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Pride, Humility, and Authority 
 

 “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”  Jesus asks this question specifically 
to the Pharisees after they trot out some poor, unsuspecting sap with a painful, 
disfiguring disease, trotting him out as nothing more than a pawn they can use to 
try and catch Jesus in a sin.  It’s an easy-enough, straight-forward question that 
Jesus asks, and we all know how it all turned out.  Knowing that Jesus is asking 
this question of the Pharisees makes the answer seem all the more obvious and 
simple.  Not surprisingly then, this question (and it’s unspoken answer) is often 
glossed over and ignored by well-intentioned Christians.  We get it.  We already 
know the answer.  Those self-righteous, works-righteous Pharisees, so caught up in 
following all the rules and trying to earn their salvation by doing all the right things 
and avoiding all the wrong things, they’re the ones who needed to learn the 
simplicity of true right and wrong.   
 

My dear fellow Pharisees (and I do include myself in there too):  Is it really 
that simple?  I know it certainly seems that way, but what is Jesus really asking 
with this question?  What is He asking, not just of those self-righteous fools, but of 
us today?  “Is it lawful…?”  Said another way, we would ask, “Is it right/wrong?  
Is it permissible?  Is it okay?”  Simple enough, right?  Not really.  The full weight 
and thrust of Jesus’ question becomes very apparent when you come at it in the 
original Greek.  You see, Jesus doesn’t simply ask if it’s right or wrong/legal or 
illegal to heal on the Sabbath.  That’s how our English translates it (and that’s what 
our old Adam really wants to hear), but that old Adam-pleasing English translation 
is weak, and it doesn’t adequately capture what Christ is driving at.   

 
The word we translate as “lawful” (exestin) carries with it a meaning that 

goes far beyond the simple right and wrong, good and bad, black-and-white, 
obeying the rules kind of meaning we assign to it.  This word is a cognate—a 
form—of the word exousia, which is the word for “authority.”  Basically, Jesus is 
asking, “Is it authorized to heal on the Sabbath?  Does one have the authority to 
heal on the Sabbath?”  Now…that may not seem like much of a difference in 
meaning to you; tomato/tomahto; six one way and half-a-dozen the other way.  
But…there is a difference in meaning and understanding, and the difference is 
HUGE!  Think about it:  The One who created the Sabbath; the One who alone is 
the Author of the Sabbath, asks His creation whether or not it’s authorized to do 
something as miraculous and life-saving as healing on the Sabbath day.  The 
Author asks about authority!   

 
Folks:  This is a question that we, too, need to be confronted with in our own 

lives!  Now, I don’t think there’s one of us here who is foolish enough to honestly 
believe that our following all the rules and doing all the right things and avoiding 
all the bad things somehow earns us or merits us God’s grace and favor.  Works-
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righteousness isn’t really a problem with us, is it?  And yet…how often do we fall 
into the sin of transgressing the authority of God?  How often do we hold 
ourselves up as the final arbiters of Truth and Justice and Wisdom, even if our 
version of Truth, Justice, and Wisdom stands in opposition to God’s Truth, Justice, 
and Wisdom?  “Well God, you just don’t understand.  It’s different in my case.  It’s 
different nowadays.  This isn’t first-century Palestine.  This is twenty-first century 
America.  It’s okay now.  Everyone is doing it.  It’s okay; it’s permissible in my 
case because…it’s my case; it’s me we’re talking about.”     

 
And this brings up a very interesting and important point regarding the 

Pharisees.  It’s often believed that the Pharisees were highly works-righteous, 
foolishly working so hard to keep all God’s rules and commands in order to earn 
themselves the best spots in God’s kingdom.  That much is true, but their problem 
wasn’t really grounded in works-righteousness.  Works-righteousness wasn’t the 
cause of their sin and their unbelief.  Works-righteousness was just one symptom 
of the deadly and sinful disease infecting those Pharisees; the first sin; the first and 
deadly and sinful disease known as “pride.”   

 
At this point you’re probably thinking that I got my sermon notes mixed up.  

It’s easy to see how pride is the problem in the second half of the Gospel lesson, 
where Jesus teaches explicitly about pride and humility, telling those selfish glory-
hounds that when they go to something special like a feast or a fancy dinner party, 
they should seek out the lowest, most anonymous, least celebrated position.  They 
should make themselves the lowest of the low and rush for the bottom spot of 
honor rather than making a mad dash to get the best seat, the most camera time, the 
most fame and notoriety, etc.  A lesson on pride and humility makes perfect sense 
there…but it doesn’t seem to fit in the first lesson; that lesson on the lawfulness of 
healing on the Sabbath. 

 
Remember:  We just got done saying that Jesus wasn’t simply asking 

whether or not it’s right or wrong to heal on the Sabbath.  He was asking about the 
authority to heal on the Sabbath, which is something that God alone possessed.  
The issues of pride and humility that are so explicitly addressed in the second part 
of the Gospel reading flow forth from Jesus’ original question regarding 
authority.  As I said before, we do tend to over-step our authority when it comes to 
God’s Word, God’s ways, and God’s will.  We’ll never admit to an outright 
attempt at de-throning God or usurping God, but we certainly have no problem 
advising God, perhaps even promoting ourselves to the status of “co-God” or 
“assistant God”…just like the Pharisees did.  They took the Sabbath, which God 
Himself created, first for Himself and His holy rest, and then for all men so that 
they could rest and be replenished in Him and by Him, and they turned it into 
something they did for God; another brownie point or merit badge to earn.  They 
over-stepped authority and tweaked and changed God’s gift to them, instead 
turning it into their gift to God.     
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And if you don’t believe that this same kind of over-stepping of divine 

authority is true of your own life, take a good honest look in the mirror.  Ask 
yourself the simple question of whether or not you humble yourself and lower 
yourself to God’s Word, will, and ways.  We all know that God works all things 
for the good of those who love Him.  We all know that God works through crosses 
to make His good and gracious ways known to men.  We all know it…and yet how 
often do we do our best to avoid those crosses?  How often do we actually doubt 
God and His Wisdom because we get a lowly cross rather than the glory and honor 
that we think we deserve?  Deserve…?  That’s an authority issue.  What do you 
deserve, o sinner?  What rights do you have before God, o sinner?     

