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‘‘The Low Door into Heaven’’

selected Proverbs


Once upon a time there was a prince who was very short. From infancy he lagged behind other children his own age in height, and was forever the target of jokes and pranks by his peers. Even when he reached adulthood, his height never reached five feet.


In time, his father the king died, and this short prince took over the throne. But the taunting of his peers did not diminish. Outside of his presence he was referred to as “His Lowness” (as opposed to “His Highness”) and the people refused to bow before him in public.


The new king decided to take a vacation, so he called in carpenters and laborers and gave them specific instructions for them to accomplish while he was away. During the few weeks while the king was gone, the workers labored in the palace.


Upon his return, the king was pleased to find the work he assigned had been accomplished. Every doorway in the palace had been lowered to a height of five feet. The king could walk through them standing erect, but anyone else over five feet tall (which was virtually everyone in the kingdom) had to bend down in order to enter the room. “They may not respect me,” he was heard to say to himself, “but they will certainly bow down to come into my presence!”


Of course, that is an apocryphal story, but the moral of the story is true. This is especially true regarding our relationship with God, as clearly taught in the book of Proverbs. The only way into God’s presence is through a low door.

The Requirement of Heaven


Solomon teaches that the requirement of Heaven is humility. Proverbs 15:33 states, “The fear of the Lord teaches a man wisdom, and humility comes before honor.” We have seen this verse in our previous message on the fear of the Lord, and certainly humility and the fear of the Lord are closely related. Humility is one of the attitudes that define the fear of the Lord—when we see God for who He really is and who we are in comparison, we ought to be humbled.


What does the word “humility” mean? Andrew Murray gave a near-perfect definition of humility, as well as what humility is not:
Humility is perfect quietness of heart. It is to expect nothing, to wonder at nothing that is done to me, to feel nothing done against me. It is to be at rest when nobody praises me, and when I am blamed or despised. It is to have a blessed home in the Lord, where I can go in and shut the door, and kneel to my Father in secret, and am at peace as in a deep sea of calmness, when all around and above is trouble… The humble person is not one who thinks meanly of himself, he simply does not think of himself at all.


Another classic preacher, Horatius Bonar, had this to say about what humility is and what it is not:

Let us fling away self-esteem and high-mindedness, for it is the very essence of unbelief… Be meek, be poor in spirit, be humble; be teachable, be gentle, and easy to be entreated; putting away all high thoughts and lofty imaginations, either about what we are or what we can do; content to take the obscurest corner and the lowest seat; and this, not to indulge in a false lowliness, or in ‘the pride that apes humility,’ feeding our vanity with the thought that we are martyrs, and puffing up our fleshly mind with the idea of our wonderful condescension, or by brooding over our supposed wrongs and trials. Let us be truly humble, as was the Son of God: content to live unknown, and to do our work unnoticed, as a work not for the eye of man, but of God.

If you have gifts, use them quietly and modestly, not ostentatiously. Do not be forward to tell your experience, or give your opinion, or to take rank above your seniors. Do not think that all zeal or wisdom is confined to you and a few about you. Do not condemn others because they don’t go quite along with you in all things; nor speak of them as cold, and dead, and unspiritual. Do not think that no one cares for souls but yourselves; that no one can state the gospel or pray like you; or that God is not likely to bless any one so much as you. Be lowly; and show this, not by always speaking evil of yourselves to others, or by using the conceited phrase ‘in my humble opinion’ (as some do in order to show their humility), but by not speaking of yourselves at all. Keep self in the background, and don’t say or do anything that looks like baiting your hook for a little praise.


Humility is very fragile; in fact, it is a virtue that is lost the moment one realizes he has it! The opposite of humility is pride, and pride is as devious as humility is delicate. Pride can mask itself as humility in manifesting an inferiority complex, but it is still pride because the focus (albeit negative) is still on oneself. True humility focuses on others.


Why is humility the requirement of Heaven? Because without it, no one would ever trust God. Jesus taught in Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” What does that mean? John Stott answers,

To be ‘poor in spirit’ is to acknowledge our spiritual poverty, indeed our spiritual bankruptcy, before God. For we are sinners, under the holy wrath of God, and deserving nothing but the judgment of God. We have nothing to offer, nothing to plead, nothing with which to buy the favour of heaven.
 

Those who fail to realize this about themselves—those who, in their pride, convince themselves that they are all right and need no help from anyone—will never bow before the Lord and acknowledge Him as God. They will never see a need to repent of their sins and submit to Christ as Lord. They will remain lost in their sins.


It is no wonder, then, that Andrew Murray concludes,

Humility, the place of entire dependence on God, is, from the very nature of things, the first duty and the highest virtue of the creature, and the root of every virtue. And so pride, or the loss of this humility, is the root of every sin and evil.


