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Luke 18:9-14                                          Ruskin Falls, November 18, 2018
Thanks be to God.                                                                  Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

26th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)         

He [Jesus] also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they
were righteous and regarded others with contempt: "Two men went up to the
temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee,
standing by himself, was praying thus, 'God, I thank you that I am not like other
people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a
week; I give a tenth of all my income.'  But the tax collector, standing far off,
would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, 'God,
be merciful to me, a sinner!'  I tell you, this man went down to his home justified
rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who
humble themselves will be exalted."

(1)
A Pharisee and a tax collector went up to the temple to pray. The Pharisee offers a prayer of
thanksgiving. He thanks God that his has been a life of decency and respectability. He thanks
God that he hasn’t fallen into the ways of, say, thieves, rogues, and adulterers – the ways, for
example, of that tax collector over there. Then, the tax collector begins to pray. With head held
down in shame, he pleads with God for mercy.  

That’s the stage Jesus sets, and then he declares: When those two men left the temple for their
homes, it wasn’t the Pharisee but the tax collector who went home justified; for all who exalt
themselves will be humbled; and all who humble themselves will be exalted.

(2)
Consider the Pharisee. Christians have a tendency to approach this parable presuming the
Pharisee to be a bad guy. When we do that, however, we overlook both the decency of his
person and how understandable his prayer actually is.  

The Pharisee’s prayer is a prayer of thanksgiving – thanksgiving for his relationship with God! 
The Pharisee is thankful that God’s commandments have been made known to him. He’s
thankful that he’s been able to bring his life into accord with God’s commands.  

This Pharisee is, in many ways, an upstanding person. He’s a conscientious tither, which is to
say: he gives 10% of his income to be used for the work of the religious community. (How many
modern-day Christians do that?)  He engages in the spiritual discipline of fasting, abstaining
from food two days a week, as a way of learning and practicing submission to God’s will. (How
many of us would even think about such a thing?) He is serious about his commitment to
religious discipline and to life that is in keeping with the commands of God.

And when he says, “Thank you, God, that I’m not like those whose lives are entangled in
immorality,” that’s not so very different from times when we see someone we’re glad we’re not
like, and then say, “There but for the grace of God go I!”  When we say, “There but for the
grace of God go I,”  we’re saying that we are grateful that our lives haven’t fallen into the kind of
waywardness or misfortune that some poor souls have fallen into.  We’re feeling grateful that
we’ve been led along a better, or a more wholesome, or a more fortunate path, than the one
that some people find themselves on. And we think, “Thank God!”  In like fashion, this Pharisee
thanks God for having blessed him to be able to lead the life that he leads – an upstanding and
honorable and faith-filled life. You see, the Pharisee in Jesus’s parable isn’t there as a
scoundrel or a villain. He is thankful to God for the benefits that have come his way through his
place in his community of worship; and he is thankful to be living his life on higher moral ground
than the moral ground he sees so many people on – such as that tax collector over there.
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The taxes that man was collecting, were being collected on behalf of the Roman Empire that
had conquered and that now ruled the Jewish homeland. Whatever benefits that empire had
brought to some of its conquered peoples, for most Jews, Roman rule meant political
oppression and economic exploitation. Roman rule brought most Jews much suffering and
humiliation. And, as if to pile humiliation on humiliation, Rome financed its exploits there, by
taxing its Jewish subjects. So, Jews in Jesus’s day felt contempt for Roman tax collectors. They
felt even greater contempt for their fellow Jews who signed on to help collect those taxes. 

Jewish tax collectors were despised in the first place for being despicable instruments of
Roman abuse of the Jews. They were viewed as having sold their souls to a foreign empire that
was victimizing the Jewish population. They were detested for their complicity in bringing injury
and misery to their own people. And on top of that, the income of the Jews who collected taxes
for Rome came in no small part from gouging their fellow Jews. It worked like this: The taxes
people owed to Rome had to be collected for Rome. However, Jewish tax collectors typically
pulled in money for themselves by “overcharging”. They found ways to make people  pay more
taxes than were actually owed to Rome, and then they pocketed that amount for themselves. 
Some scholars even have suggested that the tax collectors were like “racketeers,” thugs who
demanded and received “protection money” from folks in their precinct (see David Buttrick,
Speaking Parables, Westminster John Knox Press, 2000, p.227). 

