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In 1924, a gentleman named Wally Pipp was the
starting first baseman for the New York Yankees. In
the previous five seasons, he had recorded a .301
average, with season averages of 29 doubles, 94 runs
scored, and 97 runs batted in per season. He had led
the league in home runs several times. Pipp was a
star. However, on June 2 of 1924, Pipp showed up at
Yankee Stadium that day with a severe headache,
and asked the team's trainer for two aspirin. The Yankees'
manager noticed this, and said "Wally, take the day off. We'll try
that kid Gehrig at first today and get you back in there tomorrow."
“That kid” played well and became the Yankees' new starting first
baseman. Lou Gehrig became known as the “Iron Man” and
played for the next sixteen years – an astounding 2,130 games in
a row, and Wally Pipp went from being a star on the league
champs to being the answer to a trivia question. Pipp said later,
"I took the two most expensive aspirin in history."
I came across an article recently that was entitled “What To
Do If You’re Smarter Than Your Boss”. It explored the reality that
many times, we find ourselves being overshadowed by someone
that we perceive to be “beneath” us in some way. When the
Sophomore gets to start while the Senior sits, for instance; or
when you’ve been preparing for this job for eight years and all of a
sudden the guy who showed up last year steps right in to “your”
promotion. It just doesn’t feel right, does it? There’s a sense of
anger and frustration and even injustice. It’s easy to get steamed
when your little brother is outdoing you in some way or another…
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Saul is the recognized King of Israel. He lives
in the palace, his face is on the money; he’s the
“status quo”. His army has just defeated their
perennial enemy, the Philistines. His stock ought to
be on the rise.
Except that young David, the insignificant shepherd boy and
part-time lyre player, seems to be grabbing all the headlines for
doing the kinds of things that kings ought to be doing (such as
leading the army in the defeat of the Philistines).
In our reading for today, we see David once more taking up
residence at the palace, where he quickly becomes everyone’s
darling. Chapter 18 tells us that two of Saul’s own children are
smitten with David, and truth be told, Saul himself is crazy about
this kid. That is the odd conundrum that has become Saul’s
personal reality: when he sees David succeeding, it sends him
catapulting to the edge of madness; the only thing that can bring
him back from that edge is spending time in David’s presence.
Yet as the headlines pour in, and as the feeds come through
the social media, it’s clear that the Junior Staff Person is getting
more publicity than the boss here. Saul is increasingly resentful
of David, and the chants of the women outside the palace reveal
the score: Saul has gained victory over thousands (yay!), but
David has triumphed over tens of thousands (YAY!!!).
Saul, who wants more than anything to be king, is keeping
score. He’s paying attention to who gets credit for what. He’s
asking to be measured by these particular statistics, and he’s got
to make sure that he comes out on top.
Compared to Saul, Wally Pipp’s problem was minor. He
eventually signed on with the Cincinnatti Reds, and after he left
the big leagues he was one of the first writers for Sports
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Illustrated before settling into a career in manufacturing. It could
have been worse.
And it was worse, for Saul. He had given up wanting to be
measured in terms of his faithfulness to God, and instead wanted
to be known for his own power and his own strength. The Lord
was willing to let Saul be evaluated by whatever measure he
chose, and as a result Saul is behaving as though it is all up to
him. In fact, we’re told that the Spirit of the Lord had left Saul.
David, whose position was precarious to say the least,
responds to the situation by diving more deeply into God’s care
for him. He trusts the Spirit of God that Saul had rejected, and as
a result finds that he has the fruit of humility growing in his life.
Like anyone else in Israel, David can see that he is serving a man
who is less honorable, less noble, and less able than he is. And
yet he continues to trust in God to sort everything out.
In fact, there’s a word that appears three times in
chapter 18 that is very telling. We’re told in verses 5, 14,
and 30 that David had “great success”. The Hebrew word
there, sawkal, means literally “to behave wisely”. Our
translators evidently are combining the end result (David
succeeded) with the reason for that (because he kept his head
down and his nose clean). The bottom line, however, is apparent:
David was humble in the face of his successes, while Saul was
increasingly torn apart as his influence and power appeared to be
waning. Do you remember last week, when we talked about how
David spent his time kneeling in the creekbed between the two
giants – Saul and Goliath? That is an example of sawkal – acting
wisely
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The first-century Christians to whom the Apostle
James was writing seemed to face a situation that
would have resonated with that of Saul and David.
There is a cancer spreading throughout this
community that claimed to be following Jesus. There
3

