
The Elusiveness of Humility 

 

Humility is one of those traits that, once you claim to have it, it gets away.  A one-liner from 

George W. Beiler, my favorite preacher from my boyhood 60 years ago, had it, “When humility speaks 

of itself, it is gone.” Why is that true? Is that part of the social game turned Gospel game, “Now you have 

it, now you don't?” 

Man's self-glory, self-exaltation, self-love, and consuming pride are balloon-type vanities that 

easily pop when handled. Being convicted of such selfish excesses causes some people to make fleshly 

attempts at being humble. Out of this can come measurable standards of do's and don'ts which can 

produce a false humility, which typically is needed by the egotistical and immature. 

We humanly try to offset pride with humility. We try to be humble, man to man. We try to look 

humble, man to man. Some try to dress in a humble way to impress others. In my boyhood, it was said 

of a man in our church, that he made it known to others that he never washes his car “because it helps 

my humility!” 

That is the problem. You decide you have it and it disappears in thin air. Trying to offset our pride 

and vain glory only produces a false humility. On the flip side of false humility is pride. It becomes a 

matter of measurement on a human level rather than a needy heart condition on a spiritual level. 

Church standards for dress and conduct are for nobler purposes than for the sake of humility.  

Submission to one another for the sake of brotherhood is the New Testament ideal. Submission for the 

sake of one's covenant is commendable. Humbling ourselves under the mighty hand of God provides for 

a freedom in submission one to another. One cannot fake such a freedom. It frees us from the performance 

trap. 

Humility is not a prominent New Testament subject. It is not listed in the fruit of the Spirit 

passage, nor as one of the gifts of the Spirit. Where it is found, it turns up as a rare jewel. Its most 

outstanding characteristic is that humility relates primarily to our relationship to God, not man to man. 

The primary texts are in James and I Peter. James 4:10 says, “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, 

and he shall lift you up.” I Peter 5:6 says, “Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, 

that he may exalt you in due time.” 

These two contexts are the only passages in the epistles that tell us the how and why of humility. 

It is between us and God, not basically between man and man. Of course, it affects how we relate to 

people. But when the true value and thrust of humility is realized under God, the effect toward people is 

a result rather than a choice. That fact is a critical component of this analysis. 

If a humble spirit is not cultivated under the mighty hand of God, then no amount of effort will 

make up for it in the sight of man. 

Humbling ourselves in the sight of the Lord is our choice. Humility in people relationships is the 

result. Quite surprising, actually. It was always rather difficult to get a handle on it. Humility is elusive 

when people try to generate it by how they dress and live. Eventually, such a show of humility becomes 

a distraction rather than an attraction. For themselves and for others. 

Measuring humility by social standards leaves little room for giving God credit. Man gets the 

credit by his own fleshly design. Simplicity of dress with some degree of uniformity has merits even in 

a Biblical dimension. Measurable standards are not contrary to the Gospel, but should not be for the sake 

of humility. There was this boy who sent a note to his preacher. It said, “Dear Pastor, please say in your 

sermon that Peter Peterson was a good boy all week. I am Peter Peterson!” 

And then there was the preacher who confided to a friend that he had a terrific sermon on humility. 

He was just waiting to give it until some Sunday when the church house was full! 

Choosing a humble lifestyle will have certain material, social and religious benefits. Discipline 

always adds value to character. Self-denial has some exterior aesthetic value. The problem with trying to 

effect humility on a man to man level begins when it is assumed humility can be proscribed by regulation. 

Choosing the way of humility on a purely natural response man to man can have its social benefits. But 



that incorrectly assumes that God looks on it with much favor and accepts us accordingly. 

We shall humble ourselves under God – that is the choice. Being humble in human relationships 

– that is the result. 

No wonder that humility is so elusive. Loving people is a choice. Forgiving is a choice. Helping 

others is a choice. Rejoicing with others is a choice. Being modest is a choice. Being gentle, patient and 

being like-minded – all are choices. But when it comes to humility, it is the gracious result of one who 

has humbled himself under God. 

The contextual verse in James 4 says, “God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace to the humble.”  

God does not give grace to the proud, to the self-willed, or to the rebellious. God does not give grace to 

the angry person, or to those in bitterness. God does not give grace to the complainers and unthankful. 

God cuts short the hypocrites and gives grace, space and makes a place for the humble. 

Humility is not exercised by putting ourselves down and pushing ourselves back. It is the agenda 

that lifts up God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent. We lift up the name of Jesus by whom we are saved. 

More of Christ and less of self.  We praise Him, glorify Him, magnify Him. He will exalt us in due time. 

He will lift us up and do so without our help. 

One short article like this one will hardly suffice to re-arrange our thinking about what it takes to 

be humble. Being clothed with humility means cultivating a sense of preferring another above ourselves. 

We are instructed to condescend to men of low estate. Like Jonathon, who preferred David. But not like 

Peter, who once preferred himself, or the local man who was willing to step aside for anyone superior to 

himself, should he find one such. 

The bottom line is that we give more thought to how we ought to humble ourselves under the 

mighty hand of God. It is not natural or easy to get our minds off ourselves and the important place we 

think we deserve among our fellows. Choosing to cultivate a humble, submissive mind toward God is 

the way to have humility as a result among men. 
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