What Do You Expect? #3

“Be Humble”
Micah 6:8

A few moments ago we sang the hauntingly beautiful hymn,

When I survey the wondrous cross

On which the Prince of Glory died,

My richest gain I count but loss

And pour contempt on all my pride.


Easy words to sing; challenging words to do!

Over the past three weeks we have considered the words of Micah 6:8, a verse that has been called, “the greatest saying of the Old Testament.”
 It’s words are simple and straight-forward: “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”


In answer to the question, “What do you expect, God?” we are given three basic behaviors: act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly. Or as I have phrased them, be honest, be humane, and be humble. This morning we arrive at the last of these three expectations.


Humility is among the greatest of all virtues.
 Yet humility is, in my opinion, the most misunderstood, the most misrepresented, and the most missing character trait of all. Humility is one virtue that is not gained by seeking it. The more we pursue it the more distant it becomes. To think we have it is a sure sign that we don’t.
 We might even call it “invisible integrity” for it never calls attention to its own presence.

Humility is a required course for every Christian, not an elective. “Christian” means “Christ like,” and if we want to be like Christ, we must cultivate humility. The only time when Jesus reveals His inner makeup or personality is found at the end of Matthew chapter eleven: “I am gentle and humble in heart.”
 Humility is that virtue required of those who are faithful followers of our Lord.

But what is humility? 


Before we get to what it means to “walk humbly with your God” in Micah 6:8, we must first get a handle on what the word itself is all about. The world most definitely does not know what the word means, and, frankly, most Christians I know don’t have a clue, either. Let’s see what God says about it in His Word.


Perhaps the easiest way to understand humility is to consider its opposite. Pride is the opposite of humility. Pride has been described as “the chief sin,” which would make humility the chief virtue by contrast.
 Pride heads the list of the seven things God hates according to Proverbs 6:16-17, and I particularly like how The Amplified Bible renders “a proud look”—”the spirit that makes one overestimate himself and underestimate others.” Joyce Meyer states,

A spirit of pride is what makes one person thinks they are better than somebody else, that they know more than somebody else, or, in many instances, it will manifest itself as, “I’m right and you’re wrong.”
 

Pride and humility are often contrasted in the book of Proverbs, and we could spend our entire time looking at those texts. (For those who may be interested, I preached a sermon on this contrast during our series through Proverbs a few years back. If you would like a printed or audio copy, let me know after the service!) For our purposes here, though, I’d like to consider a New Testament passage, one that uses neither “pride” nor “humility,” yet gives a clear image on both of these concepts. Paul writes in Romans 12:3, “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.” We might be very familiar with those words, so allow me to read this verse from some other versions:

· “I warn everyone among you not to estimate and think of himself more highly than he ought [not to have an exaggerated opinion of his own importance], but to rate his ability with sober judgment, each according to the degree of faith apportioned by God to him” [The Amplified Bible] 

· “Don’t cherish exaggerated ideas of yourself or your importance, but try to have a sane estimate of your capabilities by the light of the faith that God has given to you all.” [J. B. Phillips] 

· “Don’t think you are better than you really are. Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves, measuring yourselves by the faith God has given us.” [New Living Translation]

Pride is ego-centric and exaggerated—it’s all about me! Pride often manifests itself in vanity, arrogance, or conceit. And so many people assume that humility is the opposite of that—self-criticism and inadequacy. In dictionaries, humility tends to be equated to inferiority and defined as an attitude of low opinion of one’s importance or value.
 That is not what the Bible says about humility at all…in fact, an inferiority complex is actually a form of pride!
 Andrew Murray got it right: “The humble person is not one who thinks meanly [lowly] of himself, he simply does not think of himself at all.”

True humility is best defined in the New Living Translation’s rendering of Romans 12:3, “Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves.”  True humility is honesty with ourselves: we know ourselves, accept ourselves, and try to be ourselves to the glory of God. It means avoiding two extremes: thinking less of ourselves than we ought to or thinking more of ourselves than we ought to.
 People either think, “I’m no good” or they think, “I’m better than everybody.” What we need is balance—we are everything in Christ and nothing in ourselves.
 John Stott writes, “Humility is nothing but the truth. Humility is a synonym for honesty, not hypocrisy. It is not an artificial pretence about myself, but an accurate assessment of myself.”

