
 

 

1 

Sermon Covenant Presbyterian Church 

April 7, 2019 Rev. Zeta T. Lamberson 

 

 Life’s Greatest Paradox 

 Matthew 23:1-12 

 

 A paradox is defined in Webster’s as “a tenet that is contrary to received opinion.  A statement 

or principle that is seemingly contradictory and opposed to common sense, but may in fact be true.”  In 

our passage today Jesus is pointing out what may be life’s greatest paradox.  Contrary to the passages 

we have looked at over the last several weeks that have been questions from the Pharisees, Sadducees 

and Herodians this chapter is addressed to the crowds and the disciples and summarizes the previous 

confrontations.  For Jesus wants to be sure the disciples and crowds get what he has been saying.   

 Jesus began by affirming that what the Scribes and Pharisees taught was God’s word and what 

those listening needed to hear.  It was not their words that he was questioning but their actions.  For 

their actions were not consistent with their words.  They were not walking the walk.  And 

unfortunately we understand what this means only too well.  For we often catch ourselves in the same 

sins of pride and self promotion.   Jesus gave three specific examples.   

 First, they lay heavy burdens on the shoulders of others by expecting rigorous adherence to the 

613 laws found in the Torah.  What is interesting is that by Jesus’ time the scribes and Pharisees had 

transferred many of the laws meant for the priests onto the people.  Things that were intended for those 

caring for the tabernacle were now expected to be followed by everyone and it was too much.  They 

spent more time watching one another to see if they broke a law than they did following the laws of 

God.  The burden was too great.  Jesus had just clarified what they needed to do to live as God 

commanded - to love God and to love neighbors as themselves.   

 Secondly, the scribes and Pharisees had become more interested in their appearance and how 

they were perceived than with actually following the laws of Moses.  Jesus used the examples of the 

phylacteries and their prayer shawls with long fringes.  The original intent of the phylacteries which 
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were small leather boxes worn by males during prayers was to remind them of their allegiance to God.  

The Deuteronomic code said: "Keep these words ... in your heart ... and you shall bind them as a sign 

on your hand, and fix them as an emblem on your forehead" (Deuteronomy 6:6;8; 11:18). But evidently over 

time they had become big and showy - more like jewelry - worn more so others would notice them 

than as a reminder of God’s love and grace.  Their actions made one wonder if they even remembered 

what the scriptures said that were in the boxes.  A modern equivalent would be those who carried their 

Bibles to church for show but never opened them to learn. 

 In the same way the purpose of the tassels on the prayer shawl were to remind them to pray.  

Similar to how some Catholics use their rosaries.  The command from Numbers was “You have the 

fringe so that, when you see it, you will remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them, and 

not follow the lust of your own heart and your own eyes. So you shall remember and do all my 

commandments, and you shall be holy to your God.” (Numbers 15:39-40)  Instead of being a reminder of 

why they worshiped the phylacteries and shawls had become signs of power and prestige and set those 

who wore them apart as the privileged and powerful. 

 The third example was the crux of the problem.  They considered themselves superior to others 

expecting to sit at the head table and to be honored by being called rabbi.  We call this pride and it is 

usually listed as the first of the seven deadly sins.  We only have to look around us at our society today 

- the political corruption, the college admissions scandal, the fall of so many in power in the face of the 

“Me too” movement to remember what pride, a feeling of superiority and privilege does to people.  

Jesus was so upset by the actions of the scribes and Pharisees that he followed our passage with a list 

of seven woes that spelled out the ways they had allowed their pride to rule their lives.   

 But before Jesus delivered the woes he spoke some powerful words -  “The greatest among you 

will be your servant.  All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 

exalted.” 
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 As I was working on this sermon I came across a powerful little book by Richard E. Simmons 

III called “The Power of a Humble Life.”  It is worth reading.  In his book Simmons says that life’s 

greatest paradox is that “Strength is found in humility.”  And I believe that is what Jesus wants us to 

hear from this passage today.  There is power in living a humble life.  And therefore living a humble 

life should be our goal as Christians.   

 A word search of the word humble in scripture reveals that the word is used fifty times in the 

Old Testament in seventeen different books and fourteen times in the New Testament.  In the 

recounting of the law in Deuteronomy we are reminded that God led the people through the wilderness 

to humble them. In the book of 2 Chronicles after Solomon had built the Temple during a period of 

great affluence we find these words:  “If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, 

pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive 

their sin and heal their land.”  ( 2 Chronicles 7:14) Living a humble life was what God’s commandments 

encouraged.  But something that God’s people seem to struggle with year in and year out.  

