17th after Trinity 2026, Philippians 2:1-13 and Matt 21:23-32

That second reading from Philippians is a really powerful reading and one that we should take note of. Humility is often a misconstrued virtue. It is tempting to think that being humble is simply all about thinking that you should be inferior to others, to see others as being greater and better. In this reading Paul tries to paint a picture of what it means to be humble, and that picture of humility always has Jesus as the focal point. Jesus chose to live a life of humility. He emptied himself and humbled himself; doing so through the knowledge that he was in the form of God, that God abided in him and through him, something God does with each and everyone of us. What more do we need than to know God loves us. No amount of money, no job, no number of friends will ever surpass that knowledge that we are loved and loved unconditionally.
Being humble is not about putting yourself down to build others up, it’s just not needing to promote yourself. C S Lewis said in Mere Christianity, a truly humble person is someone who is self-forgetful rather than self-deprecating. He noted that when you meet a truly humble person, they will not be talking about how bad they are; instead, they will be deeply interested in you because their ego is entirely out of the way; or put in a more easily understood way, the thing about a truly humble person is not that they think less of themselves, but that they think of themselves less.
Humble people should not be seen by others as a doormat though, as a person that will always do something for you. Being truly humble is a sign of true strength and a true sense of their own being, and especially their Christ -like being. Being truly humble is perhaps something we can all choose to do, and it is something which will bring a greater understanding of one’s faith and of one’s true being and meaning; and as Christians we can do this only by practising to follow the way of Jesus.

I love watching people and always have done, people fascinate me and always will. I would very happily sit in a park or a pub on my own or with someone else willing to sit quietly as well, preferably though in a pub with a beer in hand, and just watch folk. How they interact, or more often than not, how they don’t interact.
Whilst sat by Jane’s bed in ICU for the seven days she was there, it was fascinating to watch the interaction of the staff, whilst obviously being attentive and loving and caring to Jane throughout all of my watching. All the staff on ICU were wonderful and managed to save her life and get her home, but it was interesting to watch the different levels of humility between some of the staff. Most of the teamwork was fantastic and flawless, there was a great working relationship between Jane’s surgeons, the medical consultants and the nursing and caring teams, however, there is always an exception to the rule. One of the medical consultants was very much in charge when they were on their rounds, and you could tell the more junior staff around her were very attentive to their every need and stood like the Churchill Dog, just nodding and nodding. There was, however, one brave ward sister, who was like a very loving little Yorkshire terrier, and who wasn’t afraid TO NOT nod her head and to actually question the consultant, although always doing as instructed in the end. Humility or lack of it was shown in so many different guises and at so many different levels during that week, and it made a fairly small team work so well together.
I should add the young cleaner into the mix, because without her and the cleaning team the ward would have been closed. She got on with her job, always with a smile and never was a request by anyone a request too much. She loved her job and what it meant to the staff and patients and she was as humble as you get, totally happy in her role with the knowledge that she was doing a great job, and a very important job. 

And it was this reaction to life and work that Paul was trying to instil into the society in Phillipi. Paul was trying to bring together a fragmented group of Christians and make them all work together in a seamless way, accepting and relishing their differences and allowing a freedom of speech and expression. Paul knew that there needed to be a mix of differing thoughts and ideas, of jobs and positions, but he needed them to work as seamlessly as the ICU team did. 
One of the striking things about the Gospel accounts of Jesus is that he seems to be totally uninterested in power. Instead of building himself an army of followers, he sends most of them away. Instead of insisting people came to him, he went to them. Instead of laying out his manifesto and insisting that God is on his side, he so often refuses to answer any questions about himself and his relationship with God. At the beginning of today’s gospel reading, he was given the chance to talk about himself, his own importance and so forth, instead he begins to probe the questioners. Jesus is very comfortable in himself and does not need to please anyone or prove anything to anyone. He loves God and God loves him and nobody else’s opinions about himself matters.
The story about the two brothers is told to highlight this, Jesus tells the story to encourage those listening to learn to be obedient to God and to nobody, or even nothing, else. This obedience to God will bring a feeling that nothing else matters. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone, you don’t need to wait for other people’s praise; doing the work of God is all you need to feed the love and peace of life within you.
We need to learn to recognise the authority of God in our life, and we have absolutely no other pattern for it, except Jesus. We need, therefore, to be constantly learning more about Jesus’s life and hopes, and to remember that he didn’t have fears or have the need to have feelings of self-importance, solely because he knew he was loved by God. And that was all that mattered.