Humility is the greatest virtue while pride is the greatest vice. Humility is the low door into Heaven.

The Rewards of Humility and the Repercussions of Haughtiness

Proverbs goes on to demonstrate the rewards of humility as well as the repercussions of haughtiness (or pride).


As mentioned previously, God hates pride. I know that is a strong word, but God reacts strongly to pride. Max Lucado notes, “He doesn’t dislike arrogance. He doesn’t disapprove of arrogance. He’s not unfavorably disposed toward arrogance. God hates arrogance.”
 As we saw last week, Proverbs 6:16-19 identifies what the Lord hates,

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.

What is the first thing mentioned? “Haughty eyes,” which is a picturesque way of describing pride. Proverbs 8:13 adds, “To fear the Lord is to hate evil; I hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech.” As J. Vernon McGee quipped, “Pride is number one on God’s ‘hate parade.’”
  C. S. Lewis wrote, 

According to Christian teachers, the essential vice, the utmost evil, is Pride. Unchastity, anger, greed, drunkenness, and all that, are mere fleabites in comparison: it was through Pride that the devil became the devil: Pride leads to every other vice: it is the complete anti-God state of mind.


So it should not surprise us that God takes a stand against pride and for humility. Let’s go through these verses in Proverbs in the order they appear.


First there is Proverbs 11:2, “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.”   In the original Hebrew we have a rare case a rhyming words—zadon, translated “pride,” literally means “boiling up”; while qalon, translated “disgrace,” literally means “deflated.”
 Pride blows us up like a big balloon, but in the end all the air will be let out! How many times do we see that in the pages of Scripture, or in the people around us? Meanwhile, the word translated “humility” is a rare word, found only here and (as a verb) in Micah 6:8 (“walk humbly with your God”).
 When we develop true humility, we will find the wisdom that only comes from seeing God for who He is and who we are in comparison.


Turn next to Proverbs 13:10, “Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is found in those who take advice.” Whenever you find a quarrel, you will find pride behind it. This is not speaking of every difference of opinion, but rather the clash of competing and unyielding personalities.
 If you know someone who always has to be right, who always has to have the last word or win the argument, you know someone who is controlled by pride. Their minds are closed to any other opinions or ideas. On the other hand, a humble person is one who takes advice to heart. Solomon has another word for that kind of person: wise.
Proverbs 15:25 states, “The Lord tears down the proud man’s house but he keeps the widow’s boundaries intact.” This contrast is not between the proud and the humble per se, but rather between the proud and the widow. Why would that be the case? Often (though not always) a wealthy man is also proud—of his abilities, his accomplishments, and all he has accumulated. The wealthy tend to be self-reliant, whereas the widow (in a culture without Social Security or other public benefits) would be more apt to humbly depend upon the Lord.
 As one commentary notes, “The most desolate who have God’s aid have more permanent good than the self-reliant sinner.”
 

Proverbs 16:5 proclaims, “The Lord detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished.” We saw earlier how God hates pride, and lists it at the head of those sin He despises. Once again this divine displeasure is underscored. The Hebrew word translated “proud of heart” (gebah-lēb) describes the arrogance of the one who sets himself presumptuously against God.
 Lucifer did this when he tried to overthrow God, and he has been tempting human to think this way since the Garden of Eden. But why does God take such a strong stand against pride? The Women’s Study Bible provides this explanation,

The sin of pride is strongly condemned because it violates the first principle of wisdom, which is to fear the Lord. Our abilities, appearance, success, and wealth are not of our own efforts and energy but come from God. The sin of pride is attributing to ourselves that which comes by the mercy and will of God.
 
Proverbs 16:18 is one of the more familiar verses we will consider today, though we are pairing it with verse 19, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall. Better to be lowly in spirit and among the oppressed than to share plunder with the proud.” How many of us have heard, “Pride goes before the fall”? It comes from this verse! The following verse says it is better to be poor in spirit—the same idea Jesus used in the Beatitudes—and even to be economically oppressed than to live in ill-gotten luxury with the proud and self-sufficient.
 As Charles Stanley points out, 

While not all destructions are caused by pride, pride always ends in destruction—and usually, we lose the very thing we feel most proud about having achieved, earned, owned, or accomplished.

Proverbs 18:12 says virtually the same thing: “Before his downfall a man’s heart is proud, but humility comes before honor.”  One commentary puts it succinctly: “Pride has one foot in the grave and another on a banana skin.”
  The ironic truth of this verse is that honor comes to the humble—who don’t seek it—and not to the proud—who do. The world says, “If you want honor, you have to go and get it for yourself.” The Bible teaches that honor comes to those who don’t try for it and aren’t all that caught up in its pursuit.

