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Point: Believers should think properly about themselves.

Romans 12:3 For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of faith.

A believer’s consecration to God and his transformed lifestyle is demonstrated in his exercising his spiritual gifts in the body of Christ. As an apostle of Christ (by the grace given me; cf. 1:5; 15:15-16) he warned his readers individually (every one of you), Do not think of yourself more highly (hyperphronein, “think higher”) than you ought. An inflated view of oneself is out of place in the Christian life. Then Paul encouraged them, But rather think (phronein) of yourself with sober judgment (sōphronein, “sound thinking”), in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. God has given each believer some faith by which to serve Him. By his involved word play on various forms of the verb phroneō, “to think,” Paul emphasized that human pride is wrong (cf. 3:27; 11:18, 20) partly because all natural abilities and spiritual gifts are from God. As a result every Christian should have a proper sense of humility and an awareness of his need to be involved with other members of Christ’s body.
 

1. Don’t Overrate Yourself

Once, just as an oratorio of his was about to begin, several of George Frideric Handel’s friends gathered to console him about the size of the audience. Not many people showed up.

“Never mind,” Handel replied. “The music will sound the better” due to the improved acoustics of a very empty concert hall.

Somehow that reminds me of another story.

Once, when an acquaintance praised Johann Sebastian Bach for his wonderful skill as an organist, he replied with characteristic humility and wit: “There is nothing very wonderful about it. You have only to hit the right notes at the right moment and the instrument does the rest.”

Humility, it seems, is that rare virtue that makes us clever, gracious, well-liked, self-assured—and sometimes funny. 

the only hope of a decreasing self is an increasing Christ.

Robert Morrison of China wrote, “The great fault, I think, in our mission is that no one likes to be second.” The world has yet to see what could happen if everyone lost the desire to get the glory. Wouldn’t it be a marvelous place if nobody cared who got the credit?

_____________________________
—J. Oswald Sanders, Spiritual Leadership

a group of english tourists were visiting the house where Beethoven, the great composer, spent his last years. And they came to the special room, the conservatory, where his piano sat. The guide said rather quietly to the group, “And here is the master’s piano.” One thoughtless young woman pushed her way from the back of the room all the way up, sat down at the bench, and began to play one of Beethoven’s sonatas, and then paused and said to the guide and the others in the group, “I suppose a lot of people enjoy playing this piano.” “Well, Miss,” the guide said, “Ignacy Paderewski was here last summer with a group and some wanted him to play. And his answer was, “‘No, I cannot. I am not worthy.’”

The greatest expression of humility on occasion is simply to remain silent and let the applause go to the other person, the person of greatness.

_____________________________
—G. B. F. Hallock, 2,500 Best Modern Illustrations

if you’re humble, you don’t write the book on how humble you are, with twelve life-sized pictures in it.

_____________________________
—Leslie Flynn, Humorous Incidents and Quips

the best protection one can have from the devil and his schemes is a humble heart.

_____________________________
—Jonathan Edwards quoted in Frank S. Mead, 12,000 Religious Quotations

isn’t it wonderful to meet up with significant, truly famous people who don’t read their own clippings? John Wooden, the most famous basketball coach I’ve ever heard of, led his UCLA Bruins to a national championship ten out of twelve years. One time when he called on an acquaintance Wooden said, “Hello. My name is John Wooden.” He said, “I understand your little school needs a coach, and I have a man in mind I would like to recommend.” He said, “I’ve had a couple of years coaching basketball and I thought you might like to take a recommendation I have.”

A couple of years coaching basketball! The guy writes the book on it. But isn’t it refreshing that he doesn’t assume the man will know his voice or be impressed with his name?

_____________________________


i read about a Britisher named Thomas Hardy, who around the turn of the century became so famous that as a novelist and a poet he could have commanded whatever figure any newspaper would have been willing to pay if he would just submit anything for them to print. But every time he submitted a poem or some literary piece he always included a self-addressed, stamped envelope for the return of his manuscript should it be rejected. He remained humble enough to think that his work could be turned down by an editor who would never be as famous as he.

