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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. 11The 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. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” 13But 
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!” 14I 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.’ 
 

 
Like clockwork, on Tuesday mornings at 8:55 am, the radio station I regularly listen to 

would provide a list of concerts coming to the area in the next week. However, when the 

pandemic hit in full force in March, suddenly the concert scene dried up. There were no 

shows to talk about – no content to fill this segment. 

So the hosts of the morning show changed the format. Now each Tuesday at 8:55 am, 

instead of talking about shows coming to town, they have taken to asking guests about 

their musical influences. They give these guests a list of questions to think about in 

advance and then have them reveal their answers live on the air. And so, each week, a 

different guest comes on and shares which band or musical artist: 

• They hate; 

• They think is overrated or underappreciated; 

• They could listen to over and over; 

• Changed their life; 

• Surprised them; 
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• Is their guilty pleasure. 

While you and I might need some time to think about it, nearly all of us would have 

fun attempting to answer these questions. That’s because we have preferences and 

particularities. We know what we like – what fits our taste in music. We also know what 

songs and bands remind us of particular moments in our lives…like how listening to 

Beastie Boys’ Licensed to Ill album reminds me of seventh grade athletics, how the Bangles 

Eternal Flame reminds me of slow-dancing with a girl in ninth grade, how Pearl Jam’s 

songs remind me of going to Bonfire at A&M, and how Twenty One Pilots’ songs 

reminds me of driving Abby and her friends to school. 

So it got me thinking…what if we did this with hymns and other Christian music. 

Could you name hymns and praise music you hate? Are there hymns in our hymnbook 

that you believe are overrated or underappreciated? Are there hymns or praise songs that 

have surprised you with their words or musicality? 

As I mulled this over in my mind this week, here are a few of mine: 

• Hymns or praise songs you hate (could do without) – Dear Lord, and Father of 

Mankind and Casting Crowns’ If we are the Body  

• Hymns or praise songs you think are overrated – Standing on the Promises 

• Hymns or praise songs you think are underappreciated – Gather Us In and I 

Surrender All 

• Hymns or praise songs that you love – God of the Ages and Hillsong’s Oceans 

• Hymns or praise songs you can listen to over and over again – Praise to the Lord, 

the Almighty and Gungor’s Beautiful Things 

One thing I know is that if we made a list of the hymns that are loved by every person 

in our congregation, several hymns would be listed repeatedly as favorites: Amazing Grace, 

Blessed Assurance, and Jesus Loves Me. These are all great hymns with important theology 

embedded in them. But here’s the thing. If you claim these hymns as your favorite, you 
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had better be careful just how squinty-eyed you view the Pharisee in this morning’s 

parable. After all, think about what you’re singing: that saved a wretch like ME, Jesus is 

MINE, and yes, Jesus loves ME? 

This is week two of our Parables for a Pandemic worship series. Throughout this series, 

we are looking at some parables of Jesus which speak a particular word to us in August 

2020. Last week we looked at the Parable of the Talents and wrestled with the reality that 

this parable can be interpreted in multiple ways. This morning, though, our parable seems 

more straightforward. Luke seemingly tells us at the beginning who this parable is 

directed to. The last line seems to clearly reveal the point of the parable. And, whether 

you read the Bible regularly or have barely cracked it open, you have a feel for how to 

treat the Pharisee. It seems that whenever you find a Pharisee in the New Testament, you 

know they are the Klingons – they are there as the stock villain. 

Such is the case in our parable from Luke 18. This parable features two men: one a 

Pharisee and the other a tax collector. Jesus tells us that these two men were both on their 

way up to the temple to pray. And based on what we hear next, we can picture their 

demeanor as they make their way up the steps to the temple. The Pharisee reminds you of 

your older brother who just can’t wait to tell mom and dad that you broke the lamp in the 

living room...who can’t wait to see you face the music knowing he’s not in trouble. There 

is a little extra bounce in his step and glee in his face as he springs up the large stone 

steps. Meanwhile, the tax collector feels like he is climbing Mt. Everest in the midst of a 

blizzard. It takes everything in him to lug himself up the stairs. It feels like there are 

multiple bags of concrete under each arm weighing him down. And he knows that he has 

done wrong. 