It’s easy to imagine that when Jesus’s first hearers heard this parable, they laughed in disbelief
when Jesus came to the line where the tax collector says, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 
You see, this tax collector has brought hardship and injury upon his neighbors; there’s no
indication that he’s about to stop or to make reparations to those he’s harmed; yet he has the
gall to stand there and ask God to have mercy on him and not hold what he’s done against him. 

Imagine that, instead of a tax collector, the second person is a drug dealer in your town, maybe
in your neighborhood. He’s been harming people’s lives, including children’s lives, there where
you live. He may even have been harming your children. He makes money dealing dangerous
drugs as if unconcerned for the well-being of others. And now – maybe having just finished one
deal and already planning another – he walks into the temple – he walks into church – beats his
breast, and prays, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” What would you think? 

(3)
Let me say what I believe Jesus’s first listeners probably thought. They thought: “How could a
just God show mercy to the likes of someone like this? – Someone who has come in off the
street to ask for God’s mercy, yet who himself has done nothing to make restitution for the
wrongs of his past, and who may be about to bo right back to doing the wrong that he was
doing before! This guy’s getting off too light, if God really does let him off the hook!”  

That’s what I expect Jesus’s first listeners probably thought. I expect that, when they first heard
this parable, they found the tax collector’s prayer ridiculously hypocritical. Surely, they thought
to themselves, this is not a case where God can so simply forgive.

(4)
There is no obvious merit in the tax collector’s life. It may touch our hearts to see him pound his
breast and cry to God for mercy.  But he came into the temple a scoundrel, and when he
leaves, we cannot see that his life is greatly changed.

By the same token, there is no obvious blame to be placed on the Pharisee’s life. He’s led a
decent, upstanding, religiously committed life. And when he looks at all the unrighteousness
around him, he thinks to himself, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”  So he prays, “Thank
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you, God, that my life isn’t entangled, like so many others, in immorality, corruption, and other
things displeasing to you.”

And, yet, at the end of the parable, Jesus says this: When these two men left the temple to go
home, not the Pharisee but the tax collector went home justified. That’s like saying, “Not the
preacher but the drug dealer went home justified, went home reckoned by God as righteous,
went home right with God.”  And that is shocking!

Note well:  Jesus did not say, “The tax collector’s actually a good guy, and the Pharisee’s a
phony.” Jesus knew the vulgarity and offensiveness of the tax collectors; Jesus knew better
than to call them good. Jesus also knew that the Pharisee’s giving of 10% of his income to God,
and fasting twice a week to practice submission to God’s will, meant that there is something
good about this Pharisee. Yet, not the Pharisee but the tax collector went home right with God!  

(5)
So, what did the tax collector get right that the Pharisee didn’t?  

As I hear the parable, the difference between them is twofold: First, the tax collector did and the
Pharisee did not recognize, acknowledge, and confess his own shame. Second, the tax
collector leaned on God’s faithfulness in a way the Pharisee did not – he trusted God in a way
the Pharisee didn’t, to remain graciously faithful to us, despite anything shameful about us. 

There is much about the Pharisee that is decent, good, and honorable; there is much that we
should respect about him. Still, the truth of the matter is this: the Pharisee, just like all the rest
of us, is a sinner. God has expectations of him, that he has not measured up to or even
acknowledged. There are things about his life that are a shameful affront to the holiness and
goodness of God. He is not as right with God as he wants to believe he is. Indeed, none of us
has measured up to God’s rightful expectations of us. The tragic truth about us humans is this:
all of us, sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, give ourselves over to things and ways and
attitudes and pursuits that steer us wide of the aims and purposes and will and way of God; we
all have actually quite blemished records in our relationship with God and with our neighbors.
And we are very good at hiding from this truth about ourselves. Our tendency is to let the good
that we want to see in ourselves and that we want God (and others!) to recognize, actually
prevent us from seeing the truth about the less-than-godly aspects of our life. We have a great
knack for excusing our shortcomings, for rationalizing our wrongs, and for exaggerating our
own goodness and rightness. And none of us – none of us – is right or good the way we’d like
to believe we are. There are things about every one of us that we ought to be deeply troubled
by, sincerely ashamed of, and genuinely apologetic about, whether we’re a tax collector or a
Pharisee, whether we’re a drug dealer or a preacher.

