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Humility and Kingdom Living 
Luke 18:9-14 

MPS: Humility shapes the heart to posture our life to receive God’s saving grace. 
OBJ: Every person can understand a humble posture before God by three applications. 

 
INTRO  
 
 
READ Luke 18:9-14 
9He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt: 
10“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee, standing by 
himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax 
collector. 12I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his 
eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14I tell you, this man went down to his house 
justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be 
exalted.” Luke 18:9-14 
 
TRANS Immediately after exhorting people to persist in prayer so they can persevere in faithful obedience, Jesus teaches 
another parable to confront self-righteousness.  
 
Jesus contrasts a Pharisee and a tax collector. He could not create a bigger contrast because one morally honorable 
among all and the other utterly deplorable. This whole scenario is unimaginable. No comparison could be more offensive to 
Pharisees, and nothing more unthinkable to tax collectors. Pharisees were so highly elevated over others in society that 
they were untouchable. Tax collectors were so despised by all that they were completely undesirable. 
 
Do not miss the last phrase of verse ten. Many would not have heard anything else Jesus said after this because of the 
obvious point of the lesson, while others tuned in with complete attention because of the absurd contrast. The most 
interesting part of this comparison, though, is simply this, Jesus does not make it up. [The events that occur in this story are 
factual and true, not contrived, and the characters have not been changed to protect their identity.] What possible value 
could there be in comparing these two people? The lesson seemed obvious, a foregone conclusion. 
 
Pharisees were professional prayers. He addresses God, but focuses on himself. He demonstrates his righteousness by 
comparing his goodness against the unrighteousness of others. Some of these “others” are the unthinkable (extortioners 
and adulterers), while others are just plain old sinners (unjust). And he wouldn’t want to forget the obvious ones that were in 
his midst, the tax collectors, already referenced by his list. Instead of these unrighteous creatures, the Pharisee fills his life 
with righteous deeds that even surpass the requirement of God’s law. The prayer positions the Pharisee as a most excellent 
model of righteousness, according to God’s law, that couldn’t possibly be ignored from God’s favor. Thank goodness God 
doesn’t need us to remind Him of who gets His favor.  
 
This prayer was not unique to this one Pharisee, but formed a way of praying for Pharisees that represented what they 
believed both about God and about themselves. Commentator Robert Stein explains the Pharisees’ prayers more fully to 
show how this was a regular pattern.  

“In Berakot 28b we have a close analogy to the Pharisee’s prayer: “I give thanks to Thee, O Lord my God, 
that Thou hast set my portion with those who sit in the Beth ha-Midrash … and … not … with those who sit 
in [street] corners.” Also in Sukka 45b one rabbi boasted: “I am able to exempt the whole world from 
judgment from the day that I was born until now, and were Eliezer, my son, to be with me [we could exempt 
it] from the day of creation of the world to the present time, and were Jotham the son of Uzziah with us, [we 
could exempt it] from the creation of the world to its final end.” The same rabbi went on to boast: “I have 



20 Aug 17 

 2 

seen the sons of heaven and they are but few. If there be a thousand, I and my son are among them; if a 
hundred, I and my son are among them; and if only two, they are I and my son.”1 

Nothing reveals what we believe, about God and ourselves, more than the content and posture of our prayers.  
 
The Pharisees used good deeds to avoid true righteousness. Only a fool believes this transaction is possible.Matt7:21-23 
The Pharisee’s prayer was wrong not because it held incorrect theology about God, but because he believed his 
performance was enough to satisfy God’s holy standard and dismissed any requirement for how he should regard other 
people. The Pharisee’s righteousness centered on this, that God was pleased with him because of the way he performed 
compared to others with no regard for the posture of his heart within.  
 
The tax collector’s prayer is quite different. His placement represented what everyone, himself included, likely believed 
about his acceptance before God, “standing far off.” And if he could not get near to God, then he surely would not presume 
to look toward God. Rather, in the only appeal he could make and the only posture he could presume, he begs for God’s 
mercy for the sinner that he knows he is.  
 
Tax collectors were not worthy to pray at all. His prayer was improper in most every way conceivable, but his lack of proper 
praying was of no surprise to anyone. The only surprise is that he bothered praying at all. Who could possibly think that God 
would listen to this sinner’s prayer? Jesus commends the tax collector as the one who left justified, as the one who truly met 
with and experienced God’s saving grace.  
 
Jesus concludes with His point, “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will 
be exalted.” (.14) When we trust in the Lord for all of life, we will humble ourselves to rest in His will and work without 
needing to justify ourselves. 
 
