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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Cultivating Humility
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“The Fall Of Icarus”

4

Daniel 4:29-33 – “Twelve months later he was walking on the 
roof of the royal palace of Babylon. The king reflected and said, 
‘Is this not Babylon the great, which I myself have built as a royal 
residence by the might of my power and for the glory of my 
majesty?’ While the word was in the king’s mouth, a voice came 
from heaven, saying, ‘King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is declared: 
“‘Sovereignty has been removed from you, and you will be driven 
away from mankind, and your dwelling place will be with the 
beasts of the field. . . .’

Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon
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“‘You will be given grass to eat like 
cattle and seven periods of time will 
pass over you until you recognize that 
the Most High is ruler over the realm 
of mankind and bestows it on 
whomever He wishes.’ Immediately 
the word concerning Nebuchadnezzar 
was fulfilled; and he was driven away 
from mankind and began eating grass 
like cattle, and his body was drenched 
with the dew of heaven until his hair 
had grown like eagles’ feathers and 
his nails like birds’ claws.”

6

Acts 12:21-23 – “On an appointed day Herod, having put on his 
royal apparel, took his seat on the rostrum and began delivering 
an address to them. The people kept crying out, ‘The voice of a 
god and not of a man!’ And immediately an angel of the Lord 
struck him because he did not give God the glory, and he was 
eaten by worms and died.”

Herod Agrippa I
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“The first and worst cause of errors that 
abound in our day and age is spiritual 

pride. This is the main door by which the 
devil comes into the hearts of those who 

are zealous for the advancement of 
Christ. It is the chief inlet of smoke from 
the bottomless pit to darken the mind 

and mislead the judgment. . . .”

8

“Pride is the main handle by which he has hold of Christian 
persons and the chief source of all the mischief that he 

introduces to clog and hinder a work of God. Spiritual pride is 
the main spring or at least the main support of all other 

errors. Until this disease is cured, medicines are applied in vain 
to heal all other diseases.”

—Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 1:398
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Five Lessons on Humility
from the Book of Proverbs

1. True humility grows only in the fear of the LORD.

10

• We must begin with an important reminder: biblical wisdom 
does not teach moralism.

 MORALISM: the belief that man can improve his moral 
condition by his own effort. 

• Biblical wisdom emphasizes that true moral transformation 
only takes place as a result of divine revelation and activity.
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• 1:7 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; 
fools despise wisdom and instruction.” See also 9:10.

• 3:7-8 – “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and 
turn away from evil. It will be healing to your body and 
refreshment to your bones.”

• 8:13 – “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; pride and 
arrogance and the evil way and the perverted mouth, I 
hate.”

• 13:13 – “The one who despises the word will be in debt to 
it, but the one who fears the commandment will be 
rewarded.”

“Fear of the LORD” = 
the revelation of God

• objective, from God

• taught and learned

• synonymous with 
revelation, truth, 
commandment, 
judgments (Ps 19:7-9)

“FEAR OF THE LORD” Defined

“Fear of the LORD” = 
the response of man

• subjective, from man

• a submissive, loving  
response to revelation

• synonymous with love, 
trust, awe, humility, 
submission (Isa 66:2)
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• True humility only grows in the soil of an unqualified 
submission to the Word of God in all it communicates.

• Adoniram Judson: “A true disciple inquires not whether a 
fact is agreeable to his own reason, but whether it is in the 
book. His pride has yielded to the Divine testimony. Teacher, 
your pride is still unbroken. Break down your pride, and
yield to the word of God.”

• Isaiah 66:2 – “‘For My hand made all these things, thus all 
these things came into being,’ declares the LORD. ‘But to this 
one I will look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, 
and who trembles at My word.’”

14

“Did we turn from the flattering glass 
of self-love to the pure and faithful 
mirror of the law, the inconceivable 
deformities opening to view would 

constrain us to take the lowest place 
among the most unworthy.”

—Bridges, Proverbs, 483

• What is the result of this whole-hearted submission to the 
Word of God?
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2. True humility acknowledges one’s own personal 
poverty.

15

• Sincere submission to and unreserved trust in God’s word 
leads to a high view of God and—by necessity—a low view 
of self.

• True humility says, “I must believe God’s Word; I dare not
trust myself.” 

• J. I. Packer: “We can never distrust ourselves too much.”

16

“There are two things that are suited 
to humble the soul of men, a due 
consideration of God, and then 

ourselves. Of God, in His greatness, 
glory, holiness, power, majesty and 
authority; ourselves, in our mean, 

abject, and sinful condition.”

—John Owen
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“They that know God will be humble; they 
that know themselves cannot be proud.”

—John Flavel

18

• Integral to true humility is the recognition of one’s spiritual 
poverty—the acknowledgement of personal deficiency.

• 3:5-8 – “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not 
lean on your own understanding. In all your ways 
acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight. Do 
not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and turn away 
from evil. It will be healing to your body and refreshment to 
your bones.”

• Humility is fleshed out in a persistent skepticism in our own 
understanding (our “hearts”) and a constant awareness of 
our need for the counsel of others.
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• 12:15 – “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a 
wise man is he who listens to counsel.”

• 14:12 – “There is a way which seems right to a man, but 
its end is the way of death.” 

• 26:12 – “Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? There is 
more hope for a fool than for him.”

• 28:26 – “He who trusts in his own heart is a fool, but he 
who walks wisely will be delivered.”

20

• Acknowledging personal poverty means . . . 

 Refusing to play the victim card.

