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There was an article on the Internet a short time ago about a number of sayings people attribute to the Bible that actually come from other sources.  For example, many people think this saying came from the Bible: “Cleanliness is next to godliness.”  You may have told your kids that at some time in your life.  And while most of us would agree that cleanliness is a virtue, that saying was most likely authored by Francis Bacon; whoever the author is, you won’t find it in the Bible.
But here’s a common saying that in fact does come from the Bible – pride goes before a fall.  Here’s how it’s put in the Old Testament book of Proverbs: “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” (Proverbs 16:18)  A couple of chapters later the Bible says it like this: “Before his downfall a man’s heart is proud, but humility comes before honor.” (Proverbs 18:12)  
In Isaiah 13-23 Isaiah prophesies the fall of eleven of the most powerful kingdoms of his time, including Babylon, Assyria, Egypt and Tyre.  And the reason for the fall of these nations is their pride.  Now here’s a question you might be asking if you happen to be reading through the book of Isaiah this summer – why does Isaiah spend so much time telling the people of Judah about the destiny of these eleven other countries? What does the fate of those other countries have to do with them?  Think of it this way – what do you want to hear about when you come here to worship on a Sunday morning?  Do you want to hear me talk about what’s going on in Thailand and Iceland and Greenland and a host of other countries?  I doubt it.  You want to know what God has to say in the Bible that relates to your life.  You want a word from God that’s going to impact your life at home and your life in the workplace.  And the people of Judah would have the same interest.  They wanted a word from God that was going to make a difference in their lives and in their futures.  So why these eleven chapters concerning the destinies of eleven foreign countries?

Here’s the background.  Back in Isaiah 7 we met King Ahaz, the king of Judah.  Judah was under attack by the northern kingdom of Israel and by the nation of Syria, and was understandably afraid.  What Ahaz wanted to do was to team up with his sworn enemy – the Assyrians – so they would help Judah fight off Israel and Syria.  Through Isaiah God told Ahaz not to make that mistake, not to trust the Assyrians, not to partner with pagans.  God told Ahaz that he needed to put his trust in God and not in the military aid of a foreign country.  Ahaz didn’t believe God; Ahaz was intent on signing a deal with Assyria.  And apparently there was a lot of popular support for that plan.  
So Isaiah takes eleven chapters to tell all of his Twitter followers why it would be a bad idea to partner up with the powerful pagan powers in their part of the world.  And his message is this: “Folks, you don’t need to fear these foreign powers and you most certainly shouldn’t partner with them because every one of them is going to fall.  Don’t put your trust in them; put your trust in God.”
And the reasons those powers will fall, Isaiah tells them, is because of their pride.  Listen to Isaiah 13, where God offers this preview of what he’s going to do to the pagan nation of Babylon: “I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins.  I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless.” (Isaiah 13:11)  

Are any of you fans of Dr. Seuss?  Do you remember the story of Yertle the turtle?  
On the far-away island of Sala-ma-Sond,
Yertle the Turtle was king of the pond.
A nice little pond. It was clean. It was neat.
The water was warm. There was plenty to eat.
The turtles had everything turtles might need.
And they were all happy. Quite happy indeed.

They were… until Yertle, the king of them all,
Decided the kingdom he ruled was too small.
“I’m ruler”, said Yertle, “of all that I see.
But I don’t see enough. That’s the trouble with me.
With this stone for a throne, I look down on my pond
But I cannot look down on the places beyond.
This throne that I sit on is too, too low down.
It ought to be higher!” he said with a frown.
“If I could sit high, how much greater I’d be!
What a king! I’d be ruler of all that I see!”

So Yertle the Turtle King, lifted his hand
And Yertle, the Turtle King, gave a command.
He ordered nine turtles to swim to his stone
And, using these turtles, he built a new throne.
He made each turtle stand on another one’s back
And he piled them all up in a nine-turtle stack.
And then Yertle climbed up. He sat down on the pile.
What a wonderful view! He could see ‘most a mile!

“All mine!” Yertle cried. “Oh, the things I now rule!
I’m the king of a cow! And I’m the king of a mule!
I’m the king of a house! And, what’s more, beyond that
I’m the king of a blueberry bush and a cat!
I’m Yertle the Turtle! Oh, marvelous me!
For I am the ruler of all that I see!”

And all through the morning, he sat up there high
Saying over and over, “A great king am I!”
Until ‘long about noon. Then he heard a faint sigh.
“What’s that?” snapped the king, and he looked down the stack.
And he saw, at the bottom, a turtle named Mack.
Just a part of his throne. And this plain little turtle
Looked up and he said, “Beg your pardon, King Yertle.
I’ve pains in my back and my shoulders and knees.
How long must we stand here, Your Majesty, please?”

