
“The Way to Be Great in God’s Kingdom” 
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Aesop, the Greek writer who was famous for his moral stories, once wrote, “Two 
Game Roosters were fiercely fighting for the mastery of the farmyard.  One at last put the 
other to flight.  The vanquished rooster skulked away and hid himself in a quiet corner, 
while the conqueror, flying up to a high wall, flapped his wings and crowed exultingly 
with all his might.  An Eagle sailing through the air pounced upon him and carried him 
off in his talons.  The vanquished rooster immediately came out of his corner, and ruled 
henceforth with undisputed mastery.”  The moral of this story was, “Pride goes before 
destruction.”  Obviously, Aesop wasn’t the first man to think of this.  He may have 
actually been reading Solomon, who wrote about 350 years before Aesop was born, 
“Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before stumbling” (Proverbs 16:18).   

Pride goes before destruction because it is one of the most unbecoming attitudes 
that any creature could ever have in the presence of God.  It’s the one thing that is singled 
out more than just about anything else in the Bible that God hates.  It’s because Lucifer 
was full of pride that the Lord threw him out of heaven.  God hates pride.  As we read 
this morning in James 4:6, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”  
The Lord hates to see people pushing forward to promote themselves and their interests, 
rather than His.  Pride actually makes men His enemies.  Henry Smith once wrote, “I may 
say of pride, many sins have done wickedly, but you surpass them all; for the wrathful 
man, the wasteful man, the lustful man, the gluttonous man, the slothful man, is an enemy 
to himself rather than to God; the envious man, the covetous man, the deceitful man, the 
ungrateful man, is an enemy to men rather than to God, but the proud man sets himself 
against God (because he sets himself against His laws), he makes himself equal with God 
(because he does all without God and craves no help of Him); he exalts himself above 
God (because he will have his own will)” (Treasury).  God is opposed to the proud, 
because they are opposed to Him.  But on the other hand, He loves those who are just the 
opposite, those who are humble, those who serve Him in meekness, who wait upon Him 
with joy.  These are the ones He will bless and exalt at the proper time.  These are the two 
things Jesus tells us this morning in His rebuke of the scribes and Pharisees.  These men 
were the epitome of what the Lord doesn’t want us to be.  They were prime examples of 
spiritual arrogance.  They thought they knew God’s Word so well.  They thought they 
were so faithful to His commandments.  They thought they were so worthy to be honored 
and to be looked at as spiritual leaders.  They didn’t know how truly blind they were.  
Jesus tells us that if we would be truly great in His kingdom, we must not exalt, but 
humble ourselves.   

Now after Jesus had finally put the Pharisees to silence, He began to speak to the 
crowds and to His disciples about what was really motivating them – namely, pride – and 
what would happen to them if they didn’t eventually humble themselves – which is fall.  
The reason He did this was because people are much more likely to follow the examples 
they see, rather than the words they hear.  If those they respected as spiritual leaders 
could do things that are wrong, they could too.  Calvin writes, “The common people think 
themselves at liberty to do whatever they see done by their rulers, whose corrupt manners 
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they form into a law.”  Jesus here corrects what they were doing and tells the people how 
things really ought to be done.   

First, Jesus wants to be careful not to take away from their rightful authority.  He 
says, “The scribes and Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses; therefore 
all that they tell you, do and observe” (v. 2).  I know it sounds as if He is giving them an 
almost blanket authority in what He says here, but that isn’t the case.  The people are to 
listen to them, but only when they sit in the chair of Moses – which means when they are 
expounding and interpreting the Mosaic Law.  When they did this correctly, they were to 
submit to it.  But, when they shared their own views, they were out of Moses’ seat and 
the Jews didn’t need to listen.  The Lord has never given any man the right to overrule 
His Law or to make his own laws.  He has never approved of tyranny, which is why He 
can’t mean here that the people are to obey whatever they say.  The scribes and Pharisees 
were only authorized to declare God’s Word and administer it, and the Jews were to 
submit to it, because it was God’s Law.  The same thing is true in the church today.  You 
are not to submit to the elders in everything, but only as they bring God’s Word to you 
and apply it to you.  You are not submitting to them, but to God through them.   

There was, however, a problem, which is that people are much more likely to 
follow what they see, rather than what they hear.  The scribes and Pharisees might be able 
to expound God’s Law accurately, but they didn’t practice what they preached.  This is 
why Jesus tells them to “do and observe” what they say, “but not to do according to what 
their deeds; for they say things and do not do them” (v. 3).  They were great at 
expounding the Law of God and applying it strictly to others, but they did not do so to 
themselves.  Jesus says, “They tie up heavy loads, and lay them on men's shoulders; but 
they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a finger” (v. 4).  They were 
doing what the Lord said through Ezekiel the prophet, “Those who are sickly you have 
not strengthened, the diseased you have not healed, the broken you have not bound up, 
the scattered you have not brought back, nor have you sought for the lost; but with force 
and with severity you have dominated them” (34:4).  If they were godly, they would have 
applied the Law more strictly to themselves, and less strictly to others, and be more ready 
to excuse others for their weaknesses, knowing that they also were weak.  The truth was 
that the scribes and Pharisees really didn’t care whether they obeyed God or not.  What 
really mattered to them is what they looked like in the eyes of others.   

