The Lowliness of God

Sermon for August 29, 2004
1.  Good Morning!  Let’s pray.  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You O Lord our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.

2. Opening Comments:  Do you know who God esteems or values the most?    Listen to Him telling us in the Book of Isaiah: 

Is. 66:2 “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word. declares the LORD.”

So it’s those who are humble and contrite (grieving and penitent) whom God Almighty honors and esteems the most.  

Would those adjectives describe you?  Do they describe anyone you know?

This morning we’re going to focus in upon this cardinal virtue of humility or lowliness.  

Jesus Himself spoke about this virtue in the Beatitudes when He said, 
Matt. 5:3  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

David speaks about it in the Psalms:

Psa. 51:17 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”

The prophet Micah addressed it when he wrote:

"…And what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, And to walk humbly with your God?" Micah 6:8

Jesus embodied this heavenly virtue and Paul tells us about it in his letter to the Philippians:

Phil. 2:5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  6 Who, being in very nature God, didn’t consider equality with God something to be grasped,  7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death — even death on a cross!

Do you know any really humble people?

They’re very rare aren’t they?  It seems to me that when you meet such a person you know it?  What is it that strikes you most about a humble person? . . . ha!  They’re humility!

3.  Focus in on Scripture:  OK – let’s really look into this shall we?

Our Gospel reading for today is Luke chapter 14 verses 1 and 7 through 14.  Let’s read them and then reflect upon this further:
Luke 14:1 One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a prominent Pharisee, he was being carefully watched.    Now focus in on that scene.  It’s Sabbath and Jesus has been invited to the home of a “prominent” – “read” wealthy and influential religious leader and people are “watching” him carefully – watching to see his reactions.  So Jesus certainly has their attention doesn’t He?  

Now how should he act? Politely with respectful deference to His hosts and potential financial supporters?  Perhaps – perhaps not – let’s see how Jesus actually responded.

Luke 14:7 When he noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, he told them this parable:  

8 “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, don’t’ take the place of honor, for a person more distinguished than you may have been invited.  9 If so, the host who invited both of you will come and say to you ‘Give this man your seat.’ Then, humiliated, you will have to take the least important place.  

9 But when you are invited, take the lowest place, (The virtue being honored here is “Lowliness – Jesus is encouraging us to assuming the place of lowliness – of insignificance and when we do this what will happen?  . . . so that when your host comes, he will say to you,  ‘Friend, move up to a better place.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all your fellow guests.  11 For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”
In the book of Psalms we read:  Psa. 138:6 Though the LORD is on high, he looks upon the lowly, but the proud he knows from afar.  

Paul tells us in his letter to the Corinthian Christians: 1Cor. 1:28 He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things — and the things that are not — to nullify the things that are,
Reading on – verse 12:  Luke 14:12 Then Jesus said to his host,  “When you give a luncheon or dinner, don’t invite your friends, your brothers or relatives, or your rich neighbors; if you do, they may invite you back and so you will be repaid.  13 But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind,  14 and you’ll be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”  Now, we know that Jesus often used hyperbole to make His points and that’s what He’s doing here.  He’s not suggesting that you don’t invite our friends to our parties but rather He’s making the point here that the cardinal virtue is love for all of God’s people not just the rich and famous or even just the ones who are most like us and perhaps most easy to like.   It’s about loving all – showing no favoritism.
So what is Jesus ultimately saying here?  

Clearly He must have been a bit of an embarrassment to His “prominent” host!  Don’t you think?  But Jesus is every the truth-teller whether it’s embarrassing or not!

But beyond the clear embarrassment of the moment – what was Jesus telling His listeners and what’s He telling us right now?

Well the verses are clearly telling us to be humble and lowly aren’t they?

How many people have you met in your life whom you would describe as humble and lowly?

I venture to guess that you answer is “Not many!”  Our most perfect example of lowliness is Jesus Himself.

How lovely is our lowly our Lord! 

He calls to us:  Matt 1128 Come unto me, all you that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and you shall find rest unto your souls.

God incarnate is lowly and it’s in His lowly presence that we find “rest” for our souls!  

Our ultimate model is the Lowly Lord Jesus Himself!

4.  Let’s explore this wonderful virtue of lowliness a little further

It has been wisely said that the source of all virtues is humility or lowliness and the source of all vice is pride – that vice that worships self and attempts to set ourselves at the center of the world!

How then can we then grow in this gentle virtue?

Where does humility . . . lowliness spring from?  

What are the sources of this mother of all virtues that will free us from ourselves and all of the aberrations that come in not having it but rather being driven by pride?

What do you notice about humble and lowly people?

They’re invariably thankful, they’re reverent and they’re intimately aware of God’s forgiveness in their lives.

Truly:

· Lowliness springs from gratitude – a heart filled with thankfulness for all that God has done for it is truly lowly.  And so our Lord is calling you and me to develop a spirit of gratitude – of thankfulness for all that He has given us.

