Lent 6 2026 Choosing the Way of Humility

This week, our Lenten journey brings us to the theme of humility, and we will be focusing our teaching on what is widely considered the oldest part of the New Testament: Philippians 2:5–11 which is considered by scholars to have been a worship song or poem of the Early Church, recited regularly during times of worship. 

Philippians 2:5–11.
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God,     did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him  and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

It is a hymn about Christ Jesus humbling himself, becoming a man, dying a criminal’s death and 
being exalted to the right hand of God. It tells the most radical and fundamental truths about the nature of the God which we discover in the person of Jesus. But, fascinatingly, from Paul’s deployment of the hymn in the context of the letter to the Philippians where he addresses their relationships with one another, we see that this great hymn of humility isn’t just about Jesus; it is also about us. 

In Paul’s mind, Christ’s life and death served as an example by which we were called 
to live. This is what love looks like: self-denial and self-sacrificial acts on behalf of another. 

Success is found in going lower not getting bigger. Success looks like service, not celebrity. Only Christianity makes the claim that the all-powerful God was “humble”. Humble enough to become a servant. Humble enough to die a shameful death on a Roman cross.
 
Matthew 23:12 All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.

Power can be a major problem for the human heart. In the famous words of Lord Acton, “power 
corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Andy Crouch, Playing God  44.] 


And yet Jesus models a different way to hold power: the more power you get, the more you get to serve. 

Today, we will look at the nature of true biblical humility. We will see that humility isn’t beating ourselves down; rather, through focusing on God, we anchor our identity beyond ourselves. 

Matthew 18:4 Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven

We step into an identity forged in the person and work of Christ. This allows us to receive the words of the Father – spoken over Jesus at his baptism, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17) – over our own identity. 

True humility makes the individual look up to God. (J D McKenzie).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Murray Gow “Humility” Reality August/September 2000 19ff] 


This promise allows us to be honest with the fact that we are all still a work in progress. We get to come as we are before the Father who loves us and humbly admit that we are imperfect people.

In the full glare of the loving God, we experience liberty from self-obsession which turns us inside ourselves, and experience the beauty of what Pastor Tim Keller calls The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Tim Keller, The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness ] 


In turn, as our focus shifts from ourselves towards God, we can love the people we once found so easy to judge. 

At the climax of Indiana Jones 3 – The Last Crusade, Indy has to pass three tests to reach 
the Holy Grail. The first test is called “The Breath of God” and, knowing that failure means 
certain death, he has only one clue: “Only the penitent man shall pass”. In the final moment, 
as wind fills the chamber, he drops to his knees in a posture of humility. He misses losing 
his head to two large circular saws by a whisker. The moment displays great cinematic flair, 
but actually stumbles upon an important truth at the heart of the Bible: following Jesus 
starts with humility. 

The more we grow in revelation of God, the more we will find ourselves dropping to our knees in worship. The more we appreciate God’s greatness, the more we find ourselves growing in humility.

Humility keeps God in his rightful place: recognising him as the maker of the universe and as 
the Lord of our lives. Without that humility, our lives get out of kilter when pride leads us to try to place ourselves at the centre of the universe.

This is very easy to do. In fact, it has been humanity’s snare since the very beginning. The 
first temptation was to disobey God and attempt to “become like God” by eating the 
forbidden fruit. It was the cause of the devil's fall from heaven, when he aspired to be God.

Unlike our focus on promoting ourselves, Paul demonstrates a completely different approach to success. Despite being a man of great status and stature in his world, after meeting Jesus on the road to Damascus, we see in him a radical transformation from pride to sincere humility.

Paul describes himself in his letters this way: “I am the least of the apostles” (1 Corinthians 
15:9), “I am the very least of all the saints” (Ephesians 3:8), “I am the foremost of sinners” 
(1 Timothy 1:15). 

Interestingly these descriptions are dated AD 59, AD 63, and AD 64 respectively. As Paul matures in his faith, he appears to move deeper and deeper into a posture of humility. He is transformed from the arrogant man we read about at the beginning of Acts to a man deeply aware of his shortcomings but living a life to fully glorify God as best he could. It is important to note that Paul does not become increasingly insecure; rather, his security moves away from himself and his accomplishments and becomes more deeply anchored in the person of Christ.
 
The closer we grow to Christ, the more the fruit of humility will blossom in our lives.


Author Philips Brooks is attributed as saying: “The true way to be humble is not to stoop until 
you are smaller than yourself, but to stand at your real height against some higher nature that will show you what the real smallness of your greatness is.”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:    https://bridgepointtoco.com/messages/jesus-is-unending-life/?enmse=1&enmse_o=1&enmse_c=0&enmse_
p=9&enmse_mid=99&enmse_spid=2&enmse_sds=0] 


This is why worship plays a crucial role in our maturing towards humility.