are those in their midst who are acting with pride and supposing
that they alone know all the answers. Increasingly, they are
unwilling to listen to each other, unable to hear each other and
reluctant to work together. The result, of course, is that there is
bitterness and rivalry in the church. Jealousy and pettiness.
James is appalled. “This is the church, for crying out loud,” the
old Apostle bellows. “How can this be?” He accentuates his
displeasure by comparing their behavior to murder and adultery.
The solution, says James, is to cultivate the virtue of humility.
Now, think about that for a moment. How, exactly, does one
preach about humility? Since I do not have the authority of
Scripture and the assurance of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit
behind all of my words… what can I say about humility? How do
you know if I’m humble? How do I know if I’m humble?
What if I were to say, “trust me, I’m humble. In fact, I’m
twice as humble as I was a year ago. Yep, my mama raised me
right…”
Or even more alarming, “You know, you ought to take a
page out of my notebook. You need to be humble, my friend. I
mean, seriously, have you ever stopped to think? Be like me.
Quit being such a jerk and get humble… you know, like me…”
Humility is a virtue, but how do we assess it?
How do we cultivate it in our lives? Can we seek it
out? Can we actively work on learning how to be
humble?
Fortunately for us, in addition to the example left by young
David, there are some imperatives in the letter from James that
will help us to become more humble, and therefore more Christlike, in the days and weeks and months to come.
It begins with taking stock of yourself and your situation.
James says, “Submit yourself to God” and “draw near to God.”
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Place yourself in perspective, and ask God for the self-awareness
to see yourself realistically.
That’s really, really hard to do! So often, we are so
acquainted with the way that we do things or the reasoning inside
our own heads that we have no idea what is really true. This lack
of self-awareness leads us to believing things about ourselves or
others that are simply not true.
For instance, I once found myself in a group that was about
half African and half American. We were rehearsing a traditional
African folk song that we would perform at some event when our
director (a white American), stopped the rehearsal and began to
scold us. He said, “Come on, people, I know these words are
difficult, but we’ve got to pronounce them properly.” He then went
on to tell us how we were to say the words. The Africans in the
room, for whom this was their first language, raised a hand to
correct him. One brave soul ventured, “Um, excuse me, sir but
that’s not how we say that phrase…” African heads nodded. But
the director, his nose stuck in his notes, simply said, “You’re not
doing it right. Say it this way…” This man had no sense of even
the possibility that he might have been mistaken, or that he was in
the presence of those who were far more versed than he in the
subtleties of their own language.
Yet how often do we do that? I walk into a room and I want
to take charge, I want my ideas to succeed, I want the way we’ve
always done things to become the way we will also do things that
I can’t imagine that there might be a better leader, a stronger
idea, a more effective practice. I need to ask God to show me
who and where I am in relationship to the situation at hand. I
need to ask God to give me a solid sense of self-awareness and
perspective.
In my case, and in the passage at hand, we see that when
that prayer is answered, the next step is confession. When I
realize who I actually am compared to the One who created me
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and the things for which I have been created, the next step is to
acknowledge that things are not as they ought to be, and often I
am not who I ought to be.
Every month, the elders of the congregation gather for our
monthly meeting – it is the time where the business of the church
is conducted and all the affairs of the congregation are explored.
Before we meet for business, however, we gather for worship.
And each month, the elders of this church offer this prayer prior to
the meeting:
Prayer

Lord, have mercy, Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy.
I confess to almighty God,

and sisters,

and to you, my brothers

that I have sinned through my own fault,

in my thoughts and in my words,
and in what I have failed to do;

brothers and sisters,

in what I have done,

and I ask you, my

to pray for me to the Lord, our God.

I want to tell you that this is an empowering prayer.

Before we even think about doing or saying anything in the

name of Christ or of his church, we admit to ourselves and to

each other that we are imperfect vessels who have to approach
the work we’ve been given in a spirit of
humility and mutual support and
encouragement.

So we begin with an honest assessment

of ourselves, and that leads us to confession, which in turn
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brings us to the place wherein we can be deeply aware of the
position we hold in God’s heart. When we strip away all

pretense and self-aggrandizement, we can accept the fact that
in spite of all our imperfections and sin, in spite of the ways

that the world is so often not what it should be, God chooses
to love us, and chooses to work through us, and chooses to

use us in the world – not because of who we are, but because
of who God is.

You may remember Greg Louganis, an Olympic diver in the
1980’s.
In the 1988 games, during the springboard event he
missed one dive and hit the board with his head. Physicians
stitched his cut, and he went on to win. In the platform diving
he won the gold on his final performance with an incredibly
difficult dive called a reverse three-and-a-half somersault
tuck. It was a breathtaking finish that brought Americans to
their feet.
When reporters hounded him in Los Angeles he gave
them a very unusual response. They asked, "What were you
thinking about as you prepared for your final dive?" Maybe
they were referring to the pressure, or to the fact that that
dive is extremely dangerous and killed a Russian athlete just
a year before. Louganis' simple answer was, "I was thinking
that no matter what happens, my mother will still love me."
When Greg was just eleven, he became very
frustrated at his diving performance in an early and important
meet. Frances Louganis took her son aside and said, "I do
not come to see you win. I come to see you dive. Just do
your best. I will love you no matter what." That unconditional
love carried her son to forty-three national diving titles, six
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Pan-American gold medals, five world championships, one
Olympic silver medal, and four Olympic gold medals.2
When we seek to learn who we are in God’s presence, and
confess the ways that we have fallen short, we can find ourselves
holding on to the unconditional love in which and for which God
has created us. We can trust in the gifts that God has given us
and seek to grow in service to God and our neighbor.
One writer phrased it this way:
Humility is not a false rejection of God’s gifts. To
exaggerate the gifts we have by denying them may be as
close to narcissism as we can get in this life. No, humility is
the admission of God’s gifts to me and the acknowledgment
that I have been given them for others. Humility is the total
continuing surrender to God’s power in my life and in the
lives of those around me.3
Saul looked at David’s gifts and then at his
own, and was envious and angry. David looked at
the ways in which he had been blessed and chose
to act wisely. And when he acted wisely, good
things happened. May we have the grace to do
the same: acknowledge who we are and what we
have received and seek to offer those gifts for the
life of the world and the glory of God. Amen.
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