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Luke 18:9-14 
9 
To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this 

parable: 
10 
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 

11 
The 

Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, 

adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 
12 
I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

13 
“But the tax 

collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have 

mercy on me, a sinner.’ 
14 
“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For 

all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 

We are continuing in our series, What’s Your Problem? and last week we talked about the way God takes us 

from rags to royalty when we ask for forgiveness and allow Jesus to begin to transform us. Today we want to 

focus on the need we all have to humble ourselves before the Lord and ask God to remove our shortcomings. 

Remember, overcoming our problems the Jesus way is a journey. Most of us are not going to be transformed 

overnight, but only by living and journeying through our lives, trusting God and becoming more like Jesus as 

we go.  

 

Often times we have a problem with puffiness which gets in the way. No I’m not talking about the heavy dinner 

you had last night. You might be wondering what I mean. Well, I’ve been trying to come up with stories and 

visual images to help you remember what we are learning. Remember “Tar Baby” and how that gave us an 

image of how we get stuck in our problems? Last week we used the image of the eagle who grew up with the 

chickens and that helped us to visualize that God is calling us to something higher and beyond our problems. 

Well today I want us to consider the pufferfish which resembles us when we forget how much we need God to 

help us through our problems. 

 

Now the pufferfish are rather slow little fish. With their tiny fins they don’t move through the water quickly and 

are a target for predators. But they have a God given way to protect themselves. When a predator grabs them 

they suck in huge amounts of water or even air when needed, which expands their elastic belly and well, they 

puff up. They get puffy, which makes them too big for the predator to consume. 

 

Many of them also have spines on them so when they puff up, the spines stick out and poke and hurt the 

predator. And if all that isn’t bad enough, they are poisonous too. One pufferfish toxin could kill up to 30 

human adults. So I think it’s safe to safe that most of us don’t want to deal with the pufferfish. 

 

And none of us want to become like the pufferfish, who puffs himself up. He’s full of not much at all really, 

water or air, but it’s his defense mechanism. But when we puff ourselves up it only alienates us from God and 

people. It is a very serious issue called pride.   

 

Now Pride is a deep satisfaction in self accomplishment. It is taking satisfaction in the works of our own hands 

and we can all get puffed up from it. Pride is an inflated view of self, resulting in an attitude of self-sufficiency, 

self-importance and self-exaltation. But, pride actually keeps us from recognizing our need for God. Puffiness 

may save the pufferfish, but being puffed up with pride isolates us inside of our problems and keeps us from 

God’s solutions to our problems. Pride also, will eventually isolate us from others.  

 



John R. W. Stott said this once, “Pride is your greatest enemy, humility is your greatest friend.” And that brings 

me to our Mainline for the day: Mainline: Life’s most difficult problems are not fully resolved until a 

person has been overwhelmed with God’s undeserved grace. 

 

As much as pride is our enemy, receiving God’s grace with humility is our greatest friend. We cannot overcome 

our problems without standing in God’s presence and admitting we are in need of God’s grace. Here’s the point: 

grace is a free gift. We can’t work for it. We can’t earn it. We don’t deserve it, but Jesus gave it to us. So when 

we fail to recognize the free gift of grace and what Jesus has already done for us, we tend to get puffed up. We 

don’t have grace because of our achievements but because of what Jesus has done on the cross.  

 

The Pharisee and the tax collector were facing a need for grace. One recognized a deep need for grace to come 

freely. The other thought he had God’s grace because of his own work. Let me try to explain in a nutshell how 

the people of Jesus’ day viewed Pharisees and tax collectors. Pharisees were leaders in the Jewish community. 

They were well educated in the Jewish law and the prophets of God. They also were the ones who worked 

between the common people and the government of their time. They kept the Temple going even while living as 

exiles in their own country and they kept the government and the community appeased. They knew God’s word 

well and were proud of the way they were obedient to the letter of the law, but they were not always obedient to 

the heart of the law. They were often known to be full of pride because they liked their power. They had power 

within the government of sort, and they had power within their own communities. They took pride in their 

position and influence. 

 

Then there was the tax collector. Tax collectors were hated in their day. They were considered to be among 

sinners and scum of the earth. You see, they collected taxes from the Jewish people for a government that had 

taken them over and forced them into exile in their own homeland. Not only were they traitors in the eyes of the 

people, but they could also take a little extra from the people as their own payment. They made many people 

pay more than their fair share. So with these things in mind, let’s get back to the scripture. 

  

 Luke 18:9-12, 14b 
9 
To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this 

parable: 
10 
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 

11 
The 

Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, 

adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 
12 
I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

14 
“... For all those 

who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 

Our first message note is this: When we focus on our own self-righteousness we lose God’s solid 

foundation.  
 

Remember that grace is a free gift. When we come to the Lord in prayer, it is because Jesus has made the way 

for us to be in relationship with God, not because of anything we have done. When we focus on our own 

righteousness, the way we see ourselves as being in right standing, we may actually be on shaky ground. 

 

So when the Pharisee prayed:  ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, 

adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 
12 
I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get’ he was saying on 

one level, “Hey God, look at me, I do things the right way.” And if for just a moment, we will forget that we 

know the outcome, he looks like a model church member right? He is not a robber, he doesn’t do evil and he’s 

not an adulterer. In context, he is not a traitor, extortionist, tax collector. He fasts as their law calls for and who 

shouldn’t fast every now and then for spiritual growth. He gave a tenth of all his earnings to the Temple and we 

are all asked to tithe. So what is the problem? 

 

He’s a bit like someone who has been back in the news lately. Have you seen his new trials? I’m speaking of OJ 

Simpson who is getting to go free in his older age now. He said to the courts, “I am not a guy who lived a 



criminal life. I am a straight shooter. I’ve always tried to be a good soldier. I have no problem. None 

whatsoever.” Hmmm. He is a good example of being puffed up with pride. He thinks he has no problem?!?  

