
 1
Good News for the Humble John 1:19-28; 3:25-30  12/14/14 

 In the comic strip, “Pearls Before Swine,” Rat is talking to his friend, 

Goat.  “When I was young, I was so judgmental of others…now I realize 

that all of us- including me- are deeply flawed.” 

 Goat responds, “That’s great.  So now you feel more humble?” 

 Rat:  “(No.) Proud.  My flaws have more style.” 

 Goat: “Never mind.” 

 Rat: “Why be humble when you can be me?” 

Or, in the words of the classic country song said, “Oh Lord, it’s hard to be 

humble, when you’re perfect in every way!”  Humility is a struggle for many 

of us.  In fact, Christian theologians have long considered pride to be the 

most basic sin of all.  The foundation on which all other sins are built.  

There are lots of ways that we struggle with humility today.  And we’ll come 

back to that later. 

 But first, let’s look at John the Baptist, a man who demonstrated a 

deep sense of humility throughout his life.  We can learn a lot from his 

example.  Listen for hints of his humility in this passage from John 1.  

19This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and 

Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” 20He confessed and did 

not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” 21And they asked him, 

“What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He 

answered, “No.” 22Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an 



 2
answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 23He 

said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the 

way of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said. 24Now they had been sent 

from the Pharisees. 25They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you 

are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” 26John answered 

them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not 

know, 27the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong 

of his sandal.” (John 1:19-28) 

 There are several things here that speak to John’s humility.  First of 

all, he was realistic about his identity, and honest about his role.  He had 

been selected by God to spiritually prepare the way for the coming 

Messiah.  He did this by calling people to turn away from their sins and be 

baptized as a sign of their repentance.  Large crowds followed John way 

out into the desert from the countryside and from the cities, and they 

responded to his message.  John was a star!  A delegation of religious 

leaders from Jerusalem approached John.  They wanted to know what 

gave him the authority to do these things. 

 They ask if he is the long-awaited Messiah, the one who was to save 

God’s people.  John replies that he is not the Messiah.  They ask if he is 

Elijah, for many Jews expected that great prophet to return shortly before 

the Messiah would come.  John states that he is not.  They ask if he is “the 
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prophet.”  Jewish scholars of that day believed that a special prophet 

would come prior to the end of all things.  “No,” John replied.  “I am not 

him.” 

 “Then who the heck are you?” they ask.  (I’m paraphrasing here!)  

John quotes from the prophet Isaiah, identifying himself as the one who is 

to prepare the way for a coming king.  And then his sense of humility 

becomes evident.  He says that he isn’t even worthy to untie the sandals of 

this coming one.  Now to untie someone’s filthy sandals was a job reserved 

for the lowest of slaves.  After all, people in that day walked on dirt roads 

that were littered with animal waste.  It was the kind of job that could have 

been featured on Mike Rowe’s “Dirty Jobs” show!  But John says he isn’t 

worthy to do even that lowly job for the one who is coming.  That’s pretty 

humble, isn’t it? 

 John had a realistic assessment about his relative importance 

compared to the Messiah.  Many of us struggle with that.  Journalist David 

Brooks once said, “Americans have tremendous faith in themselves.  In 

1950, the Gallup organization asked high school seniors, “Are you a very 

important person?”  And at that point 12 percent said “yes.”  They asked 

the same question in 2005, and 80 percent said “Yes, I am a very important 

person.”  Wow!  That’s almost 7 times as many as in 1950!  Or, consider 

this, “Americans score 25th in the world in math, but if you ask Americans, 
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“Are you really good in math?” they often say yes!  (In fact) We are 

number-one in the world at thinking we are really good at math.” 

 Having a realistic assessment of ourselves, our strengths, our 

weaknesses, our character, and our moral failings is challenging for us.  I’m 

sure it was challenging for John the Baptist, too.  But John needed a 

realistic assessment of himself if he was to be effective in his role as the 

primary herald of Jesus’ coming.  A little later, some of John’s followers 

complained that people were leaving John and joining up with Jesus.  John 

responded by comparing the situation to a wedding.  He says that he is like 

the best man, not the groom.  It is his job to make sure everything goes 

well for the groom, not to gain recognition for himself.  And then he says 

this, 30He (Jesus) must increase, but I must decrease.” (John 3:30) 

 What a powerful statement!  How many of us could say that?  John 

was losing his status, his popularity, his influence.  But there was no hint of 

envy or jealousy in John about Jesus’ success.  He was glad about it!  

Jesus’ success meant that John was fulfilling his calling to prepare the way 

for the one who was greater than him.  And God used John’s humility and 

allowed him to prepare people for God’s work of redeeming the entire 

world.  We are all indebted to John for that crucial work!  A work that 

required humilty. 

