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“A Humble Mind and Spirit”
Romans 1:7-16      Galatians 2:15-21 September 10, 2017

When Martin Luther nailed the 95 Theses to the door 
of the Wittenberg Castle church in 1517, he was calling 
for a debate about the sale of indulgences.  The Dominican 
Friar Tetzel traveled through Germany selling indulgences, 
which purported to buy time off from purgatory and 
reduce temporal punishments for the sins of both the 
living and the dead. The money gained through the sale of 
indulgences was much needed by the church to rebuild St. 
Peter’s Basilica in Rome and other churches and to pay off 
debts.  Luther believed that the sale of indulgences deluded 
the people and corrupted the true teachings of the church.  
He believed that forgiveness of sins came through God’ 
grace poured out upon us in the saving death of Christ.  We 
receive forgiveness and salvation by trusting in the power 
of the gospel and not by good works, human effort or the 
purchase of indulgences.  As Paul wrote to the Romans, 
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of 
God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew 
first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of 
God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 
one who is righteous will live by faith” (Rom1:16, 17).  The 
scholarly monk, Luther, may have been calling for a church 
debate, but he began a revolution. 

As Luther wrestled with abuses in the church, he came 
to see more and more clearly the Reformation doctrine we 
know as “justification by faith.” Listen to how Paul expresses 
it in his letter to the Galatians: “We have come to believe in 
Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, 
and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will 
be justified by the works of the law” (2:16). To be justified 
is to be restored to a right relationship with God.  It is to 
have our sins forgiven and wiped clean by the grace of God.  
It is not our own doing.  We have no reason to boast about 
ourselves or our accomplishments. In fact, every good 
thing in us is the work of God’s Spirit in us. As Paul says in 
Corinthians, if we are going to boast about anything, let us 
boast about the Lord (1 Cor.1:31). 

When we understand that our forgiveness, reconciliation 
and salvation are – start to finish – totally the work of 

God then there is nothing else to do but to bow in humble 
gratitude. When we are grasped by the majesty, grace and 
beauty of God there is no room for human pretense or 
pride.  When we baptize a child into the church, we have 
before us a visible sign that of God’s grace that claims us 
before there is anything that we can do to earn or deserve 
it.  When we baptize an adult we have a visible sign that 
our forgiveness and salvation are not our own doing and we 
simply profess our faith and receive these gifts in humble 
gratitude.  

Humility is an essential mark of the Christian life.  John 
Calvin wrote that he always liked how St. Augustine 
responded when he was asked as an orator, “What is the first 
precept in eloquence? He answered, Delivery: What is the 
second? Delivery: What is the third? Delivery: so if you ask 
me concerning the precepts of the Christian religion, I will 
answer, first, second, and third, Humility” (The Institutes 
of the Christian Religion). Only a humble spirit can receive 
what God has to offer.  A humble spirit is a teachable spirit, 
whereas a prideful spirit is so convinced of its own wisdom 
and knowledge that it cannot receive anything new into an 
all too thick skull.

Jesus is the model of humility.  The Scriptures say that 
he humbled himself and took our human form, the form 
of a servant and became obedient even unto death (see 
Philippians 2).  Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you, and 
learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you 
will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:29).  It is through 
the grace of humility that we find our right place before 
God.  Jesus turned the Greco-Roman world upside down.  
The Christian faith introduced the virtue of humility into a 
culture that saw humility as a weakness not a strength.

Some aspects of our “me first” culture may not be so 
different from the Greco-Roman world of the first century. 
Many people confuse humility with weakness or low 
self-esteem. It is not the same thing. People do not value 
humility because they see the humble getting stepped on 
and taken advantage of. Being humble is not the same thing 
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as being a door mat. It is not the same thing as false modesty.  
Humility invites us to see who we are in relationship to 
God. It invites us be vulnerable – to pay attention to the 
needs of others.  David Bobb has written:

Humility asks us to acknowledge our 
imperfections. It requires that we admit 
when we are wrong and then change course. 
It counsels putting others first in thought, 
word, and deed, and it avoids the narcissistic 
self-promotion so rampant today. (Humility: 
An Unlikely Biography of America’s Greatest 
Virtue).

This past year Bunny and I were at a dinner with Joe Tobin, 
the former Archbishop of Indianapolis, who is now a 
Cardinal and the Archbishop of the Diocese of New Jersey.  
When everyone at the large table had finished eating and 
before dessert was served, Archbishop Tobin got up from 
the table and began clearing the plates.  The startled hostess 
told him that it was not necessary to help.  He said that he 
wanted to do it.  He had worked his way through college 
waiting tables and he also had grown up with quite a 
few sisters who had taught him how to help. He quietly 
demonstrated a genuine spirit of humility.

The opposite of true humility is false pride. One writer 
said that “pride can be summarized as an attitude of self-
sufficiency, self-importance, and self-exaltation in relation 
to God. Toward others, it is an attitude of contempt and 
indifference. As C.S. Lewis observed, “Pride is spiritual 
cancer: it eats up the very possibility of love, or contentment, 
or even common sense” (“Pride and Humility”, Thomas 
Tarrants, C.S. Lewis Institute, Knowing and Doing, Winter 
2011).

In fact, many of the great theologians of the church from 
St. Augustine through the Reformation to the present have 
understood pride to be the primary sin, the soil in which 
all other sins grow.  In his work The Nature and Destiny 
of Man, Reinhold Niebuhr speaks of four different kinds 
of pride:  pride of power, intellectual pride, moral pride 
and the worst of all spiritual pride. Pride of power seeks to 
lord over others and to maintain one’s assumed superiority 
over others, intellectual pride assumes that we can know 
and understand all things. It assumes that we are right and 
if others would only think about things like we do then 
everything would be just right.  Moral pride leads us to 
deceive ourselves about our own goodness and virtue and 
to look down on others.  Spiritual pride, which perhaps 
is the worst, assumes that our understanding of God and 

ultimate reality is the only way to see things.     

The cure for false pride is humility.  I thank God for the 
many people I have known whose lives have been luminous 
with a humble spirit – teachers, farmers, engineers, high 
school students, soldiers, friends, rich and poor. Humility 
arises in the human mind and heart when we are grasped by 
the majesty of God.  Humility flourishes when we come to 
understand the sovereign love of God for us in Jesus Christ.  
Humility overcomes pride when we know that all that we 
have and all that we are come from the riches of God’s grace. 
It is this boundless grace that forgives us, reconciles us and 
saves us.  Luther, Calvin and countless other Reformers 
knew that all is grace. What can we do but fall down in 
humble adoration.  


