
 

“He Who Humbles Himself Shall Be Exalted” 
(Luke 18:9-17) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  In our text this evening, Jesus is telling a parable to those who thought 
themselves to be righteous, in order to teach them what true righteousness is.  In the story, 
Jesus speaks about two men, both of whom were trying to worship and serve God.  Both of 
them went to the Temple to worship God.  Both of them prayed to the Lord.  Both seemed to 
have some concern about whether or not their service was pleasing to Him.  The Pharisee 
thanked God that he was not like others, who were evil.  He was not immoral or dishonest.  
He was also very religious.  He fasted, not once, but twice a week.  He paid tithes, not on 
part, but on all that he received from God.  The tax-gatherer also seemed concerned about his 
service to God.  He was praying to God, beating on his breast, saying, “God, be merciful to 
me, the sinner!”  But even though both went to worship God, Jesus said that only one of them 
was justified.  Why was that?  What is it that the Pharisee did that was wrong in God’s eyes, 
and what was it that the tax-gatherer did which was right?  This raises another question as 
well.  What is the standard by which we are to judge our actions, as to whether they are right 
or wrong, good or bad, enough or not enough?  Are we to judge by comparing ourselves with 
those we think to be worse than ourselves?  Or is there another standard?  These are the 
things which we will want to look at this evening.  And what I want you to see is,  
 
 When we compare ourselves to others we might come out looking good.  But when 
we compare ourselves with the perfect rule of righteousness, we will be humbled.   
 
I.  First, I Want You to See that It Is Very Foolish to Determine Whether or Not Our 

Lives Are Pleasing to God by Comparing Them with Evil Men.   
A.  Notice Where the Pharisee Was Looking for His Justification Before the Lord.   

1.  He was examining his life to be sure.  But look at the rule by which he judged 
himself.   

2.  In his prayer, he thanks God that he is not as bad as other men.   
a.  “I thank Thee that I am not like other people.”   
b.  “I am not a swindler as others are.  I don’t take try to cheat others out of their 

money.  I do not take what is not justly mine.”   
c.  “I am not unjust as others.  I always try to give each man his due.  I always 

stand for what is right before God and man.”   
d.  “I am not an adulterer as other men.  I have been faithful to my wife.”   
e.  “And I am especially not like this tax-gatherer.  I do not take money from my 

people and give it to Roman emperors.”   
f.  Tax-gatherers were despised by the people.  When Jesus wanted to describe how 

we should treat those who were put out of the church, He said, “And if he refuses 
to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, 
let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer” (Matt. 18:17).  Even today 
there seems to be a natural dislike for those who work for the IRS.  So it was 
then.  
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3.  This Pharisee also points out all his works of piety.   
a.  He says, “I fast twice a week.”  How many of you fast once a week?  This man 

fasted twice.   
b.  He paid tithes of all he received.  He paid the tithe not only of all of his income, 

but he was careful not to omit even his profits from the smallest of the garden 
herbs:  mint, dill and cummin (Matt. 23:23).  How many of you are so careful?   

c.  He was very scrupulous in his observance of the Law, and seemed to believe that 
he had even gone beyond its requirements.   

d.  This may be why the Pharisee was said to “stand” before the Lord, rather than to 
kneel, or to fall on his face in shame.   

 
4.  In short, he was trusting in his righteousness.   

a.  Jesus told this parable, remember, to those who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous.   

b.  This is brought out so well by the Pharisee’s many references to himself:  “God, 
I thank Thee that I am not like other people . . . I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of 
all that I get.”  We might even say that the Pharisee had “I” trouble.   

c.  Maybe there are times when you are tempted to do this as well.  You look back 
at your past accomplishments for the Lord, and think that the Lord is very 
fortunate (for lack of a better word) to have someone like you.  You are an asset 
to the kingdom.  You are among His favorites.   

d.  Ah!  But Jesus denounced this Pharisee’s self-righteousness.  This kind of 
attitude is repulsive to Him.   

