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LEARNING TO DUCK
Philippians 2:3-4

The story is told of a young Benjamin Franklin, who at age 21 visited Boston to seek the advice of Cotton Mather, Pastor of North Church.  When Franklin was ready to leave after their visit, Cotton Mather suggested a shorter way from the library out of the house that led them through a narrow passage.  In his account of the visit, Franklin recalls that he led the way with his host following.  
Talking as they went through the passage, Mather hastily interrupted the conversation by telling Franklin to stoop.  Franklin later admitted he didn’t understand the instruction at which time he abruptly hit his head on a low beam that ran across the passageway.  Mather took the occasion to give Benjamin Franklin this bit of advice: “You are a young man, and have the world before you; stoop as you go through it, and you will miss many hard bumps.” Remember that incident when you consider that he wanted the turkey to be our national bird.  Just think of how Thanksgiving dinners could be different.
Two men died and showed up outside the pearly gates about the same time for admission into heaven.  A short while later St. Peter appeared and said there was only have room for one more and asked, “which one of you is more humble?”

Our discussion today takes us to a passage on the topic of humility.  If I were to ask how many of you have it, would you raise your hands?  If I were to ask your neighbor or spouse or parents or friends or co-workers if you have humility, would they think you were humble?

Someone has said that the minute we claim we have humility that is a sure sign we don’t.

I think we all believe we have some measure of it, but to what degree would we exhibit this Christian virtue as we take a look at our passage?

Paul wrote to the Philippian church a letter filled with joy.  Writing from his prison cell, he took this occasion to remind them that when a person is rightly following Christ, joy fills the heart – no matter what the circumstances may be.  Yet he also used the occasion to exhort them regarding spiritual concerns that he noticed in an effort to correct their Christian behavior.  One such unbecoming character trait was pride.  His writing to them unveils for us a problem they had.  It was the problem of self-centeredness.  In a word – Pride.
A similar issue arose in the church at Corinth.  In chapter 1 we note that they were cliquish, they wanted to belong to a certain group and excluded others from belonging to that group.  It was nothing more than pride.  Later on he would condemn their love feasts and communion settings because in a self-centered manner they excluded the poor while they gorged themselves and became drunk.

This issue of pride has plagued the church since those early days.  Pride was the original sin of both heaven as it drove Lucifer to make boastful claims and on earth as the first human inhabitants of earth bit the fruit after the serpent lied about God withholding from them.
Pride can be positive.  I can take pride in the work I do because I have done my best.  I can take pride in my country or in the achievement of a family member.  Maybe the person had worked hard and got a promotion.  Maybe they were crowned king at homecoming.  Maybe there was academic achievement.  In this case it’s a sense of admiration.

In a negative sense pride has been defined as arrogant or disdainful conduct or treatment; haughtiness.  It is thinking too highly of one’s self. It can also be thinking too lowly of one’s self as well.  Pride essentially is a pre-occupation of self.  It’s primarily that of being haughty, boastful, or arrogant.  The focus of attention is always on me.  It’s a case of always wanting to be noticed, to have the spotlight and attention.  It’s a Muhammad Ali announcing that he is the greatest.  It’s a Terrell Owens pausing after a reception that scored a touchdown whipping out a sharpie pen to autograph the ball.  It’s a LeBron James at a press conference making it sound like it’s all about team but stating that if it weren’t for him, there would be no team.  It’s allowing and basking over others calling him King James.
As a pastor friend has put it, pride is the cause of an “I” problem.  The monotone note sung by a person filled with pride is ME-ME-ME-ME-ME.
Pride was the king who walked about his terrace and praised the great kingdom he had built.

Pride almost caused an army captain to miss out being healed of leprosy because he disdained the words of a prophet to wash in some dirty river.
Scripture gives us important instructions on how to avoid an “I” disease, how to deal with the negative ramifications of what pride can do when it is left unchecked.  Turn with me to our passage in Philippians 2:3-4.
There is a curse for pride.

There is a cure for pride.

