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In his book, Kingdoms in Conflict, Chuck Colson writes: “I vividly recall a glimpse…from my White House days. One 

brisk December night as I accompanied the president from the Oval Office in the West Wing of the White House to the 

Residence, Mr. Nixon (picture) was musing about what people wanted in their leaders. He slowed a moment, looking 

into the distance across the South Lawn, and said, ‘The people really want a leader a little bigger than themselves, don’t 

they, Chuck?’ I agreed. ‘I mean someone like de Gaulle,’ he continued. ‘There’s a certain aloofness, a power that’s 

exuded by great men that people feel and want to follow’.”  

  All that was before Church Colson’s humiliation at Watergate and his coming to Christ. Because Colson goes on to 

write: “Jesus Christ exhibited none of this self-conscious aloofness. He served others first; He spoke to those to whom no 

one spoke; He dined with the lowest members of society; He touched the untouchables. He had no throne, no crown, no 

bevy of servants or armored guards. A borrowed manger and a borrowed tomb framed His earthly life. Kings and 

presidents and prime ministers surround themselves with minions who rush ahead, swing the doors wide, and stand at 

attention as they wait for the great to pass. Jesus said that He Himself stands at the door and knocks, patiently waiting to 

enter our lives.”  

  Nothing…nothing makes us so different, nothing makes us the Christian-counterculture, as humility. We’ve just come 

through a bitter presidential campaign where the slogan of now President Trump’s campaign was “Making America 

Great Again.” There’s a place for national pride. But there’s no place for spiritual pride or any form of pride in the 

Church or Christian’s life. Yet, it’s the sin we struggle the most with. Jesus’ message of humility goes against every 

other message bombarding us every moment of every day. Luke 9:46-56 (p. 867) remind us humility, Making the 

Church Humble Again, is Christ’s desire for us. Please turn there.  

  The disciples are Jesus’ ambassadors, but like us, they have so much to learn. These three paragraphs put them in a very 

unflattering light.  

  You can’t be a healthy Christian or a healthy church without humility. Conventional ideas of status or importance have 

no place in Jesus’ program. If we want God’s blessing on our lives, we must repent of pride and pursue Christlike 

humility. John Stott (picture) wrote, “At every stage of our Christian development and in every sphere of our Christian 

discipleship, pride is the greatest enemy and humility our greatest friend.”  

  Do you want to be a great Christian? Learn to be humble. It was a lesson the disciples needed. It’s a lesson we need, 

too. That’s because… 

1. Pride is the sickest sin. When I think of the sickest sin, pride doesn’t usually bubble up to the top of my list. But it’s 

what the Bible says.  

  Pride has a long history preceding even Adam and Eve. It’s the very first sin. Isaiah 14 tells us that it was the downfall 

of Lucifer, recording his words, “You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; above the stars of God I will set my 

throne on high…I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High’” (vs. 13-14). Pride 

caused Satan’s fall in his God-defying arrogance. Satan possessing power, beauty and glory beyond our comprehension 

arrogantly desired status and recognition equal to God Himself. In response, God swiftly and severely judged him.  

  Pride is not only the first sin, it’s the root of all sin. From God’s perspective pride seems to be the most serious sin. 

When Scripture lists out those things the Lord hates, pride heads up the list (Proverbs 6:16-17). Consider the divine 

perspective on pride as recorded in Proverbs 16:5, “Everyone who is arrogant in heart is an abomination to the Lord; be 

assured, he will not go unpunished.” Stronger language for sin simply can’t be found in Scripture.  

  Why? Why does God hate pride so passionately? Pride is when sinful humans aspire to the status and position of God, 

refusing to acknowledge their dependence upon Him. English preacher and author, Charles Bridges (picture) noted how 

pride lifts up one’s heart against God and “contends for supremacy” with Him. That’s a biblical perspective of pride’s 

essence: contending for supremacy with God and lifting up our hearts against Him.  

  Nothing comes easier to fallen human beings than pride. That pride has been reclassified as a virtue throughout human 

history only reveals the deceptive power of pride’s tentacles worming into our souls. Pride manifests itself in self-

centeredness, self-promotion and self-fulfillment. But when someone comes to Christ, they’re transformed and become 

characterized by selflessness, self-denial and self-abasement.  

