
Page #1 

  

 
 

   From the Pulpit... 
 

“But I…” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

Colossians 3: 1-14; Romans 12: 3-8 

May 15, 2022 

 

“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.”  Jesus says in Matthew’s Gospel.  

“I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.  For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, 

a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies 

will be the members of his own household.”  (Matthew 10: 34-36) 

 

It feels a bit like that at times, these days, doesn’t it? 

 

Now – these words from Jesus come in a particular context with a particular meaning that does 

not apply, and I would argue (and in fact I will to some extent, over the next 15 minutes or so) 

that just about everything surrounding our current relational circumstances is all but the exact 

antithesis of the core of Jesus’ message and teachings.  But still, it does feel a bit like that at 

times, these days, doesn’t it? 

 

Perhaps those whose memory goes further back than mine – to the days of the Civil Rights 

Movement or the war in Vietnam - perhaps you would not say the same.  For me, however, I 

cannot think of another time in my life in which our culture was as divided and embattled as we 

have become in recent years.  I can't tell you how often I find myself in a conversation in which a 

person is telling me about this 'other’ that they simply can’t even talk to, anymore, because of 

where that person stands on…and you can finish that phrase in a hundred ways.  It’s neighbors, 

it's now former friends, it’s siblings, it’s parents, it’s children.  I’ve heard it all – and all of it with 

this depth of vitriol that I almost can’t even put to words.   

 

I remember, growing up, the old adage was that, if you want to get along, you never talk money 

or politics.  Those topics, were of course, reserved for only those closest to you in life.  What 

seems to have happened, however, is that the list of topics has grown exponentially, and the 

group within which those topics can safely be explored has shrunk to the point that sometimes 

that dialog can’t even take place among those who live under the same roof.  There seems to be 

nothing that is held more deeply and sacred, anymore, than those principled soapboxes on which 

we’ve chosen to make our stand. 

 

Some of you may have experiences that compare but, in my lifetime, I cannot think of another 

time in which our culture was as divided and embattled as we have become in recent years.  And, 

it is to just that form of divided community that our passage from Colossians is speaking. 
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When it comes to these Pauline letters of the New Testament, authorship is one of things that 

sometimes gets debated in theological circles.  There are a certain group of letters that are 

generally accepted as having been written by Paul himself (I and II Corinthians, Romans, and 

others).  There are others, however, that diverge enough in style and theology that theologians 

aren’t quite sure who wrote them – often it’s assumed that they were written by a follower of 

Paul, using his name.  Colossians is one of those letters.  We don’t know who wrote it.  We do 

know, however, that it seems to be speaking to a debate in the church.  This debate is particularly 

theological – surrounding questions of what practices need to be embraced to enhance one’s 

closeness to God – but the author’s argument that plays out in this third chapter is that you have 

been brought close to God, your life has been restored in Christ, and thus you need to put aside 

the practices of this world and set your sights on that which is of God. 

 

Nothing extraordinary there.  It all makes reasonable sense.  But, then the author goes on to tell 

us what that looks like: “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe 

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each 

other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the 

Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in 

perfect unity.”  (Colossians 3: 12-14) 

 

It's the word ‘humility’ that really grabbed my attention in that phrase.  ‘Clothe yourselves in 

humility.’  In the very cursory sense, I’d suggest that a lack of humility is at the core of so much 

of the relational discord that we know in our culture today.  So, that word really grabbed my 

mind, and I dove in.  The Greek translated here, and in many other places, as ‘humility’ is the 

word ‘tapeinophrosynēn.’  While it carries the heart of humility and modesty, what that word is 

speaking to is a lowliness, or even a humiliation, of the mind.  There is, at the heart of this word, 

a degradation of the self for the sake of the other – a lowering of one’s self-assurance and self-

importance for the purpose of embracing those beyond ourselves.  And, it is was this concept of 

the humiliation of our own minds for the sake of the other that etched a phrase in my mind. Over 

and over, as I read this passage again and again, the same two words came floating to the 

forefront of my brain, “But, I…” 

 

Now, don’t worry, we’re going to keep this rhetorical, but I want you to spend a minute and just 

consider how often you start a phrase with that sentiment.  Perhaps we have our different ways of 

phrasing it, but how many conversations are driven by some manifestation of those two words, 

“But I…” 

• But, I think… 

• But, I know… 

• But, I want… 

• But, I believe… 

• But, I need… 

• But, I heard… 

• But, I saw… 

• But, I was told… 

• But, I don’t need to keep going! 
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“Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, 

kindness, humility, gentleness and patience…Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  (Colossians 3: 

12-13) 

 

Compassion…kindness…humility…gentleness…patience…forgiveness… 

 

Ask yourself this simple question.  How much of that is possible if the relationship is starting 

with, ‘But I…’  And, how much really, truly, relies on that tapeinophrosynēn – that humility of 

lowering our own mind and self-importance for the sake of uplifting the other? 