And this brings us, secondly, to what Jesus wants us to avoid:  self-exaltation.  
William Gurnall once wrote, “Pride loves to climb up, not as Zaccheus to see Christ, but 
to be seen.”  This was certainly true of these men.  What did they do?  First, they widened 
their phylacteries – which were the leather boxes they wore on their foreheads and left 
arms, with Scripture in them, the Scripture which commanded them to wear the 
phylacteries – and lengthened their tassels.  Both the phylacteries and tassels were meant 
to be reminders to them to keep the Law of God.  These things actually had a good 
purpose, but the scribes and Pharisees were using them for something else – they made 
them larger so that others would see them and praise them for their piety.  They did 
others things like this as well.  They wanted the best seats at feasts and the places of 
honor at the synagogues.  These weren’t just the best seats to see what was going on, like 
we try to get at games and theaters.  These were the places of honor, the place where 
important men sit.  They also loved to be greeted in the Market place and to be called 
‘Rabbi’ – which means master or teacher, by men.  The Lord calls us to give glory to 
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Him, but these men were seeking to get glory for themselves.  Aesop had another 
interesting story.  He wrote, “A donkey once carried through the streets of a city a famous 
wooden Image, to be placed in one of its Temples.  As he passed along, the crowd bowed 
low before the image.  The donkey, thinking that they bowed their heads in token of 
respect for himself, bristled up with pride, gave himself airs, and refused to move another 
step.  The driver, seeing him stop in this way, laid his whip lustily about his shoulders 
and said, ‘O you perverse dullhead! it is not yet come to this, that men pay worship to a 
donkey.”  The moral is, “They are not wise who give to themselves the credit due to 
others.”   

Our Lord didn’t think this was wise, but wicked.  He rebuked them and gave the 
glory back to the One who deserves it.  First He said that we are not to be called, or to 
call any man, Rabbi, because He is our Teacher, and we are all brothers.  Jesus is really 
the only One qualified to teach us.  We are all His children, and each other’s brethren, 
therefore we should sit together and listen to Him.  Second, we are not to call any man 
father, because we only have one Father, and He is in heaven.  That honor is not reserved 
for any man, but for God alone.  And lastly, we are not to call any man, or ourselves, 
leaders, again because Jesus Christ alone is our Leader.  Now Jesus doesn’t mean that 
there are any problems with the titles themselves.  The problem comes in the reason why 
we want to be called these things.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “For if you were to have 
countless tutors in Christ, yet you would not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus I 
became your father through the gospel” (1 Cor. 4:15).  He wrote to Timothy, “And for 
this I was appointed a preacher and an apostle (I am telling the truth, I am not lying) as a 
teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth” (1 Tim. 2:7).  If God gives the title, that’s okay.  
But if we take these titles to ourselves, or want others to call us these things, then it’s 
wrong.  Jesus is the only One who really deserves these titles.  Who really fathered the 
Corinthians?  Was it Paul?  No.  It was God the Father through His Son, the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  Who really preached to and taught the Gentiles?  Again was it Paul?  He was the 
one through whom the message was preached, but it was really Jesus Christ preaching 
and teaching through him as His instrument.  Christ is the One who is the Teacher and 
Preacher and Master of His people.  He is the One we are to listen to and obey.  When 
Jesus was transfigured on the Mount, the Father said from the cloud, “This is My beloved 
Son, with whom I am well-pleased; listen to Him” (Matt. 17:5).  It is His Word that is to 
be ministered to us.  We are to submit to His authority.  And that’s what we do when we 
submit to the authority of His officers or receive their teaching, because it is not their 
Word or authority; it is Christ’s!   

Again, their whole problem was pride.  They wanted to take some of God’s glory 
and give it to themselves.  But Jesus tells us, if we want to receive glory, the only glory 
worth having, we must forget about glorifying ourselves and begin to glorify God.  We 
must stop serving ourselves and begin to serve Him and one another.  He says, “But the 
greatest among you shall be your servant” (v. 11).  In other words, if we are to become 
great in His kingdom, we must take the same path to greatness that He did.  Paul writes, 
“For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your 
sake He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich” (1 Cor. 8:9).  He 
also writes, “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, 
although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the 
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likeness of men.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by 
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore also God 
highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in heaven, and on earth, and 
under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:5-11).  Jesus Christ was the greatest of all.  He was God.  
And yet being God, and without ceasing to be God, He took upon Himself our nature and 
humbled Himself to the point of death, in order to become a servant to His people.  He 
lowered Himself, that He might lift us up.  And for this, the Father exalted Him and gave 
Him the name above every name.  Jesus tells us that if we would be great, we must take 
the same path.  If we would be the greatest of all, we must become the servant of all, even 
as He did.  The way to greatness in the kingdom of God is not by promoting ourselves, 
but by promoting Christ.  It is not by raising ourselves up for everyone to see, but by 
raising up one another.  It is not by doing our works of piety to be seen by man, but doing 
them to be seen by God.  Whoever exalts himself will be humbled.  God resists the proud.  
But whoever humbles himself and becomes a servant to his brother or sister, will be 
exalted.  May God grant to each of us His grace through the Lord Jesus Christ to humble 
ourselves, that we would not try to exalt ourselves in the eyes of men, but humble 
ourselves before God and men.  If God wants to raise us up, He will do so, in His time.  
May He give us all the grace to wait upon Him.  Amen.   


