The Pharisee & the Tax Collector


Intro
Today’s scripture:
9 And He also told this parable to some people who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and viewed others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood and was praying this to himself: ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other people: swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.’ 13 But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this man went to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.” - Luke 18:9-14 NASB95
Why This Prayer?
I got it wrong. The first time I read the Pharisee's prayer, I thought it was a “good” prayer. That surprised me enough to dig into why I was wrong. It turns out there's more here than meets the eye.
On the surface, this is a lesson in how to pray: one man showing off, one man humble. But underneath is something bigger:
· Who belongs to the kingdom of God?
· What kind of prayer is actually pleasing to Him?
· What does it mean to be justified and saved?
That's where we're headed today: not just "pray humbly," but "how are you actually made right with God?"


Context
Jesus is teaching about the kingdom of God. What it looks like, and who's in it. And it's an upside down kingdom. What looks right is often wrong, and what looks wrong is often right. Jesus's teaching rarely lands as common sense the first time you hear it. "Love your neighbor, hate your enemy" becomes "love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you". This parable works the same way. It's not obvious on its face, so it's worth slowing down on what's actually upside down about it.
	
	Pharisee
	Tax Collector

	Ethnicity
	Jewish
	Jewish

	Social Status
	Respected
	Despised

	Prayer
	God, I thank You that I am not like other people: swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.
	God, be merciful to me, the sinner!


Same reason for being in the temple. Same nation. Completely different posture before God.


The Comparison Trap
Here's what struck me when I first read, "God, I thank You that I am not like other people." My gut reaction was that it was not so bad. He's looking at his circumstances and finding a reason to be grateful.
We do this constantly. If you hate your job, you compare yourself to someone unemployed and feel grateful you have one. Parents tell their kids, "There are children starving in the world, do you know how lucky you are?" We reach for comparison hoping it produces gratitude.
And comparison itself isn't the problem. Schools use standardized tests, because comparison has real value. So when exactly does comparison go wrong?
9 And He also told this parable to some people who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and viewed others with contempt: - Luke 18:9 NASB95
Luke tells us exactly who this parable targets. People who trust in themselves, who look down on others, and who use comparison to declare themselves righteous. Proverbs warns against both directions of this:
· Comparing down is pride. "Whoever mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker; whoever gloats over disaster will not go unpunished." (Proverbs 17:5)
· Comparing up is envy. "A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones." (Proverbs 14:30, NIV)
One puffs you up, one puts you down. Both let the comparison define your worth.
So ask yourself honestly. Where does your value actually come from? Is it from God or is it quietly propped up by your status, your ability, your comparison to someone else? Don't rush past this with "of course it's not me." That's exactly the upside-down part. Comparing ourselves to others is completely natural. The question isn't whether you do it, it's whether you're willing to let the Holy Spirit show you where you're getting your worth from?


Why This Matters
This isn't just about which prayers please God. It's about who belongs to His kingdom and your own salvation.
There's one certainty in every life. You will die. On that day, do you have assurance of where you'll spend eternity? When you stand before the judgment seat of God and are asked to give an account, what will you say?
Maybe you'll answer like the Pharisee:
"I don't steal. I've never cheated on my spouse. I don't curse. I fast every year, I tithe every month, I read my Bible daily, I never miss church."
Or maybe like the tax collector:
"Have mercy. I am not worthy. I am a sinner."
14 I tell you, this man went to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.” - Luke 18:14 NASB95
As Protestants, this is a core conviction of our faith: Justification by faith, and faith alone. God forgives us and makes us righteous through trust in Jesus. Not through our own good works or merit.
Here's the deeper truth. The Pharisee and the tax collector are both sinners. That part is identical. The difference is that the Pharisee felt justified by his works. He earned it. The tax collector had no case to make for himself at all. No ifs, no buts. He knew he needed mercy. He needed a Savior.
So again, when you stand before God, which of these two is your actual answer? If you believe in justification by faith alone, your answer has to sound like the tax collector's. “I am a sinner. I am not worthy. It is only by the blood Jesus shed for me that I am made righteous.”


Conclusion
Let's ask the Holy Spirit to search us: where have we justified ourselves? Where have we quietly rooted our identity in our abilities, our job, our performance?
It's not enough to just change how we pray, or to know the "right answer" for judgment day. It has to be *true*. You can deceive others. You can even deceive yourself. You cannot deceive God.
21 “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter. 22 Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?’ 23 And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.’ - Matthew 7:21-23 NASB95
Notice these people are pointing to prophecy, deliverence, miracles. All impressive spiritual works. And Jesus still says, “I never knew you.” Doctrine and religious achievement aren't the same thing as the tax collector's desperation. He cried out because he knew no one else could save him.
Are you desperate for the Lord? If you're not, ask why. Maybe it's because you feel you have enough of your own merit and ability to be satisfied with things as they are.
If that unsettles you, if the thought that Jesus could say “I don't know you” bothers you, that's your invitation. It's time to get real with Him. Come to the altar, fall on your knees, and cry out to God, “have mercy, I am a sinner.”