_____________________________
—William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke

the humility of Principal Cairns was phenomenal, so well-known in the educational world. He would never enter a room first. He would always step back and say, “No, here, you go and I’ll follow,” though he was so well known and respected by the public.

On one occasion, as he stepped up to climb the steps to go to one of the seats on the platform, the public noticed who he was and immediately burst into applause. Shocked, he turned and looked and stepped back and had the man behind him go ahead. And he applauded the man who had walked up behind him, thinking the applause was for him. That isn’t phony humility; that’s true humility. It never dawned on him that the public would applaud for him.

_____________________________
—William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke

i believe that the first test of a truly great man is his humility. I do not mean by humility, doubt of his own power. But really great people have a curious feeling that the greatness is not in them, but through them. And they see something divine in others and are endlessly, foolishly, incredibly merciful.
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Says actor Tom Selleck, “Whenever I get full of myself, I remember that nice couple who approached me with a camera on a street in Honolulu one day. When I struck a pose for them, the man said, ‘No, no, we want you to take a picture of us.’ ”

“For” indicates a transition from what the apostle has just commanded, tying spiritual service to spiritual dedication, the bridge between them being spiritual attitude.

The Christian’s proper attitude is humility, not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think. Lack of that foundational virtue causes many believers to stumble. No matter how well grounded we may be in God’s Word, how theologically sound we may be, or how vigorously we may seek to serve Him, our gifts will not operate so that our lives can be spiritually productive until self is set aside. From self-denial in the spiritual worship of God flows self-surrender to the will of God, and from self-surrender flows selfless service in the work of God. No believer is exempt from this call to humility, because Paul is speaking to every man among you—a universal command to all who are Christ’s.

The basis of everything worthwhile that a Christian has and does, from salvation to service, is the grace given to him by God. Just as we are saved only by God’s grace, so we can serve Him only by that same grace. But the specific divine grace of which Paul speaks here is that from which he was ordained as God’s apostle and authorized to reveal God’s Word (﻿Rom. 1:1–5﻿; ﻿cf﻿. ﻿15:15﻿; ﻿1 Cor. 3:10﻿; ﻿Gal. 2:9﻿).

Yet in this passage on humility, it is not surprising that Paul appeals only indirectly to his apostolic rank, calling attention rather to the divine authority from which his own authority was derived. He is humble even in relationship to his own apostleship, which was conferred on him solely on the basis of God’s grace, and on no merit or worth of his own. “﻿I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me,﻿” he informed Timothy, “﻿because He considered me faithful, putting me into service; even though I was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. And yet I was shown mercy, because I acted ignorantly in unbelief; and the grace of our Lord was more than abundant, with the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus﻿” (﻿1 Tim. 1:12–14﻿, emphasis added). As an apostle of Jesus Christ, he calls for humility—the most basic Christian virtue, and the one that opens the door to love, power, and unity.

To emphasize the necessity of meekness, Paul uses a form of phroneō (to think) four times in ﻿verse 3﻿. A Christian is not to overestimate himself, to think more highly (huperphroneō) of himself than he ought to think, but is to think of himself as he really is. He is not to overvalue his abilities, his gifts, or his worth but make an accurate estimate of himself. “﻿For if anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing,﻿” Paul elsewhere cautions, “﻿he deceives himself﻿” (﻿Gal. 6:3﻿). And an honest estimate will be very low (﻿cf﻿. ﻿1 Tim. 1:12–16﻿).

Referring to self-examination and judgment of other Christians, Paul told the Corinthian church, “﻿Now these things brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, that in us you might learn not to exceed what is written, in order that no one of you might become arrogant in behalf of one against the other. For who regards you as superior? And what do you have that you did not receive? But if you did receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it?﻿” (﻿1 Cor. 4:6–7﻿; ﻿cf﻿. 1–5). Peter admonished all elders in the church, young and old, to “﻿clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble﻿” (﻿1 Pet. 5:5﻿).
 

