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9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous and regarded others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up 
to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 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. 12 I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13 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!’ 14 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.” 

 
 
 In today’s scripture, Jesus told a parable about two men who went to 

the Temple to pray. One was a Pharisee. The other was a tax collector. 

Pharisees were very good people. They were so serious about obeying the 

613 commandments God gave to Moses that they “put a fence around the 

Law.” That’s the term they used. The Pharisees were effectively the 

authorities who added the regulations that defined what the Law meant. 

The classic example, which we’ve talked about many times, has to do with 

the definition of “work.” The 4th Commandment forbade working on the 

Sabbath, which extended from sunset Friday to sunset Saturday. The 4th 

Commandment is a very, very gracious Law, because it insured that 

human beings and domestic livestock all got a weekly day of rest. But like 
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all good litigators, the Pharisees had to define what constituted the work 

that was forbidden on the Sabbath. The decided that work included things 

like kindling a fire, cooking a meal, or walking more than 2000 cubits 

beyond the city limits (a cubit is the distance between your elbow and the 

tip of your middle finger). Picking grain off the stalk was work. Picking 

grain off the ground was not. Stitching a wound was work. Bandaging a 

wound was not. Putting a yoke on an ox was work, but pulling an ox out 

of a ditch was not. Palliative care—care and comfort—of a sick person 

was not work. Curative care—actually healing someone—was, which is 

why Jesus was so harshly criticized by the Pharisees for healing people on 

the Sabbath. Any Pharisee who was true to his religious beliefs was a man 

of deep faith and steadfast conviction. 

 By contrast, a tax collector was considered a traitor and an 

extortionist. The Romans who occupied Judea hired local Jews to collect 

taxes from other Jews; whatever additional amount beyond the required 

tax the collector was able to squeeze out of the people was his to keep. 

Most Jews hated the Jews who collected those taxes. In fact, the Talmud—

the massive commentary on the Law—said there were three things a good 

Jew absolutely could not be and #1 was tax collector. 

Both the Pharisee and the tax collector came into the Temple to pray. 

There was no doubting the integrity of the Pharisee’s conduct. He didn’t 

steal or lie, he didn’t intentionally hurt the innocent, and he was faithful to 

his family. He gave ten percent of his personal income as an offering to 
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God, and twice a week he underwent the difficult spiritual discipline of 

fasting. He was obviously a man of prayer, and the spirit of his prayer can 

be found in in Psalm 17: 

If you try my heart, if you visit me by night, if you test me, 
You will find no wickedness in me; my mouth does not transgress. 
As for what others do, by the word of your lips,  
I have avoided the ways of the violent. 
My steps have held fast to your paths; 
My feet have not slipped. [Psalm 17.3-5]. 
 
We may assume that what the Pharisee said in his prayer was 

absolutely true, and we may also assume that those facts were quite well 

known to God. Meanwhile, the tax collector stood a long way off, and 

didn’t even look up to heaven, but beat his chest and said, “God have 

mercy on me, a sinner.” We may assume that this prayer was true, too, not 

just in the fact, but in the toll that it took on his soul. We may assume that 

he was telling the brutal, honest truth, that he was a wretched and 

miserable sinner, and that his way of life made him ashamed. The 

Pharisee’s prayer was basically a prayer of self-congratulation, though it 

was  evidently spoken in the hearing of others. The tax collector stood 

away from the rest. He had an audience of one. That audience was God. 

Jesus said, “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and the one who 

humbles himself will be exalted.” Humility is a word that has fallen into 

disfavor in these rancorous days, because it sounds too close to 

“humiliation,” and nobody wants to be humiliated, except possibly the 



LUKE 18.9-14  4 

people who go on reality TV shows. But yet, it is humility that opens us 

up to God, because humility makes us other-centered rather than self-

centered. In classic Christian teaching, there are seven deadly sins—pride, 

greed, wrath, lust, gluttony, sloth and envy. These aren’t actions, but 

predispositions that can lead us into doing things that are against God’s 

will. The greatest deadly sin is pride—not pride in the sense of “I’m proud 

to be an American,” or “The few, the proud, the Marines,” which are 

expressions of gratitude at being part of something greater than ourselves. 

No, the deadly sin of pride is always self-centered. The reason it is so 

deadly is because it precludes our ever knowing that we are sinners, and 

thus in need of God’s forgiveness. And make no mistake, we are sinners. 