  Pride sends more to Hell than any other sin. It’s only when pride is divinely overpowered by the conviction of one’s 

sinfulness, that one can truly repent and come to saving faith. Yet, even after salvation, pride is so enticing. As Kent 

Hughes (picture) pithily states, “Pride is the sin we cannot see in ourselves and yet so detest in others.”  

  What do you hate? I have two lists. One is silly and begins with foods that obviously are products of the Fall. I detest 

beets and think blue cheese is of the Debil. I can’t even stand the smell of it. And I hate snakes. That’s just a small 



sampling of silly things I hate. But I also have a serious list of things that I hate. I’m sure you have one, too. I hate child 

abuse. I hate racism. I hate bullying. I hate abortion. What do you hate?  

  You and I hate nothing to the degree that God hates pride. His hatred for pride is pure and holy. But that’s exactly what 

the disciples are guilty of, pride. Their timing is a bit surreal. Just as Jesus is increasingly focused on the Cross and His 

suffering, while He’d repeatedly taught His disciples this way of grief and death were awaiting Him, their having an ego 

spat. Their spirit, like our spirit too often, is in sharp contrast with His self-humiliation.  

 

2. Pride makes us want to be preeminent. Saparmurat Niyazov (picture) was president of the former Soviet bloc 

nation, Turkmenistan, from 1990 until his death in 2006. While his title was “President”, he changed the title to 

“President for Life,” declaring it to be a lifelong position with no need for elections, making him dictator. He was the 

epitome of arrogance. He replaced the calendar months and days with names after himself, his mother and the rest of his 

family. He renamed towns, schools, airports and even a meteorite after himself. Ten years after his death, most of those 

senseless laws have been reversed. Why is it that we are so driven for preeminence?  

  We love great athletes, great performers, great art. Ours is a culture intoxicated by celebrity. Muhamed Ali (picture) 

died in June. He was famous for saying, “I am the greatest. I am so great. I can’t be beat. The only way I am going to be 

licked is if they put my pretty face on a postage stamp.” We humans are obsessed with being the greatest. The Cleveland 

Indians aren’t going around saying, “We’re number two! We’re number two!” No, it’s number one or nothing.  

  The question of preeminence occupies the disciples’ minds a lot. They have this argument several times. Their ideas of 

the kingdom made it difficult for them to understand the Cross. Pride ruins unity by destroying relationships. 

Relationships are based on selflessness, sacrifice and serving. That’s why we find, “An argument arose among them as 

to which of them was the greatest.”   

  a. Pride is contentiousness. Most pastors have experienced this – a family arguing at the deathbed of a relative. Jesus 

tells His disciples of His approaching suffering and death, and they’re arguing over who’s #1. They’re jockeying for 

power, position and prestige. Pride causes you to crave being the greatest. It makes you think you’re better than others. 

  We’re not sure what started the argument. Perhaps it was that three of them had been on the Mount of Transfiguration 

with Jesus. Maybe it was because the other nine failed to cast out the demon. Have you ever noticed that when you’re in 

the heat of an argument, you often can’t remember what started it?  

  This immaturity is a recurring blight on the church. Sometimes it’s not verbalized. It’s frequently a soul cancer. 

Sometimes it’s the pride of or a desire for status. “I should be a leader.” Usually, the ones who want to be, shouldn’t be. 

Sometimes it’s the pride of function. “My ministry is the most important one.” Sometimes it’s the pride of affiliation. 

“I’m so proud of my group, my church, my denomination.” Pride drives a wedge into unity.  

  This has to be the most pointless debate in the history of arguments. None of them were all that great. These were the 

guys who couldn’t stay awake during the prayer meeting, almost wet their pants in a big storm though Jesus is in the 

boat, and didn’t believe Jesus could provide lunch for a measly 5,000. Arguing about who’s the greatest was a bit like 

trying to find the world’s tallest pygmy. Even if it were possible to find out the answer, what does it matter? They’re on 

the wrong end of the scale. Jesus had been telling them to deny themselves. Instead of carrying their crosses, they’re still 

trying to climb to the top of the spiritual ladder. It must have grieved Jesus. I wonder how many times our silly 

arguments grieve Jesus.  

  If you’ve been in the Church long, you’ve probably seen this kind of childishness. Someone gets their nose out of joint 

because they didn’t receive the recognition they felt they should. People leave churches because they didn’t get their 

way! Sometimes we hide our conflicts under a banner of “doctrinal” disputes that are really minor issues. We had a 

family leave once because we didn’t put something in the budget they thought should be there. They called it a “doctrinal 

issue.” I never remember reading about budgets in the Bible. Behind most pettiness are two sides shouting, “I’m the 

greatest!” “No, I’m the greatest!”  

