
There was once a preacher who felt that he was not as humble as he should 
be. He asked a wise friend what he should do about it. His friend replied, 
“Make yourself a sign that presents the gospel and hang it around your neck. 
Then walk through the business and shopping area of downtown Chicago for a 
whole day.” 
 
The preacher followed his friend’s advice. After a day in the streets of 
Chicago, he came home, thinking about the humiliating experience.  He took 
the sign off and said to himself, “I bet there’s not another person in Chicago 
that would be willing to do a thing like that.” His exercise in humility had 
apparently failed. 
 
I’d like to speak to you today about the tricky subject of humility. 
 
Humility is central to what Jesus is teaching in the Gospel passage for today. 
Jesus got invited to dinner at a Pharisee’s house. While he’s over there, it 
says, that “When Jesus noticed how the guests sought out the best seats at the 
table, he told them a parable.” 
 
You know, it’s not necessarily a good sign if your actions inspire a Jesus to 
tell a parable. I imagine myself in the shoes of the Pharisee having Jesus over 
for dinner. Jesus would say, “David, I see the way that treat others. It really 
calls to mind something about the kingdom of God.” 
 
“Oh really, Lord? Tell me more.” I’d say, feigning surprise, while actually 
thankful that someone had finally recognized my obvious virtue.  
 
“Yes,” Jesus would say, “you’ve given us a remarkable example of how not to 
act.” … “When someone invites you to a wedding celebration, don’t take your 
seat in the place of honor. … [You might end up humiliated] … Instead, when 
you receive an invitation, go and sit in the least important place. When your 
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host approaches you, he will say, ‘Friend, move up here to a better seat.’ Then 
you will be honored in the presence of all your fellow guests.  
 
You can either humble yourself or be humiliated. In the kingdom of God, 
those are the choices. Worldly power and worldly wisdom are turned rightside 
up. We see this over and over in the teaching of Jesus:  

● The first will be last and the last will be first.  
● Those who wish to save their lives will lose it, but those who lose their 

lives for the sake of the gospel will find them.  
● And in today’s reading, those who exalt themselves will be humbled, but 

those who humble themselves will be exalted. 
 
Humility, for some reason, is essential to Jesus’ message. 
 
But what is humility, anyway? And why is it so important? 
 
Humility is considering others (and God) as more important than yourself. It’s 
giving others the priority because you view them as more important. Humility 
is having a servant’s heart-- a heart that seeks to serve rather than to be served. 
 
Humility is not low self esteem. It’s not thinking bad things about yourself. 
You might genuinely be intelligent or beautiful or powerful, but humility 
means not seeing yourself as more important than others as a result of those 
things.  
 
Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury, the leading clergyperson 
of the Church of England, once spoke about the great theologian Karl Barth. 
“Karl Barth knew that he was a brilliant theologian, but he knew that being a 
brilliant theologian meant absolutely nothing.”  1

 

1 See https://www.htb.org/connect-group-resources, “Growing Community” Session 5 
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Another way of thinking about humility is to think about what it is not. It is 
not pride or arrogance. We tend to know those traits when we see them, and 
they really sour our view of someone.  
 
Now, some of you may have been thinking, ironically, “I wish that one friend 
of mine were here to hear this….” It’s pride to assume that pride is a problem 
for others but not for you. Humility would say, “that’s definitely an area that I 
need to work on.” This is for all of us. 
 
Very few people would actually admit that they are proud or arrogant. As a 
pastor, people come to me with some frequency that have anger issues, 
financial issues, relationship issues-- all types of issues. But, you know, I 
don’t think I’ve ever had someone come to me and say, “You know, Pastor 
David, I’m really struggling with pride. I always see myself as more important 
than other people.” 
 
Pastor Tim Keller says that “Pride is the carbon monoxide of sin. It silently 
and slowly kills you without you even knowing.”  2

 
So pride is clearly bad, and humility is good. But why is humility good? Quite 
simply, humility brings transformation. 
 
First, humility transforms our relationship with God. 
 
C. S. Lewis, says in Mere Christianity, “In God you come up against 
something which is in every respect immeasurably superior to yourself. 
Unless you know God as that—and, therefore, know yourself as nothing in 
comparison—you do not know God at all. As long as you are proud you 
cannot know God.”  3

2 https://twitter.com/timkellernyc/status/545692999590871042?lang=en 
3 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 124. 
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Humility opens you up to the reality of God, who is the greatest conceivable 
being. Worship is the fundamental posture of the Christian before God. In 
worship, we seek to glorify God, to see God revered as is his due. That’s how 
Charles Wesley can say, if you’ll let me paraphrase, “I wish I had a thousand 
voices so that I could use them all to praise God.” 
 
