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Matthew 11:28-30

The Western meaning of humility comes from the usage of the Hebrew-speaking Jews, Latin-speaking Romans and Greeks, in particular Greek-speaking Christians of the first century.

In all three languages the word used to describe humility means low as in low to the ground.

Hebrew – anawa
Greek – tapeinos
Latin – humilitas
Used negatively, these terms mean to be put low – to be humiliated.

Positively, they mean to lower yourself or to be humble.

The two uses are radically different.  One is the awful experience of being conquered or shamed and this was the dominant usage of the term in ancient times.

The other is the noble choice to redirect your power in service of others.  This became the dominant usage only late in the Roman period (second to fifth centuries AD).

John Dickson

Humility is the noble choice to forgo your status, deploy your resources or use your influence for the good of others before yourself.  

A humble person is marked by a willingness to hold power in service of others.

3 keys to this definition.

1.  Humility presupposes your dignity
2.  Humility is a willing choice
3.  Humility is social

Philippians 2:3

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself.

Humility is more about how I treat others than how I think about myself.

Psalm 138:6 

For though the Lord is exalted, yet He regards the lowly, but the haughty He knows from afar. 

God is intimate with the humble and the proud He keeps at a distance. 

Humility is the pathway to intimacy with God, while arrogance leads to a spiritual desert. James 4:6 

...God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble.
Winston Churchill was once asked, "Doesn't it thrill you to know that every time you make a speech, the hall is packed to overflowing?" "It's quite flattering," replied Sir Winston. "But whenever I feel that way, I always remember that if instead of making a political speech I was being hanged, the crowd would be twice as big." 
George Washington Carver, the scientist who developed hundreds of useful products from the peanut: "When I was young, I said to God, 'God, tell me the mystery of the universe.' But God answered, 'That knowledge is reserved for me alone.' So I said, 'God, tell me the mystery of the peanut.' Then God said, 'Well, George, that's more nearly your size.' And he told me." 
Jim Collins the Stanford University business analyst and author of Good to Great notes the significance of the virtue of humility.  He conducted a five-year study exploring what turns good companies into great ones.  He defined great companies as one that experienced a turn-around in which it financially outperformed the market trend by at least 3 times for a 15-year period.  

Many observers were surprised to learn that one of the key factors in all 11 good-to-great companies during the growth phase was what Collins described as Level 5 Leadership – leadership marked by 2 characteristics: steely determination and an attitude of humility.

We were surprised, shocked really, to discover the type of leadership required for turning a good company into a great one.  Compared to high-profile leaders with big personalities who make headlines and become celebrities, the good-to-great leaders seem to have come from Mars.  Self-effacing, quiet, reserved even shy—these leaders are a paradoxical blend of personal humility and professional will.  They are more like Lincoln and Socrates than Patton or Caesar.

Collin’s follow-up book How the Mighty Have Fallen bears out the flipside—when successful companies become arrogant, it often spells their downfall.

How did humility become the virtue it is today?

In the Ancient world humility was to be put low – humiliated.  The Ancient Greeks loved honor – philotimia – the love of honor.  The pursuit of honors, tangible or intangible, was a constant of elite behavior throughout Greco-Roman antiquity.

Honor was universally regarded as the ultimate asset for human beings and shame the ultimate deficit.  The beginnings of honor-shame cultures.  Much of life revolved around ensuring you and your family received public honor and avoided public shame.

A father’s first concern is not if his son would be happy, rich, or live morally but whether the boy would bring honor to the family.  This might be accomplished through military participation in a big victory, advancement through the ranks of official society or by some great service to the village.  In all these things, the thought was not so much in conquering evildoers, making a difference to civic life, or benefitting others.  The chief good was the respect and praise that comes through these activities and the way they confirm the merit of the one so honored.

A person’s greatest fear was to be publically shamed.  A Roman husband whose wife was found to be having an affair would feel more injured by the public shame than by the betrayal of love itself.

Aristotle

Honor and reputation are among the pleasantest things, through each person’s imagining that he has the qualities of an important person; and all the more so when others say so.

So what happened? How did the culture move from honor-shame to humility?

Ancient Israel was also an honor-shame society.  Humility before God was appropriate as was humility before judges, kings, and priests but lowering yourself before an equal or lesser would be unthinkable.  As Israel struggled under foreign domination the prophets began to speak of the Almighty’s concern for the crushed and humiliated.  The typically negative meaning of the term – to be put low – is used positively in the way we talk about the poor and oppressed.  Negative words are employed sympathetically.

Then came a teacher from Nazareth.

It wasn’t necessarily His words, though many laid hints at humility:

Matthew 11:28-30 – gentle and humble in heart.

Jesus took great delight in turning upside down the ancient notions of greatness and servitude.

Mark 10:43-45

But it is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all.  For the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.

What established humility as a virtue in Western culture was not necessarily Jesus’ persona or teaching but it was His execution.

2 thousand years of religious art has taken away the meaning of crucifixion for the modern person.

Crucifixion was the ultimate punishment reserved only for political rebels and slaves.  Of the 3 official methods of capital punishment – crucifixion, decapitation, and burning alive – crucifixion was regarded as the most shameful and brutal.

Victims were usually scourged with a leather strap embedded with metal and pottery, stripped naked, led out to a public place and nailed to a large wooden beam where they could expect to endure long hours or sometimes days of excruciating pain and eventual asphyxiation.

The followers of Jesus had to re-think the honor-shame paradigm.  Honor was the proof of merit, shame the proof of worthlessness.  What does this say about Jesus?

Either Jesus was not as great as they had first thought, His crucifixion being evidence of His insignificance or the notion of greatness itself had to be redefined to fit with the fact of His seemingly shameful end.

Opponents accepted the first option.  The crucifixion was incontrovertible evidence that Jesus was a pretender to greatness.

Anti-Christian graffiti found in Rome.  Alexemenos worships his God – mule headed crucified man.  (donkey-stupid).

Christians took the other option.  For them the crucifixion was not evidence of Jesus’ humiliation but proof that greatness can express itself in humility, the noble choice to lower yourself for the sake of others.

Philippians 2:3-8

We Christians can sing about our Lord and the cross so easily but for the Ancients this would have been bizarre.

Western history is now cruciform – shaped but the events of Jesus’ crucifixion.

Paul’s account is a humility revolution.  Honor and shame are turned on their heads.  

The highly honored Jesus lowered Himself to a shameful cross and yet in so doing became not an object of scorn but one of praise and emulation.

Honor has been redefined.  If the greatest man we have ever known chose to forgo His status for the good of others, greatness must consist in humble service.  The shameful place is now the place of honor, the low point the high point.

Honor seeking is now morally questionable and lowering yourself for the good of others ethically beautiful because of Jesus.

So what is my point today?  So what?

Christians don’t have a monopoly on humility but we do have an incredible example in the Lord Jesus Christ – the founder of the modern day paradigm of humility.

John Dickson

Humility is the noble choice to forgo your status, deploy your resources or use your influence for the good of others before yourself.  

Jesus dismantled the honor-shame paradigm. We too ought to break out of the honor-shame paradigm and live humbly.  We as followers of Christ have an incredible opportunity to be like Jesus – gentle and humble in heart.

Micah 6:8

He has told you, O man, what is good and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.
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