“SILENCE!” the King of the Turtles barked back.
“I’m king, and you’re only a turtle named Mack.”

“You stay in your place while I sit here and rule.
I’m the king of a cow! And I’m the king of a mule!
I’m the king of a house! And a bush! And a cat!
But that isn’t all. I’ll do better than that!
My throne shall be higher!” his royal voice thundered,
“So pile up more turtles! I want ’bout two hundred!”

“Turtles! More turtles!” he bellowed and brayed.
And the turtles ‘way down in the pond were afraid.
They trembled. They shook. But they came. They obeyed.
From all over the pond, they came swimming by dozens.
Whole families of turtles, with uncles and cousins.
And all of them stepped on the head of poor Mack.

One after another, they climbed up the stack.

Then Yertle the Turtle was perched up so high,
He could see forty miles from his throne in the sky!
“Hooray!” shouted Yertle. “I’m the king of the trees!
I’m king of the birds! And I’m king of the bees!
I’m king of the butterflies! King of the air!
Ah, me! What a throne! What a wonderful chair!
I’m Yertle the Turtle! Oh, marvelous me!
For I am the ruler of all that I see!”

Then again, from below, in the great heavy stack,
Came a groan from that plain little turtle named Mack.
“Your Majesty, please… I don’t like to complain,
But down here below, we are feeling great pain.
I know, up on top you are seeing great sights,
But down here at the bottom we, too, should have rights.
We turtles can’t stand it. Our shells will all crack!
Besides, we need food. We are starving!” groaned Mack.

“You hush up your mouth!” howled the mighty King Yertle.
“You’ve no right to talk to the world’s highest turtle.
I rule from the clouds! Over land! Over sea!
There’s nothing, no, NOTHING, that’s higher than me!”

But, while he was shouting, he saw with surprise
That the moon of the evening was starting to rise
Up over his head in the darkening skies.
“What’s THAT?” snorted Yertle. “Say, what IS that thing
That dares to be higher than Yertle the King?
I shall not allow it! I’ll go higher still!
I’ll build my throne higher! I can and I will!
I’ll call some more turtles. I’ll stack ‘em to heaven!
I need ’bout five thousand, six hundred and seven!”

But, as Yertle, the Turtle King, lifted his hand
And started to order and give the command,
That plain little turtle below in the stack,
That plain little turtle whose name was just Mack,
Decided he’d taken enough. And he had.
And that plain little lad got a bit mad.
And that plain little Mack did a plain little thing.
He burped!

And his burp shook the throne of the king!

And Yertle the Turtle, the king of the trees,
The king of the air and the birds and the bees,
The king of a house and a cow and a mule…
Well, that was the end of the Turtle King’s rule!
For Yertle, the King of all Sala-ma-Sond,
Fell off his high throne and fell Plunk! in the pond!

And today the great Yertle, that Marvelous he,
Is King of the Mud. That is all he can see.
And the turtles, of course… all the turtles are free
As turtles and, maybe, all creatures should be.
That’s the story of Yertle the Turtle, and I tell it to you because Yertle’s story very closely parallels a famous passage in Isaiah 14.  In verse 3 of that chapter Isaiah writes, “On the day the Lord gives you relief from suffering and turmoil and cruel bondage, you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon.”  By the way, have you and your spouse ever argued about whether it’s OK to taunt?  Like when a basketball player misses the basket entirely with a shot, is it OK to chant, “Airball, airball”?  Here you go – Isaiah 14:3 … God tells his people to taunt.  “Just saying.”
And then a few verses later we get to a passage that is familiar to many Bible students, starting in verse 12:

“How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn!  You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations!  You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain.  I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.’

But you are brought down to the grave, to the depths of the pit.” (Isaiah 14:12-15)
Now I say this is a well-known passage because many Bible students think this is talking not just about the fall of a legendary Babylonian king but about the fall of Satan himself.  And that might well be true.  Certainly, as one commentator points out, the language of these verses is “much too sweeping and expressive to be talking only about one human being.”  (John Oswalt, The NIV Application Commentary on Isaiah, p. 207)  Notice that like Yertle this king doesn’t just want to be the king of the trees and the king of the bees; he wants to be the ruler “of all that I see.”  His ambition is to ascend to heaven, to raise his throne above the throne of God, to ascend above the tops of the clouds and make himself like the Most High.  And the result of such incredible pride was a mighty fall, a fall from the heights of heaven to the depths of the pit.
Such a fall certainly seems to be consistent with what the rest of the Bible tells us about Satan, an angel of great beauty and power who fell from God’s good graces because of his pride.  But this passage and this entire section of Isaiah are here not just to tell us about the fall of Satan or the fall of these eleven pagan kings and countries; this passage is here to make sure we’re aware of the danger of personal pride.  

