Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Sermon #1 – “Humility Instead of Pride”

Genesis 11: 1-9

Philippians 2: 1-11

 Within the last few months a new “world’s tallest building” has opened. The Burg Khalifa in Dubai is more than ½ mile high, rising 2716 feet into the air. It’s my understanding that you can actually watch the sun set twice in Dubai now. You can watch it from the bottom of the building and then again on the 124th floor of the Burg after you’ve ridden its high-speed elevators to the top. It is a marvel of human engineering. And it is said that on a clear day from the observation deck on top, you can see Iran! (Mark Woods, “Echoes of Babel: Pride and Insignificance,” at www.ethicsdaily.com)
 Over the last century there seems to have been a world competition to see who could build the highest and the grandest skyscrapers. From the Empire State Building to the Sears Towers; from the Taipei 101 in Taiwan to the Burg Khalifa in the UAE human beings have stretched the boundaries of architecture.

 As I read recently about the Burg Khalifa, it resonated with my reading of the ancient story we have heard this morning. The Tower of Babel is the concluding narrative in what is called the “pre-history” portion of Genesis. In Chapter 12 of Genesis, we have the call of Abram and Sarai and the beginnings of the history of the covenant people of Israel. However, even in the “pre-history” of humanity – a time long before 2000 BC – it seems we human beings were trying to “build high.”

 It is interesting that on a clear day from atop of the Burg Khalifa, you can see all the way to Iran, for it is toward that region we look in the story before us today. It was in ancient Mesopotamia that the Tower of Babel was built. It was actually nearer present day Iraq than Iran. And the structure that was being built was called a ziggurat – a tiered, pyramid-like edifice that was a worship site in the ancient Babylonian culture. In it’s own day, it too, was an engineering marvel. And so people it seems have been trying to “build high” for along time.

 But the question is why? Why build toward the sky? And in our text today we are proffered an answer that says a great deal about human nature. In v.4, as we listen in on the planning committee of the Tower of Babel, we hear a rationale for the grand project:

 “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top to the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves.”(v.4)

 Over the next seven weeks, the sermons will deal with the seven deadly sins – those transgressions enumerated by St. Thomas Aquinas in the 12th century – that are at the heart of our human failings. But more importantly, each week we will consider an alterative to each vice that we might ask God to plant and nurture in its place. And today we begin with what most theologians have considered the root sin of humanity – the sin from which all other sins sprout… 

…The Sin of Pride

The story of the Tower of Babel certainly highlights the sin of pride. Remember, we posed the question of “why.” Why build toward the heavens? What’s the rationale of the people long ago who built that ziggurat? And the answer in the text is clear:

“Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top to the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves.” (v.4)

 It was about “building a city for ourselves,” about “making a name for ourselves.” I other words, it was about human egotism; it was about pride. It was about the sinful drive to consolidate power, draw boundaries, establish a narrow tribal identity, all with the goal of glorifying the self - “Come, let us make a name for ourselves.”  

 Since the beginning of time, is seems there has always been something inside of us that wants to make a name for ourselves. In the story of the Tower of Babel, the people of humanity come together and essentially say, “You know, here we are only 11 chapters into the Bible and God keep’s stealing all the headlines, We’ve got to come up with something to turn the spotlight on us – the people – for change. “Come let make a name for ourselves.”

 And so we build high, we preen before the camera, we call attention to our own power, our own might, our own ingenuity; “Look how smart we are!” What we have with the Tower of Babel is humanity over-reaching; claiming glory for itself over against the glory of God. It is the essence of human pride. It is hubris.

 Now let me be clear here: there is a good human pride; a pride that is a proper satisfaction in the achievement of excellence; a pride that is the virtue of the diligent. One who studies hard and makes good grades, should feel proud. One who works hard and achieves success should have a measure of pride. But there is also a pride that takes the form of inordinate self-congratulation; “it’s all about ME.” Then pride becomes the vice of the pompous. This is when pride becomes a sin. (see Cornelius Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Suppose to Be: A Breviary of Sin, p. 81)

  But if life is all about me, about self-promotion and self-advancement; about “making a name for myself,” what becomes of me as a creature with a soul and what becomes of myself in relation to my Creator?