 
Even on a simpler scale, how often do we show ourselves angry and upset 

and miffed simply because things aren’t done the way we think they should be 
done?  We often get angry and upset simply because we didn’t get the praise or 
accolades or attention we think we deserve.  “If it wasn’t for us, nothing would get 
done around here!  How’s about a little thanks?!  How’s about a little 
recognition?!  If you’re not going to be thankful for all that I’ve done for you, then 
I’m not doing it ever again.”  Really?  Our Lord tells us to seek the lowest, 
humblest spot in life, never seeking a name for ourselves; never seeking the 
rewards, accolades, and glories of man…like the Pharisees do.  “They do what they 
do for the glory and praise of their fellow man.  The reward they seek they’ve 
already received.”  That’s it.  That’s all there is.  You want the praise and glory of 
man?  Well…you got it, but that’s all you’re going to get.  God doesn’t glorify and 
exalt such selfish, glory-seeking behavior. 

 
But you, o child of God, seek first the kingdom of God.  Store up your 

treasures in heaven, where rust and moth do not destroy.  You should be so 
anonymous and so humble and so lowly in the stewardship of your life; that is, in 
the management and utilization of God’s gifts to you of time, talent, and treasure, 
that your own left hand doesn’t even know what your hand is doing.  Think about 
that for a moment.  No one is to know.  Don’t make it about you.  It’s not about 
you.  All glory, praise, and honor be to God, the Giver and Provider of all that you 
have and all that you are.  Be not anxious or upset or angry, for your Father knows 
all these things.  The Author of your life knows what you need and what’s going 
on.  Not even a sparrow falls to the ground without Him knowing.  Of how much 
greater value are you?  He knows how you struggle.  He knows when NOBODY 
else knows or cares.  He knows how you quietly, faithfully, and anonymously 
bear your crosses and live out your life of faith.  He knows, and He is pleased.  
“Well done, good and faithful servant.  Enter into the rest I have prepared for 
you.” 

 
My friends:  It’s not about us.  It’s not about me.  It’s about Christ.  It’s all 

about Him and His great and unconditional love for us and for all mankind…even 
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those who hate Him and despise Him and think they know better than Him.  
Taking us back to the first question regarding the authority to heal on the Sabbath, 
look no further than right here, right now.  Folks:  This is what it’s all about!  
This is what it’s always been all about.  This is why Church exists!  This is why 
we still observe Sabbath rest.  Enter into this rest that the Author has prepared for 
you!  None of this here is our gift or favor to God.  God Himself tells us that we 
bring nothing to Him except the sacrifice of thanksgiving for all that He has done 
for us.  This [Word and Sacrament] is God’s gift to us.  God calls us today to enter 
into His rest; to take time out of the busy-ness and weariness that naturally comes 
with bearing our crosses and being faithful in the midst of a fallen and sinful 
world, to come to Him and be fed and nourished and filled up and 
replenished…and healed with overflowing grace, mercy, and peace that ONLY 
the Author can give.   

 
Look here!  God wants nothing more than to kneel down from Heaven to 

serve us and heal us and give us true rest in His gifts of life, love, and forgiveness.  
We see it evidenced right here [the crucifix].  He lowered Himself to be the lowest 
of the low for us and our sakes, making Himself to be sin, even though He Himself 
knew no sin.  He made Himself the lowest and most despised of all, completely 
forsaken and forgotten, not just by His fellow man, but by His own heavenly 
Father, not for any self-serving promotion or desire, but out of a pure and selfless, 
unconditional love for you, for me, and for all mankind.  Jesus wasn’t seeking 
glory or praise or accolades.  He didn’t even have a grave to call His own.  It 
wasn’t about Him.  It was about you.  He was seeking you, going into the belly of 
sin and death to find you and call you by name, carrying you out on His shoulders, 
carrying you into the Light and Life that is known only in Him and proceeds only 
from Him.  And it is this divine gift of life; a gift that is made real only in the death 
of God Himself, that He brings to us today, continuing to lower Himself from 
heaven’s glory to come to us in, with, and under the humble elements of Word, 
Water, Bread, and Wine, coming to us to give us His rest, His healing grace, His 
peace that surpasses all human understanding.   

 
My fellow redeemed; redeemed by God Himself:  May these unmerited gifts 

of God Himself, to you and for you; may this singular authoritative Truth of God 
Himself, be and remain with you, in you, and flow forth from you, now and into all 
eternity.  May this ever and always be what you’re all about.  May the name that 
God Himself put upon you in His holy baptism be the only name you ever seek to 
serve and glorify.  And may the peace of God Himself; the peace and exaltation 
that is ours in the Author’s declaration that “it is finished,” may this peace be and 
remain with you always, and may it be ever witnessed in all that you say, think, 
and do.   

 
To Christ alone be all glory, all praise, and all honor.  AMEN    