Pride is an unreasonably high opinion of oneself based on one’s innate nature and human accomplishments, whereas humility is an accurate, realistic self-appraisal in which the person accepts his or her sins but acknowledges the gifts, abilities, and achievements that have come from God.


While humility is to be evident in our relationship with others, Micah 6:8 speaks specifically of “walking humbly with your God.” Before we can hope to be humble with others, we must first be humble with God. I believe this is seen in three ways and, like last week’s study, it involves the three elements of our personality: heart, mind, and will.

Humility is Submitting My Mind to God’s Word


First, humility is submitting my mind to God’s Word. This deals with what we know. Everything we feel and do ought to be based on knowledge; otherwise, we are reacting to whims or following someone else’s direction.


Have you ever told something to a person and he asks, “How do you know that?” or “Where did you come up with that?” Makes us stop and think, doesn’t it? Sometimes we have to admit that our knowledge may have a shaky foundation!


Karl Barth was a Swiss theologian during the middle of the twentieth century. He was considered to be one of the most brilliant minds of his day, and he wrote numerous volumes on theology. During his one and only visit to the United States in 1962, a student asked him, “Professor Barth, could you please summarize your entire life’s work in a few words?” Barth is said to have paused only momentarily and then replied, “Yes. In the words of a song my mother taught me when I was a child: ‘Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.’”


Many of us learned that simple song as children. Yet consider the depth of those words! How do we know that Jesus loves me? The Bible tells me so! How do we know the truth about anything? The Bible tells me so! Jesus said in John 17:17, “[God’s] Word is truth.” He did not say it is true; He said it is truth, and there is a significant difference. Something is true if it measures up to the truth. For example, to see if a twelve-inch tile is true, we measure it with a ruler, which serves as the measurement. The ruler is the truth, and if the tile measures twelve inches according to the truth, then the tile is true.

The same applies to our knowledge. How can we be certain that what we know is true and accurate? We must measure it by some standard of truth. The world wants us to believe that no such standard exists, that everybody is free to make up his own truth. How ludicrous is that? If someone were to respond to every challenge of, “How do you know that is true?” with, “Because I said so!” would we not think him to be arrogant? To “walk humbly with your God” means that we agree with what God says as opposed to what man says.
 We base our understanding of truth on God’s Word, even when it goes against our grain. When we think or feel one way and the Bible states the opposite, humility submits our thoughts and feelings to the truth of Scripture.

The Hebrew verb in Micah 6:8 rendered “walk humbly” (hattsnea’) is found elsewhere only in Proverbs 11:2 as a noun: “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.” The term means measured and careful conduct. One who would please God must not presume to go his own way. Rather he defers to the way and will of God as revealed in His Word.


True humility begins with an honest, accurate appraisal of ourselves before God. What does the Bible say about that? We have all sinned and fall short of His righteous standard (Romans 3:23). We are dead in our trespasses and sins (Ephesians 2:1). All our righteousness is as filthy rags in God’s sight (Isaiah 64:6). This is the opposite of what the world tells us about ourselves—”Man is basically good” or “You can do anything you put your mind to.” Who do we believe?


Submitting what we know to God’s Word, we first humbly bow before God, confessing our sins and asking for forgiveness. This is where humility begins. The only people God can save are lost people; the only people God can forgive are guilty people. If we see ourselves as God sees us, then we can by faith become what He wants us to become.
 

Once we have done that, humility maintains that honest appraisal of ourselves based on the Scriptures. We say, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13), and in the same breath, “without Him, I can do nothing” (John 15:5). We look in the mirror and see a person created in the image of God for whom Christ died on the cross, and we look at every other person the same way. We submit our mind to God’s Word, accepting what He says as truth.

Humility is Submitting My Heart to God’s Ways


Secondly, humility is submitting my heart to God’s ways. This deals with what we feel, or our emotions. As mentioned previously, sometimes the facts don’t add up in our hearts. James Dobson wrote a book several years ago entitled, When God Doesn’t Make Sense. While that is phrased logically, it reflects an emotional experience. We see or hear something that God has said or done and it doesn’t sit well with us. Why? It just doesn’t feel right.