  As Americans, we especially have to be on guard. Our culture thrives on competition, not cooperation. We want to win, 

even if it means crushing our opponents and making them look bad. They’re acting like bratty children, so Jesus puts a 

child smack dab in the middle of them. Sometimes we talk when maybe we should illustrate. Jesus does this because… 

  b. Greatness is smallness. “But Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, took a child and put him by His side and 

said to them, ‘Whoever receives this child in My name receives Me, and whoever receives Me receives Him who sent Me. 

For he who is least among you all is the one who is great’.” Back then, children had no status. They were the lowest of 

the social order, the very bottom. This child serves as a visual aid – a complete reversal of the conventional values: the 

least is the greatest. The “welcome” Jesus demands for children isn’t about being nice to children. It’s about taking 

seriously, giving priority to those who one may be tempted to despise or ignore. This child stands for the helpless, ones 

who can do nothing to give you prestige. How you relate to the disenfranchised says everything about your relationship 

with Jesus. If you have a relationship with them, it indicates you have a relationship with Jesus and with His Father.  



  Who represents the child for you? Who has little or no status according to your internal yardstick? Spending time with a 

child, according to the Torah, was considered a waste of time. Who do you consider a waste of time?  

  When we have a “who,” we’ve missed Jesus’ view of greatness. Greatness in God’s kingdom is humility. It’s 

noteworthy that Jesus says “great” not “greatest.” In His kingdom, His disciples don’t compare themselves with one 

another…there is no “greatest.” There’s a huge difference between being childlike and childish. The disciples, as we 

often are, were acting childish.  

  Some Christians don’t know any insignificant or weak members of society, much less have a relationship with them. 

Are we reaching out and serving the poor, those who speak little English, the mentally or physically disabled, ex-

offenders, those struggling with addictions? If all or nearly all of your friends are the “great, the well-off, educated, 

accomplished, the comfortable” – we are not the men and women the Master wants us to be!  

  Remember this debate about who’s the greatest occurs in the context of the Cross. When we keep in view the suffering 

Jesus went through to save us from our sins, how can we exalt ourselves over others? It was my pride that put the Savior 

on the cross. As Isaac Watts (picture) put it in his great hymn:  “When I survey the wondrous cross On which the Prince 

of Glory died, My richest gain I count but loss, And pour contempt on all my pride.”  

 

3. Pride causes us to be competitive, “John answered, ‘Master, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, 

and we tried to stop him, because he does not follow with us.’ But Jesus said to him, ‘Do not stop him, for the one who is 

not against you is for you’.” Please understand, Jesus is not advocating ecumenicalism. We violate biblical truth when 

we join with those who don’t hold to the Gospel. The Gospel is everything. For example, Muslims believe you work 

your way into heaven. So we can’t join hands with Muslims and say they’re just like us.  

  We believe in the exclusivity of Jesus Christ. But that’s not John’s issue. He wasn’t protecting the exclusivity of Jesus, 

he’s protecting the exclusivity of their group. He thought they had the corner on exorcisms. They didn’t. 

  Believers who think they’re the only group God blesses are in for a shock when they get to heaven. We’re not to be turf 

protectors. We’re not in rivalry with other believers or Bible-believing churches. Other Christians are not the enemy. 

Satan is the enemy. We must do all that we can to encourage other Christians in their battle against him. We’re in a holy 

alliance against the powers of darkness. Rather than squabbling over minor issues, our Supreme Commander orders us to 

fight together against the right enemy.  

  I pray regularly for other Gospel preaching churches in our area. Some of you may have heard Faith Chapel recently 

purchased land to expand their ministry. I’ve offered resources to Charles Huyett over there. We want to see them 

succeed. We want to see churches like them reach more people with the Gospel. We’re committed to building Christ’s 

Kingdom, not our empire. Competition among believers is rooted in the sin of pride.  

  Recently, I read a great story about a missionary to the Philippines. He was trying to teach a remote native tribe how to 

play croquet. He explained the rules and showed them how they could knock their opponents’ ball away. But these 

people lived in a culture that survived through cooperation, not competition, so they were very confused. Why would 

you want to smash your opponent’s ball out of the court? “So you can win,” the missionary explained. But these 

“primitive” tribesmen, playing in their loincloths, wouldn’t do it. After the first man got his ball through all the wickets, 

he went back and coached the others on how to do it. Finally, when the last man hit his ball through the last wicket, they 

all jumped up and down and shouted, “We won! We won!”  