 

Pride is faith issue that results in us trusting our own abilities in place of trusting in God. Pride inflates, or puffs 

up our self-sufficiency and diminishes God’s sufficiency. And when we focus on our own self-righteousness we 

lose God’s solid foundation. 
14 
“... For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 

themselves will be exalted.” 

 

Let me show you another place where pride caused problems. Daniel 4:29-32 tells us about how the pride of 

Nebuchadnezzar got the best of him. “As the king was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, 
30 
he 

said, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of 

my majesty?” 
31 
Even as the words were on his lips, a voice came from heaven, “This is what is decreed for you, 

King Nebuchadnezzar: Your royal authority has been taken from you. 
32 
You will be driven away from people 

and will live with the wild animals; you will eat grass like the ox.”  

And that is what happened to him. He lived like a cow until he came to his senses and realized that God was the 

ultimate Supreme God and he was a mere man. And he had a transformation but it was only after being 

humbled greatly. He ended up praising God.  

Jesus warned the disciples about not taking pride in self. In Luke 10:17-20 
17 
The seventy-two returned with joy 

and said, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name.” 
18 
He replied, “I saw Satan fall like lightning 

from heaven. 
19 
I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of 

the enemy; nothing will harm you. 
20 
However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your 

names are written in heaven.” 

Jesus said, if you take pride in the power you have, it will be your downfall. In fact Jesus said, don’t forget that 

God is the one who has given that power to stand up to the enemies of God’s people. God has given us that 

power so that we can be in right relationship with God and can bring others into right relationship with God. So 

don’t go giving that power right back to satan, when pride was his downfall. 

 

Isaiah 14 alludes to the downfall of Satan this way: Isaiah 14 
12 
How you have fallen from heaven, morning star, 

son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! 
13 
You said in your 

heart, “I will ascend to the heavens; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the 

mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of Mount Zaphon. 
14 
I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will 

make myself like the Most High.”
15 
But you are brought down to the realm of the dead, to the depths of the pit.” 

 

Pride, self-righteousness, taking great satisfaction in our own achievements will only lead us to a fall. Putting 

God first and foremost in life is the only sure foundation. Allowing God the throne in our hearts is the only way 

to live and not think of ourselves as worthy of all praise and honor. God is the only one worthy of our praise, 

honor, glory and worship.  

 

But let’s look back at the parable and see what we can learn. Luke 18:13-14 
13 
“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, 

‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ 
14 
“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before 

God. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 

Our second message note is this: When we focus on our need for God we gain the solid Rock. 

 

Now that we have seen how pride can ruin our relationship with God and others, we look at the humble one. 

Notice the stance of the tax collector. His head was bowed, he beat his chest which was a sign of deep sorrow. 

He knew he was a sinner and admitted it. He knew he was distanced from God and was begging God to make it 

right.  

 



To Jesus this meant everything. The tax collector focused on his need for God and he gained God, he gained the 

solid Rock that is Jesus Christ. He went home justified. He went home made right. The Pharisee, went home 

unchanged, nothing new, he was already justified in his own mind, but no closer to God than before. The tax 

collector went home transformed.  

 

When we are feeling like we have good standing because of what we do or how we live and feel like we are 

better than everyone else, we need to check and see if we’ve become puffy. Maybe we should check our 

humility level. No matter how good we are or well we behave, does sin still break our hearts? When we see 

others caught in their problems, does it concern us that a brother or sister is living far from God. When we 

ignore God’s presence in our lives for long periods of time, does it start to eat away at us? These might be signs 

of humility growing and you know the answer. The puffiness of pride will go away when we humbly ask God 

for forgiveness that by the way, Jesus has already paid for. All we have to do is humble ourselves enough to ask 

for it and then let the Holy Spirit do his work in us.  

 

We need to remember this: 2 Corinthians 12:9a 
9 
But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 

power is made perfect in weakness.” You see, Paul had a claim to being that person who had everything right in 

life. He had the right education, the right standing in the community and more. But when he came to Christ he 

was humbled and realized that all the right standing in life for us is nothing compared to really being in 

relationship with God. He asked God to take away the thorn in his side, but the Lord said to him that the grace 

of God is enough and when he admits his weakness that is when Jesus shines strongest in him. When we are 

ready to rely on God’s power within us instead of our own accomplishments and strength, we will find that we 

have all we need to live a full life here on earth. The choice is up to us. As we prepare to receive the Lord’s 

Supper we remember that it is only because Jesus was made weak for us that we can be whole. It is only by us 

being weak before the Lord in humility that we will be lifted to new life.  

 

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 reminds us: 
23 
For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord 

Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 
24 
and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is 

my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” 
25 
In the same way, after supper he took the cup, 

saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 
26 
For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.  

And as we partake we proclaim that Jesus is all we need because of all that he has done.  

Let us pray: Pour out your Holy Spirit on us gathered here, and on these gifts of bread and wine. Make them be 

for us the body and blood of Christ that we may be for the world the body of Christ, redeemed by his blood. By 

your Spirit make us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world, until Christ 

comes in final victory and we feast at his heavenly banquet. Through your Son Jesus Christ, with the Holy 

Spirit in your holy church, all honor and glory is yours, Almighty Father, now and forever. And now with the 

confidence of children of God let us pray: 

THE LORD’S PRAYER:   (In Unison) 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it 

is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread.  And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who 

trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For Thine is the kingdom, the 

power and the glory, forever.  Amen. 

1 Corinthians 10:16-17 says: 

16 
Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the 

bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? 
17 

Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are 

one body, for we all share the one loaf.  