 
B.  It Is Nothing More than the Ungodly Fruit of Pride.   

1.  This caused the Pharisee to bless himself, when he was really in a cursed condition 
before the Lord.   

2.  He was too quick to look at the faults of others, while he was blind to his own.   
a.  What Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount is very relevant here.  He said, 

“And why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice 
the log that is in your own eye?  Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me 
take the speck out of your eye,' and behold, the log is in your own eye?  You 
hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to 
take the speck out of your brother's eye” (Matt. 7:3-5).   

b.  This is exactly what the Pharisee was doing.  He thought very highly of his 
personal standing, but looked with disdain on his brother.   

c.  James says that, “GOD IS OPPOSED TO THE PROUD, BUT GIVES GRACE 
TO THE HUMBLE” (4:6).   

d.  And Jesus says, “Everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled.”   
e.  He did not receive God’s justification unto life.  He was rejected by the 

Almighty.  When he died, if God did not do so beforehand, God would humble 
him, and he would see exactly what his righteousness is worth in the sight of God.   

 
II.  But Second, I Want You to Realize What the True Standard Is.   

A.  Notice Where the Tax-Gatherer’s Eyes Were.  They Were Not on the Sins of 
Another, but on His Own Sins.   
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1.  He did not stand before the altar and with a bold face proclaim his own 
righteousness.  He stood afar off, unwilling to even show his face to God.   

2.  There was no thanking of God that he was not like other men, only grief that he was 
in the sad state that he was.   

3.  There was no rehearsing of his deeds of piety.  There were no references to “I” did 
this, and “I” did that.  He said nothing of himself, except that he beat his breast and 
asked God to be merciful to a poor sinner.   

4.  He showed that he had a true humility.  He knew what the standard of God was.   
a.  If he had looked long enough, he could have found some who were worse than 

he.   
b.  If he had thought about it long enough, he could have come up with some pious 

deeds in which to boast.   
c.  But he knew that God’s standard was not what other men say and do.  He knew 

that on the last day he would not be judged by having his actions compared with 
theirs.  He knew that God required perfection (Matt. 5:48).   

d.  He knew his righteousness was as filthy rags.  He knew, as the apostle Paul did, 
that his good works amounted to a hill of dung (Phil. 3:8).   

e.  He knew that in the sight of God he could claim nothing that would make him 
approved to God.   

f.  All he could do was to beg for mercy, that God might overlook all of his sins and 
give him what he had not deserved.   

g.  In the Temple he had seen the face of the holy God by faith, and like Isaiah the 
prophet, who so many years before had seen the holy One of Israel, he cried out, 
“Woe is me, for I am ruined!  Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I live 
among a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of 
hosts” (Isa. 6:5).  And in seeing Him, the tax-gatherer was humbled to the dust.   

h.  Jesus said, “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the 
other; for everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, but he who humbles 
himself shall be exalted.”   

i.  This man was justified, he was saved.  He was the one whom God granted mercy 
and grace.    

 
B.  There Are Two Valuable Lessons for Us to Learn Here, if We too Would Be Just in 

the Sight of God.   
1.  The first is, never compare yourself with others when you are seeking to be justified 

before God.   
a.  A saintly minister of old once warned, “That man who, comparing himself with 

others who are worse than himself, may seem, to himself and others, to be an 
angel; yet comparing himself with the word, may see himself to be like the devil, 
yes, a very devil” (Brooks Precious 90).   

b.  Too often we are tempted to look for another standard which is easier than God’s 
perfect standard.  His is unreachable, unattainable by any man.  It is meant to 
humble us, but we don’t like to be humbled.   

c.  So we begin to look around us and see if there is anyone who lives up to it.   
d.  Maybe we think that we find someone who in our estimation lives up to it.  We 

try to imitate what we see of Christ in him, like Paul said to Timothy that he 
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should follow him as he follows Christ.   
e.  But if we examine their lives long enough, we find that they fall short.  

Everyone has fallen short of God’s perfect standard.  And even with His grace, 
there is no one who can live completely blameless.   

f.  But this should not excuse our sin, it should only remind us that no one is able to 
live a life good enough to measure up to God’s perfect righteousness.   

g.  But all too often it can become an excuse for our sin.  We pat ourselves on the 
back and thank God that we are not as bad as others.  We may even look at the 
saints in the Scripture and find comfort in the fact that we didn’t fall as badly or 
as far as they did.   

h.  But this engenders only pride.  Pride is self-reliance.  It is that which takes 
pleasure in itself.  “Pride,” as William Gurnall wrote so many years ago, “loves 
to climb up, not as Zaccheus to see Christ, but to be seen” (Thomas Treasury 
223).   