Jesus does not commend a script for prayer. We need to learn and grow in our praying. And, we need to listen to our 
prayers to discern where our heart deceives us by pride so we can repent and humble ourselves. It was the Pharisaical 
heart that tempted David into sin with Bathsheba, and the tax collector’s heart that led him back to God in repentance. He 
states, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. Psalm 51:17” If I 
have come to learn anything about God, it is this; God responds most quickly to display His power most gloriously to those 
that see themselves as most destitute and desperate, thinking they are the most “un-save-able”.  
 
Lest we are quick to celebrate the tax collector, let’s be very careful. This is not about exalting known swindlers, cheats and 
thieves, which most tax collectors were known for in that day. Zaccheus confessed this in his conversion.Luke19:8 This is not 
about celebrating our own sinfulness, so that we provide any allowance to continue in it. Unrighteousness and wicked 
behavior is never celebrated or heralded, but it must always be recognized and confessed. Let us celebrate this, that God is 
most likely to show up in saving power when we are most convinced it could never happen and toward those we would 
never believe it would happen. Jesus proclaims the readiness of God to forgive in response to the simplest prayer offered 
from a humble and contrite heart.  
 
TRANS Our prayers reveal what's really inside of us and expose so much about who we really are, through the words we 
speak to the beliefs we hold. 

As in water face reflects face, so the heart of man reflects the man. Proverbs 27:19 
For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. Matt 12:34a 

Let’s look at how we approach God to understand what we really believe about Him, His love and desire to save.  
 

Humility shapes the heart to posture our life to receive God’s saving grace. 
 
OBJ Every person should seek to shape their heart with humility because of three glories.  

                                                             
1 Robert H. Stein, Luke, vol. 24, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1992). 
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Glory #1: The MEANING of Humility: God’s mercy and grace. 
Humility has been rightly described not as thinking less of ourselves, but thinking of ourselves less. One pastor 
defined humility as the ability to see and accept what God has said about us. Humility is the posture of the heart that guides 
all of life, mind, body and tongue, into joyful submission to God’s will revealed through His Word. Humility is the strongest 
demonstration of Holy Spirit’s leading in the Christian’s life, that I am decreasing and Christ is increasing. 
 
Jesus shows the kind of heart that gets God’s response of mercy and grace. He leads us to consider and recognize where 
and when we approach God with justification from our own actions, thinking of ourselves too highly and too much, instead of 
in complete dependence upon His saving mercy and grace, looking upon ourselves in truth and honesty. Jesus tells us we 
are never justified before God because of our right actions, nor are we despised beyond His reach by our sinful actions. 
Humility postures our life to receive God’s mercy and grace. 
 
Humility is the key to unlocking God’s Kingdom in all of life. God’s promise is potent to the humble heart throughout 
scripture. The wisdom of God in Proverbs reminds us, to the humble he gives favor.Prov3:34 Luke records Jesus saying this 
twice.Luke14:11;18:14 The New Testament exhorts us, God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.James4:6;1Peter5:5 so 
that it commands us, Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt up.James4:10 There is no incident where anyone 
ever humbled themselves and got rejected by or slighted by God. God always and only looks on the humble heart with 
mercy and grace to meet our every need. 
 
Humility is often seen as a big problem. We think that humility, in some way, is the opposite of courage or confidence. 
But humility actually enables the opposite. Humility denies self-confidence that trusts in self and provides confidence that is 
anchored in the courage that comes from God. Humility is the way we confront fears that threaten us and false hopes that 
lure us. Humility chooses to live by faith in God’s power to fulfill His promises and bring His glory in all things above every 
other hope in the world.  
 
Glory #1: The meaning of humility is that we receive God’s mercy and grace in our lives. 
 
 
Glory #2: The BENEFIT of Humility: “justified”. 
Justified is a beautiful word that tells of a glorious benefit, we’ve been made right. Jesus says this man went home 
vindicated before God, set right with God by having God’s righteousness set on Him. WHAT a contrast from the unrighteous 
judge, v1-8, who couldn’t do anything with justice’s demand! God justifies the one who humbles themselves before Him. 
 
Humility makes us right with God. HOW we approach God determines how God responds to us. It is our posture before 
God, not our performance for God, that determines our acceptance from God to receive His mercy and grace. A right 
posture demonstrates our right understanding of God, that He is holy and righteous, loving and compassionate, sovereign in 
all and stands ready to give mercy and grace. Trusting God in humility is central to all of life with God in His Kingdom. 
 
God opposes the proud because they have no need of Him. Jesus tells us that he didn’t come to call the righteous, but 
sinners.Matt9:13 The one who exalts himself will be measured and found wanting, humbled by force of the law’s demand 
instead of grace. The righteous believe they can achieve or earn all that they need on their own, to satisfy God’s holy 
demand by their righteous deeds. This is called religion. Others believe they need not worry with what God thinks at all. This 
is called self-righteousness. Jesus invites us to humble ourselves, trust in His finished work on the cross and receive his 
mercy and grace. THIS is gospel!  
 