In short, in Jesus’s parable, one difference between the tax collector and the Pharisee is this: 
the Pharisee seeks to disregard the things about his life that should trouble him, while the tax
collector is set on recognizing, acknowledging, and confessing precisely those kinds of things.

A second difference is this: the tax collector does and the Pharisee does not put all his eggs in
the basket of trust in God to be faithful to God’s promise to be our God and to make of us
God’s people. 

The Pharisee presumes that God’s goodness toward him is somehow connected to the good
that God sees in him. In the end, he trusts his life to God, because he’s confident that surely
God approves of his life, just the way it is. He’s sure that, when he dies, God will declare, “Well
done, good and faithful servant.” In the end, his trust in God actually amounts to trust in his own
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goodness. “I must be right with God,” he thinks, “because my life is godly.”

The tax collector, on the other hand, with no illusions of having led a godly life, leans entirely on
God’s unconditional grace to save him. He leans entirely on God’s promise to “redeem our life
from the Pit” despite our failure to deserve such kindness, such mercy, such forgiveness from
God. And Jesus knows that precisely that is the recognition that we sinners need to learn:
recognition that we cannot finally lean on ourselves, but only on God’s grace, to save us –
recognition that we don’t and can’t put ourselves in right relationship with God – recognition that
our being, as it were, fit company for the presence of God, is purely a function of God’s
determination to love sinners – God’s determination to love us even though we are not holy or
righteous, and even though we actually offend against the holiness and righteousness of God. 

(6)
Note well: That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do something about the harm this tax collector is
causing his neighbors – or about the harm a drug dealer is causing his neighbors. We
sometimes must deal sharply and firmly with such matters. Nevertheless, there’s one thing that
is never for us to do: It is never our place to decide for God, how God should or shouldn’t love
one of God’s own children. It is never our place to say who God can or cannot save, who God
should or should not save, who God must or must not save. That is God’s determination, and
God’s alone. And God knows every one of us better than we know ourselves. God knows both
that tax collector and that drug dealer infinitely better than does anyone else. And  God is free
to be at work in each of their lives in life-changing and life-saving ways. There is much about
that tax collector, there is much about that drug dealer, that you and I don’t have to respect. We
must, however, respect God’s freedom to be present with whomever God chooses, to redeem
their life from the Pit, to give them a new start and a better tomorrow, indeed to fit them for a
place and role in God’s coming kingdom.

(7)
The Pharisee and the tax collector in Jesus’s parable offered to God very differing versions of a
prayer of thanksgiving. The Pharisee offered thanks for what he saw as the good things about
his life. The problem was that he let the good qualities about his life blind him to the many
things about his life that actually are at odds with the life that God intends. The tax collector
didn’t thank God directly. However, his cry, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”, is rooted in and
called forth by thankfulness that God is free to save whomever God chooses – thankfulness for
God’s redeeming grace.  And Jesus’s remark at the end of the parable amounts to
pronouncement on the nature of true thankfulness to God. True thankfulness to God is
thankfulness in which we don’t compare ourselves with others regarding our relationship with
God, and in which we don’t look down on others with even a hint of believing ourselves more
right with God than they are. True thankfulness to God is gratitude to God simply because of
who God is, namely: the faithful, loving, and merciful God of utterly amazing grace, whose ways
are not our ways, whose thoughts are not our thoughts, and who looks upon thieves, rogues,
adulterers, Roman imperial tax collectors, drug dealers, you, me, and all sorts of other sinners,
with a compassion and mercy that infinitely outstrips all human imagination.

We, all of us, need God’s mercy more than our pride can bring itself to admit. And God bestows
God’s mercy more freely, more liberally, more bounteously, than any of us ever, ever, ever will
deserve. God loves mercy. And, in Jesus Christ, God calls us, too, to love mercy. God calls us
in Christ soundly to learn and humbly to practice the mercy that Jesus practiced and proclaimed
– mercy that, born of God’s redeeming grace, looks down on no one.

Amen.


