The Subtle Sides of Pride #2

“The Sin of Insubordination”

Isaiah 14:12-17; Ezekiel 28:11-19
Last week we began a new study called “The Subtle Sides of Pride.” I mentioned that C. S. Lewis called pride “the chief vice,” since “it was through pride that the devil became the devil.”
 This evening I want to look deeper into that specific form of pride: the sin of insubordination, the very first instance of pride chronologically.

Isaiah 14:12-17 is one of two passages that are often associated with the fall of Satan. We read from Isaiah,

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. Those who see you stare at you, they ponder your fate: “Is this the man who shook the earth and made kingdoms tremble, the man who made the world a desert, who overthrew its cities and would not let his captives go home?” 
The second text is found in Ezekiel 28:11-19,

The word of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, take up a lament concerning the king of Tyre and say to him: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: “‘You were the model of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone adorned you: ruby, topaz and emerald, chrysolite, onyx and jasper, sapphire, turquoise and beryl. Your settings and mountings were made of gold; on the day you were created they were prepared. You were anointed as a guardian cherub, for so I ordained you. You were on the holy mount of God; you walked among the fiery stones. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created till wickedness was found in you. Through your widespread trade you were filled with violence, and you sinned. So I drove you in disgrace from the mount of God, and I expelled you, O guardian cherub, from among the fiery stones. Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor. So I threw you to the earth; I made a spectacle of you before kings. By your many sins and dishonest trade you have desecrated your sanctuaries. So I made a fire come out from you, and it consumed you, and I reduced you to ashes on the ground in the sight of all who were watching. All the nations who knew you are appalled at you; you have come to a horrible end and will be no more.’” 
Upon first reading, we might be struck by the fact that both prophets are not directly addressing Satan in these passages. Isaiah focuses his prophecy against the king of Babylon, while Ezekiel has the king of Tyre in mind as he writes. Even the designation “Lucifer” in the Isaiah is not a formal name, but a Hebrew term translated “morning star.” Some Bible scholars now reject the notion that either of these two Scripture texts refers to Satan at all.

However, although Satan is not so-named, these passages are understood with good reason to refer to his original state and subsequent fall. While we must remember the original intent of these prophecies, which were certainly directed at human kings at the time they were given, the Old Testament is filled with prophecies that have dual or multiple interpretations. These two texts, then, can be applied to both man and Satan.
 

The reference to “Lucifer” is most certainly to Satan himself. The real issue of interpretation in this passage is whether Satan is to be viewed literally as the referent of the prophecy in these verses, or whether he is to be viewed as the power behind the throne of the Babylonian king…. It seems most likely that Isaiah is using the fall of Satan, which is an assumed fact, to illustrate the fall of the Babylonian king (who is simply a prototype and not necessarily a specific such as Belshazzar).
 

Perhaps the strongest argument for interpreting these passages as referring to Satan comes in the words of Jesus recorded in Luke 10:18, “He replied, ‘I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.’” Jesus uses words very similar to the Old Testament text. John MacArthur points out, “Just as the Lord addressed Satan in His words to the serpent (Gen. 3:14-15), this inspired dirge speaks to the king of Babylon and to the devil who energized him.”

His Created Magnificence

Isaiah describes Satan before his fall as the “morning star.” Many take this as a reference to the planet Venus, often apparent for a brief time in the pre-dawn sky.
 I must admit, this designation for Satan caused me some confusion a number of years ago. One Sunday we had sung the hymn “The Lily of the Valley,” which refers to Jesus as “the lily of the valley, the bright and morning star.” I had recently read Isaiah 14, and wondered why the hymn writer would give Jesus a title that is used for Satan! This hymn was not referring to Isaiah 14, though, but rather to Revelation 22:16, “I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star.” Jesus is the “Sun of righteousness” (Malachi 4:2), whereas “Lucifer” is Latin for “morning star” and suggests that his glory did not last very long. The morning star shines but is soon swallowed up by the light of the sun.

From the Ezekiel passage, we are introduced to Lucifer’s created magnificence. In these verses, we can conclude that he “seems to have had the greatest privileges ever accorded to a creature.”
 He is described as a “covering (or guarding) cherub.” Cherubim are considered by some scholars as the highest order of angelic beings.
 Lucifer was created as the chief of the cherubim. His position placed him at the very throne of God.
 He is further described as “full of wisdom and perfect in beauty,” and also, “You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created.” The word “perfect” here should not be confused with the divine perfection of God, but rather “complete” or “whole.” Lucifer was not lacking in any way.

His Conceited Mutiny

But all of that was not good enough. Lucifer wanted more. He wanted it all. This highest of God’s angels tried to usurp the throne of God and capture for himself the worship that belongs only to God.
 Isaiah 14 records his conceited mutiny.