Truly:

· Lowliness springs from reverence which is a sense of deference to God and others and a tenderness of feeling towards God and others.  The irreverent person on the other hand demands deference to themselves!
Isn’t it so true that the reverent person is an easy person to be around. The lowly reverent person readily defers and is not stridently claiming his or her rights.
Our time is not a reverent time but rather an irreverent time.  We live in the era of demand!   All are encouraged to demand their rights!

A quick test of your reverence or irreverence quotient is how easily you’re offended?  A slight - a forgotten birthday present?  A forgotten thank-you note?  

How do you respond when someone gets in your way as you’re walking along?  

O how much we need a sense of respect and true deference towards God and others.

And finally:

· Lowliness springs from knowledge of sins forgiven.  Such a person who is intimately aware of how much they have been forgiven easily adopts the spirit of lowliness and humility!

How aware are you and I of how much God has forgiven us?  How aware are you and I of what it took to secure this forgiveness and then how thankful are you and I for what our Lord did and is doing for us?

A lowly person in ever mindful of how much they are forgiven! 

Back in the fifteenth century, in a tiny village near Nuremberg, lived a family with eighteen children. Eighteen! In order merely to keep food on the table for this mob, the father and head of the household, a goldsmith by profession, worked almost eighteen hours a day at his trade and any other paying chore he could find in the neighborhood. 

Despite their seemingly hopeless condition, two of Albrecht Durer the Elder's children had a dream. They both wanted to pursue their talent for art, but they knew full well that their father would never be financially able to send either of them to Nuremberg to study at the Academy. 

After many long discussions at night in their crowded bed, the two boys finally worked out a pact. They would toss a coin. The loser would go down into the nearby mines and, with his earnings, support his brother while he attended the academy. Then, when that brother who won the toss completed his studies, in four years, he would support the other brother at the academy, either with sales of his artwork or, if necessary, also by laboring in the mines. 

They tossed a coin on a Sunday morning after church. Albrecht Durer won the toss and went off to Nuremberg. 

Albert went down into the dangerous mines and, for the next four years, financed his brother, whose work at the academy was almost an immediate sensation. Albrecht's etchings, his woodcuts, and his oils were far better than those of most of his professors, and by the time he graduated, he was beginning to earn considerable fees for his commissioned works. 

When the young artist returned to his village, the Durer family held a festive dinner on their lawn to celebrate Albrecht's triumphant homecoming. After a long and memorable meal, punctuated with music and laughter, Albrecht rose from his honored position at the head of the table to drink a toast to his beloved brother for the years of sacrifice that had enabled Albrecht to fulfill his ambition. His closing words were, "And now, Albert, blessed brother of mine, now it is your turn. Now you can go to Nuremberg to pursue your dream, and I will take care of you." 

All heads turned in eager expectation to the far end of the table where Albert sat, tears streaming down his pale face, shaking his lowered head from side to side while he sobbed and repeated, over and over, "No ...no ...no ...no." 

Finally, Albert rose and wiped the tears from his cheeks. He glanced down the long table at the faces he loved, and then, holding his hands close to his right cheek, he said softly, "No, brother. I cannot go to Nuremberg. It is too late for me. Look... look what four years in the mines have done to my hands! The bones in every finger have been smashed at least once, and lately I have been suffering from arthritis so badly in my right hand that I cannot even hold a glass to return your toast, much less make delicate lines on parchment or canvas with a pen or a brush. No, brother ... for me it is too late." 

More than 450 years have passed. By now, Albrecht Durer's hundreds of masterful portraits, pen and silver-point sketches, watercolors, charcoals, woodcuts, and copper engravings hang in every great museum in the world, but the odds are great that you, like most people, are familiar with only one of Albrecht Durer's works. More than merely being familiar with it, you very well may have a reproduction hanging in your home or office. 

One day, to pay homage to Albert for all that he had sacrificed, Albrecht Durer painstakingly drew his brother's abused hands with palms together and thin fingers stretched skyward. He called his powerful drawing simply "Hands," but the entire world almost immediately opened their hearts to his great masterpiece and renamed his tribute of love "The Praying Hands."

The “Hands” for every Christian is “The Cross” and “The Table.”  

“The Cross” reminds us to be thankful – to reverence the One who died and rose for us and to be ever mindful of the fact that it was our sins that nailed Him to that cross but it was because of His love for us that we stand today forgive – but at such a price – may we never forget it.

And finally “The Table” – the Eucharistic Feast – the Feast of Thanksgiving.  May we come to the table today from which we receive the Bread of Life – Manna from heaven!  May we come to it with a new sense of humility and may we depart from it enlivened by it to live more intentionally in our Lord’s spirit of lowliness!  Amen and Amen!
Let’s Pray . . .