A. “grace” grace. The divine, undeserved favor that called Paul to be an apostle and gave him spiritual authority (Rom. 1:1–5; cf. 1 Cor. 3:10; Gal. 2:9) and also produced sincere humility (1 Tim. 1:12–14). 

B. “everyone” How are we to think about ourselves? In verse 3 Paul again advises us negatively and positively. First the negative:

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought .… 

The language here is alive. If we were very literal, we could render the phrase, “I say to everyone, do not super-think of yourself,” or perhaps “Do not get hyper about yourself!” Perhaps Paul knew of some individuals in Rome who thought they were better than others. The opening verses of chapter 14 give a hint of this. Whatever the case, thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought to think is a universal tendency of the human race. Our Adamic nature loves to over-think about itself.

This can take two classic forms. Primarily it is that of the self-elevating braggart—the person who tells you how smart he is, how much he has done, how strong he is, how rich he will be when he gets his big break—legends in their own mind. Walt Whitman expressed our universal tendency in these words: “I find no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones.”

The other form of overestimation is more subtle—that of self-deprecating Uriah Heeps, those who self-consciously talk about themselves as if they were nobodies. I remember Dr. Lloyd-Jones telling of being at a train station where a man met him and said, “Oh, Dr. Jones, I am just a chimney sweep in the house of the Lord. Let me carry your suitcase. I am a nobody, and you are a man of great gifts.” Dr. Jones saw through the man immediately and did not deal too kindly with him. When a person acts like this, his expectation is that you will correct him. “No, no, you are really a great person.” (The way to expose a Uriah Heep is to say, “You know, I think you’re right!” But watch out!)
 

C. “ought” This is an imperative from the Lord!

2. Do Properly Rate Yourself

How then are we to think about ourselves? Paul gives us positive advice in verse 3b: “but rather think of yourself with sober judgment …” Instead of super-thought there is to be sober thought. Paul continues, “in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.” This most important phrase has often been given the misleading interpretation that sound judgment comes in proportion to the degree of our faith—if we have strong faith we will think rightly of ourselves. However, as Cranfield has shown from his research of classical sources and the Qumran, “measure” should really be translated “standard.”﻿1﻿ The idea is that God has allotted to each believer a standard of faith by which to measure himself—and that standard is Christ. Cranfield explains:

… to estimate oneself according to the standard which consists of one’s faith in Christ is really to recognize that Christ Himself in whom God’s judgment and mercy are revealed is the One by whom alone one must measure oneself and also one’s fellow-men.﻿2﻿

Paul is not asking the believer to estimate himself according to changing subjective feelings, but to estimate himself according to his relationship to Christ. When one sees that Christ is the standard of measurement, he will not think of himself more highly than he ought, but rather think of himself with sober judgment.

It is impossible to think more highly of ourselves than we ought if we are sound on this point. If we truly make Christ our standard, we will experience the reality of the opening beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). This could be paraphrased, “How happy are those who realize that they have nothing within themselves to commend themselves to God, for theirs is the kingdom of God.” Moreover, if Christ is our standard, the tendency to exalt ourselves by comparing ourselves with others will be curbed. Those who pride themselves because they are more gifted than another believer will cease their foolishness when they make Christ the standard of measurement. A clear focus on Christ, then, is the key to thinking rightly about ourselves and should be the goal of our spiritual practice. All of this is a call to profound humility.

The thought chain of Romans is compelling: 1:1-11:32, profound theology; 11:33–36, profound doxology; 12:1, 2, profound dedication; 12:3ff., profound humility resulting in action.

How are we thinking about ourselves today?
 

A. “soberly” soberly. The exercise of sound judgment, which will lead believers to recognize that in themselves they are nothing (cf. 1 Pet. 5:5), and will yield the fruit of humility (cf. 3 John 9). 

