continually heard preaching that indicates that good works will get me status in heaven. We seem convinced that by serving Jesus here on earth we can improve the position we occupy when we get to heaven.

     I will never forget April 30, 1975. Some of you might know what that day signifies. For many of my generation it is a day we can never forget. That was the day that Saigon fell to the forces of the Vietcong. The United States had been evacuating U.S. Citizens and South Vietnamese nationals for many days. On April 30th, 1975 the evacuation ended with over a thousand U.S. personnel and 5,500 Vietnamese evacuated. This is a picture of the last Huey departing the embassy evacuating Marines. One of the most recognized photos of Operation Frequent Winds is of helicopters taking off from the highest point of the embassy and a trail of Vietnamese climbing a makeshift stairway to get onto an outbound helicopter. There were people who desperately jumped and held onto the skids as the already overloaded helicopters lifted off. Very few were able to hold on until they reached American carriers waiting in the South China Sea. Most who leapt eventually fell to their death. No one who was successfully evacuated that day cared one bit where they sat. What type of aircraft they were in. It didn’t bother them to cling to the underbelly of a helicopter. They just wanted out. I have a feeling that when we walk through the gates of that great city after the Lord has separated the sheep from the goats at the great white throne judgment that status in heaven will mean nothing to those who have made it. Just being in will be reward enough.   

     What does pride do? To begin with, pride infects the spirit. I have known many who are caught up in their own nobility as they minister and serve the church, the Kingdom of God or others. This includes clergy, laity and missionaries. Like the Pharisees in the days of the Lord, some want others to acknowledge their sacrificial lifestyle and tell them how wonderful they are. The easiest way to escape from this pitfall of pride while serving others in the name of Christ is to remember His words from Matthew 25:34-40, 

34"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 
37"Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 
40"The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.' 

     If I can serve others as if I were serving Jesus, I am delivered from feelings of nobility and my spirit is in the right condition.

     Pride also ruins relationships. Pride not only keeps us from God but from each other. Sociologist Erving Goffman contends that society is nothing more than a complex system of con jobs in which we try to convince each other that we are something we are not. Goffman claims that pride makes con artists of us all. It seems to me that one of the most important dimensions of salvation through Christ is deliverance from the dishonesty that stems from pride. If you view yourself as being so special to God that He would have sent His Son to die just for you, you find that playing games to establish a sense of importance becomes unnecessary.

       Third, Pride destroys those we love. The pride of parents can lead to the destruction of children. People who are out to prove they are better than others often use their children to achieve that end. Academic achievement, sports, clothing are all problem areas in families and children are destroyed often by pride. I could go on and on but,

     How might we recognize pride in ourselves since it so insidious and we are so prone to it and to rationalization? Ere are a few behaviors or lack thereof that might point to an unhealthy pride in ourselves. These are copied from the Discipleship Journal, April 2000 issue. 

· Spotty prayer life--suggests I am not actively relying on God, nor aware of my need for Him. 
· Weariness-- is often the result of trying to do more than God intends, which means I am not letting Him order my day.
· Anger--can mean I am not trusting God’s sovereign plan and timing, and am trying to take control from Him.
· A critical spirit-- the sorry act of bringing others down in order to lift up myself, often points to an inflated sense of self.
· A defensive reaction to criticism, despondency after failure, and the inability to laugh at my mistakes all suggest that I am taking myself too seriously and thinking of myself too highly.
· Taking responsibility for success, accomplishment, or financial prosperity may mean I have lost sight of God’s gracious and undeserved provision.
• Impatience about having to listen, wait, serve, be anonymous, or be led by someone else all hint at an overdeveloped sense of importance. 
· Unwillingness to associate or get to know a certain person or people who do not live up to your standards. Romans 12:16 says, “Don’t be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.”

     C. S. Lewis put it this way, "A proud man is always looking down on things and people; and of course, as long as you are looking down, you can't see something that is above you." A number of years ago I began to realize that if I was going to experience more of God's grace in my life, if I was going to grow to maturity as a Christian, I needed to learn to be humble. Now, I know I have a long way to go down this path, but I am thankful that I am moving in the right direction. And those of you who think I seem a bit proud and arrogant sometimes, you should be thankful that you did not know me years ago. Friends, if we are to have healthy souls, if we are to be faithful in following Jesus Christ, we need to get rid of the pride and put on humility. F. B. Meyer once said, "I used to think that God's gifts were on shelves one above the other; and that the taller we grew in Christian character, the easier we could reach them. I now find that God's gifts are on shelves one beneath the other. It is not a question of growing taller but of stooping lower; that we have to go down, always down, to get His best gifts."      

     Friends, I am convinced a key ingredient in being effective in Christian ministry, either as a pastor or a lay person, is to develop the attitude that Paul says we should have in Philippians 2:3,4 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. This way of thinking is very much against the grain in our culture which is extremely self-centered. We are still a part of the "me-generation." But, even though many folks claim it is their right to be selfish if that is what they want to do, we don't admire that quality in others. We like people who are interested in us, not just in themselves. We listen to people who talk about our concerns, not just their own. Therapists report that inmates of mental institutions say "I" or "me" twelve times more often than residents of the outside world. As their conditions improve, the patients use the personal pronoun less often. It is no surprise that a Christian who is constantly talking about himself or herself, doesn't have much impact on other people.

     How do we progress from sinful pride to healthy humility?

#1) Compare yourself to God, not to other people.

#2) Remember, you are only a Christian because of God's grace.

#3) Recognize that God is the source of everything we have.

#4) Admit your mistakes. Confess them to God and when it is appropriate, admit them to other people. Years ago I bought a card for a friend which said, "I'm sorry. I was wrong. Not as much as you were, but I was wrong." She didn't appreciate it. Friends, I've learned that being willing to say, "I'm sorry. I was wrong. Period,"

#5) Acknowledge the gifts that other people have. Admit that others have abilities and achievements equal to and greater than your own. Do that both in your mind and with your lips. Sometimes in an effort to keep our pride intact, we minimize the accomplishments of others and magnify their flaws.

Remember our scripture passage for today? Philippians 2:3: Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Let me give you a couple of things to remember that might put this all into perspective.

     Winston Churchill was once asked, "Doesn’t it thrill you to know that every time you make a speech, the hall is packed?" "It’s quite flattering," replied Churchill. "But whenever I feel that way, I always remember that if instead of making a political speech I was being hanged, the crowd would be twice as big."

     Tony Campolo said, "If you ever start to feel proud, just remember that soon after your body has been lowered into the grave, your family & friends will be eating potato salad & telling jokes. Whenever you’re feeling important try ordering your neighbors dog around.
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