
“I pray that our Heavenly Father may as-
suage the anguish of your bereavement, and 
leave you only the cherished memory of 
the loved and lost . . . Yours, very sincerely 
and respectfully, A. Lincoln.”1 With those 
words, on November 21, 1864, President 
Abraham Lincoln attempted to encourage 
Mrs. Lydia Bixby, who lost two sons on 
Civil War battlefields. Mrs. Bixby’s loss of 
her sons was tragic and untimely. But while 
death is always an interruption to our earthly 
joy, from the perspective of the one trusting 
in Christ, its timing is no deterrent to our 
future hope.

Early Christians, some from pagan 
backgrounds and some from a Jewish 
background, brought mixed and mysterious 
perceptions of death to their new faith. 
Perhaps that’s why the apostle Paul taught 
a significant amount on this subject. Trying 
to complete the end-times tapestry by con-
necting death with the return of Christ was a 
challenge. Some, like Christians in the city of 
Thessalonica, had been erroneously informed 
that if they died before Christ returned, they 
were without hope of salvation. This had led 
to a significant amount of discouragement 
and disturbance within the church. Many 
who had become Christians in anticipation 
of Christ’s return were panicked about dying 
before that event, and Paul set out to correct 
their misunderstandings.

Paul reasoned that God has appointed 
Christians to nothing less than a glorious 
salvation. Salvation, not wrath, is the destiny 
of the believer. Paul encouraged his listeners 
to focus on Christ’s death rather than their 

own. Jesus died and rose again that we might 
be with Him forever—whether we’re alive or 
in the grave when He returns.  

There are two things none of us knows: 
the time of our death and the time of 
Christ’s return. But as long as we know that 
God has appointed us to receive salvation 
and to be with Him for eternity, our death, 
regardless of when it occurs, will not stop us 
from keeping that appointment. 

GOD’S PROMISE: 
When God’s Son returns for you,  

He will find you wherever you are.
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THE ULTIMATE APPOINTMENT

THE PROMISES OF GOD
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Read 1 Thessalonians 5:9–11  
“For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation 

through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether  
we are awake or asleep, we will live together with Him. Therefore 

encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing.”

A teaching letter encouraging believers to develop a clear mind and a warm heart
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Triune God, I confess that it is all too easy to overlook the Person and work of the 
Holy Spirit in my life and in the life of the church. He always points to Jesus, and His 
voice can be drowned out by the din of this world. And yet it would be impossible 
for anyone to live the Christian life without His presence and power. It is Your Spirit 
who reproduces the life of Christ within me, and I will only bear the fruit of the Spirit 
when I choose to walk in His strength. It is Your Spirit who was sent as the Comforter 
and Counselor, and He imparts to us the divine resources for righteousness and life-
changing ministry. It is through the filling of Your Spirit that Your Word can be 
proclaimed with transforming power, and You have given Him to Your followers to 
continue the work of Your Son in this world. May I walk in His footsteps, dependent 
on Your Holy Spirit.
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From this (and other Scriptures), we see that a 
secret to Jesus’ ability to serve others without 
regard for receiving service in return—that 
is, a secret to His humility—was that He was 
completely secure in His identity. Specifically, 
before He assumed the role of a lowly servant 
and began to wash the disciples’ feet, we are 
told that He understood where He had come 
from, that all things had been given to Him, 
and that His final destiny would be back with 
His Father in heaven. In other words, Jesus 
grasped who He was, why He had come, and 
where He was going—His true identity, dig-
nity, and significance. 

Likewise, you and I, as new creations in 
Christ, can have the same knowledge and 
security. We have transferred our trust from 
ourselves to Him, and in so doing, we receive 
the abundant life He promised us (John 
10:10). We are no longer in the line of Adam; 
we are in the line of Christ (Rom. 5:12–21). 
This new identity means nothing less than that 
we have come forth from God (John 1:12–13; 
3:6), and that every spiritual blessing has been 
given to us (Eph. 1:3). In addition, our eternal 
destiny is secure in heaven (Phil. 3:20–21).

In Philippians 2, the apostle Paul points 
to the self-emptying servant nature of Jesus 
that we saw on display in John 13:

Have this attitude in yourselves which 
was also in Christ Jesus, who, although 
He existed in the form of God, did 
not regard equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, but emptied Himself, 
taking the form of a bond-servant, and 
being made in the likeness of men. 
Being found in appearance as a man, 
He humbled Himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even 
death on a cross. (Phil. 2:5–8)

These are beautiful verses, but the next ones 
take us even further—and point to an impor-
tant principle that runs throughout the Bible: 
humility comes before honor.

For this reason also, God highly exalted 
Him, and bestowed on Him the name 
which is above every name, so that at 
the name of Jesus every knee will bow, 
of those who are in heaven and on earth 
and under the earth, and that every 
tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 
(Phil. 2:9–11)

This passage teaches us three things about our 
Lord that model the essence of true humility—
humility that ultimately leads to exaltation.

1. Jesus didn’t selfishly cling to the 
outer expression of His divinity. 

Instead, He took the form of a servant. 
Richard Foster, in his book Celebration of 
Discipline, writes: “More than any other single 
way, the grace of humility is worked into our 
lives through the Discipline of service.”2 One 
of Foster’s friends, Jamie Buckingham, took 
this sentiment further, saying that you really 
know you are a true servant when you have 
a positive reaction toward people when they 
treat you like one. In other words, the true 
test of humility comes when you are treated 
like a servant. 