To have sound judgment translates a compound (sōphroneō) of that verb and has the basic meaning of “﻿to think with a sound mind, to think soberly﻿” (as the ﻿KJV﻿). To think of ourselves with sound judgment leads us to recognize that, in ourselves, we are nothing at all, but that, in Christ, we can be used to the glory of God through the gift of the Spirit bestowed on us. We must realize that from ourselves, from our fleshly humanness, nothing eternal can be produced, but that in the power of the Spirit we can be used to build the kingdom and honor the King.

B. “measure” measure of faith. The correct proportion of the spiritual gift—or supernatural endowment and ability—the Holy Spirit gives each believer (see note on 1 Pet. 4:10, 11) so he may fulfill his role in the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:7, 11). 

C. “faith” “Faith” is not saving faith, but rather faithful stewardship, the kind and quantity required to use one’s own particular gift (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7, 11). Every believer receives the exact gift and resources he needs to fulfill his role in the body of Christ.
 

People do not suffer from low self-esteem. Rather, they are proud. That is the essential attitude of human nature. Selfish pride dominates the flesh. To be useful to our Lord, we must honestly recognize our limits as fallen men and women as well as our abilities as new creations in Christ, keeping both in proper perspective.

Such humility, which is essential for all spiritual matters, is not easily found or maintained. In New Testament times, some churches were characterized by members who desired to have the more showy and spectacular gifts, the church at Corinth being the chief offender. Paul therefore warns them rather to “﻿earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more excellent way,﻿” the way of humble love (﻿1 Cor. 12:31﻿; ﻿cf﻿. ﻿13:1–13﻿). With a clearly-implied rebuke, the apostle John identifies a self-seeking believer by name, a man named Diotrephes, “﻿who loves to be first﻿” (﻿3 John 9﻿). Sadly, the church is still well-saturated with members who proudly seek personal preeminence and thereby forfeit the power of humility.

Modern society looks down on true humility. It is instead characterized by brash, and even exalted, self-centeredness, ego building, pampering the body, and striving to fulfill every personal lust and ambition, with little regard for who may be harmed. It is small wonder that depression and emotional chaos are so prevalent. In his book Psychological Seduction, the Failure of Modern Psychology, professor William K. Kilpatrick writes, “﻿Extreme forms of mental illness are always extreme cases of self-absorption.… The distinctive quality, the thing that literally sets paranoid people apart is hyper-self-consciousness. And the thing they prize most about themselves is autonomy. Their constant fear is that someone else is interfering with their will or trying to direct their lives﻿” ([Nashville: Nelson, 1983], ﻿p﻿. 67).

Long before the advent of modern psychology, theologians confronted the devastating effects of self-love. In the early days of the church, Augustine wrote in his classic work The City of God, “﻿Two cities have been formed by two loves; the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God, the heavenly by the love of God even to the contempt of self. The former, in a word, glories in itself, the latter in the Lord﻿” (Civitas Dei, XIV, 28. Cited by John Warwick Montgomery, The Shape of the Past [Minneapolis: Bethany, 1975], ﻿p﻿. 46).

The great Reformer John Calvin observed,

For so blindly do we all rush in the direction of self-love that everyone thinks he has a good reason for exalting himself and despising all others in comparison.… There is no other remedy than to pluck up by the roots those most noxious pests, self-love and love of victory.… This the doctrine of Scripture does. For it teaches us to remember that the endowments which God has bestowed upon us are not our own, but His free gifts, and that those who plume themselves upon them betray their ingratitude. (Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge, 2 ﻿vols﻿. [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966], 2:10)

Addressing the problem in a positive way, the writer of Hebrews admonishes, “﻿Let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more, as you see the day drawing near﻿” (﻿Heb. 10:24–25﻿).

