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Status Symbols Disregarded”

James 2:1-5 & Mathew 18:1-4
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James 2 tells us that in Christ Jesus we are all equal. What we have or what we have accomplished in life doesn’t make us better than someone who has little and has accomplished little. In Christ Jesus we are all the same. We cannot discriminate among ourselves or become judges of each other.

In our reading from Matthew we find Jesus saying to us “unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Not that everything about little children is to be considered good. By and large little children are ignorant, they do not know enough about much of anything. (Ignorance is sometimes blissful but it is not good!) Little children are completely dependant upon others to survive. They have short attention spans, they are easily deceived. None of those things is desirable for an adult and certainly not what Jesus meant about being childlike.


I would like to add that self-centeredness is a child-like characteristic, but then I remember that we adults can easily slip into a self-centered way of thinking and acting. Which is exactly what the disciples had done. Matthew barely hints at it when he says that the disciples came to Jesus and asked him “Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven”. But Mark tells the same story and makes it clear that the disciples were arguing about which of them would have the greatest place in the Kingdom. (Mark 9:34) (The phrase “Kingdom of Heaven or Kingdom of God” refers to the earthly reign of Christ, not heaven itself.) They were arguing about which of them was going to have the best place in the new kingdom that Jesus would bring. They had begun to compete for the top slots!


Jesus tried to use that moment to teach them about heavenly priorities. Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Please notice, “kingdom of heaven” is not capitalized. Jesus is not talking about a place, Heaven, Jesus is talking about a service, the kingdom here on earth. Jesus is not saying that the only way we are going to get into Heaven, eternal life, is to be childlike. So what is he trying to tell us?


The disciples were in hot competition for the top spots. The competition was doing what competition can easily do, it was destroying community. We have seen some of the negative things childlikeness can bring, but there are some really good things too.


One of those good things is that children value friendship and community over just about anything else. Children will avoid competition when it threatens community.


When I was in the seventh grade we moved. Our new house was not in the city and so that meant that I had to transfer to a new school where I had no friends, wasn’t part of the community. I was devastated by the change, by the loss of life-long friendships. But it didn’t take me long to begin to recreate my own community. Most kids can bounce back from a loss of community because they will immediately make creating community a high priority. (Now, we all realize that can have some risky side effects. Community is so important to kids that they will create community even if they have to create it with people who are not good people to be with. Gangs grow from this hunger for community. But that’s a rabbit trail for another time.) Community is a God thing and children sense it.


Jesus is telling us that to be part of the community of Christ and to keep that community intact we must stifle our natural drive to be the greatest. We are naturally self-centered, selfish, driven by pride. We must practice humility. Humility is the exact opposite of what the disciples were doing and why Jesus focused on it. To practice humility is to make a deliberate effort, a determination, to be someone that we would not naturally be.

What does it mean to be humble? It does not mean to be a door mat for someone. Jesus was humble but he never allowed anyone to wipe their feet on him. To be humble is to recognize our need for others and their superiority in some things. A humble person does not place heavy emphasis on being self-sufficient. We take pride in our self-sufficiency but that very same self-sufficiency separates us from community. Americans, especially city slickers like us, are probably some of the loneliest people in the world.

Church membership fights that loneliness. But competition in the church works against community and threatens to separate us. Which was exactly what was happening to the disciples and why Jesus found it necessary to talk about greatness in the kingdom.

To be humble is to rely on, to recognize our need for each other. But it is even more than that. Humbleness is absolutely necessary to be a child of God. The very foundation of faith is our realization that we can’t save ourselves but must rely on God. Like a child needs a parent, we need God. Like a child needs a family, we need the church.

A child can do very little for himself or herself, if left alone they may die. A proud man, a self-sufficient woman, think they don’t need to be saved, and they remain dead to God.

In some ways humility is the opposite of competition. The disciples were competing for the top jobs, or so they thought. Nothing is wrong with the desire to be the best you can be. Nothing is really wrong with competition. In fact healthy competition helps us to be the best we can be. But when that desire to be the best causes us to step on people, go around people, leave out people (see James 2), under cut people, cheat, then the desire to be the best becomes a bad thing. We have all seen this desire at it’s worse. I don’t need to name the number of great companies who let the desire to be the best destroy them. It can happen to us too. It was happening to the disciples.

Jesus offers a revolutionary alternative to the status symbol of the best, humility. Humility creates community and community encourages us to do our best for each other and for God. Our equality in God makes us equally great as brothers and sisters in Christ. We serve each other, we promote each other, together we give of our best to God. We don’t compete! Competition is like cancer to the community.

Community in Christ constantly reaffirms our “greatness” in the eyes of God. God gave his Son to die for you, that makes you very special indeed. Because of your faith God has already made a home for you in the Kingdom of Heaven. Greatness doesn’t get any greater than that!

But humility is a delicate balancing act. It can tip from one extreme to the other. As soon as we think that we are humble we are probably prideful. The Pharisees were a good example of that. But on the other hand the person who is afraid of being prideful may be reluctant to use the gifts God has given him.

When I first began to preach people would come up to me after a sermon and say “that was a nice sermon”, and I would respond, “I didn’t do it, God gave me the words”. A pastor friend of mine pulled me aside one day and said, “Did you write those words? Did you do the research? Did you use all of the gifts God has given you to make that sermon?” “Yes sir”, I humbly replied. “Then God certainly helped you but you wrote the sermon. Don’t be so humble! It stinks!”

The other extreme is just as bad. Humility can paralyze us. During my lengthy seminary career I was once asked by my professor of worship if I would be willing to lead the opening worship of the annual convocation of ministers. The opening worship was held in the huge sanctuary of the church across the street. Every teacher in the seminary would be there. Many of the great names in the contemporary pulpit would be there. All of my fellow students would be there. That place held at least 1000 people and it would be packed. In all humility I said, “I can’t do that!” And he replied “You are right, you can’t. But God has chosen you to lead us. If God has called you to the task he will supply whatever you need to carry out the task.” And he did! God will do the same for you.

Did you notice? Community encourages accountability! Accountability flies in the face of fierce independence and fights against our feelings of inadequacy. God wants to do great things with you, but he doesn’t need a great person to do great things. He needs a humble person, a childlike person who gives their best while relying completely on Him. Anyone here today can be that person. You can be. Amen.