Pride Takes The Wrong Things Too Seriously … And The Right Not Seriously Enough
So let’s take a look this morning at pride, at what it is and isn’t, and how we can make sure to avoid both pride and the inevitable fall that comes after.  Do you remember Don King, the boxing promoter with the huge head of hair?  Here’s my favorite Don King quote: “Sometimes I amaze myself.  I say this humbly.”  Humble Don King was not.
Many of you will remember how Pastor Rick Warren defines humility in his book “The Purpose Driven Life.”  He says, “Humility is not thinking less of yourself; humility is thinking of yourself less.”  When I was growing up I often heard that the antidote to pride was to think less of myself.  Theologians call it “worm theology,” the view that in the sight of God we are nothing but lowly worms.  But I think Rick Warren is right.  I don’t think humility means that we need to think of ourselves as unimportant or stupid or bad or without value.  Because the truth is that God thinks you and I are incredibly valuable.  Think about it – God created you in his image.  God designed this planet so you would have air to breathe and water to drink.  God gave the life of his only Son on the Cross so you could be forgiven of your sin.  God thinks the world of you.  God considers your life to be extraordinarily valuable.  In his book “The Weight Of Glory” C.S. Lewis wrote that it matters little what we think of God, but it matters to all of eternity what God thinks of us.  And what God thinks of us is that we are important, that we matter, that our lives count.  God takes our lives seriously, and so should we.
But here’s where I think the problem of pride comes in.  Pride takes the wrong things too seriously, and the right things not seriously enough.  Let me give you two examples.  First, pride takes the height of our climb too seriously, but doesn’t take the holiness of our character seriously enough.  “My throne shall be higher,” proclaimed Yertle the turtle.  “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God,” said the King of Babylon in Isaiah 14.  They took the height of their climb too seriously, but they didn’t take the holiness of their character seriously enough.
John Edwards was a United States Senator and in 2004 was the Democratic nominee for Vice President of the United States.  He declared his candidacy for President in 2007.  Edwards married Elizabeth in 1977 and had four children with her.  He stood by Elizabeth when she was diagnosed with cancer … or so we thought.  Now we know the whole story.  We know that while his wife was battling cancer John Edwards was having an affair with his publicist.  That information could not come up, of course, because that would jeopardize Edward’s rise to power.  So, with the help of some campaign supporters, Edwards paid large sums of money to keep the news of his affair out of the news.  Eventually, that news came out, along with the fact that Edwards fathered a child with his publicist.  And on June 3rd of this year John Edwards was indicted by a grand jury in North Carolina on six felony charges.  John Edwards took the height of his climb too seriously, and the holiness of his character not seriously enough, and he is paying the price – the legends of the fall.

And it’s hard for us in California not to think of another example – our former governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger.  There were rumors of his affairs before his election.  That news had to be suppressed, of course, in order for him to be elected.  The height of his climb was more important than the holiness of his character.  Then we, along with his wife Maria, learned the truth.  In his pride Arnold cared more about becoming governor than being good.  We watched him climb to the top, and now we’ve watched his marriage crumble beneath him – the legends of the fall.
Here’s a second way of thinking about pride – pride takes the pursuit of comfort too seriously and the purity of our conduct not seriously enough.  Pride cares about feeling good more than it does being good.  Back to the headlines – the rise and fall of Rep. Anthony Weiner.  Did you see that the website badoo.com did an international survey to find out who is the funniest nation on earth?  First, guess who came in last, out of 15 countries?  The Germans, which only confirms the Mark Twain quote that “a German joke is no laughing matter.”  The winners – it’s us, the good old United States of America.  But sometimes I wonder if people think we’re funny not because we tell good jokes but because we have so many public figures who make themselves into good jokes, which is certainly what Anthony Weiner did.  And as I watched that story unfold I asked myself, “How could a United States Representative think he could get away with sending compromising pictures of himself via Twitter and Facebook to a variety of women?”  And it just strikes me that it takes a lot of pride to do that, this outsized sense of self-importance.  And the next question is why; why would he do this?  It’s not to gain power; it’s not for the height of the climb.  Instead it seems to be that in his pride Anthony Weiner took the pursuit of his own comfort too seriously and the purity of his conduct not seriously enough.  He cared more about feeling good than being good.
And we can do the same thing.  No, I don’t mean to suggest that any of us are so foolish as to do what he did.  But what we are often tempted to do is make our personal comfort our highest value and the purity of our conduct a much lower value.  Think of it this way – what do you pray about?  My hunch is that many of us, myself included, spend a fair bit of our prayer time asking God to make us more comfortable.  Did you ever ask God to help you find a parking space so you didn’t have to walk so far?  Did you ever ask God to make some hard thing in your life easier or to just make it go away altogether?  I’m not saying that’s wrong.  As a child of God, it’s appropriate to ask our Heavenly Father to do good in our lives.  But God’s big purpose in our lives is not to make us feel good; it’s not his job to be our celestial thermostat so that it’s always 72 degrees no matter where we live.  God’s goal is to make us holy.  And that makes me think about this – how often in my prayers do I ask God to help me grow in purity?  