Humility makes us right with ourselves. When we are right with God, we can become right with ourselves. The heart that 
is exalted toward God has no need for God’s work, because it is justified in its own work. But it never brings peace or finds 
rest for itself. The Pharisee’s prayer displayed all the right activity he could do, but none of it was sufficient to produce the 
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forgiveness from God. The tax collector knew none of his actions were enough, but only pleaded for God’s mercy. The one 
who believed he held salvation was the one who missed it. The one who believed he was unworthy to be saved walked 
away full of it. Faithful prayers are never absent of the reality of our outward, moral actions. Rather, they do not rest on them 
as our foundation for why God accepts us. In Christ, we are set at peace within because we’ve been given peace with God. 
Because of Jesus, we know we are loved and accepted. The heart that is humble toward God completely depends upon 
God and not self.  
 
Awareness of our sin does not put us out of favor with God. Those most aware of their own sin are best ready to receive 
God’s forgiveness. Those most comforted and at ease with their own level of righteousness have no need for God to do 
anything, no matter how much they may speak of Him. This parable shows us that no one gets to God on their own merit, 
and no one gets so far away because of their sinfulness that they cannot be reached by God. No one is too far gone away 
for God to be able to reach / hear their prayers. No one gets status with God because of self-reliance or righteousness. 
Humility cuts a direct route to God, the shortest distance between wherever you are to where God waits for you. 
 
Humility makes us right with others. When we’ve been made right with God because our sinfulness has been atoned for 
and our lives justified, there is nothing – and I mean NOTHING – that cannot be overcome to bring peace between people, 
except pride and the absence of humility. Christians are called to be peacemakersMatt5:9 by doing justice, loving kindness, 
and walking humbly with God.Micah6:8 When we live in this way we live as we have been redeemed, to live right with others. 
 
Humility to live as we’ve been made right with others is not always easy to live out. Jesus sees each heart and knows 
people perfectly. He helps our discernment here, to know when we are living humbly and when we are not. When we treat 
others with contempt, we are trusting our own righteousness. Peter tells us, “Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility 
toward one another, for “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 1 Peter 5:5b Humility is how we walk with 
God and how we relate to one another. 
 
How we treat people reveals what we really believe about God. Jesus taught this in the Great Commandment when he 
said, “and the second is like the first, love thy neighbor as thyself.”Matt22:39 How we view and treat others tells us much about 
what we believe about the source of our own righteousness. When we are comforted by someone more sinful than 
ourselves, or condemned by someone better than us, we can know we are not humbling, but exalting ourselves. Humility 
makes us right with others as we live to extend the same mercy and grace from God that we’ve received. 
 
Glory #2: The benefit of humility is that we are justified, made right with God, ourselves and others.  
 
TRANS Humility brings God’s favor upon us. Therefore, growing in humility should be our great desire. 
 
Glory #3: The GROWTH of Humility: Transformation. 
We only grow in humility by intentional, disciplined surrender and practice. No one grows humble by chance or 
happenstance. I want to show you the most powerful case study from scripture where humility brought transformation to 
invite you into a life of growing in humility. 
5Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he was in the form of God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 
men. 8And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a 
cross. 9Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 10so that at the 

name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. Phil 2:5-11 

Humility was the posture of Christ’s heart in obeying the Father to give His life for you. Jesus had every right 
argument to appeal the Father’s decision. Instead, he emptied himself. Jesus removed everything in Him that could have 
opposed the Father’s will so He would obey. Then, He humbled Himself and became obedient to become a man and die for 
us. When he died, he laid down his life for us. And, God did not disappoint, but raised Him, exalted Him and glorified Him, 
just as He was shown in His Transfiguration, a man to show us He was God.  
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TRANS Jesus leads us to understand that humility is our path to transformation, just as it led to his transfiguration.  
 
Humility only grows as Christ, the perfect, humble Savior, grows within us. We must empty ourselves of anything and 
everything that opposes or dares to compete with God. Most of our trouble with failing to see more of Christ in us is because 
His space is filled with everything else we’re holding on to. What do you need to empty from your life today that is 
preventing Jesus from being bigger in you? We then humble ourselves to the Father’s will to trust Him and obey. WIs there 
any area of your life, attitude of your heart or mind, or action that has God told you to do, or stop doing, in which you have 
not obeyed Him? All we need to do God’s will in our life is to humble ourselves, trust and obey. As we humble ourselves, we 
are transformed as Christ grows within us. Humility is key to living in God’s Kingdom. 
 
Glory #3: The growth in humility means God’s transforming power is alive in us. 
 

Humility shapes the heart to posture our life to receive God’s saving grace. 
 
CLOSE Three glories show the work of God’s saving grace in our life. And all of them come directly to us through humility.  

“For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” Luke 18:14 
 
Won’t you humble yourself to receive God’s mercy and grace today! 
 