 So (I ask myself), how am I doing with humility?  The first time I 

preached on this subject, my daughter, Melissa, was in Middle School.  I 
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clearly remember sitting around the dinner table and mentioning to the 

family that I was going to be preaching on humility on Sunday.  Melissa 

looked at me and replied, “Wow, Dad.  That’s a stretch!”  And I quickly 

learned that there is absolutely no way to win an argument about how 

humble you are! 

Here are a couple steps we can take to help us grow in this Christian 

virtue.  Many of you have heard of Nik Wallenda.  He has become the 

most-watched high-wire walker in the world.  In 2012 he walked a tightrope 

across Niagara Falls.  In 2013 Wallenda became the first person to walk on 

a wire across the Grand Canyon.  Nik Wallenda is also a Christian.  He 

knows that pride is a temptation for someone who has such popularity, so 

he engages in a simple spiritual discipline.  After his act, he waits until the 

vast crowds have dispersed, and then he goes out and picks up trash.  He 

wrote, “My purpose is simply to help clean up after myself.  The huge 

crowd leaves a great deal of trash behind, and I feel compelled to pitch in… 

Three hours of cleaning up debris is good for my soul.  Humility does not 

come naturally to me.  So if I have to force myself into situations that are 

humbling, so be it… I do it because if I don’t serve others, I’ll be serving 

nothing but my ego.”   

 One step we could take to keep our egos in check, to make ourselves 

ready to do important things for God, would be to engage in some kind of 

lowly service on a regular basis.  Help in the nursery here at church, help 
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clean up after events, volunteer at the soup kitchen or with Gettysburg 

CARES.  Go on a mission trip.  Babysit for a neighbor’s kids.  Weed your 

neighbor’s garden.  What kind of humble service might you perform for 

others as a kind of spiritual discipline to keep you grounded in reality? 

 Here’s a second one.  What do all the following people have in 

common?  Alfred Pennyworth, Tonto, Dr. John Watson, and “Q.”  They all 

play support roles for other people who get the all credit.  Alfred works 

behind the scenes for Batman.  Tonto, of course, assists the Lone Ranger, 

usually getting beat-up in the process!  Dr. Watson assists the brilliant, but 

socially-challenged Sherlock Holmes.  And “Q” works for MI6, equipping 

the flashy James Bond.   

 A certain degree of humility is required to be a second banana.  To 

foster humility in yourself, you could look for such support roles where you 

work hard so that someone else can succeed.  Roles like tutors, teachers, 

committee secretaries or treasurers, advisors, mentors.  You get the idea. 

 You see, there’s a spiritual sense in which we’re all second bananas.  

We’re supporting the work of Jesus Christ in our world.  We’re all preparing 

the way for Christ to enter the hearts and lives of those around us.  But ego 

gets in the way.  It causes squabbles in the church over who should have 

gotten credit.  It causes friction when things aren’t done “my way.”  It 

complains when you haven’t gotten enough attention.  It finds reasons not 
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to financially support God’s work.  And it weakens the cause of Jesus 

Christ when others see us and say, “They’re no different than anyone else!”   

 A pastor was frustrated with his congregation’s lack of humility and 

the negative impact pride was having on their Christian community.  So he 

preached a barn-burner of a sermon on John the Baptist and his humility.  

Everything was going great until the unfortunate phrasing of his grand 

conclusion:  “What this church needs is a few more Johns!”  I’m sure that 

was a humbling experience for him!  The sentiment was right, but the 

wording was poor. 

 In John’s example we see that true humility undercuts jealousy and 

envy.  It doesn’t insist on its own way, but seeks harmony.  It doesn’t look 

for recognition, but seeks ways to lift up others.  It imitates the character of 

the one whom we all serve- Jesus Christ.  As Paul reminds us in Phil. 2,  

“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others 

as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not to your own interests, 

but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in 

Christ Jesus.”  (Phil. 2:3-5) 

 Jesus showed us what ultimate humility looks like.  He left behind the 

glory of heaven and endured human limits so he could accomplish our 

salvation.  He served those who were in need.  He obeyed his Father to the 

point of dying on a cross for our sins.  His humility was necessary for him to 

accomplish God’s plans for him and for us.  And it is necessary for us if we 
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are going to accomplish all that God would like to do through us to make a 

difference in the world. 

 During Advent we think back on the coming of the humble Christ.  We 

look forward to his return.  And we look for ways that he is coming into our 

lives right now.  Humility is part of our preparation for his coming into our 

lives and for our role of preparing others to receive him.  How are you doing 

with this prime Christian virtue of humility? 