I. THERE IS A CURSE FOR PRIDE

In Homer’s epic poem THE ODYSSEY, Odysseus or Ulysses, the legendary king of Ithaca, had been away on a 10 year journey.  This journey was a result of his great pride or haughtiness.  Captured by Cyclops, Ulysses was able to blind the giant.  In pride he mockingly declared his name to the monster as he escaped, allowing Cyclops to call on his father Poseidon for help and curse Ulysses.
Proverbs 16:18 “Pride goes before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.”

I Corinthians 10:12 “Wherefore let him that thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.”  

Aristotle considered pride to be the crown of virtues.  Listen to what he had to say; “Now the man is thought to be proud who thinks himself worthy of great things, being worthy of them; for he who does so beyond his deserts is a fool, but no virtuous man is foolish or silly. The proud man, then, is the man we have described. For he who is worthy of little and thinks himself worthy of little is temperate, but not proud; for pride implies greatness, as beauty implies a goodsized body, and little people may be neat and well-proportioned but cannot be beautiful.”
As we have read, Scripture warns us that if we think too highly of ourselves, we are doomed to destruction.  When I worked in manufacturing on the assembly line I got a job in human resources.  On my last day before assuming my new role, some of my co-workers said “remember where you came from.”  In essence they were telling me not to get a big head and so forget my roots.  It is so easy to get consumed with self, to want others to notice you and your status, to seek applause for achievements.  Look at me.  Like the Jefferson’s theme song “we’re moving on up” and we want to be noticed.  

In our passage, the original Greek reads this way “nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit.”  The implication is that we are not to do anything for personal gain, we aren’t to do anything that will draw undo attention to ourselves.  
Lucifer was created as the most beautiful angelic being.  He was created to radiate the glory of God.  Yet there came a time when he began to believe that the radiance was his own, that it came from within him and he became filled with pride.  Isaiah 14:12-15 gives us that account.  “I am the greatest,” he said.  All of mankind’s history has been about his attempts to usurp the throne.  The end result of his arrogance isn’t ascension, but destruction.  Pride always goes before a fall.  Isn’t that man’s desire as well, to usurp the authority of god over our life by claiming the title as king rather than God ruling?
Daniel 3 gives yet another account of the time King Nebuchadnezzar lifted his heart in pride and created a gold image for all to worship.  In chapter 4 he had a dream that Daniel interpreted for him.  He was likened to a great tree that all men and animals gathered under for protection.  The tree was later cut down, but eventually grew again.  Daniel’s interpretation ended with Daniel urging the King to repent of pride and become humble recognizing that all the King had came from God.  A year later as the King reflected on the beauty of his kingdom, a voice from heaven spoke in fulfillment of the dream and brought the King to his knees.  For 7 years he was humbled eating the grass of the field and drinking the dew of the ground.  Pride goes before destruction.
There is a curse for pride.  Those who in arrogance think they stand will someday be awakened like King Nebuchadnezzar, stripped of their self proclaimed glory and realize that all the glory goes to God.  He humbles the proud.  All the physical prowess a person has on the athletic field is from God.  All the intelligence to run a large corporation is from God.  All the academic accolades poured out through study comes from God.  Yet man claims it for himself.  I believe it was pride that led to my disqualification in the regional track meet that kept me going to the State meet in the mile run.  A haughty spirit leads to a fall.
I Corinthian 13:5 notes that a person who is truly endowed with the love of Christ, that divine love does not seek its own.  There is no strife as the KJV renders it.  

On one occasion that is noted in Scripture contention rose among the disciples because they were arguing about who would be the greatest in heaven.  On another occasion, the mother of James and John requested that her 2 sons have a seat of prominence in the kingdom of heaven.  

