
Proverbs 16:18
Authorized King James Version (KJV)

Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a

fall. 

Analysis

Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall. This timeless

proverb encapsulates a fundamental principle of moral causation in the Hebrew

worldview. The word translated 'pride'  (Hebrew: gaon) refers to excessive self-

elevation  and  arrogance  that  blinds  one  to  reality  and  God's  sovereignty.  The

parallel construction with 'haughty spirit' (Hebrew: ruach gavah) emphasizes the

internal attitude that precedes external destruction. The verse teaches that pride

operates as a self-defeating mechanism—not merely as divine punishment, but as a

natural consequence of losing proper perspective. When one exalts oneself above

wisdom  and  correction,  one  becomes  vulnerable  to  catastrophic  mistakes  in

judgment and relationships. The sequence presented here follows cause and effect:

pride inevitably precedes destruction (Hebrew: shubruth) as night precedes day.

This is not arbitrary punishment but inherent in the nature of pride itself.  The

arrogant person rejects counsel, ignores warning signs, and acts without proper

deliberation.  In  ancient  Near  Eastern wisdom traditions,  this  principle  appears

consistently—pride represents a fundamental violation of proper order, where the

human creature places himself  above his  proper station before the divine.  The

virtuous person, by contrast, maintains humility (Hebrew: anavah), which is not

self-deprecation  but  accurate  self-assessment  before  God  and  community.  This

proverb  serves  as  a  cornerstone  for  wisdom  literature's  ethical  framework.  It

suggests  that  moral  consequences  flow  naturally  from  character  and  attitude

rather  than  existing  as  externally  imposed  punishments.  The  destruction  that

follows  pride  is  both  spiritual  deterioration  and  practical  ruin—damaged

relationships, lost opportunities, and the collapse of reputation. For the ancient
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Israelite  community,  this  verse  reinforced  the  necessity  of  maintaining  proper

hierarchical  relationships:  with  God  as  sovereign,  with  community  leaders  as

guides, and with oneself as a steward rather than a sovereign.

Historical Context

Proverbs belongs to the wisdom literature tradition of the ancient Near East, a

genre that flourished particularly during the Iron Age (1200-600 BCE) and was

refined  through  the  Second  Temple  period.  Hebrew  wisdom  literature,  unlike

prophetic  literature,  does  not  claim direct  divine  revelation  through visions  or

auditions;  instead,  it  derives  wisdom from careful  observation  of  creation  and

human experience. The form of the two-line parallel couplet (as seen in Proverbs

16:18)  provided  a  memorable,  teachable  format  for  transmitting  practical  and

moral  instruction  across  generations.  The  pride-destruction  nexus  appears

throughout  ancient  Near  Eastern  wisdom  traditions,  including  Egyptian  and

Mesopotamian sources, suggesting it reflects universal human observation rather

than  uniquely  Israelite  insight.  However,  the  Hebraic  conception  differs  subtly

from its neighbors in its explicit connection to covenant relationship with God. In

Israelite thought, pride against God constitutes not merely a tactical error but a

breach  of  the  covenantal  relationship—rebellion  against  the  divine  order.  The

sages who compiled Proverbs (likely  during the Second Temple period,  though

drawing  on  earlier  material)  were  concerned  with  training  young  men  for

leadership roles in a complex society, making this teaching about pride particularly

relevant for those wielding authority. The collection of Proverbs likely underwent

several stages of compilation. Some material may derive from the pre-exilic period,

while the present collection appears to have taken shape during the Persian and

Hellenistic periods. The emphasis on humble wisdom over arrogant folly reflects

particular relevance in post-exilic contexts where the Jewish community faced the

challenge of maintaining identity and social cohesion under foreign rule. Humility

before God and acceptance of community guidance became essential virtues for

survival and faithfulness.

Related Passages

James 2:17 — Faith and works 
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Romans 1:17 — The righteous shall live by faith 

Study Questions

How does the proverb's teaching about pride as a self-defeating mechanism

challenge or complement the concept of consequences as divine punishment?

What specific modern circumstances might exemplify the principle that 'pride

goeth before destruction'? What makes humility effective in avoiding such

ruin?

How does this verse's understanding of pride differ from contemporary

cultural definitions of confidence, self-esteem, and ambition?

In what ways might this proverb have been particularly relevant for post-

exilic Jewish leaders, and how does that context illuminate its meaning?

What is the relationship between this verse and the virtue of humility

(anavah) elsewhere in Scripture? Does humility require self-denigration?

Interlinear Text

י ֵ ולְפִנְ
before
H6440

ברֶ שֶׁ
destruction

H7667

וֹן גאָּ
Pride
H1347

י ֵ ולְפִנְ
before
H6440

וֹן שָּׁל כִ
a fall
H3783

בהַּ ֹּ ג
and an haughty

H1363

רוֽחַּ׃
spirit
H7307

Additional Cross-References

Proverbs 11:2 (Parallel theme): When pride cometh, then cometh shame: but with

the lowly is wisdom.

Proverbs 18:12 (Parallel theme): Before destruction the heart of man is haughty,

and before honour is humility.

Proverbs  29:23 (Spirit):  A man's  pride  shall  bring  him low:  but  honour  shall

uphold the humble in spirit.

Romans 11:20 (Parallel theme):  Well; because of unbelief they were broken off,

and thou standest by faith. Be not highminded, but fear:

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Proverbs 17:19 (Parallel theme):  He loveth transgression that loveth strife: and

he that exalteth his gate seeketh destruction.

1 Timothy 3:6 (Parallel theme): Not a novice, lest being lifted up with pride he fall

into the condemnation of the devil.

Esther 6:6 (Parallel theme): So Haman came in. And the king said unto him, What

shall  be done unto the man whom the king delighteth to honour? Now Haman

thought in his heart, To whom would the king delight to do honour more than to

myself?
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