This is also something mirrored in a lot of the writings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers. 
“A hermit was asked, ‘What is humility? ’He answered, ‘Humility is a great work, and a work of God. The way of humility is to undertake bodily labour, and believe yourself a sinner, and make yourself servant of all.’ A brother said, ‘What does it mean to be the servant of all? ’He answered, ‘To be the servant of all is not to look at the sins of others, always to look at your own sins, and to pray to God without ceasing.’”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Andrew Arndt, Streams in the Wasteland: Finding Spiritual Renewal with the Desert Fathers and Mothers   201–202.] 


How does the desert help us with humility?  Because of the vastness of the desert, we are reminded of our own size and importance (or lack thereof) and that even the desert is small compared to God.

The desert fathers and mothers believed there was a lot to be gained by becoming aware of our own sinfulness and brokenness, reminding us to keep throwing ourselves on the love and grace of God and to save us from judging a fellow brother or sister. This also sets us free from the prison of needing other people’s approval.
  
Humility can be difficult to understand and often misguided. It is not designed as a way to 
keep beating yourself up or feeling like a constant failure. C. S. Lewis gave a helpful definition 
“humility is not thinking less of yourself but thinking of yourself less”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity] 


Humility consists of a recognition of our dependence on God and a willingness to submit ourselves to him, a realistic assessment of our own character and ability, with a curbing of undue ambition (Stephen Dawes)[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Gow 19ff] 

	
We see this worked out powerfully in the person of Jesus, in Philippians 2:5–11 which we read at the start. 

Jesus was in very nature God. He had no identity or confidence issues! And in his ministry, he 
was very clear about his identity as the Son of God. But he constantly used his power not to 
gain status but to serve others. 

The passage in Philippians holds awe-inspiring God implications about the person of Jesus. But that was not the primary reason that Paul included it in his letter. The passage starts with a clear exhortation: “in your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus…”.

This passage is not only about being impressed by Jesus, it is crucially about following his 
example of humility as one who “came not to be served but to serve” (Matthew 20:28).

Paul included this passage to help show us how we should act as mothers, fathers, sons, 
daughters, brothers, sisters, church members, co-workers. It’s application in our lives is all 
about our relationships.

In Paul’s theology, the cross isn’t just a way to life (salvation) but also serves as an example 
for how we are to live as Christians (ethics) – laying down our lives in self-sacrificial 
acts of love.

The way of sovereignty is by way of the cross. The badge of authority is service, the mark of distinction is humility, and the right to rule is a power to obey. The other ends in the ditch and the pit. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Samuel Chadwick The Way To Pentecost 65] 


In his letter to the Romans, Paul conveys the same message in a different way when he 
says, “prefer one another” (Romans 12:10). Humility done right doesn’t mean we think less 
of ourselves but that we think more of God, and more about the needs of others than 
our own needs. 

The story of Thomas à Kempis who lived in the 14th century: 

Thomas à Kempis lived a simple priest’s life. He devoted himself to chores, cooking, cleaning, gardening, and helping instruct new novices entering the priesthood through short letters. He died living what many would consider an unexceptional life. After his passing, his letters were collected and bound together in a book now called The Imitation of Christ. This work has gone on to be one of the most influential books on spiritual formation and possibly the second best-selling book in all of Christendom after the Bible. One of the lines from that book demonstrates the humility with which Thomas à Kempis lived: “love to be thyself unknown and to be counted for nothing”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, Translated by Rev. William Benham,4] 


How might we cultivate a heart of humility this week?

◊ Could we take time in the presence of God to be honest with our struggles and our sins this week? Could we receive his love into our places of brokenness and imperfection?

Can we with justice feel contempt for others and dwell on their faults, when we are full of them ourselves (Fenelon) [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Gary Thomas Thirsting for God 154] 


◊ Could we consider where we are working hard to receive the approval of others? 

◊ Could we consider how we treat people we consider lower than us on the social ladder? Is it with the same respect as those above? Do your boss and checkout girl get treated with the 
same level of dignity?

The way we treat others is the better test of our humility than the way we speak about ourselves[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Thomas 155] 


◊ Could we allow someone else to get rewarded for something you did?

◊ Could we practise listening more than we speak? Two ears, one mouth.

“Listening requires a posture of humility that isn’t ‘sexy.’ If you’re really going to hear God and others, you have to be open to not being right and to seeing something new. But you can’t hear God and others if you don’t have that attitude in some measure.” [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Lynne M. Baab The Power of Listening: Building Skills for Mission and Ministry Loc. 2478-80] 


◊ Could we choose to clean the toilet and not tell anyone that we did it? 

The bank manager at Tokoroa used to come into the church every week and empty the rubbish bins. Karlene, who was the office lady at church, was the only one who knew. He sought no kudos for doing this task.

Final Prayer/Benediction

A Covenant Prayer in the Wesleyan Tradition:

I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, place me with whom you will. Put me 
to doing, put me to suffering. Let me be put to work for you or set aside for you, Praised for you 
or criticised for you. Let me be full, let me be empty. Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and fully surrender all things to your glory and service. And now, O wonderful and holy 
God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, you are mine, and I am yours. So be it. And the covenant which I have made on earth, let it also be made in heaven. Amen.
 