The word strife or selfish ambition means rivalry, faction, self-will.  It is a desire to seek what I want at the exclusion of the will of another or at the demise of others.  It speaks about being in competition with negative consequences.  It means a person will do anything to get ahead of someone else at the expense of someone else.  In a sense a person filled with such pride begins to see the other person with contempt and hatred.  They become the enemy.  They loathe them and begin to devise ways of getting them out of the way.  Strife led to a man in Orlando FL this past week to seek revenge.
James 3:13-17 tells us where such ill conceived thoughts come from.  (READ)

Pride resonates from the person who is led by the flesh.  Resentment leads to bitterness which leads to anger which leads to hatred.  The end result of pride is not good.  It was pride that led Tonya Harding to plot an attack on fellow American Nancy Kerrigan before the 1994 Olympics.  The attack did not bring the coveted gold medal but instead the cold steel of a prison cell.  20 years later the bitterness oozes from the heart and lips of Tonya Harding.  All because of pride, pride built on jealousy, resulting in assault.  Selfish ambition leads to evil practice.
It was jealousy that led Joseph’s brothers to disdain him and eventually sell him into slavery.  Yet the words of Scripture ring true even here as pride goes before destruction.  Years later, they would have to give an answer to their father about why Joseph was in Egypt.  

It was jealousy that led Haman to devise a scheme to rid the empire of the Jews and his mortal enemy Mordecai, yet his pride eventually led to the revelation to the King that his plan included getting rid of the queen, unbeknown to Haman.  His plan backfired and the very gallows he had built for his enemy became his own death trap.  “To him who thinks he stands, take heed lest you fall.”  “Pride goes before destruction.”
It was jealousy built on pride that led King Ahab to murder Naboth over his vineyard.

Paul tells us not to do anything out of selfish ambition or strife.  Pride leads to greater depravity.
He also tells us not to do things out of vain glory or vain conceit. It means doing things that are hollow, having an unfounded opinion of yourself.  This approach is worthless and has no value.  Paul told the same thing to the Galatians (5:26) “Let us not become boastful, challenging one another, envying one another.”  In the preceding verse he noted that if you are going to live by the Spirit, you should also walk by the Spirit, meaning that there is no room for pride in the life of one who would walk after the character the Holy Spirit is trying to build in the life of those who would follow Him.  
It was pride that lifted Herod’s heart after a speech in which others praised him for having the voice of God.  Puffed up with pride God struck him down dead.  

It was pride of heart that made David count the people in which God’s hand touched the lives of thousands through death.

I Peter 5:5 warns us that God resists the proud.  He is opposed to the proud
Psalm 12:3 - pride leads us to deceive others.
Psalm 101:5 – God won’t tolerate pride and conceit.
Psalm 19:21 - God rebukes the arrogant who don’t obey Him.
Psalm 138:6 – God is far from the proud
Proverbs 6:17* - God hates haughty eyes.
Proverbs 15:25 – God destroys the home of the proud.
Proverbs 16:5 – God will punish the proud.
Proverbs 21:4 – God considers pride sin.
Why does God hate a proud heart so much?  Because it is a heart that believes it does not need God.  It is the heart of the one who believes that it is self-sufficient.  It is a heart that it self-centered.  

So do you?  Do you have any pride, strife, jealousy lingering around that needs to be confessed?  God hates it, He’s opposed to it.  There is a curse on the proud.  But there is also a cure for pride.
II. THERE IS A CURE FOR PRIDE

Consider once again our passage in Philippians.
“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.”
So what is humility?  To the Buddhist humility is equivalent to a concern of how to be liberated from the sufferings of life and the vexations of the human mind. The ultimate aim is to achieve a state of enlightenment through meditation and other spiritual practices. Humility can result from achieving the state of Nirvana.  When one experiences the ultimate emptiness and non-self, one is free from suffering, vexations, and all illusions of self-deception. Humility, compassion, and wisdom characterize this state of enlightenment.  Pride is self deception, you can deceive yourself into thinking you’re something.
The Hindu believes that in order to gain humility one has to kill the ego, self.  In the Sanskrit it literally is translated, the sound of I.  When you no longer speak of yourself, you are humble.
Plato notes that humility is that state of mind that does not impiously exalt itself.
In pagan writing, the word humility had a negative connotation.  They spoke of one who had humility in the same sense of someone grovelling or begging, someone in abject poverty.  The New Testament rendering changed its meaning to a virtue that one should strive for.  
Humility removes pride and makes a man subject to and a fit recipient of grace; according to the words of James, "God resisteth the proud, and giveth his grace to the humble" (James 4:6) A proud person can’t receive grace (salvation) because he believes that it still by his merit.  Ephesians 2:8-9
"True humility" is distinctly different from "false humility" " which consists of having an unfavorable opinion of one's own sanctity, gifts, talents, and accomplishments for the sake of receiving praise from other.  For example you may sing a solo after which someone comes and gives you some praise.  You may respond with false humility, by claiming that you missed a few notes or that it wasn’t anything really, all with an aire of modesty or humility, all the while you’re thinking on the inside how wonderful it is to get attention or for people to notice me, even if I did fumble a little.  It’s with a posture of bringing attention to yourself whether deserved or not.

