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What is the image that comes to mind when you think of the word humility?  More to the point, 

what is the picture you get when you consider those places that are antithetical to the concept – 

those circumstances in which you might take particular note of the absence of humility.   

• I tend to think of athlete’s touting their achievements – Muhammad Ali’s, “I am the 

greatest” speech…Michael Jordan standing on the sideline chairs after their 

championship victory as he counted their championships on his fingers. 

• I picture actors and models looking towards the cameras with that, ‘I know I look good’ 

grin on their face. 

• I picture politicians puffing their chests and royals flaunting their wares. 

• I picture that cocky kid from 8th grade who was so certain that he was God’s gift to the 

world.   

 

The list could go on and on, and there’s no doubt you all could add a litany of additions in both 

broad-spectrum and very individual experiences.  But, that’s the thing about this word, 

‘humility.’  I think the word humility tends to bring to mind that particular aura of pride and 

arrogance that so often defines its antithesis.  When we talk about humility, we most often tend 

to be reflecting on those who aren’t so apt to think more of themselves, and/or make more of 

themselves, than they really are.  To know humility is to own the reality that we aren’t all that – 

and that that’s ok. 

 

And, no question, there’s a biblical foundation to that portion of our understanding of humility.  

When we look to biblical reflections on humility, particularly in the Gospels, that’s often the 

perspective that’s reflected.  When you think of those parables of Jesus – the parable of the 

Wedding Banquet… the parable of the Great Dinner… you hear Jesus clearly expressing the fact 

that we ought not to think ourselves more important, or more special, than we are.  ‘Sit at the low 

places at the table,’ Jesus says, ‘so that someone can invite you to the more important instead of 

having to relegate you to a lesser place from the one you’ve chosen.’  “For all who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  There’s a clear 

Christian message in all of that, and it’s one we need to hear. 
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At the same time, that message is grounded in a fundamental understanding of humility that 

speaks to the wider Christian condition that we see reflected in I Peter (and regularly throughout 

Paul’s letters).  Multiple times, in the New Testament, as happens here in the fifth verse of I 

Peter 5, authors refer to Proverbs 3:34 – “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”  

For those of you who were here a few weeks age when we centered our reflections on Paul, this 

ties right back into that recurring theme of Paul’s about boasting.  For Peter here, for Paul many 

times in his letters, and really throughout all of the Bible, there is this recurring reminder that our 

ultimate humility lies in our condition in the face of God.  It’s reflective of those two 

incontrovertible facts of faith that we’ve discussed before, that there is God and that we are not 

Him!  When we realize the depths on which we do and must depend on God, humility is the only 

stance that we can truly claim.  We have no reason to boast – we have no basis for pride – 

because it all takes root in God’s work in us through Jesus Christ.   

 

Now, there’s a lot of nuance to all of that, but that’s for another time as well.  Because, when it 

comes to this topic of humility, there is a third scriptural angle that I think demands our attention.  

Humility speaks to that question of how highly we regard our status and import, and it speaks to 

the question of our rightful stance before the glories of God.  But there’s another piece to this 

question of humility, and frankly, in the wider circumstance of our cultural realities of the day, I 

think this third angle is as, if not more important, than images of football players haughtily 

dancing in the endzone or even that fundamental Christian understanding of God’s role and 

blessing in our lives.   

 

“Do not claim to be wiser than you are!”  Those are the words that rang so deeply, for me, 

coming into today’s reflections.  In many ways, honestly, I struggled with this week’s message a 

bit.  The theme and thesis were clear in my mind, but the face and form of these words were not.  

It had started with the theme of our series – that together matters – and a particular subtheme that 

a manner in which that togetherness matters lies in the greater wisdom of the collective that 

exists among us.  That we are more thoughtful…more considered…wiser… as a group than we 

are on our own.  This week centered on that notion, and it focused on today’s reading from I 

Peter (to which we will come back in a bit), but the reality is that I think it is that single phrase 

from Paul’s letter to the church in Rome that speaks so directly to the question of the day.  “Do 

not claim to be wiser than you are!” 

 

As a Christian Minister – a preacher of the Gospel – I am convinced that the good news is the 

path to resolution to so many of our societal ills.  Hearing the Gospel… sharing the Gospel… 

living the Gospel… there’s no greater salve to our struggles than that.  In the day to day living of 

that communal life, however, the particular element of the Gospel that needs most to be heard 

and employed will vary, and I’m simply sure that there is a more essential biblical message for 

us to hear, at this moment and time of our shared life, than those clear and unapologetic words of 

Paul – “Do not claim to be wiser than you are!” 