The humility that God requires and honors does not overestimate or underestimate His gifts but estimates them rightly and uses them rightly. Every Christian can attest, “﻿God has gifted me. He has gifted me graciously and lovingly and will give me everything I need to use my gifts effectively to His glory. I thank Him and bless His name.﻿”

There also are certain right attitudes toward our spiritual gifts. First, we must correctly recognize them and acknowledge that the Lord Himself provides exactly what He wants for us and everything we need to serve Him according to His will, just as [He] has allotted to each a measure of faith. In this context, a measure of faith seems to refer to the correct measure of the spiritual gift and its operating features that God sovereignly bestows on every believer. Every believer receives the exact gift and resources best suited to fulfill his role in the body of Christ.

A fictitious article published some years ago in the Springfield, Oregon, public school newsletter illustrates this principle very well.

Once upon a time, the animals decided they should do something meaningful to meet the problems of the new world. So they organized a school.

They adopted an activity curriculum of running, climbing, swimming and flying. To make it easier to administer the curriculum, all the animals took all the subjects.

The duck was excellent in swimming; in fact, better than his instructor. But he made only passing grades in flying, and was very poor in running. Since he was slow in running, he had to drop swimming and stay after school to practice running. This caused his web feet to be badly worn, so that he [became] only average in swimming. But average was quite acceptable, so nobody worried about that—except the duck.

The rabbit started at the top of his class in running, but developed a nervous twitch in his leg muscles because of so much makeup work in swimming.

The squirrel was excellent in climbing, but he encountered constant frustration in flying class because his teacher made him start from the ground up instead of from the treetop down. He developed “﻿charley horses﻿” from overexertion, and so only got a C in climbing and a D in running.

The eagle was a problem child and was severely disciplined for being a nonconformist. In climbing classes he beat all the others to the top of the tree, but insisted on using his own way to get there.…

The point of the story is obvious. Like the animals, every person has his own special but limited set of capabilities. Trying to operate outside those capabilities produces frustration, discouragement, guilt feelings, mediocrity, and ultimate defeat. We fulfill our calling when we function according to God’s sovereign design for us.

Paul is not here referring to saving faith, which believers already have exercised. He is speaking of faithful stewardship, the kind and quantity of faith required to exercise our own particular gift. It is the faith through which the Lord uses His measured gift in us to the fullest. It encompasses all the sensitivity, capacity, and understanding we need to rightly and fully use our uniquely-bestowed gift. Our heavenly Father does not burden us with gifts for which He does not provide every spiritual, intellectual, physical, and emotional resource we need to successfully exercise them.

All of this must produce humility, because our spiritual usefulness is a purely sovereign work of God, none of which can be attributed to man. Our spiritual usefulness is in spite of and in contrast to our unworthiness and uselessness in the flesh, in which nothing dwells that is good or is capable of glorifying God.
 

Summary: Each Christian must know what his spiritual gifts are and what ministry (or ministries) he is to have in the local church. It is not wrong for a Christian to recognize gifts in his own life and in the lives of others. What is wrong is the tendency to have a false evaluation of ourselves. Nothing causes more damage in a local church than a believer who overrates himself and tries to perform a ministry that he cannot do. (Sometimes the opposite is true, and people undervalue themselves. Both attitudes are wrong.) 

The gifts that we have came because of God’s grace. They must be accepted and exercised by faith. We were saved “by grace, through faith” (Eph. 2:8–9), and we must live and serve “by grace through faith.” Since our gifts are from God, we cannot take the credit for them. All we can do is accept them and use them to honor His name. (See 1 Cor. 15:10 for Paul’s personal testimony about gifts.) 

I once ministered with two men who had opposite attitudes toward their gifts: the one man constantly belittled his gifts and would not use them, and the other man constantly boasted about gifts that he did not possess. Actually, both of them were guilty of pride, because both of them refused to acknowledge God’s grace and let Him have the glory. Moses made a similar mistake when God called him (Ex. 4:1–13). When the individual believers in a church know their gifts, accept them by faith, and use them for God’s glory, then God can bless in a wonderful way. 
 

Illustrations: Moses and Nebuchadnezzar

Greatest example: Jesus – Phil. 2
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