And if I’m completely honest, the answer is “Not often.”  When I realized that, I asked myself another question: “Why not?  Why don’t I spend more time in prayer asking God to help me become more pure?”  And I suspect the reason is because I’m happy being “mostly pure.”  You know what I mean.  I mean that I’m pretty pure – after all, I’m purer than Anthony Weiner, I’m purer that Arnold Schwarzenegger, and I’m purer than John Edwards.  But if I take purity seriously, if I ask God to help me grow in purity, God might actually convict me of what I watch on TV and what I see on my computer and what I joke about and what I think about.  If I take purity seriously, it’s pretty likely God is going to require me to make some changes.  So why can’t God be happy, like I am, that I’m “mostly pure?”
The answer is pretty simple, isn’t it?  If you went to a restaurant and the menu said that their meat was “mostly pure,” would you eat it?  If the menu said their water was “pretty pure,” would you drink it?  Of course not.  When it comes to what we take into our bodies, we take purity seriously.  And the God who loves us and wants what’s best for us, who wants what’s best for our relationships with our partners, knows that purity matters even more when it comes to our spiritual lives.  So let me just ask us one more time – what do we pray for more?  In our prayer times do we spend more time pursuing our comfort or do we spend more time on the purity of our character?

God Takes Pride Seriously … As Seriously As He Takes Grace
So that’s one way to look at pride – pride takes the wrong things too seriously, and the right things not seriously enough.  So what does God do with our pride?  Two things, says Isaiah.  First, God takes our pride seriously. 
I read you the verses describing the pride of the King of Babylon.  Here’s how seriously God takes that pride:

Babylon, the jewel of kingdoms, the glory of the Babylonians’ pride, will be overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah.  She will never be inhabited or lived in through all generations; no Arab will pitch his tent there, no shepherd will rest his flocks there.  But desert jackals will fill her houses; there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about.  Hyenas will howl in her strongholds, jackals in her luxurious palaces.  Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged. (Isaiah 13:19-22)
Babylon was at one time the most important city in the world.  It was the site of one of the wonders of the ancient world – the hanging gardens of Babylon.  But, as Isaiah predicted, Babylon fell.  One historian has written this about the fate of Babylon:  “When Cyrus conquered Babylon, he did not devastate the city. The walls were left standing until 518 b.c., and general desolation did not set in until the third century b.c. Babylon gradually fell into decay, and the prophecy of Isaiah was fulfilled. Babylon became completely depopulated by the time of the Muslim conquest in the seventh century a.d., and to this day it lies deserted.” (Wolf)
God takes pride seriously.  Remember, our lives are of great significance to God.  That means that our actions matter to God, our words matter to God and our attitudes matter to God.  Frankly I find great comfort in that, in knowing that my life matters.  I mean, do you keep track of things that don’t matter?  Guys, do you keep track of how many hairs you have on your chest?  Probably not – that doesn’t matter to you.  It turns out that I do; my three chest hairs happen to matter to me, but they don’t matter to most people.  If something doesn’t matter, there’s no reason to keep track of it, no reason to take it seriously.  
Our lives matter to God, and because they do he takes everything we do and everything we are seriously.  And because God knows that pride goes before a fall, he warns us to take pride seriously and to take humility seriously.  As James puts it, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” (James 4:6)  

Which leads me to a second thing God takes seriously – grace.  Our God is a “rehab addict,” a God who can redeem even our stubborn pride with his grace.  One of the eleven pagan powers that Isaiah told us was destined for a fall was the nation of Egypt.  But judgment would not be the last word for Egypt nor for Assyria, Isaiah said.  Here’s what would happen some day, the prophet predicted:
In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria.  The Assyrians will go to Egypt and the Egyptians to Assyria.  The Egyptians and the Assyrians will worship together.  In that day Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on the earth.  The Lord Almighty will bless them, saying, “Blessed be Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel my inheritance.” (Isaiah 19:23-25)
Someday, the Lord promised, he will redeem the fallen and transform them into agents of his blessing.  There is hope, it turns out, for Yertle the turtle.  God can make the butt of a joke an agent of blessing.  Yertle’s story ended with his fall, and it might seem that your story ended the same way.  But in God’s grace, there is always a chance to rewrite the ending.  God promised he would do that for two fallen powers – Egypt and Assyria.  Let’s invite God to do the same for us, to rewrite our stories and to use our fallenness to bring favor to a needy world.
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