It is one thing to choose to serve others, 
but it’s another thing entirely to choose to be 
a servant. A servant is often taken for granted, 
overlooked, and unnoticed. A servant gives up 
the right to be in charge of whom they serve, 
when they serve, and how long they serve. 
Everything in us screams out against service 
like this, especially if it is rendered in secret. 
Our society has trained us well in the art of 
assertiveness; we fear anything that resembles 
passivity. The notion of being taken advantage 
of is abhorrent to us. We are also encouraged 
to trumpet our good deeds—if not in person, 
then on social media. 

Biblical humility, on the contrary, is born 
out of the strength and understanding of our 
dignity and identity in Christ. Because of our 
new identity in Christ, we can serve freely, 
without manipulating people to get our needs 

“If you want to make God lauGh, tell 
Him your plans.” This saying is often credited 
to Woody Allen, but it is actually based on an 
old Yiddish proverb. To it, we might add, “If 
you want to hear God laugh even louder, tell 
Him how much you know.” Just because it’s 
true, however, doesn’t make it easy to accept. 

It’s hard to admit that we do not know as 
much as we think we know. And we certainly 
aren’t in control of as much as we’d like to 
think. We make our plans, but God controls 
the outcome. We make our plans, but if the 
Lord wills, we shall not live let alone “do this 
or that” (James 4:15). 

The English poet and philosopher John 
Ruskin said, “I believe the first test of a truly 
great man is his humility. I do not mean, by 
humility, doubt of his own power . . . All 
great men . . . have a curious under-sense of 
powerlessness, feeling that the greatness is not 
in them, but through them . . . And they see 
something divine and God-made in every other 
man they meet, and are endlessly, foolishly, 
incredibly merciful.”1 The modern notion of 
the “self-made” man, pulling himself up by his 
own bootstraps and, by the sweat of his own 
brow, climbing to the pinnacle of success is so 
deeply embedded in our consciousness that any 
other possibility seems foreign. It’s humbling 
to recognize that God is more responsible for 
the achievements of our lives than we are, that 
we have been given our abilities, time, and 
opportunities (1 Cor. 4:7). These things are not 
our possessions; they are gifts from God, and 
we will ultimately give an account for what we 
do with what we have been given.

Everything in us strains against this 
notion, for to accept this as fact is to be 
humbled. And humility naturally leads to 
submission. That’s really the issue: We don’t 

want to admit that God is the giver of every 
good gift, because that would mean that 
we have to yield to His agenda. Humility, 
submission, and obedience go together. 

These truths are neither easy to digest nor 
easy to apply; we desperately need God’s help 
to live in humble obedience and submission. 
The Bible is one way He helps us. In the 
pages of Scripture, we find many examples 
of humility. From them, we can gain insight 
and assistance as we endeavor to be the kind 
of people God desires and our world needs. 
We will first examine the supreme biblical 
example of humility: the incarnate God who 
made Himself known in our world.

THE HUMILITY OF JESUS 

John 13 records the familiar scene of Jesus 
washing His disciples’ feet, not long before 
His betrayal and death:

Jesus, knowing that the Father had 
given all things into His hands, and 
that He had come forth from God and 
was going back to God, got up from 
supper, and laid aside His garments; 
and taking a towel, He girded Himself. 
Then He poured water into the basin, 
and began to wash the disciples’ feet 
and to wipe them with the towel with 
which He was girded. (John 13:3–5)
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The most powerful man  
ever to walk the face of  

the earth was also the most 
humble man who ever lived.

“

HUMILITY, PART 1

THE PERFECT EXAMPLE  
OF HUMILITY 

met, and we can serve in secret, without feeling the need 
to be noticed or rewarded on earth (Eph. 6:8). 

2. Jesus demonstrated humility through 
obedience to the Father. 

Instead of trying to impose our will on God, we are to 
submit to God’s will for us, knowing that His agenda is 
better than what we would choose for ourselves. We serve 
a God who “rewards those who seek Him” (Heb. 11:6) 
and who enjoys bestowing benefits on those who turn 
to Him in dependence and trust. God longs to bless and 
reward His people, but we must turn to Him and repent 
of our unfaithfulness and disobedience (Jer. 29:13).

3. We need to wait patiently for God’s timing. 

Jesus waited for His Father to lift Him up. We don’t grab 
for power or honor; we patiently wait for God to provide 
the increase in His time. Jesus didn’t first come as a king, 
but as a helpless infant. Although He was perfectly God 
and perfectly human at the same time (John 1:14),  
He lived His life as a humble laborer. After He began 
His ministry, He demonstrated humble service to 
others in the miracles He performed, as well as in His 
instructions to His disciples. When His time to die 
came, He submitted to His Father’s divine will (Mark 
14:36). And now, seated in power at the right hand of 
God, He intercedes on our behalf (Rom. 8:34). 

Anyone can claim to be a servant, but Jesus Christ, 
the Son of the living God, was treated as one and never 
complained about it. The most powerful man ever to 
walk the face of the earth was also the most humble man 
who ever lived. And we are to follow in His footsteps. 

NEXT MONTH: 

Humility, Part 2 
“Jesus’ Surprising Self-Description”

1 In Selections from the Writings of John Ruskin (London: Smith, Elder and 
Co., 1862), 348. Accessed via Google Books. 
2 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth 
(New York: HarperCollins, 1978), 130. 
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