Worship is fundamentally an act of humility. To bow ourselves before our 
maker is to affirm God’s greatness and our dependence on him. Worship in 
God’s presence makes us realize how small and insignificant we are compared 
to God. Even better, worship gets our minds off of ourselves and puts them on 
God instead.  
 
I don’t know about you, but sometimes I find it difficult to really enter into 
worship on Sundays. I’m preoccupied with all of the difficulties of life and 
work. But worship trains my mind away from myself and toward God. 
Humility brings us to worship and worship helps cultivate humility. 
 
Humility also brings obedience to God. Virtually every time that I am 
disobedient to God, it’s because I’m putting my will and my desires above 
God’s. This is pride, rather than humility. Humility would mean seeing God’s 
will and God’s desire for my life as more important than my own.  
 
So humility really can transform our relationship with God. It brings us out of 
ourselves and into worship and obedience. 
 
Humility also transforms our relationships with people 
 
Pride takes the attitude that people, even people within the church, are worth 
what they’re worth to me. What matters is how they can advance my agenda, 
my goals, my hopes.  
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I read a book a few years ago called, “Never Eat Alone” by Keith Ferrazzi.  
 
The book encourages you to be useful to people. Stay connected to them, and 
in the long run, you’ll have connections with lots of people that you can call 
on later when you need something. The idea is that if you’re generous with 
your time, talents, and money, then people will want to help you in return.  
 
In the author’s case, he has people he can call on for virtually every type of 
thing that you could think of, and most of them will bend over backwards to 
do it for him. Everybody owes him a favor, essentially. 
 
As Christians, we believe in being generous with our time, talents, and money. 
The author, I believe, is a Christian. Nevertheless, I came away from the book 
thinking, “wow, this is a really utilitarian view of people.” The means are 
generous, but the end is always to get people to give you something in return. 
 
I think this line of thinking is why Jesus moves from addressing humility to 
addressing hospitality. Hospitality is what humility looks like in practice. It’s 
taking the place of the servant. 
 
And so Jesus says, “When you host a lunch or dinner, don’t invite your 
friends, your brothers and sisters, your relatives, or rich neighbors. If you do, 
they will invite you in return and that will be your reward. Instead, when you 
give a banquet, invite the poor, crippled, lame, and blind. And you will be 
blessed because they can’t repay you. Instead, you will be repaid when the 
just are resurrected.” 
 
Humility transforms our relationships with people because we’re no longer 
concerned about being repaid. Humility means being willing to be the servant 
of people who are (supposedly) “below your standing”-- not just your clients, 
but those who are destitute.  
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Dozens of people who are homeless or very poor walk by our church every 
day. Imagine taking this teaching of Jesus literally. Imagine hosting banquets 
for our poor or homeless neighbors-- making use of that beautiful commercial 
kitchen to provide an elegant meal for those that the world says we shouldn’t 
associate with. What job would you take if we put that banquet on?  
 
I think our souls need that type of humble service in our lives. My proud heart 
needs to do that type of good for others on a regular basis. 
 
Humility positions us as servants of one another. Humility transforms our 
relationships with people.  
 
So how do we achieve humility? 
 
Humility is both something we do and something that God does. It doesn’t 
happen automatically. If it did, Jesus wouldn’t have bothered to teach on it. It 
must be pursued. But at every stage, it’s God’s grace that humbles us as we 
become more dependent on God and more aware of who God is. 
 
Our part is to be obedient. Our part it to follow the example of Jesus, who 
took the place of a servant when he washed his disciples feet. We need to 
follow the example of the one, as it says in Philippians chapter 2, who didn’t 
consider equality with God as something to be exploited but he emptied 
himself, taking the form of a slave-- who humbled himself in obedience, even 
to the point of death on a cross.  
Our pursuit of humility is really a pursuit of being like Jesus. We keep our 
eyes off of ourselves and keep our eyes on him. We take whatever worldly 
power or status or gifting we have, and we refuse to exploit it. Rather we lay 
these things at God’s feet and saying, “how can I serve you with this?” 
 

6 



And as we do that, our relationship with God is transformed and our 
relationships with others are transformed.  
 
So we pray that god would fill us with a Spirit of humility-- that we might 
draw closer to God, see ourselves rightly, serve others selflessly, and witness 
a different way of life to the world. Amen. 
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