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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."  (Lk. 18:9-14 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Chances are you have found yourself on a seat in an airport or a crowded hospital 
waiting room or the DMV or a city park.  If you are like me, after sitting for a while your 
mind wanders.  I would not be surprised if your wandering mind has led you to play the 
people-watching game where you try to imagine what the strangers around you are like… 
what they do for a living, where they are from, what is their favorite food.  That sort of 
thing.     
 A friend once told me he was playing this game with two friends while they waited 
to catch a flight to St. Louis.  The plane’s departure had been delayed a second time and 
these three friends were struggling to give meaning to their unanticipated Atlanta 
captivity.  In time, they hit upon the people-watching game.   
 After playing for a while they decided to give the game some structure.  They 
decided they would limit their imaginings about the company of strangers to positive 
things.  If one of them was tempted to conclude something sinister about the thin man 
with a penciled mustache or something impolite about the lady in the feathered hat…the 
others would say, “Come on, be positive.  Let's not fall into the trap of assuming the worst 
about others.” 
 My friend said that after a while of playing this positive-only people-watching 
game, the quality and nature of the time of waiting for the flight to St. Louis changed.  No 
longer were they frustrated or angry.  And when the boarding call finally came, their 
cheerful demeanor seemed to have an infectious affect upon some of the other passengers.  
My friend says that now when he finds himself in waiting rooms he often plays the 
people-watching game…and he always confines himself to positive imaginings. 
 None of us knows the heart and mind of another person.  And, thank goodness, no 
one knows ours either.  I think it is worth noting that if we look for the flaws in others, if 
we assume others have some menacing motive…there is a good chance this says more 
about us than it does about them!   
 Wouldn’t it be best if we gave others the benefit of the doubt; if we chose to 
presume their net amount of goodness outweighs the wickedness?  And if we did adopt as 
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policy this more positive estimate of others, how might that change the state, not just of 
our hearts, but of our world? 

2 
 I am troubled by an attitude abroad in our land.  I’m talking about an attitude of 

suspicion.  We are encouraged by government officials to imagine the worst about 
others…to make sure our first impression about strangers includes skepticism and 
caution.  We are to be on guard lest the person walking toward us on the sidewalk be a 
threat.  And if we notice anything suspicious, anything at all, we should contact the 
authorities immediately.  But wait, we are told the authorities can’t be trusted.  Fortunately 
we know this is pure baloney.   
 This attitude of suspicion exists in the church, too, doesn’t it!  Vocal factions within 
every Christian denomination in America today encourage mistrust.  We are to be on 
guard lest our Christian neighbor sway us from Jesus’ side onto a path headed for eternal 
peril.   
 We are told at every turn that for the sake of safety and survival we must build 
protective walls, literal ones and ideological ones…social, economic, and political ones.  
Unless we are always at the ready, harm will come to us, to our loved ones, and to our 
way of life. 
 And the fact is…not everyone is to be trusted.  Once in a while suspicion is 
warranted. There are dangerous people out there who would do us harm given half a 
chance.  And few of these dangerous people wear warning labels.   
 We teach our children not to trust strangers.  We tell our teenagers that friends who 
dress funny are not to be trusted.  We tell our daughters that when they walk the streets of 
any large city, they are not to look strangers in the eye.  We make our sons and daughters 
promise they will never pick up hitch-hikers…or be hitch-hikers themselves.  We tell our 
elderly parents and grandparents not to open the door to strangers. 
 So, it is with awareness and eyes wide open, then, that we (as people of faith) 
challenge this pervasive attitude of suspicion.  We do not pretend that thinking good and 
positive thoughts about truly dangerous people will magically make them less 
threatening.   Jesus did not tell us to ignore real evil.  Quite the opposite.  He said to his 
disciples, “I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents 
and innocent as doves.”1   
 And so, it is not because we are naïve that we choose to look for the good in others.  
It is because as followers of Jesus we believe we are called to treat people the way Jesus 
treated people.  Whether it be harlots, tax collectors, adulterers, or whatever…Jesus loved 
them all.  Why?  Because he knew they were loved by God. 

3 
 I believe all of this was at play in the parable Jesus told about the Pharisee2 and the 
tax collector3 recorded for us in Luke 18.  In that parable a Pharisee and a tax collector go 
to the Temple to pray.  The Pharisee’s prayer amounts to telling God how glad he is not to 
be a robber, or crook, or adulterer, or tax collector.  Because he follows the letter of the 
Hebrew law, he is a good and righteous man – the kind of man everyone should try to be 
and hope to be…the kind of man God should be glad to have on his side.   
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 The tax collector’s prayer is quite different, isn’t it?  The first thing we notice about 
the hated tax collector is his posture.  He stands in the shadows away from everyone else.  
With one hand he hides his face and with the other he beats his breast as he whispers, “O 
God, be merciful to me, for I know myself to be a miserable sinner.”  

