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On the 2015 season of The Voice TV show, one contestant was getting his first-hand coaching from music stars Pharrell and Lionel Richie. The young man could sing. Problem is, he wanted everyone to know it.  He made the comment “there’s no song I can’t do.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5hHgVzIWF7Y] 


His coaches looked at each other. Then, Lionel Richie—winner of four Grammy Awards and who has sold over 100 million records—said to him, “If you’re really good, they’ll tell you. Don’t you ever tell them.” 

To his credit after his miscue on national TV the young contestant realized he needed to bring a level of humility to the process.

Humility is a difficult trait to pin down. You want to be confident in your abilities while not appearing arrogant. If you know you are humble, are you? And if someone were to ask you if you were humble and you said, “Yes,” wouldn’t that place you in a position of becoming proud that you are humble?

And yet, humility is a characteristic of those who follow Jesus. “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves.  Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others” writes Paul (Philippians 2:3-4).

Paul had learned humility. We met him in the book of Acts as Saul, a young man climbing the religious ladder. He was proud of his heritage and that pride clouded his ability to see that Jesus was the Messiah.

So Jesus caused him to go blind on the way to Damascus so he could see. Being blinded for three days can bring humility to anyone and it did Saul. Others had to guide him. Someone else had to bring him food. He suddenly found himself in a lower position than when he was on his high horse. His name changed to Paul and he spent the rest of his life promoting Jesus’ agenda instead of his own.

When he admonishes the Philippian church to be humble he also defines humility for us:
· Humility does not act from selfish ambition.
· Humility counts others as more significant than oneself. 
· Humility looks to the interest of others.

Does this mean you forget about yourself? Not quite. We are also called to “love our neighbor as ourselves.” It’s just that we naturally look out for our own interests. What comes unnaturally for us is to think of others. Paul had learned the path to humility.

Paul reveals where he learned his humility as we read on in Philippians 2:

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him…Philippians 2:5-9

For Paul, Jesus was the beginning and the end. And what did Jesus do?

He traded the glories of heaven for a straw-filled manger. He let go of his position in heaven and found himself in the womb of a young virgin. He gave up the worship of the angels for the threats of a crazed king.

He left the role of a ruler of the universe to become a servant. He endured people mocking him, spitting on him, and looking for ways to get rid of him. He once held the universe in the palm of his hand and gave it up to receive a nail from a Roman soldier.

And why did he do it? He counted others more significant than himself. He looked to the interest of others. He humbled himself. 

Humility is something we can do to ourselves. Jesus “humbled himself.” It is an act of lowering ourselves, to bring low or make low. One way this happens in the Scriptures is through prayer and fasting. Throughout the Bible when people “humbled themselves” they did so through “prayer and fasting.”[footnoteRef:2] Prayer puts us in a position of acknowledging there is One greater than us. And in fasting we deny ourselves as we seek God and put him first. [2:  Daniel 10:12, 2 Chronicles 7:14] 


We humble ourselves when we are obedient to God. Jesus “humbled himself and became obedient.” The act of obedience to God should not be overlooked. Any time we follow the instruction of God we are taking ourselves off the throne of our lives and placing him there instead. It is an act of humility.

We humble ourselves through confession and repentance. In Luke 18:10-14 Jesus tells a parable about two men who went to the temple to pray.

Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”

Lionel Richie merely paraphrased Jesus in his advice to the young man. We don’t have to tell God or anyone else what we have accomplished in order to get a reaction. God knows what is going on and he gives us the task of remaining humble and leaving the exaltation to him.

Sometimes we mistake self-depracation for humility. Here’s an example. Suppose you were to sit down to interview Roger Federer. In case you’re not a fan of tennis, Federer currently holds the record for the most Grand Slam titles. He holds 17 of those titles and the next closest to him is Peter Sampras at 14. Sampras is retired already so he won’t be adding any more to his number. Rafael Nadal has 14 also, is still playing, and could possibly overtake him some day.

You interview Roger and you make a comment about him being one of the best players of all time. If he were to say, “Well, I’m not too sure about that, I’ve done OK but I wouldn’t go that far” you’d think he wasn’t being very genuine would you? But for him to say something like, “Yes, I guess by title count you might say that. I’ve had a fortunate career” would be acceptable.

Paul speaks to this in the church in Romans 12:3 when he tells us to not think more highly of ourselves than we ought to think but to “think with sober judgment.” He doesn’t use the word “humble” but he carries the idea here.

Paul is teaching about gifts in the body. He wants the Roman church to know how God has gifted them. He just wants them to understand that not one of them has all the gifts. They need each other. And they need to work with each other to become all that God intends for them to become. They need humility.

Jesus entered Jerusalem to the shouts of “Hosanna” at the beginning of Passion Week. He was a king. He knew exactly who he was. And yet he entered humbly on the back of a colt. He did it to fulfill prophecy:

“Say to the daughter of Zion,
‘Behold, your king is coming to you,
    humble, and mounted on a donkey,
    on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.’” Matthew 21:5

When other conquering kings entered cities on stallions and with great pomp, Jesus humbled himself. He was thinking of us as he mounted that “beast of burden.”

And he wants us to follow the same path that leads to our own Jerusalems and our own crosses. It’s a humble path. To help you on that journey Dallas Willard once gave the following advice on how to develop humility in our lives.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  http://www.keepbelieving.net/blog/2009-6-6-dallas-willard-on-humility/] 


First, never pretend. Be yourself. We all face those tight moments when we are tempted to claim inside knowledge or special talents we don’t possess. Or we make quick promises we know we can’t keep. Under pressure we may downplay our abilities because we think it makes us appear humble. Wrong on all counts. True humility claims nothing more or less than the truth. What you see is what you get.

Second, never presume. So often we think we know what others are feeling or we act as if we can read minds. Humility doesn’t pass judgment on why people do what they do or why they say what they say. The humble man realizes he looks on the outward but God alone sees the heart. He refrains from snap judgments, hasty conclusions, and negative assumptions. When he doesn’t know, he simply says, “I don’t know.” We could save ourselves from a ton of worry if we stopped presuming on the future or on what others might do or say.

Third, never push. Humility waits for the Lord to move first. Sometimes we get in trouble because we try to force people to do what we want. This may be expressed by giving commands in a loud voice or by nagging others or by making a series of critical comments or even by using violence to get our own way. If we were asked, we would all say we don’t like to be treated that way. People want to be led, they hate to be pushed. They want the freedom to think things through and to come to their own conclusions. George Fox, founder of the Quaker movement, was a pacifist. Once he was approached by several soldiers who had become followers of his teaching. “How long should we wear our swords?” they asked. “As long as you can,” he replied. Not long after that the soldiers put away their swords voluntarily.

Here are some questions that may help you: Do I talk in ways that make it hard for people to know what I really mean? How often do I assume bad motives in others? How do I react when others don’t immediately follow my advice? In what areas of my life am I pushing when I ought to be waiting on the Lord?

This is the path to humility. Never pretend. Never presume. Never push.

Humble yourself. And let God take care of the exalting.
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