 

Listen, in that context, to the words of Paul to the church in Rome. 

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly 

than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith 

God has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many 

members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though 

many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different 

gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in 

accordance with your faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is 

to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to 

lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully. 

 

9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one 

another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep 

your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in 

prayer. 13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 

 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 

mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 

willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited.  17 Do not repay 

anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it is possible, 

as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  (Romans 12: 3-18) 

 

Paul starts, I’d suggest, where we need to start… 

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly 

than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith 

God has distributed to each of you.  (Romans 12:3) 

 

This is the piece that speaks to humility in its form most attuned to our usage.  ‘Don’t be so sure 

of yourself!’  It is, I would contend, a central piece of the puzzle.  Our mind-numbing 

willingness to claim certainty in the face of life’s most challenging questions is at the heart of so 

much of the communal dysfunction that we know.  Entering into healing in the broken 

relationships around us has to start with dispensing of our own certitude.  We have to open 

ourselves to the prospect that we may not always be right and that sometimes, as convinced as 

we may be, those who see things differently may not be as clearly and obviously wrong as we so 

often purport them to be.  I grow increasingly convinced, each day, that entering into healing the 
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brokenness around us has to start with dispensing of the certitude with which we pronounce our 

answers to life’s most difficult questions.  

 

But, Paul doesn’t stop there… 

9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one 

another in love. Honor one another above yourselves… 13 Share with the Lord’s people who 

are in need. Practice hospitality.  14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 

curse…17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 

everyone.  (Romans 12: 9-10, 13-14, 17) 

 

Go back to our question.  How much of that is possible if the relationship is starting with, ‘But 

I…’  And, how much really, truly, relies on that tapeinophrosynēn – that humility of lowering 

our own mind and self-importance for the sake of uplifting the other? 

 

So, I think we’re seeing that theme that emerges here, but then comes the kicker. 

18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  (Romans 12:18) 

 

Two verses earlier, Paul tells us to “Live in harmony with one another.”  Then, nearing the 

conclusion of this particular strain of thought, Paul tells us to “live at peace with everyone.”  As 

he does so, however, he adds that key modifier to the mix.  “…as far as it depends on you, live at 

peace with everyone.” 

 

That’s the trick to all of this.  Relationships are a two-way street.  Oft-confused, forgiveness and 

reconciliation are two very different things.  We can forgive another, but that does not in and of 

itself pave the way for a restored relationship.  Working towards that reconciliation requires both 

parties to be involved.  No matter how hard we try, we can’t restore a relationship without the 

other.  But, the opposite is true as well – they can’t restore a relationship without us. 

 

“…as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”  That’s what we can do.  That’s 

how we can enter into the healing of the broken relationships that surround us.  We can do our 

part!  We can’t force our broken relationships to be mended and we can’t fix fences that others 

insist on continually tearing down.  What we can do, however, is embrace the principle of 

tapeinophrosynēn.  What we can do is own the humility of Romans that urges us to not think 

more highly of ourselves than we ought.  And, what we can do is embrace that humility of 

Colossians that calls us to let go of that self-righteousness and self-importance, to allow for that 

humiliation of the mind, and to set our sights, instead, on the welfare and importance of the other 

whose path crosses ours in life.   

 

Compassion…kindness…humility…gentleness…patience…forgiveness…sincere 

love…devotion to one another…honoring one another…sharing…hospitality…living in 

harmony…living at peace…  Ask yourself that simple question.  How much of that is possible if 

the relationship is starting with, ‘But I…’  And, how much really, truly, relies on that 

tapeinophrosynēn – that faith-filled humility of putting the importance of the other – in thought 

and word and deed – above ourselves. 

 

 