 

As much as humility brings to mind those grandstanding athletes and pompous politicians, just 

open your mind to how often you see this third element of a lack of humility plays out.  Consider 

how many reports, speeches, conversations and debates you’ve seen, and/or participated in, 

where this particular call to humility is simply nowhere to be found.  Think of the almost 

unimaginable certitude that has overtaken our social discourse, and just consider how many 
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corners of our daily living would benefit from the wider living of those words from Paul that we 

not think ourselves wiser than we are.  Imagine the blessings that could come from the humility 

of more and more people saying, ‘I don’t know,’ ‘I’m not sure,’ ‘I may be wrong,’ ‘You may be 

right,’ ‘Let me hear what you think!’  Just consider the myriad of conversations from which 

those sentiments are absent, and allow yourself to reflect on when your interactions would have 

benefited from another embracing this aspect of humility that Paul highlights.  Then, consider 

how many of them might have benefited if you had been a little more willing to do the same. 

 

You see, that’s the thing about this passage from I Peter that stood to me.  The author is writing, 

in I Peter, to churches of the Roman world that are constantly embattled with the wider Roman 

cultures of which they are part.  To churches who are viewed as a threat by the Roman 

establishment, these words are meant to bring some clarity on the balance of social norms and 

faith-based expectations in the life of the church.  That, to a great degree, is what this portion of 

the fifth chapter is about – clarifying the roles of the leaders and the members of the church, 

particularly in the context of those hierarchical relationships that were foundational in their wider 

culture.  After delineating all of that hierarchy, however, the author goes on to say to everyone 

(not just to one group or another, but to all), “All of you must clothe yourselves with humility in 

your dealings with one another.” 

 

‘Clothe yourselves with humility in your dealings with one another.’  I think it’s worthwhile to 

consider all three of those angles of humility that we’ve addressed in these past moments: not 

viewing ourselves as more special and important than we are, understanding that we are not God, 

and not making ourselves out to be wiser than we are.  What’s important to note, however, is 

Peter’s call for us to ‘clothe ourselves’ with that humility.  It’s language that’s used a few times 

in the New Testament letters, but it’s a phrasing with striking implications that I think we so 

often overlook.  The phrase ‘clothe yourselves’ presents us with that distinct and undeniable 

understanding that it’s not something that is naturally in place for us.  Clothing ourselves takes 

action.  Clothing ourselves takes intent.  Clothing ourselves takes the decision to put something 

on, and the decision of what it is we are going to put on.  When we are told to clothe ourselves 

with humility, we are being reminded that this is a choice that we make – a choice that we are 

going to do something, and a choice that this what we are going to do.  It’s not natural to who we 

are, it’s not automatic, and it’s not necessarily easy.  This is a choice that we have to make in 

each moment of our lives.  I am convinced, however, that it’s a choice that our shared life needs 

as much as ever. 

 

The more I considered my message for this week, the more I came to understand that so much of 

this series on these matters of our togetherness is really a series on humility.   

• To talk about the fact that our togetherness matters is to own the humble understanding 

that we aren’t on our own what we could be together. 

• To talk about our togetherness mattering in our service to others is to acknowledge the 

humble truth that the needs of others sometimes outstrip our own. 

• To talk about our togetherness mattering in our being served is to grapple with that 

humble reality that sometimes we need others to be that which we can’t be on our own. 

• To talk about our togetherness mattering as a source of strength is to resolve ourselves to 

the humble insight that, more often than not, we can’t do it all alone and can’t be the 

answer in and of ourselves. 
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• And, to talk about our togetherness mattering as a source of wisdom is to recognize the 

humble fact that we aren’t nearly as wise as we like to make ourselves out to be, and that 

we can learn so much from one another when we clothe ourselves in that humility and 

open our hearts to the wisdom of others that will, at times, open the doors to new 

understandings and relationships we’d never known before. 

 

I’ve said before that everywhere from the political arena, to the social discourse, to the life of the 

church…the nearly meteoric rise in our respective ideological certitude has fostered strife in 

countless corners of our shared living.  And yes, some of that is always going to be around.  And 

yes, there always needs to be a place to stand for the faith and principles we hold dear.  I do 

wonder, however, how often we have chosen to clothe ourselves in those ideological principles 

without ever having taken the time to clothe ourselves in that humble understanding that perhaps 

we are not always right.  Our togetherness matters in many ways – but chief among them is that 

it is together that we can grow ever more fully towards the faith, the life, and the understanding 

to which God calls us.  The first step in searching for that shared understanding and greater 

wisdom, however, is to make the choice to which Peter calls us – the choice to set aside those 

ideological blinders and clothe ourselves in that humble acknowledgment that we aren’t nearly 

as wise as we so often think ourselves to be. 
 

 

 

 