 One of the most brilliant writers of our time is Wendell Berry. In one of his essays Berry sounds almost like he is preaching on the story of the Tower of Babel when he writes this:

 “We became less and less capable of sensing ourselves as small within Creation, partly because we thought we could comprehend it…but also because we became creators, ourselves…we built bridges that stood imposingly in titanic settings, towers that stood around us like geologic presences, single machines that could do the work of hundreds of people.”

 But then Berry comments:

 “And yet these works that so magnify us also dwarf us, reduce us to insignificance. They magnify us because we are capable of them. They diminish us because…once we build beyond a human scale, once we conceive of ourselves as Titans or as gods, we are lost in magnitude; we cannot control or limit what we do.” (Wendell Berry, “The Body and the Earth” in The Art of the Commonplace: The Agrarian Essays of Wendell Berry, p. 96).

In sinful human pride, we indeed “lose our magnitude.” So what is the alternative to this pride that diminishes us; that shines the light on us and leaves God in the shadows? The Alternative is…

…The Way of Humility

 In what is a note of real irony and humor, the 5th verse of Genesis 11 says:

“The Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which mortal had built.”

Isn’t it funny that with humans building their tower to the heavens and making a name for themselves that God nevertheless has to “come down to see it.” No matter how vaunted our human abilities, they are not higher and greater than God. And when we realize that we are on the path to the alternative to pride – on the way toward humility. Humility is seeing ourselves in right estimation to all that is around us and especially so in relation to God and to ourselves. 

There is story you may have heard before, but I love it. During the construction of Emerson Hall at Harvard University, President Charles Eliot invited the eminent psychologist and philosopher William James to suggest a suitable inscription for the main door of the building. After some reflection, James suggested a line from the Greek philosopher Protagoras: "Man is the measure of all things." President Eliot did not care for William James' suggestions. Instead, he chose a verse from Psalm 8 and had it inscribed on the main door. That verse asked, "What is man that thou art mindful of him?" Charles Eliot understood humility.

 Our primary Presbyterian theologian, John Calvin wrote:

 “If you ask me concerning the precepts of the Christian religion, first, second and third, I would always answer, Humility.” (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book II, Chapter 2, Paragraph 11)

 And, of course, we know exactly why Calvin would say that, for he knew whom the standard bearer for our faith is. He is the One whom the Apostle Paul so eloquently spoke of saying:

“Though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:6-8)

 And so we have on the one hand human pride that tries to lift itself up ever higher – to make a name for oneself. And on the other hand we have divine humility that lowers itself to our level in order to save. Which way shall it be for you; for me?

 Lutheran pastor, Kelly Fryer, tells of a time in seminary when she was listening to an uninteresting lecture on a beautiful day when everyone would rather be outside. Apparently the professor sensed that nobody was being attentive because suddenly he closed his notebook and stopped talking. “He wasn’t going to waste one more breath on us,” she writes. But, before leaving the lecture hall, he picked up a piece of chalk and going to the blackboard he drew a huge arrow pointing straight down. He stood back and told the class, “If you understand that, you understand everything you need to know about what it means to be a Christian …” and with that he left the room. 

Everyone remained for a time staring at the arrow pointing downward. Fryer admits that the most logical thing she could think was, “He thinks we’re all going to hell.” 

But the next time the class met the professor began his lecture by drawing that same arrow on the board. This time he had everyone’s complete attention. “Here’s what this means,” he told them. “God always comes down. God always comes down. There is never anything that we can do to turn that arrow around and make our way UP to God. God came down in Jesus. God ALWAYS comes down.”

 That is the good news of the gospel for we, who in our prideful self-assertion, try to work our way up to God; who try to be our own gods making a name for ourselves. God comes down to us – to see what we mortals are trying to construct of our lives. However God comes not in rage but in redemption. He comes humbling himself in the person of Jesus and dying on a cross in humiliation for the salvation of the proud and pompous.

 Let us come to a right estimation of ourselves and let us heed the admonition to the Apostle Paul. Let us:

 “Have the same mind that was in Christ Jesus. Let us do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than ourselves. (Philippians 2:5, 3) 
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