  That’s what we need within the Church! We must encourage cooperation and humility. Rather than being jealous 

because someone else has some spiritual experience or recognition we lack, we should rejoice because the Lord’s team 

has won. Pride causes us to be competitive.  

 

4. Pride causes us to be easily offended. Jane and I had a small disagreement this past week. I felt a little irritated with 

her. I didn’t like the way she had said something to me. Do you know what the real problem was? My pride. Pride 

causes us to be easily offended. “When the days drew near for Him to be taken up, He set His face to go to 

Jerusalem. And He sent messengers ahead of Him, who went and entered a village of the Samaritans, to make 

preparations for Him. But the people did not receive Him, because His face was set toward Jerusalem. And when His 

disciples James and John saw it, they said, ‘Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume 

them?” But He turned and rebuked them. And they went on to another village.”  

  Do you find you’re easily offended? Do you find that there are certain kinds of people or a people group that can offend 

you easier than others? That’s James and John. They’re out of touch with Jesus’ heart.  

  If a Jewish community had snubbed them, I don’t think they’d have had such a visceral reaction, ready to call down fire 

and judgement. While we can commend their zeal, they didn’t really know Jesus.  

  Most Jews went out of their way, though it took them a few extra days, and went around Samaria (picture-map). There 

had been a several century long feud between the Jews and the Samaritans. They hated each other. If a Jew had to go 



through Samaria, he took his own food so as not to defile himself. If you really wanted to insult a Jew, you’d call him a 

“Samaritan.”  

  But not Jesus. He’s on His way to die for the whole world. It included “those people.” But it’s why these Samaritans 

rejected Him. They’d have let Him go through, if He hadn’t been going to the despised Jerusalem.  

  There was no room for Jesus in Bethlehem. Now there’s no room for Him in Samaria. Some of you sitting here this 

morning are a Samaria. There’s no room in your heart for Jesus. How long are you going to reject Him?  

  Now James and John are mad. They wanted to call down fire like Elisha had on a people group (2 Kings 1:9-16). 

Hadn’t they been listening? Jesus had taught them, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who 

curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27-28).    

  Are you easily offended? One area where it’s so easy to become offended is when it concerns our children. When Harry 

Truman was President, his only daughter, Margaret, (picture) was a professional opera singer. The reviewers weren’t 

always kind. On December 6, 1950, President Truman picked up his newspaper and read a review of Margaret’s singing. 

Critic Paul Hume said she was attractive, but couldn’t sing very well and “has not improved” over the years. And 

Truman called down fire, writing a scathing reply. He called Hume, “a frustrated old man who wishes he could have 

been successful.” He even threatened bodily harm, “Some day I hope to meet you. When that happens you'll need a new 

nose, [and] a lot of beefsteak for black eyes…” 

  God is a God of mercy and you and I are to be like Him. We’re to be the people of mercy and grace. We’re to be the 

people who aren’t easily offended. We need to memorize Romans 12:14-21. Verse 19 ought to echo in our hearts. 

“Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, 

says the Lord’.” 

  If they’d really called down fire, what a barrier they’d have built against the Gospel. The very first people group after 

the Jews were reached post-Pentecost were Samaritans. And who did God send to reach them? The Apostle John, the 

“son of thunder.” Too many of us call down fire today and it prevents us from sharing our faith tomorrow.  

  Ours is a culture which is easily offended with a hair trigger temper. We’re to be different. God has called us to be a 

Christian counter-culture. Are we? 

  Scripture warns us of the danger of anger, of being easily offended. Our pride hurts us. Worse, it hurts the cause of 

Christ. There’s a little poem that goes, “There once was a dog named August; Who was always jumping to conclusions; 

One day he jumped at the conclusion of a mule; And that was the last day of August!” Please don’t let your pride be the 

end of you.  

  We’re coming in to the Holiday Season and have just come through a volatile election. Some of you have Samaritans in 

your family, a “those people.” Because you’re right, your pride is going to tempt you to call down fire on someone Jesus 

wants you to reach. Please don’t do that. Be Jesus! No one is going to Hell because of who they voted for. Keep the main 

thing the main thing. We have a commission to share the Gospel!  