Regardless of their approach, they both find themselves in the temple to pray. The 

Pharisee went first: “God, I thank you that I’m not like other people…thieves, rogues, 

adulterers, or even this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all my 

income.” Now, there’s no doubt that this isn’t your conventional prayer. It may be 
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couched as a prayer of gratitude to the Lord, but it seems to be all about himself – about 

his own actions and being. 

It would be the equivalent of someone praying today: “God, I thank you that I’m not 

like other people…thieves, rogues, Republicans, non-mask wearers, Patriots fans.  I go to 

church twice a week and give lots of money to charity.” Or another praying: “God, I 

thank you that I’m not like other people…thieves, rogues, Democrats, racists, Longhorns. 

I read my Bible every day and volunteer at the shelter every month.” All you and I have 

to do is make a quick scan of our social media feed to find someone who sounds like 

this…maybe even us. 

Well, as self-righteous as it sounds, the Pharisee was speaking the truth. Everything he 

said was true. He had set himself apart from others by his faithful adherence to the law. 

By the standards both Luke and Jesus seem to employ (see Luke 15:7), he was righteous.i 

Furthermore, there is every possibility that this prayer was not a spontaneous prayer 

offered off the cuff. It’s possible that this was a standard Jewish prayer of the time. As 

I’ve shared before, a good Jew began every morning by offering praise that God did not 

make him a heathen, an uneducated man, or a woman. In much the same way, an ancient 

Jewish prayer was recorded in the second century that sounds similar to the Pharisee’s 

prayer: 

I give thanks to Thee, O Lord my God, that Thou has set my portion with those who sit in the 

house of study and Thou has not set my portion with those who sit in street corners, for I rise early 

and they rise early, but I rise early for the words of Torah and they rise early for frivolous talk; I 

labor and they labor, but I labor and receive a reward and they labor and do not receive a reward; 

I run and they run, but I run to the life of the future world and they run to the pit of destruction.ii 

Not only might the Pharisee have been reciting a familiar prayer of that time period, 

the people gathered around Jesus that day likely had a different bias than we do 2,000 

years later. Despite the bad press they get in the New Testament, in the first century, the 

Pharisees were viewed as good people for the most part. In those days, if you began a 
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story with a Pharisee and a tax collector, it was immediately assumed that the tax collector 

was the scoundrel. Tax collectors were considered traitors to their fellow Jews. They 

rigged the system for every cent they could get. In the minds of those listening to Jesus, 

the flow of this parable was moving from right to wrong – from the purity of perfection 

to the poverty of performance; from outclass to outcast; from epitome to deficiency. 

But when Jesus got to the end of the parable, the crowd was shocked to learn that the 

righteous Pharisee was not the hero of this story. What Jesus told them was that the tax 

collector – the one hanging back; the one who could only mutter seven words - “God 

have mercy on me, a sinner” – was the one who went away justified. To be justified didn’t 

mean his sins were removed. To be justified was to be made as one who had no sin. The 

tax collector was probably a mess. He had likely done all that the Pharisee suggested he 

had done and more. He had cheated.  He had stolen. He probably failed to keep the 

Torah in hundreds of ways. 

That’s what the contrasting prayers offered in the temple reflected. The Pharisee’s 

prayer was nothing like the one Jesus taught his disciples to pray. The Lord’s Prayer we 

prayed together a few moments ago is entirely God-centric. It opens with God’s name, 

kingdom, and will, and then moves to our need of God for daily bread, forgiveness, and 

deliverance. The prayer the Pharisee offered was the prayer of one who had no need of 

anyone or anything because he was already in himself perfect, especially in respect to the 

tax collector. The Pharisee was not so much grateful to God as he was grateful he wasn’t 

him (the tax collector). 