Proverbs 21:4 calls out pride for what it really is: “Haughty eyes and a proud heart, the lamp of the wicked, are sin!” Pride is not merely a character flaw, a bad habit, or a personality quirk; it is sin! And it is one of the worst sins, if not the worst sin, of all. C. S. Lewis notes, “Pride is spiritual cancer: it eats up the very possibility of love, or contentment, or even common sense.”

Later in that same chapter, verse 24 states, “The proud and arrogant man—“Mocker” is his name; he behaves with overweening pride.” I must admit, I had to look up that word “overweening” for myself. It means haughty, arrogant, conceited, pompous, and presumptuous. Think of that—arrogant pride! That’s not a redundancy, that’s a recipe for disaster! He’s proud of his pride!


Proverbs 25:6-7 warn, “Do not exalt yourself in the king’s presence, and do not claim a place among great men; it is better for him to say to you, ‘Come up here,’ than for him to humiliate you before a nobleman.” You may remember the parable Jesus taught in Luke 14:7–10 about those who love to be honored and praised by men. Unfortunately too often these people are Christians, as J. Vernon McGee notes,

There are people whom we call “pushy” today—they are pushing themselves. We have people who are pushy in Christian circles. They are ambitious. They want to get ahead in Christian things. That is a tragedy…in Christian work it ought not to be.


How many times did the disciples argue over who was the greatest, or jockey for position within Jesus’ kingdom? James and John even had their mother try to intercede on their behalf! But Jesus repeated the same truth: Only the humble will be honored.


Proverbs 25:27 reflects this truth: “It is not good to eat too much honey, nor is it honorable to seek one’s own honor.” We’ve all heard of “too much of a good thing,” and that is certainly true with honor. There is nothing wrong with honor in and of itself, but when it becomes our motivation, that’s when it gets out of hand. And it makes God sick!

Instead, we ought to follow the advice of Proverbs 27:2, “Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; someone else, and not your own lips.” Self-praise is a form of pride, even if it begins with little things (such as who you know, where you have been, etc.), and it does not establish a reputation. The reputation comes from what others think of you.
 And, of course, what matters most is what God thinks of you, and we now know what God thinks of arrogant pride!


Proverbs 27:21 brings out an interesting truth about humility and pride: “The crucible for silver and the furnace for gold, but man is tested by the praise he receives.” Warren Wiersbe writes,

Just as the crucible and furnace test the metal and prepare it for use, so praise tests and prepares people for what God has planned for them. How we respond to praise reveals what we’re made of and whether or not we’re ready to take on new responsibilities. If praise humbles us, then God can use us, but if praise puffs us up, we’re not yet ready for a promotion.


Two verses from Proverbs 29 wrap up our study of humility and pride with strong words. Verse one reads, “A man who remains stiff-necked after many rebukes will suddenly be destroyed—without remedy.”  That person passes the point of no return. Greg Laurie explains,

In other words, every time you are exposed to the truth of God’s Word and you say, “Not now, maybe later,” or “Another time perhaps,” your heart gets a little harder. The problem is not that God will not forgive you. It’s that you will not want to be forgiven. The problem is not that God will not speak to you. It’s that you will not be able to hear Him because your heart is so calloused and tough. That is the danger of putting it off. If you have fallen away from the Lord, and your relationship with Him is less than it should be, come back to Him before your heart grows irreparably hardened.


Verse 23 continues, “A man’s pride brings him low, but a man of lowly spirit gains honor.”  Once again the irony is apparent: The person who tries to exalt himself in pride will be brought low, while the lowly, humble spirit will be exalted. It is the way God has designed our world to be.


We began this morning with a parable of a short king who placed a low door to force anyone coming into his presence to bow down. To be sure, that did not guarantee respect and humility toward the king, but at least it looked that way.


God has established the fact that there is a low door into Heaven; not because He is short or because He wants people to make a show of bowing down, but rather because it is only the humble who will place their trust in Him.


I’d like to conclude this morning with a poem by Annie Johnson Flint entitled “The Low Door of the Cross.”

The Low Door of the Cross
Annie Johnson Flint

Oh, strait and narrow is the door,

The little door of loss,

By which we enter in to Christ,

The low door of the Cross:

But when we put away our pride,

And contrition come,

We find it is the only way

That leads to God and Home.

Oh, strait and lowly are the doors

By which Christ comes to us;

We bar the entrance gates of joy,

And when He finds them thus,

By strange and small doors of woe and want,

Of trial and of pain,

He enters in to share our lives

To our eternal gain.

The narrow doors He brings us to,

The little doors and low,

What large rooms they will open on,

If we will only go:

The strange, small doors of work and want,

Strait doors of grief and pain,

What riches they will lead us to!

What everlasting gain!


Will you enter into God’s presence through the low door of humility? It is the only way in!
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