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‘I'm a very umble person." "I am well aware 

that I am the umblest person going," said 

Uriah Heep modestly, "let the other be where 

he may. My mother is likewise a very umble 

person.’ 

Uriah Heep, in Charles Dickens’ novel, David 

Copperfield, has been described as ‘an evil 

machine’, like a really slow-acting version of 

the Terminator, bent on the destruction of 

anyone and everyone who has it better than 

him. 

Our readings this morning have shown us one 

thing; that it is not a good idea to play the 

grand man in front of God.  It simply doesn’t 

work. 

Job gets told in no uncertain terms that he 

has no idea of the vastness, scale and power of 

God; psalm 104 has us contemplating once again 

on the immensity and reach of God in His 

control of the natural forces of the world; and 

our gospel in Mark shows us that reaching for 

things that are above us is not only unwise, but 

unlikely to result in achieving what we wanted. 

The lesson then, is, perhaps, humility. 

Humbleness, or humility - which both share 

the identical dictionary definition of ‘having a 

modest or low view of one’s own importance’ is 

actually the last thing that the snivelling and 
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obsequious Uriah Heep demonstrates.  Indeed, 

one might reasonably call him ‘oleaceous’ in the 

oily sense that Vice-President Mike Pence was 

described while he was working for the utterly 

loathsome Donald Trump.  Toadying and 

sycophantic also work quite well, so we have to 

question in what way the humble are 

associated with those who are given grace and 

wisdom, and why Jesus said of himself, ‘I am 

gentle and lowly of heart’.  The root of the 

word is from the old Latin, ‘humus’ meaning 

earth or soil, so perhaps having one’s roots in 

the soil and not in grandiose and elevated 

schemes is a good thing. 

I have heard it said that ‘humility is not about 

thinking less of yourself, but about thinking of 

yourself less,’ which is really quite useful.  We 

do not have to become grovelling sycophants, 

pretending to be ‘ever so ‘umble, Mr 

Copperfield’, as Uriah Heep does in the 

Dickens novel. 

There is a trap for us though, especially for 

those of us who feel that we may have reached 

the top of our professions, and are now called 

upon to teach others. 

Whilst that may reasonably give us a well-

earned sense of respect and pride, it also 

tempts us to believe that we cannot be 

surpassed.  It is like standing on a slippery or 

unstable rock that is inclined to wobble, and 

looking out to say, ‘I am higher than all of you!’ 
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- before toppling off and falling headlong.  

Pride comes before a fall, it is said. 

I can only imagine what it must be like for 

some superlative actor or musician to have 

given the performance of a lifetime, and to be 

fêted to the rafters for such an outstanding 

exhibition of skill.  How could one not feel a 

sense of pride in such an achievement? 

Olympic athletes who win gold medals - indeed, 

any sporting champions who set world records 

and beat off all-comers will sense the heady 

aroma of hubris and self-satisfaction that no-

one is better than they. 

Often, of course, it is short-lived, and the 

next week their record may be broken, and 

someone else is now top dog. 

(Gracie tells me she doesn’t think that’s ever 

likely to happen - but she might be in for a 

surprise one day.) 

How does this tie up with our readings? 

Job has been challenging God over our last few 

weeks to tell him what he has done wrong to 

deserve such harsh treatment as he has 

undoubtedly received.  ‘What is wrong with my 

argument?’ he calls out to God, ‘Where have I 

put a foot wrong?’ 
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The problem with Job’s argument is not that it 

was wrong, but that it was actually full of 

pride and boastful - because he was like an 

Olympic gold medallist when it came to being 

‘righteous’. 

But banging on about it and challenging all and 

sundry and even God to tell him where he had 

sinned was not a good idea, as God has to 

seriously put him down a peg or three. 

I would like to think that God put a figurative 

arm around Job’s shoulders and said quietly to 

him, ‘You know, you’ve got this all wrong, Job.  

You’re not thinking straight,’ and then 

explaining to him how he really isn’t as 

magnificent as he thought he was in the grand 

scheme of things. 

But God doesn’t; God is not impressed with 

boastful people - and Job is, we must admit, 

boastful.  So God puts him down hard by 

arriving in a whirlwind and booming at him, 

‘"Who is this that darkens counsel by words 

without knowledge? 

Gird up your loins like a man, I will question 

you, and you shall declare to me.  "Where were 

you when I laid the foundation of the earth? 