 

Conclusion: The sin you will most struggle with, the one God hates the most is pride. But pride is so insidious, we don’t 

even know that it’s poisoned us.  

  Consider this illustration as told by Pastor James Needham: “As I sat with my family at a local breakfast establishment, 

I noticed a finely dressed man at an adjacent table. His Armani suit and stiffly pressed shirt coordinated perfectly with a 

power tie. His wing-tipped shoes sparkled from a recent shine. Every hair was in place, including his perfectly groomed 

mustache. The man sat alone, eating a bagel, as he prepared for a meeting. As he reviewed the papers before him, he 

appeared nervous, glancing frequently at his Rolex watch. It was obvious he had an important meeting ahead. The man 

stood up and I watched as he straightened his tie and prepared to leave.  

  Immediately I noticed a blob of cream cheese on his finely groomed moustache. He was about to go into the world, 

dressed in his finest, with cream cheese on his face. I thought of the business meeting he was about to attend. Who would 

tell him? Should I? What if no one did?”  

  That’s how pride is in our lives. It’s so deceptive and insidious. It’s like a blob everyone else can see but us. I just 

finished a wonderful book that I’d recommend you read, Humility (picture) by C.J. Mahaney. In it Mahaney shares 

weapons to help us fight pride in our Christian walk. As we tie this up today, let me share some of them with you.   

  Reflect on the wonder of the Cross of Christ. When we realize, our sins nailed Him there, that He was God’s perfect 

Son and in love died for us, it’s a pride killer. How can we be arrogant as we stand before the Cross?  

  Begin your day acknowledging your need for God. Purpose that your first thoughts of the day express your 

dependence on God, your need for God and your confidence in Him. Sin doesn’t wake up tired. We must be pro-active. 

  Begin your day expressing gratitude to God. Thankfulness is a soil in which pride does not easily grow. Gratitude 

chokes it out. Greet Jesus with gratitude, not grumbling. You’ll be amazed how much it changes your day. Ungrateful 

people are proud people.  



  Practice spiritual habits. Spend time in God’s Word, in worship and in prayer before you begin your day.  

  End your day thanking God for His blessings. Review your day and give God glory for His hand on your life. What a 

great way to end, thanking God for His goodness. Do you have a problem sleeping? Insomnia? Start thanking God as 

you doze and the devil will rock you to sleep.  

  Identify evidences of grace in the lives of others. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Darcy is described as a 

man “who never looks at any woman but to see a blemish.” So what do you see? With your spouse, your children? Are 

you frequently critical of others? Do you look at those around you and only find blemishes? When Jesus met Peter, He 

calls Him “the rock.” Here’s this grizzled, big mouth, doubting fisherman that Jesus calls “the rock.” It’s the optimism of 

Jesus. Pride blinds us to grace in the lives of others. Just start looking for the fruits of the Spirit.  

  Encourage others. Ephesians 4:29, “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for 

building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” Corrupting is the same word for rottenness. 

Rottenness shouldn’t come out of our mouths. Digs, sarcasm, put-downs have no place on the lips of the believer. 

Instead we’re to build others up, to encourage them…and we all need more encouragement. We’re called to do godly 

construction in the lives of others. Are you an encourager?  

  As I said, Humility is a great book by C.J. Mahaney. I’d encourage you to get it and read it, in spite of what I’m going 

to tell you now. You see, C.J. (picture) wrote this book in 2005. In 2011 C.J. had been with Sovereign Grace Ministries 

for nearly 30 years. He had turned over the church, Covenant Life, to Josh Harris, who succeeded him as senior pastor in 

2004. C.J. then became head of the Sovereign Grace network.  

  But in 2011, 7 years after writing a book on humility, close friends and board members felt they needed to confront C.J. 

because they believed he had a serious pride problem. C.J. admitted it, humbly confessed his pride, and took a leave of 

absence for a time of reflection and renewal. He’s since been restored and is now serving as the senior pastor of 

Sovereign Grace Church of Louisville, Kentucky.  

  We dare not underestimate the deceitfulness and power of pride. Pride is keeping some of you from coming to Christ.  

  We are not great nor has God called us to greatness. We must be thankful we have a great God and gracious Savior. But 

in light of the Cross and how great God is, we must remember that God has called us to humility. We need to be 

committed to humility and to Making the Church Humble Again. 

 