 Rejecting the retreat into self-pity.

 Repelling the mentality of grievance and offendedness. 

 Taking responsibility for failures.

 Believing you have received better than you deserve.

 Admitting that what you experience is what you need.
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“Meekness is essentially a true view 
of oneself . . . The man who is truly 

meek is the one who is truly amazed 
that that God and man can think of 

him as well as they do, and treat 
him as well as they do.”

—D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, Sermon on the Mount, 
1.68-69

22

“A humble saint likes that condition which 
God sees best for him. He is content 

where God has him. A proud man 
complains that he has no more; a humble 

man wonders that he has so much.” 

—Thomas Watson
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3. True humility recognizes honor comes as a 
consequence—not as an effect.

23

• All too often we quietly live the lie that we can grow in 
humility better if we first get some honor or reward.

• 3:34 – “Though He scoffs at the scoffers, yet He gives 
grace to the afflicted [those afflicted internally and 
externally].”

• 15:33 – “The fear of the LORD is the instruction for 
wisdom, and before honor comes humility.”

24

• 18:12 – “Before destruction the heart of man is haughty, 
but humility goes before honor.”

 CAUSE: haughtiness  EFFECT: destruction

 CAUSE: humility  EFFECT: honor

• 22:4 – “The reward of humility and the fear of the LORD
are riches, honor and life.”

• 29:23 – “A man’s pride will bring him low, but a humble 
spirit will obtain honor.”
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• Matthew 23:12 – “Whoever exalts himself shall be 
humbled; and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted.”

• James 4:10 – “Humble yourselves in the presence of the 
Lord, and He will exalt you.”

• 1 Peter 5:6 – “Therefore humble yourselves under the 
mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper 
time.”

• James 4:6 / 1 Peter 5:5 – “God is opposed to the proud, 
but gives grace to the humble” (citing Prov 3:34).
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• A fundamental lesson of wisdom: humility before honor; 
the cross before the crown.

• The law of cause and effect:

 Not honor  humility
 But humility  honor

• Humility also recognizes that the “effect” is implemented 
according to God’s timing and scope (1 Pet 5:6 – “at the 
proper time”).

• To experience quick and easy success = 
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“Whenever God means to make a 
man great, he always breaks him in 

pieces first.”

—C. H. Spurgeon

28

• Philippians 2:5-11 – “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. 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.”
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4. True humility leaves it to others to promote 
one’s accomplishments.

29

“The fear of the Lord is not the spirit of our times. 
Self-esteem [pride] is the spirit of our times.”

—Ortlund, Proverbs: Wisdom that Works, 142

• Wisdom teaches that humility exists and grows only in the 
refusal to make much of own’s own accomplishments and 
status.

30

• 25:6-7 – “Do not claim honor in the presence of the king, 
and do not stand in the place of great men; for it is better 
that it be said to you, ‘Come up here,’ than for you to be 
placed lower in the presence of the prince, whom your 
eyes have seen.”

• 25:27 – “It is not good to eat much honey, nor is it glory to 
search out one’s own glory.”

• “The ‘investigation of honor’ is best understood as 
an attempt to look into honor to gain it for oneself” 
(Longman, 460).
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• 27:1-2 – “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not 
know what a day may bring forth. Let another praise you, 
and not your own mouth; a stranger, and not your own 
lips.”

• IMPLICATION #1: We are not to conceal but to confess our 
faults to one another (28:13), but the reverse is true for 
our feats.

• IMPLICATION #2: We are not to spread but to cover the faults
of another (11:13), but the reverse is true of their feats. 

32

• Mortifying self-promotion means . . . 

 Refusing the humblebrag.

 Practicing self-forgetfulness.

 Being content with secrecy regarding your own 
charity and sacrifice. 

 Learning to rejoice sincerely in the accomplishments 
of others (not flattery, but real gladness).

 Trusting in the Lord’s promise to never forget what 
you do for His glory (1 Cor 15:58). 
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“Do not imagine that if you meet a really humble man he will 
be what most people call ‘humble’ nowadays . . . . Probably all 

you will think about him is that he seemed a cheerful, 
intelligent chap who took a real interest in what you said to 

him. If you dislike him it will be because you feel a little 
envious of anyone who seeks to enjoy life so easily. He will not 

be thinking about humility: he will not be thinking about 
himself at all.”

—C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 128

5. True humility escapes the righteous judgment of 
God.

34

• Humility puts you on a path that takes you away from the 
wrath of God.

• 3:34 – “Though He scoffs at the scoffers, yet He gives grace to 
the afflicted.”

• 6:16-17 – “There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, 
seven which are an abomination to Him: haughty eyes . . .”
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• 8:13 – “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; pride and 
arrogance and the evil way and the perverted mouth, I 
hate.”

• 15:25 – “The LORD will tear down the house of the proud, 
but He will establish the boundary of the widow.”

• 16:5 – “Everyone who is proud in heart is an abomination 
to the LORD; assuredly, he will not be unpunished.”

• 16:18-19 – “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty 
spirit before stumbling. It is better to be of a lowly spirit 
with the poor than to divide the spoil with the proud.”

Cultivating Humility: A Summary

36

Five Lessons from the Book of Proverbs

1. True humility grows only in the fear of the Lord.

2. True humility acknowledges one’s own personal poverty.

3. True humility recognizes honor comes as a consequence—not as an effect.

4. True humility leaves it to others to promote one’s accomplishments.

5. True humility escapes the righteous judgment of God.
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