The dominant feature of verses 13-14 is undoubtedly the repetition of the words “I will.” Notice what Lucifer decided he wanted to do:

“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.”
These five phrases are arranged in parallelism, giving us different facets of one thought. When Lucifer said, “I will ascend into heaven,” he was already in Heaven, situated at the throne of God. He meant, “Within heaven, I will ascend,” that He wanted to be higher in authority than he already was. The phrase “I will exalt my throne above the stars of God,” probably refers to angels, which are often referred to as “stars” in the Old Testament. Perhaps the most obscure of the phrases is, “I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation.” The “mount of the congregation” was a mountain in northern Syria, according to local tradition, where the Canaanite gods assembled.
 Lucifer was no longer satisfied being an angel—even the highest of all angels—he wanted to be God. The last phrase is probably best understood without the word “like”: “I will be the most High.”

The sin of Satan was nothing less than pride. Ezekiel 28:17 states, “Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor. So I threw you to the earth; I made a spectacle of you before kings.” The sheer magnitude of this arrogance leads many commentators to conclude that this passage does indeed describe Satan. As one author writes, “The titanic pride and ambition expressed in verses 13 and 14 are out of place on any lips but Satan’s.”
 

The irony of this incident is that Lucifer was in a highly exalted position, yet wanted to be even higher. “It is a strange paradox that nothing makes a being less like God than the urge to be his equal, for he who was God stepped down from the throne of his glory to display to the wondering eyes of men the humility of God.”

The conceited mutiny itself is described in Revelation 12:1-7,

A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the desert to a place prepared for her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days. And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back.
Satan, we are told in verse three, “drew the third part of the stars of heaven, and did cast them to the earth.” This seems to indicate that one third of the angelic beings of heaven joined Lucifer in his mutiny, attempting to overthrow God. It is unclear exactly when this revolt took place. Some believe it happened before the universe was created; others see the fall of Satan occurring between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2, and that Satan and his followers being cast to the earth caused the earth to “become formless and void.”

Certainly his fall occurred before the Genesis account of Adam and Eve being tempted to sin in the Garden of Eden. Isn’t it fascinating that Satan used the same line of temptation on Eve as he fell for himself: “You will be like God.” The sin of the devil became the sin of mankind, and pride has been a part of man’s fallen nature ever since. From our earliest days, we want to do our own thing. We don’t want anyone telling us what to do—parents, teachers, police, whoever. Questioning and resisting authority is a  part of our personalities, and it springs from the root of pride. The sin of insubordination dates all the way back to the fall of Satan, and is still very present in our world today.

His Crushing Defeat

I stopped reading in Revelation 12 at the end of verse 7, but the account continues through verse 9:

And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him.
Lucifer’s conceited mutiny led to a crushing defeat. Not only did he fail in taking a higher position, Lucifer lost the high position God had created him to have. Not only did he lose in his attempt to overtake Heaven, he was cast out of Heaven altogether. In both Isaiah and Ezekiel, Lucifer was condemned to fall. Isaiah specifically mentions being cast into “the pit,” a reference to an eternity in Hell. Revelation 20:10 points to this inevitable event: “And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.” Unfortunately, even that is not quite “the rest of the story.” Later in that same chapter we read in verses 11-15, 

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.
Just as the sin of insubordination can be seen in both Satan and mankind, so those people who retain this subtle side of pride will share the same eternal destiny as Satan and those angels who joined him in his conceited mutiny.

We all need this word of warning today. As J. Vernon McGee writes, “There are many men like Lucifer today. They put their wills above the will of God and take His place. That is what sin is all about in the human family. There are only two ways: God’s way and man’s way. This is man’s original sin: ‘All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all’ (Isa. 53:6). Murder is sin, not just because God says it is, but because it is contrary to the will and character of God. Anything that is contrary to the character and will of God is sin, regardless of what it is.”
 That attitude of, “I’ll do it my way,” or “No one’s gonna tell me what to do” is not less than a subtle side of pride. It is the sin of insubordination.

And it is not absent from the life of the Christian, either. One author draws this comparison: “It is especially important for us to remember that our sin follows this pattern. Although Satan had been given great privileges by God—he was wise, beautiful, powerful and had a role in God’s administration of the universe—he turned from God toward himself. In spite of blessings given to us by God, we tend to do the same thing, focusing on what we have been given and thinking it is ours by right, instead of acknowledging the Giver.”
 Whether God is dealing with kings or angels, saved or unsaved, Proverbs 16:18 is still true: “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (nkjv).
 We must beware of this subtle side of pride, so that we are not caught up in “the sin of the devil” (1 Tim. 3:6).
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