As the scripture says, 

If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 
not in us. If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us 
our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have 
not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.  [I John 1.8-9] 
 

Jesus said that blaspheming the Holy Spirit is the only unforgivable sin 

[Matthew 12.21-32]. Young Christians sometimes wonder if they have 

inadvertently blasphemed the Holy Spirit by using profane language. But 

the context in which Jesus talked about the unforgivable sin had to do with 

his healing the sick and casting out unclean spirits. Some Pharisees said it 

was by demonic power that Jesus was able to cast out demons. Why is 

ascribing the gifts of the Holy Spirit to demonic power unforgivable? 
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Because if we can’t discern the difference between the works of the Holy 

Spirit and those of demonic power, then we no longer have the capacity to 

distinguish good from evil.  How do we discern good from evil? By the 

Holy Spirit, who convicts us of our sins. That conviction, and the resulting 

remorse and regret, leads us by God’s grace in Jesus Christ to the humility 

that opens the door to forgiveness and redemption. But if we are 

absolutely self-assured that we never sin; if we are so stuffed with pride 

that we never believe we need forgiveness; if we are never sorry for our 

sins because we believe that we do not sin and thus have nothing to be 

sorry for; then we have, as the scripture reading above declares, made the 

Holy Spirit out to be a liar. How can we ever be forgiven if we believe we 

never have need of forgiveness? That is the ultimate peril of the sin of 

pride. 

Psalm 51 is ascribed to David after he was denounced by the prophet 

Nathan. Nathan had denounced David for his adultery with Bathsheba and 

his collusion in the death of her husband Uriah on the battlefield. Psalm 51 

is clearly the prayer of a desperate man wracked with shame and guilt: 

Have mercy on me, O God, 
   according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy 
   blot out my transgressions.  
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
   and cleanse me from my sin.  
 
For I know my transgressions, 
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   and my sin is ever before me…  
 
Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
   and put a new and right spirit within me. 
Do not cast me away from your presence, 
   and do not take your holy spirit from me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
   and sustain in me a willing spirit. 
 
The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 
   a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 
 

*** 
 
 Now is the time for my periodic segue into “History for Nerds.” I was 

listening to a discussion earlier this morning on a British radio program 

called “In Our Time.” The topic was the growth of learning and the rise of 

universities in 11th Century Europe. Remember, before the invention of 

the printing press in the 15th Century, books were few and far between 

because they had to be written out by hand. This was especially the case 

with Bibles. In western Europe, the only permissible Bible was called the 

Vulgate, which had been translated by Jerome into Latin in the 4th 

Century. By the 11th Century, only the most learned people in Europe still 

read Latin, even though all Catholic Masses were held in that language. 

What common people learned about Christ came from priests, whose own 

scriptural knowledge (as well as their mastery of Latin) could be 

negligible indeed. Most true scriptural knowledge was confined to 
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monasteries, until universities began to arise in cities like Paris, Bologna 

and Oxford. Those first universities were usually gathering places for 

scholars to offer their knowledge for a fee. Almost inevitably, the most 

contentious scholarship centered around matters of Christian doctrine. One 

of the great issues in medieval Christianity was why Christ, the Son of 

God, had to die. Because most unBiblical Christianity tends to be overlaid 

with superstition, there had been a popular medieval belief that the devil 

had owned the world and all the people (that’s why the devil could offer 

the kingdoms of the world to Jesus when he was tempted in the 

wilderness). In this popular misunderstanding, God tricked the devil into 

killing the one truly innocent person, his son Jesus. The sacrifice of the 

one true innocent on the cross broke the devil’s power and led to the 

redemption of the rest of us. C.S. Lewis, who was very knowledgable 

about the medieval mind, used that perspective in “The Lion, the Witch 

and the Wardrobe” in which Aslan the Lion (the Christ figure) is slain by 

an evil witch. But to many thoughtful folks, the idea of God tricking the 

devil didn’t sound quite right, or feel quite right. A theologian named 

Anselm said the devil never had any rights over us, because God had 

never surrendered those rights. The reason Christ died, Anselm said, was 

because only Christ could pay the debt we owe to God. Anselm got some 

of that perspective from I Timothy 2.6, I Peter 1.18, and Revelation 5.9, 

which state how Christ’s sacrifice ransomed us. But another theologian 

named Abelard pointed out that that really made God the Father seem 
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quite cruel. Who could send his only Son to be slaughtered because of a 

debt owed to God the Father himself? Abelard said the only reason for 

Christ’s death—this outrageous, sacrificial gesture—was to demonstrate 

love, so that God the Father and Christ the Son could demonstrate how 

much we are loved. Abelard employed the perspective of John 3:16—“For 

God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that 

whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.” 

Abelard said that the heart of the Gospel is love. That growing 

understanding that love is at the heart of the Gospel affected a number of 

changes in the Church. A major one had to do with the rise in “affective 

piety,” which means that we are moved to faith not only by our minds, but 

by our hearts, our emotions. The Pharisee is logical in his prayer: God 

blesses him because he is good, a perfect quid pro quo. But the tax 

collector is desolate to the depths of his being. His pain, his guilt and 

remorse, are the very things that drove him to make the plea for mercy that 

Jesus said justified him to God. He had nothing else to offer—not virtue, 

not good deeds, nothing but remorse. All the tax collector had to offer was 

summed up in his desperate cry, “God have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

 Remember (my fellow tax collectors) that “the sacrifice acceptable to 

God is a broken heart. A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 

despise.” 

          Amen. 
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