Legitimate humility comprises the following behaviors and attitudes

1. submission to God as the legitimate authority;

2. a recognition of the virtues and talents that others possess, particularly those which surpass one's own, and giving due honor and, when required, obeisance; bowing as a jesture of recognizing the other’s superiority.
3. a recognition of the limits of one's talents, ability, or authority; and, not reaching for that which is beyond one's grasp.

As Paul unfolds for us the idea of true humility it is not conceited or selfish, but rather an attitude that considers others before one’s self.  Where humility is absent, unity cannot grow in a congregation.  If someone is always seeking to be noticed, unity in the congregation cannot be established or sustained.

Paul is not stating here that we consider everyone else superior or more talented.  Rather he is asserting that Christian love sees others as worthy of preferential treatment.  We put others before us.  

It is said of the mountain goats of the Andes that when 2 goats come together on a narrow passage way where neither is able to get around the other, that in order to pass, one will lie down on the path so that the other can walk over it, in order for both to secure safe passage.  One will stoop before the other.  They don’t have a head butting contest to see who is superior.  Instinctively one will lie down for the other to pass.

That is how we should treat others.  Consider them first.  Notice though that Paul is not saying we don’t think of ourselves at all.  While we regard others as more important, we are to look out for our interests as well as the interests of others.

One of the things I appreciated so much at the missions consultation at ABWE was hearing and then seeing this exemplified.  Every staff person has a cleaning responsibility.  Regardless of title there is an area that they have to clean.  The regional administrators who head up a section of the globe take the same responsibility of vacuuming or dusting that a secretary might have.  No one is considered above another.  Humility is truly manifested and embodied in the heart and actions of a servant’s spirit.  Going into the men’s bathroom one day, there was one of the leaders picking up and emptying the trash.  They never said “It’s not my job.”  “I’m too good or too valuable to waste my time doing that.”  “Let someone else do it.”
The greatest example of humility is when Jesus, the creator of the universe, the one who spoke it into existence, the one who holds it all together, got up from a meal and wrapped himself in a servant’s towel and scooping up a wash basin, cleaned the feet of the disciples.  Note the following verses in Philippians 2:5-11.  That is true humility.  

We know that Moses wrote the first 5 books of the Bible.  Inspired by the Holy Spirit to write Numbers 12:3 I wonder how difficult it was for Moses to write of himself that he was the meekest man on the earth?  I might have been tempted to write in a few more embellishments, pad it a little.  Make me look really good.  Moses was a humble man, for he had come to know that everything he had, all that he was, only came from God.

I Peter 5:6 reminds us that God is opposed to the proud, but those who humbe themselves God Himself will exalt or lift up.