 One reason might be because humility is often seen as weakness.  And yet researchers have 

recently discovered that leaders are more powerful when they are humble.  Simmons noted that in his 

research he discovered “the word “meekness” surprisingly comes from the word praus, which is a 

powerful animal that knows how to restrain its power.  The idea here is that meek and humble people 

are powerful people, though they do not flaunt their strength and power. (Simmons, The Power of a Humble Life, 

p.51)  

 This is what Jim Collins also discovered in his defining research for his book “Good to Great”.  

He and a team of researchers looked at some of today’s most powerful companies and identified what 

he called Level 5 leaders.  He said that “Level 5 leaders are a study in duality: modest and willful, 

humble and fearless. These good-to-great leaders never desired to be celebrities or to be lifted up on a 

pedestal.”  Collins declared that they were “seemingly ordinary people quietly producing extraordinary 
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results.”  What Collins and his team of researchers clearly observed is that a Level 5 Leader builds 

enduring greatness through the paradoxical blend of personal humility and professional will.  (Simmons, 

p. 62) 

 In his book Simmons gives several examples of powerful yet humble people. One of those was 

Coach John Wooden of the UCLA Bruins - a legend that is often remembered in the midst of the 

NCAA Basketball Final Four tournament.  In forty years of coaching Wooden compiled an 885-203 

record.  His historic tenure as coach of the UCLA Bruins which spanned 27 years, included four 30-0 

seasons, an 88 game winning streak, and ten national championships - seven of those in a row from 

1966-1973.  He is one of only two people enshrined in the Basketball Hall of Fame as both a player 

and a coach.    

 Dr. Ronald Riggio, a psychologist who specializes in leadership, wrote an article in the 

publication Psychology Today about the leadership of John Wooden.  He writes that the first lesson to 

be learned from the life of Coach Wooden is to be humble.  Coaching was not about the coach, for 

Wooden, it was all about the development of the student athletes.  One of the greatest quotes of John 

Wooden is very simple, but quite profound.  “Talent is God-given; be humble.  Fame is man-given; be 

grateful.  Conceit is self-given: be careful.” Pat Williams, who wrote a book on the life of Wooden said 

of Coach Wooden “He is a guy who never sought out the limelight.  He was always trying to stay 

behind the scenes.  He never cared about receiving accolades for his coaching; it was all about the 

team.”  (Simmons, p. 66-67) 

 Wooden knew the power of humility and it made a difference in his life.  Stephen Covey has 

said “Humility truly is the mother of all virtues.  It makes us a vessel, a vehicle, an agent instead of 

‘the source’ or the principle.  It unleashes all other learning, all growth and process.”  As author John 

Dickson, has observed, you would never expect true greatness to go hand in hand with a virtue that, on 

its face, would appear to curb achievement and stifle your ability to influence.  Yet, that is the great 
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paradox.  There is power in the humble life.  (Simmons, p. 47)   For what researchers have discovered is 

that humble people have an accurate assessment of both their strengths and weaknesses, take an intense 

interest in the lives of others and are secure enough in who they are to alter their views based on new 

information and new circumstances.  For they know they are part of something far greater than 

themselves. They know they aren't the center of the universe. And they're both grounded and liberated 

by this knowledge. Recognizing their abilities, they ask how they can contribute. Recognizing their 

flaws, they ask how they can grow. (Adapted from an Ashley Meryman retrieved from https://www.homileticsonline.com 

/subscriber/printer_friendly_installment.asp?installment_id=93041068) 

  And it is through Christ’s life, death, and resurrection that we come to understand this truth 

most profoundly.  For Jesus humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death 

on a cross so that we might have life.  On his way to the cross Jesus taught us what it means to be a 

servant when he humbled himself taking a towel and basin to wash the feet of the disciples;  when he 

welcomed to his last meal not only his disciples but his betrayer; and when from the cross he offered 

his powerful words of forgiveness “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”  

 My friends, life’s greatest paradox is that there is strength in humility and we are called to 

humble ourselves at the foot of the cross before the one who humbled himself for us. 

 As we come to the table this day may we come as a people who stand in awe of God’s powerful  

 

love and grace.  May we come with humble hearts confessing before God our pride, our self- 

 

centeredness, our desire for praise and attention.  And may we come seeking the grace found in Jesus’  

 

powerful words:   that all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will  

 

be exalted. 
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