4 
 The parable is a slap in the face to the brand of religion that venerates do-it-yourself 
righteousness.  I believe Jesus was saying – you can keep the law to the letter and miss the 
point.  The point of being good and righteous is not to allow ourselves to feel superior to 
others.  We seek to be good and righteous as a response…as a way of acknowledging we 
realize how merciful God has been to us. 
 You and I miss the point, though, if we simply dismiss the Pharisee as an arrogant 
creep.  That would be an unfortunate mistake because, in general, the Pharisees were the 
most faithful religious people of Jesus’ day.  There were no people more faithful to the 
Law of Moses than the Pharisees.  They were us…the good, upstanding, law-abiding, 
God-fearing, respected people of their day.  They were the best there was.     
 As a good and faithful Pharisee, the man in the parable may have been the best of 
the best of Jewish society…but, so what!  Jesus said he missed the point.  He missed the 
point the minute he began to be puffed up with pride about his goodness.  He missed the 
point when he began to think his behavior impressed God and earned him favored status 
with God…when he assumed his moral goodness was his achievement and his alone.  He 
missed the point when he ever imagined he did not need God nearly as much as did the 
miserable tax collector. 
 The Apostle Paul would later say, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of 
God.”4  He was telling the Christians at Rome that what makes us “right with God,” what 
heals the estrangement and brokenness that mars our lives, is God alone.  There is nothing 
we can think, say, or do to make God love us.  God loves us because God is loving – there 
is no other reason.  We are made right with God by God’s grace – not by our goodness, not 
by enlightened theology, and not by faith.  We are made right with God by God’s grace… 
and that puts us all in the same boat…Pharisee and tax collector alike, debtors to God for 
his grace and mercy. 

5 
 At the heart of this startling and unsettling parable is the lesson our Lord would 
have us hear.  God is about love – boundless, unjustifiable, and un-earnable love.  The 
good news Jesus came to declare is that God’s love is the environment in which we live 
and move and have our being.   
 God’s love is not the environment in which some of us live and move and have our 
being.  It is the environment we all require.  This common status makes us brothers and 
sisters in need.  To be sure, some of us behave in a manner that is nearer to the way Jesus 
would have us live…and we receive a certain delight that comes from living the way we 
were meant to live.  But that doesn’t give us the right to look down on anyone else.  Nor 
does it mean we ever reach a point where we no longer need the loving, forgiving, 
merciful environment God alone can provide.   
 Last week I talked about how important prayer is in helping us get the proportions 
of existence in proper order.5  I see this parable building upon that lesson…for it tells us 
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that in addition to prayer, having a modest self-estimate goes a long way to helping us get 
the proportions of existence right.  When we have a proper self-estimate we realize we are 
not somehow higher up on God’s list of favorite people than the next person…that all of 
us are in need of God’s saving grace.  If we think we don't need God's grace, we miss the 
point. 

6 
 There is something else going on here I want us to think about.  Jesus told the 
parable hoping his listeners would complete it.  The parable, you see, is left open-ended.  
We are left to work out what will happen to the fictional Pharisee and the tax collector 
after they leave the Temple.  And we are left to work out what will happen to us after we 
leave worship, whether we be like the Pharisee or like the tax collector. 
 Whether we identify most with the one or the other, Jesus wants us to bow our 
heads together in recognition of our mutual need of God…to acknowledge our 
indebtedness to God and our fundamental solidarity with one another.  He wants us to 
look into the eye of the other and see a kinsman or woman for whom Christ died and rose 
from the dead.  And he wants us to rise from worship, join hands, and build a community 
of mutual esteem, humility, and gratitude…a community made up of people who 
champion and cajole and comfort and confront and cherish one another…a community in 
which the Jesus who lived and died and rose again is the head and cornerstone of who we 
are and what we do. 

7 
 Do you suppose anyone in that crowd who first heard Jesus’ parable realized it was 
about them?   Were there tax collectors who heard the gospel and changed the way they 
collected taxes?  Were there Pharisees listening who heard, were chastened, and then 
seized upon the opportunity to take a fresh look at themselves and their faith…people 
listening who let the Spirit of God change their proud hearts?  Were there people in the 
Temple that day absolutely convinced they didn’t have a self-righteous bone in their 
bodies…who, after hearing Jesus, found their hearts and heads opening to the possibility 
they may have been mistaken…and hoping there was time to do better?  Were there 
Pharisees who, after hearing Jesus, went to the Temple, and, finding a place beside the tax 
collector in the shadows, prayed…“O God, be merciful to me, for I know myself to be a 
miserable sinner, too?”   
 I would like to think so.  What about you and me?  How will we complete the parable? 
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Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 See Matthew 10:16. 
2 Who were the Pharisees?  Not priests or scribes…most of them were merchants and tradesmen.  The name “Pharisee” 

means “the separated ones.”  They were not an official body – not even the official teachers of Torah.  Teaching the 

Torah was the task of priests.   They developed the oral tradition, and saw the way to God through obedience to the law.  
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They included the prophets and the writings in their scripture but also believed in the authority of the oral tradition from 

Moses.  They were the most numerous of the Jewish parties or sects.  They considered all non-Pharisees as unclean. 

They were a self-appointed pressure group most of whom had what we would call extreme right-wing political 

intentions – i.e., to keep Israel as holy as possible in order to fuel the revolution. Their agenda was: to purify Israel by 

summoning her to return to the true ancestral traditions; to restore Israel to her independent theocratic status; and to be, 

as a pressure-group, in the vanguard of such movements by the study and practice of Torah. 
3 Tax collectors were despised by Jewish society.  They were despised because they were Jews who worked for the 

hated Romans.  Their job was to gather Roman tax from fellow Jews.  In order to make a living, they overcharged their 

Jewish neighbors.   
4 See Romans 3:23. 
5 See sermon for 10/20/19 based on Acts 1:12-14 at www.lexpres.org.  
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