What his prayer revealed is that the Pharisee missed the true nature of his blessing. He 

made his claim to righteousness based on his own list of accomplishments. In his mind, 

there were two kinds of people: the righteous and the immoral, and he was grateful that 

he has placed himself among the righteous. Comparatively, the tax collector relied entirely 

upon the Lord’s benevolence. His prayer showed that he believed his past, present, and 

future were entirely dependent on God’s grace and mercy.iii He wasn’t so much humble 
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as desperate. He was too overwhelmed by his plight to take time to divide humanity into 

sides. He staked his hopes and claims not on anything he had done or deserved but 

entirely on God’s mercy. 

This seems to be the point Jesus is driving towards when he proclaims that everyone who 

exalts themselves will be humbled, and everyone who humbles themselves will be exalted (v. 14). But, be 

careful. There’s a twist to that conclusion, because if we find ourselves praying, “God, 

thank you that were not like other people: hypocrites, overly pious, self-righteous, or even 

like that Pharisee,” then we’ve exalted ourselves. 

The truth is, that is so easy to do. It is so easy for you and I to look around and see 

people who have made messes of their lives. There’s John – he’s the one whose pyramid 

scheme defrauded thousands. And there’s Krista who seems to be “spending a lot of 

time” with Ron while her husband is out of town. And there’s Greg who can’t seem to 

find any time for his family because he is always at work. Comparing our lives to people 

like this, we think we are in good shape. Yet the moment we begin to stack up our lives 

against the lives of those around us, it doesn’t take long before the focus becomes what 

we do, how we act, what we perform. The shape of our lives, and the myriad of activities 

in which we engage that gives our lives that shape, becomes the taking-off point in our 

assessment of life.iv And, like the Pharisee, God gets left out of the equation. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in 2020. Because what this year has highlighted is 

how easy it is to think we are the ones on the “right side” of things. We’ve discovered in 

the midst of an election year that there are competing visions for the next four years. 

However, our tendency is to think our political persuasion is the only right one. We’ve 

discovered in the midst of the pandemic that there are varying comfort levels. However, 

our tendency is to think our level of precaution is just the right one – just the right 

amount of safety. We’ve discovered in the midst of a shut down – when we couldn’t do 

what we always did anymore; when we couldn’t run ourselves ragged - that we had been 
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doing more and more to build up our credentials in hopes of impressing the Joneses – 

thinking that the way they perceive us is the right one. 

The late Fred Craddock makes a keen observation about this morning’s parable: 

If the Pharisee is pictured as a villain and the tax collector as a hero, then each gets what he 

deserves, there is no surprise of grace and the parable is robbed. In Jesus’ story, what both receive is 

“in spite of,” not “because of.” When the two men are viewed in terms of character and community 

expectations, without labels or prejudice, the parable is still a shock, still carrying the power to both 

offend and to bless.v 

 
In other words, this parable isn’t about being like the tax collector. This parable is 

ultimately about God. And the gospel – the good news about God – is in spite of the fact 

that you’re a disaster and I’m a disaster, God is merciful. This parable is for people who 

think they have it all figured out, but really don’t, as well as for those who refuse to trust 

that God can work in their lives because of who they are and what they have done. 

In other words, the gospel is for you and for me. We both can sing that it saved a wretch 

like me. We both can sing that Jesus is mine; that we are heirs of salvation, purchases of God. We 

both can sing that Yes, Jesus loves me. We can sing this not because we possess this truth, 

but because the One it speaks about possesses us. We can sing this because we’ve 

received it “in spite of” not “because of.” And this reality isn’t overrated. No, if anything, 

this reality is underappreciated. Because when we come to realize what God has done for 

us in Jesus Christ, then we also realize that God’s grace can surprise us; that God’s love 

can change our lives. Those are promises we can listen to over and over. 
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