
1 
 

“A Humble Life” – Pr Jim Sprengle, Lent Midweek 4, March 10, 2021 
 

I. Matthew 23:1-12 – as Jesus teaches about humility. 
II. Teachers are not as respected as they used to be… 

a. I suppose pastors are the same – wearing a clerical collar doesn’t even 
cause a second glance from some people.  

i. Awhile back, I was in the Walmart picking up a couple of items on my 
way home – in my clerical collar – and someone actually came up 
and asked me if I worked there. 

ii. In the words of Rodney Dangerfield, “I don’t get no respect” 
b. Yet, teachers, instructors, even professors can help us tremendously when 

it comes to knowledge. 
i. Even if it’s not in church or in school – we often learn from those who 

have experience – maybe on the job or some other area. 
ii. Some people have accumulated years of knowledge and wisdom that 

can be passed on if we are willing to listen… or watch.  
c. You see, our words communicate information… and our actions 

communicate information as well.  
i. We’ve all seen someone we respect act in a way that changes our 

opinion of them – maybe for the positive… or the negative. 
ii. Is that a learning experience for us? 

d. Some people act in humble ways…  
i. If you watch them when someone praises them, they will often thank 

the person for the compliment… while bringing up the help they 
received from others.  

ii. They often look to the needs of others before they consider their own.  
e. On the other hand, we can learn about ways we should not act when we 

watch an arrogant person.  
i. These are the people who promote themselves. 
ii. They often look down on others rather than trying to see from another 

point of view…  
iii. Some words we use to describe them as we watch – smug, superior, 

conceited…  
f. We have a teacher worth copying today… Jesus…the Great Teacher… as 

He compares both kinds of people – the humble and the proud.  
III. Our reading is from Tuesday of Holy Week.  

a. Jesus has three days left… He will be arrested, tried, convicted, crucified, 
killed, and buried.  

b. First of all, Jesus talks about “Moses’ seat” – which probably means some 
kind of seat of authority – whether it was literal or just a position.  

c. But He tells the crowds and His followers, “So do and observe whatever 
they tell you, but not the works they do” (v 3).  
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i. So, to translate that, “Feel free to listen to the Word of God these 
men teach from the Scriptures… but don’t act like them.”  

ii. In other words, they don’t practice what they preach… they are 
saying one thing and doing another… they are hypocrites.  

d. Jesus begins teaching about what these Pharisees and scribes do that lack 
humility –  

i. “They do all their deeds to be seen by others” (v 5a).  
1. It was all about recognition and getting noticed.  

ii. “They make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long” (v 5b).  
1. A phylactery was a small leather box containing verses of 

Scripture… they are tied to the forehead… and usually they 
have long leather straps that wrap around the arm many times. 

2. As for the tassels, they were blue fabric that hung from the 
corner of a piece of clothing… a reminder of the 10 
Commandments.  

3. Jesus, knowing their hearts, points out that these outward signs 
were to show off and look important.  

iii. “They love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the 
synagogues” (v 6).  

1. Whenever they could sit in the “good seats,” they loved to look 
important that way too.  

iv. They also love “greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi 
by others” (v 7).  

1. Rabbi was an honored title that not everyone had… any public 
recognition of their status built up their egos.  

IV. Jesus teaches… “Do not observe what they do”  
a. That is not just a warning for the people of Jesus’ day. 
b. We all have something called sin in us… it is a sickness that especially 

feeds itself on pride and ego.  
c. Sin is always self-promoting… focused on self… prideful… turned inward.  
d. How many ways do we see pride and sin impact even the church? 

i. We work on a project or event, and nobody gives us credit or praises 
us… so we vow to never help out again. 

ii. We see the names of other people listed in the bulletin for something 
and resent the fact that we never get credit for anything 

iii. We see one person stepping up to volunteer, and we know that we 
can do better, so we constantly bad talk them to everyone else. 

iv. We know the Bible pretty well, so we quote Scripture and make 
others feel dumb whenever we get a chance so they will look up to us 

e. When we use these tactics, or whenever we are filled with pride in our 
Christian walk, we have taken our eyes off Jesus. 
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V. When our eyes are on Jesus, what does He do?  
a. In verse 11, He gives us a significant teaching… “the greatest among you 

shall be your servant” (v 11).  
b. If you just stop for a moment and consider the gravity of these words in 

light of what Jesus would do in just a couple of days.  
c. The greatest Teacher of all, the Christ, would stoop down in the midst of 

His disciples and wash their feet… before the Last Supper 
i. The One deserving all glory and honor and worship and praise… God 

Himself, would then lower Himself to be arrested, beaten and 
crucified.  

ii. As Paul writes in Philippians 2, Jesus is the one “who, though He was 
in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself, by taking the form of a servant.” 
Ultimately, “He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross” (Phil 2:6–7, 8). 

d. You see, God (in Jesus Christ) didn’t just teach by using words, He showed 
us how much He loved us… showed us what kind of servant He was by 
dying on a cross.  

i. And that death was enough.  
ii. It was enough to cover our sins of pride and resentment over not 

getting noticed…  
iii. It was enough to forgive us for thinking we are better than others 

around us… 
iv. It was enough to pay for our lack of humility and our unwillingness to 

serve and love others.  
e. Jesus, by His action, wipes the slate clean… and encourages us to model 

our lives after Him.  
VI. Hear the words of Jesus again, “The greatest among you shall be your 

servant” (Mt 23:11).  
a. Of course, Jesus is always the greatest among us… and He showed that 

servanthood by His life, death and resurrection.   
b. But we can also be “great” – not in a prideful, arrogant way – but in a way 

that models the action – the teaching – of Jesus. 
c. Pray that our hearts will be opened fully to the teachings of Jesus – both in 

His words and His actions.  
d. Pray that God works in all of us daily through our baptisms… that we keep 

our eyes focused not on our ourselves… but focused on Jesus.  
e. Pray that we serve our God and our neighbor with humility.  
f. As Jesus says, “Whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (v 12). Amen. 1 

 
1 Sermon based on the sermon series, “Four Significant Days,” by Rev. Glen Thomas, 
STM, DMin, senior pastor, St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, Des Peres, Missouri 