i.  Henry Smith once wrote of pride, “I may say of pride, many sins have done 
wickedly, but you excel them all; for the wrathful man, the wasteful man, the 
lustful man, the over-indulgent man, the slothful man, is rather an enemy to 
himself rather than to God; the envious man, the covetous man, the deceitful man, 
the ungrateful man, is rather an enemy to men than to God; but the proud man sets 
himself against God (because he is against His laws), he makes himself equal with 
God (because he does all without God and desires no help from Him); he exalts 
himself about God (because he will have his own way)” (224).   

j.  And Joseph Hall once wrote, “And if God spared not the angels, whom He placed 
in the highest heavens, but for their pride threw then down headlong to the 
nethermost hell, how much less shall he spare the proud dust and ashes of the sons 
of men, but shall cast them from the height of their earthly altitude to the bottom 
of that infernal dungeon!  ‘Humility makes men angels; pride makes angels 
devils;’ as that Father said . . . Oh let us be humbled by our repentance, that we 
may not be brought down to everlasting confusion:  let us be cast down upon our 
knees, that we may not be cast down upon our faces.  For God will make good 
His own Word, one way; ‘A man’s pride shall bring him low” (224).   

k.  Do not judge yourself by yourself, or by another.  If you do you will never reach 
the humility that you need to find the blessing of God.  Instead, it will lead to 
your destruction, just as it did to the Pharisee.   

 
2.  And that brings us the second lesson.  Do not look at others, but at the perfect Law 

to be humbled.  And then look to Christ to be justified.   
a.  God gave the Law for three reasons.  He meant for it to be a teacher to lead us to 

Christ.  And once having brought us to Christ, it was to teach us how to be holy.  
And God also gave it to restrain the sins of all men.   

b.  Here, it is its teaching aspect that is in view.  The tax-gatherer knew that he was 
a sinner in no other way than by looking at the perfect law.  It had its work in 
him and caused him to be humbled that he might look to God’s promise of mercy 
and receive grace.     

c.  It isn’t until a man is humbled that he is ripe to receive the mercy and grace of 
God.  Pride and humility are opposites.  “Humility is the repentance of pride” as 
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Nehemiah Rogers put it (147).   
d.  It isn’t until a man is further humbled that he is fit for heaven.  John Flavel 

wrote, “When the corn is nearly ripe it bows the head and stoops lower than when 
it was green.  When the people of God are near ripe for heaven, they grow more 
humble and self-denying . . . Paul had one foot in heaven when he called himself 
the chiefest of sinners and the least of saints” (147).   

e.  The humiliating and humbling road of the cross is the way that our Savior took to 
reach His place of glorious exaltation.  And it is the same path that we must take 
if we are to arrive in heaven.   

f.  I would ask you this evening then, which road you have chosen for yourself.  Do 
you more closely resemble the Pharisee or the tax-gatherer?  Is your life marked 
by pride or by humility?  In other words, and more revealing words, are you 
following the way of Lucifer or the way of Christ?   

g.  If it is the way of the Pharisee, I would counsel you to look to God’s Law and 
ask Him to work humiliation in your heart.  Ask Him to break your self-reliance 
and your self-righteousness, and to give you a truly humble spirit.  In this way, 
you are putting yourself in the path of His grace and mercy.  “God resists the 
proud, but gives grace to the humble.”   

h.  But if your heart has already been humbled by the work of His Spirit, then look 
to Christ to find the cure for your broken spirit.  Yes, it is true that we like the 
tax-gatherer, are terrible sinners.  We may only stand like him and beat our 
breasts for the sins we have committed.  But it is to such as you that the Lord sent 
His Son.  He sent Him to bear your sins and to cleanse you of your 
unrighteousness.  God wants you to know that you can’t do it on your own.  You 
can do nothing.  But God has done it all for you in Christ.  He wants you to 
acknowledge that this is true, receive from Him the grace He offers you, and then 
give Him all the glory and honor for it.   

i.  But if God has already given you the heart of the tax-gatherer tonight, then give 
praise to God.  It takes a supernatural power to break the pride of man.  George 
Swinnock once wrote, “Pride is the shirt of the soul, put on first and put off last” 
(224).  This shirt is not removed completely in this world, but thank God that it 
was removed far enough for you to see your need of the blessed Redeemer who 
resists the proud, but gives grace to those who will humble themselves.  May 
God grant you even greater and greater views of His mercy and love.  And may 
you grow more in love with Him through each passing day.  Amen.   