Daniel comes to mind as a humble man.  King Nebuchadnezzar had a dream.  It greatly disturbed him and he instructed his advisors to tell the dream and give its interpretation.  No one could.  Daniel sought an audience with the King in which after a night of prayer and fasting he went in and told the King hi dream.  The King wanted to praise him, but Daniel gave praise to God, for without God he was no different than any of the other advisors.  God exalted Daniel.  From captive to second in command.
Joseph was spending what he thought would be the rest of his life in prison.  He interpreted the dreams of 2 men that came true (Genesis 40-41).  Time passed and Pharoah had a dream.  The cup bearer told Pharoah about a fellow prisoner who interpreted his dream.  Pharoah had Joseph brought before him.  He said to Joseph “I understand you can interpret dreams.”  Joseph told Pharoah he couldn’t do it.  I wonder if at that time the cup bearer tried to slip out of the room.  Joseph went on to explain that while he couldn’t interpret the dream on his own the God of heaven would give him the interpretation.  A slave/prisoner exalted to second in command of the land.  God exalts the humble.
Peter sat on the edge of a lake after a night of fishing.  Warming himself by the fire he sat next to Jesus who inquired about his love for Him.  During the years of ministry with Jesus, Peter had often tried to exalt himself.  On one occasion only a short time before this breakfast conversation Peter had boasted that even though everyone else ran away from following Him, he would remain faithful to Jesus and even die for Him.  It was that night that he betrayed him.  Peter spoke with Jesus in a different tone now.  He who had once exalted himself became humble.  Now he who was humble would be exalted to leader of the Apostles on which the early church would grow.
Those who humble themselves, God will at some point exalt, lift up.  Insinuating humility, John the Baptist told his followers, “He (Jesus) must increase, and I must decrease.”  That’s humility.
We must, in humility, learn to be more concerned abuot the welfare of others, than in our own.  A selfish spirit destroys Christian love.  True Christian love on the other hand never seeks its own.
Nature has a way of showing us humility.  Throughout the year we see all its splendor and glory as it wraps itself in folliage through its leaves or flowers that bring attention to itself.  Yet every year, they shed their glory and in barrenness await the time when they will again be exalted through the spring rains and breezes.  
Humility as portrayed by Paul and exemplified in Jesus in dieing to self and self’s will in order to elevate and do the will of someone else.  Selfish ambition pursues personal goals, vain conceit pursues personal glory.  Humility advances the goals and glory of another.
When we think of all that God has done for us through Christ or all that God has given us in Christ, we have no base on which to proudly stand and exalt ourselves.  The only one truly to be exalted is God.  Yet when we humble ouselves before Him, He will in time exalt us.  He gives grace to the humble.
Consider the story told by Jesus in Luke 18:9-14.  One day 2 men entered the temple.  One of them was a very proud religious man; the other was a very humble man broken in spirit.  The religious man gave a stirring and eloquent prayer but could not even look on the other man because of the contempt he had for who he was and what he represented.  While praying he exalted himself.  “Look at how righteous I am.  Truly God, even you must be amazed at who I am.”  The humble, heart broken man couldn’t even lift his head to heaven as he offered his prayer.  He compared himself to no one and simply asked for mercy.  He considered himself unworthy of heaven yet prayed that somehow God would hear his humble prayer and respond favorably.  Which one do you suppose God exalted.  God resisted the proud, religious man, but the penitent sinner received God’s grace.  He resists the proud and gives grace to the humble.
If the very creator of the universe would so humble himself to become like usand to consider us and our needs, who am I to exalt myself?  In a world that teaches us to look out for number one how refreshing it would be to see Christians following their Master, the Lord Jesus Christ, by seeking to put others first.  That’s why I think the early church of Acts 2 was so spontaneous in its gifts of love and why they grew.  They considered the needs around them and set out to put those needs ahead of their own.  It is said that some would fast for 2 weeks.  
It wasn’t to become more spiritual or to have a devoted time of prayer about some physical or spiritual need.  They fasted to save their grocery money to give to others who had a need.  They truly embodied the words of Paul in our passage doing nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind they regarded one another as more important than themselves.  They didn’t merely look out for their own interests, but they also looked out for the interests of others as well.
Is yours a humble spirit today?  Do you need to seek God’s forgiveness because you have only been thinking about yourself?  Do you need to humble yourself so that in time God can exalt you?  Like Joseph or Daniel or Moses when God lifts you up, He puts you in positions you would have never thought possible.

Like Benjamin Franklin, if we want to avoid a lot of bumps along the road of life, we need to learn to stoop.


Only the humble will receive God’s grace.  Are you here today needing to stand humbly before God to receive His grace?  Have you been trying to do it all on your own?  Stoop before Him, and He will exalt you.  

Micah 6:8 – What does the Lord require?

Do justice.

Love mercy.

Walk humbly before God.