Tell me, if you have understanding.”’ 

As we shall see, Job changes his tune fairly 

quickly. 
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If we move on to the gospel, we note that 

Jesus’ response to James and John’s request 

to sit and his right and left in heaven is very 

different in tone to the authoritarian put-

down of the Old Testament God who answers 

Job. 

Much more gently he asks them whether they 

think that they can truly follow him, by saying, 

‘Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized 

with the baptism that I was baptized with?’ 

What happens next is full of dramatic irony 

because James would be martyred by being 

beheaded at the order of Herod Agrippa, 

which we read about in Acts 12, although John 

lived to old age, despite allegedly being thrown 

into a cauldron of boiling oil and emerging 

unscathed.  He was then exiled to Patmos from 

where he wrote the Revelation. He died 

eventually in Ephesus. 

Jesus’ response defers to his Father 

implicitly, by telling James and John that the 

gift they are asking for is not his to give.  

However, they will drink of his cup and 

experience his baptism. 

Not surprisingly, the rest of the apostles are 

incensed that James and John want to be seen 

as superior and favoured over them, and 

complain to Jesus.  Jesus makes a clear 

message about how authority is so often 

misused, emphasizing that the acquisition of 
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greatness is not in ‘lording it over those you 

rule’, but in serving them. 

He uses the terms ‘servant’ and ‘slave’, which 

are pretty strong, and the Greek words used 

are, ‘διάκονος’ and ‘δο!λος’, which leave us in no 

doubt. 

We get the word ‘deacon’ from ‘διάκονος’, and a 

deacon in the NT was basically a practice 

manager of a Christian community, allowing the 

apostles to concentrate on prayer and Ministry 

of the Word.  He provided for their bodily and 

practical needs.  Stephen and Philip are the 

only two identified as such in the New 

Testament. 

A slave (‘δο!λος’) was a different matter, and 

usually served only 7 years for his master; 

(female slaves were a separate issue).  Often,  

a well-treated slave would be held in high 

esteem within a household, almost on a par 

with a son or daughter, and the benefits were 

not inconsiderable as their families would also 

be looked after and educated.  Some did not 

want to be freed at the end of their seven 

years’ servitude and opted to remain slaves for 

life.  In witness of which they would have an 

awl driven through their ear lobe into a door 

post, such that a pierced ear meant permanent 

enslavement. 
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Details aside, these positions required that 

they put their master’s wishes before their 

own, and it is in this sense that Jesus tells 

James and John that if they wish to be ‘great’, 

they must first become the servant and slave 

of all. 

The message to us is that we need to think of 

others before we think of ourselves. 

Sounds easy, doesn’t it?  But not when you’re 

full of your own self-importance. 

I don’t know if any of you heard Mac Davis 

singing his song, ‘O Lord, it’s hard to be 

humble’ - it’s a great take off on vanity and 

pride, and I strongly recommend you watch the 

You Tube clip in which he sings it on the 

Muppet Show. 

(Sing first verse?) 

What is so important about this song and 

about Jesus’ answer to James and John is not 

that the song is funny and that the disciples’ 

request is out of line - but that both are 

absurd. 

James and John - nicknamed the Boanerges or 

Sons of Thunder by Jesus - barely understood 

Jesus and his mission, let alone realized the 

foolishness of their request.  Jesus, in 

response, makes a quiet and personal approach 

to what amounts to little less than a demand; 

‘we want you to do for us whatever we ask.’  

Not a ‘please could you consider…’ 
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So in the example of his reply, Jesus 

demonstrates that very quality that is missing 

from the two disciples; that of humility. 

By the time John had got around to writing his 

gospel in Ephesus at about 100 AD, he would 

have been an old man and probably already 

been through the deep chip pan fryer - if the 

story is true - so had learned a thing or two 

about Jesus.  In his gospel’s 13th chapter and 

13th verse and following, he writes that Jesus 

said, ‘You call me "Teacher#$ and "Lord,#$ and 

rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, 

your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 

you also should wash one another#s feet. I have 

set you an example that you should do as I 

have done for you.’ 

The message to us couldn’t be clearer; we have 

a job to do - and it does not include having 

lavish dreams of ridiculous grandeur - it is of 

thinking of yourself less, and serving your 

fellow creatures both more and better. 

So we’ll skip the awl through the ear lobe - for 

this week, anyway - and see how we do.
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