The world often says, “Let your heart be your guide.” To that I say, “Better have a wrecker on speed dial, because you’re bound to crash!” Emotions are not reliable guides!


Consider Simon Peter. Was there anyone in the Bible more driven by his feelings at the moment? On occasion his impulsive, emotional reactions served him well, as when he blurted out the right answer to Jesus’ question about His true identity, or when he hopped out of the boat in the middle of the lake and walked on water toward Jesus. But more often than not his feelings got him into trouble. No sooner had he received a great commendation for saying, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God!” do we hear Jesus say to him, “Get behind me, Satan!” Peter’s anger drove him to draw a sword and cut off someone’s ear; Peter’s fear drove him to deny that he knew Jesus three different times. David Roper testifies,

Just about the time I think I’ve got it all together, some unsightly emotional display, some inappropriate reaction, some other embarrassing behavior blows my cover and I have that horrible experience of being found out. It’s humiliating! 
But humiliation is good for the soul. Through it God deals with our self-admiration and pride. Without it we could never make the most of our lives. 

The trouble with us is that we want to be tremendously important. It’s a terrible trait, the essential vice, the utmost evil. It’s the sin that turned the devil into the demon he became. 

Obscurity and humility, on the other hand, release God’s greatness. It is the basis of our life with God and our usefulness in this world. Thomas à Kempis wrote, “The more humble a man is in himself, and the more subject unto God; so much more prudent shall he be in all his affairs, and enjoy greater peace and quietness of heart.” 

Because ambition and pride is the center of our resistance to God and the source of so much unhappiness, “God opposes the proud” (James 4:6); he brings us to our knees, where He can then begin to do something with us.


In short, humility stresses that we must remember that man is man, and God is God.
 We need to recall the words of Isaiah 55:8-9, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord. “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” Humility is submitting my heart to God’s ways.

Humility is Submitting My Will to God’s Will


Finally, humility is submitting my will to God’s will. Walking humbly means submitting to God, doing what He says, simply because He says to do it.
  We are taught to pray as Jesus did in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Father, not my will but Yours be done.” Humility takes that one step further and lives that way. This affects our will, the choices we make. Humility is not merely a passive acceptance of whatever happens as coming from God, but an active choosing God’s will over our own.


Stuart Briscoe shows how this occurs in practical terms,

As far as my relationship to God is concerned, I am to walk humbly. Is that all he says? No, there’s more. God requires me to walk through life humbly with him—day in, day out. I am to walk into the office humbly with my God. I am to move through my day-to-day affairs humbly with my God. This means I operate under his control in humble obedience to him. I am humbly repentant for that which grieves him. I am humbly dependent upon him at all times and for all things. How will the world know that I am walking humbly with my God? They will know by the way I treat people. Those who walk humbly with their God have a passionate concern for justice being done in society, and a deep concern to treat people lovingly and mercifully. This is the message of Micah—the lesson God would have us learn as we read the words of this anything but “minor” prophet!


While this message has been primarily about our relationship with God, humility will spill over onto our relationships with others, as Briscoe points out. Peter wrote in 1 Peter 5:5-6,

All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.

I am certain that, as he penned those words, Peter was reflecting on the time when Jesus washed the feet of the disciples, as recorded in John 13. Just as Jesus laid aside His outer garments and put on a towel to become a servant, so each of us should have a servant’s attitude and minister to each other. Humility is not demeaning ourselves and thinking poorly of ourselves. It is simply not thinking of ourselves at all!
 


Let’s wrap this up. The final expectation God has for His children is that they walk humbly with him. That means we submit our minds to His Word, our hearts to His ways, and our wills to His will. Remember, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Pride is the chief sin; humility is the chief virtue. As Swindoll concludes,
My hope is that all of us will see pride as the enemy it really is. It isn’t a friend; it isn’t a good companion; though it is all around us, it doesn’t fit the role of the believer in Christ. May we embrace humility as our best friend. “I am what I am by the gift of God. It is not about me. I am not the one that is important here.” May we return to the cross where all the ground at the foot of it is level, and pour contempt on all our pride.
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