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9 To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody 
else, Jesus told this parable:
10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector.
11 The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like 
other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector.
12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’

13 “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but 
beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’

14 “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For 
everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be 
exalted.”

Luke 18:9-14

The first lesson we learn from this passage is that when Jesus had something to say He said it 
to them directly. He didn’t talk behind their backs and He certainly wasn’t a gossip. Jesus 
told this parable to the Pharisees, not about them. Verse 9 reads, “To some who were 
confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this 
parable…” He was looking them straight in the eye as He told it.

We must be careful when reading parables that we don’t form the wrong impression of the 
“main characters”. We typically imagine the Pharisee to be the panto-style villain who 
receives boos and hisses when he enters the scene, and we often perceive the tax collector to 
be some poor misunderstood hero who is really a very nice person if you would only get to 
know him. Then it becomes easy to smugly say, “I thank you God that I am not like this 
Pharisee.” But then we risk being guilty of repeating the Pharisee’s prayer in verse 11. In 
fact, we must tread very cautiously in anything critical we might have to say about this 
Pharisee for fear of being hoisted by our own petard, so to speak. In other words, if we think 
that the Pharisee did wrong because he criticised the tax collector then we must believe that 
criticism is wrong, and it follows that we disqualify ourselves from criticising the Pharisee. 
However, this was not the mistake the Pharisee was making.

Actually the perception of who is the good guy and who is the bad guy in this parable is a 
little unclear. Both of these people had made choices and have become the people that 
reflect their character. The Pharisee was likely to be a highly devout and religious person who 
placed God at the centre of his life. He earnestly believed that everything he did was for the 
glory of God. The tax collector, on the other hand, was a corrupt person who had rejected 
the Jewish culture and his own people having allied himself with the Roman occupiers. They 
would pay thugs to do their heavy work and would be responsible for acts of extortion. As he
collected coins this unscrupulous accountant’s mantra would be, “One for Rome, one for me. 
One for Rome, two for me, …” When Jesus chose these two characters He was deliberately 
trying to shock His listeners. To Jews of His day, a Pharisee would have been an upstanding 
and respected member of the community, whereas a tax collector was hated by almost every 
Jewish citizen. If this parable were being re-told today we would probably have a drug dealer 
and a minister; I’ll let you decide which is which.



It is also vital to realise that the target audience of any parable is as much the people in 
Jesus’ day as it is us and the Church today. God would not have had this parable written down 
in the Bible for all time if it were merely an exercise in looking back through the corridors of 
time to wave a disapproving finger at those “bad” Pharisees. Even if we realise that all the 
parables apply to our generation, another classic mistake is trying to figure out which low life 
or other person it could possibly apply to. I have news for you… as Jesus told this parable He 
was looking us straight in the eye as He told it. So we need to sit up and pay attention to 
what He is saying to us.

There is certainly no reason to doubt the Pharisee when he said that he was not a robber, an 
evildoer, or an adulterer. So he was certainly a moral man. Similarly, he observed the 
ceremonial requirements of the law: he gave one tenth of everything he received, and 
according to Jewish law it was only necessary to fast once a year on the Day of Atonement, 
but he fasted twice a week. We also note that he gave full credit to God for making him 
upstanding and devout: “God I thank you…” he said.

So what was wrong with the Pharisee’s prayer?

This question becomes a greater challenge when we consider the following two prayers found 
in the Psalms.

“I have kept the ways of the LORD; I have not done evil by turning from my God. All his 
laws are before me; I have not turned away from his decrees. I have been blameless 
before him and have kept myself from sin.”

Psalm 18:21-23

“I have led a blameless life; I have trusted in the LORD without wavering. Test me, O 
LORD, and try me, examine my heart and my mind; for your love is ever before me, and 
I walk continually in your truth. I do not sit with deceitful men, nor do I consort with 
hypocrites; I abhor the assembly of evildoers and refuse to sit with the wicked.”

Psalm 26:1-5

As we can see the line that separates the prayer of the Pharisee and the Psalmist seems 
almost invisible. And as if things were not difficult enough for us, Jesus concluded the parable 
by saying, “I tell you that this man [referring to the tax collector], rather than the other [the 
Pharisee], went home justified before God.” So for everything the Pharisee seemed to be 
doing right, he was not justified.

But what does it mean to be justified?

Paul wrote to Titus, “… so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs
having the hope of eternal life.” (Titus 3:7) In other words, understanding the difference 
between these two prayers is quite literally the difference between the prayer of someone 
who is saved and someone who is not saved. It is certainly no coincidence that only a few 
verses later Luke’s Gospel recounts the conversation between Jesus and the rich young ruler 
in which Jesus is asked, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

As we can see then, this parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee is not simply a moral 
lesson about judging others, rather it has everything to do with understanding salvation.

One of the great teachers of our time, John Piper, suggests that we should always read the 
Gospels backwards. Not literally, of course. What he means is that we should be read with a 
knowledge of how it all ends. This is something that neither the disciples nor the religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day properly understood. During His life on earth they had not grasped why 



Jesus came and what would ultimately happen to Him; that is, His death and resurrection. 
Yet armed with that knowledge, everything Jesus says takes on a significant new meaning. We 
no longer see the words of Jesus as some wise insights from a “good teacher” on how to 
succeed in business or how to feel good about yourself, rather they are the very words of 
eternal life. The Gospel writers made this the beginning and the end of everything they 
recorded. In the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel he writes, “She will bear a son, and you
shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” Half of the sixteen 
chapters of Mark’s Gospel are dedicated to the last week of Jesus’ life. Luke begins with, 
“Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy that will be for all the people. For 
unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord.” And in the 
first chapter of Gospel according to John he tells us that when John the Baptist saw Jesus he 
declared, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” In other words, 
all the Gospels want us to know from the very beginning how the story ends: It ends with 
Jesus dying as a Lamb for the forgiveness of sins and rising again as the Lord of the universe.
But this was nothing new, the Pharisees and the disciples should have known better. 
Throughout the Old Testament all of this had already been foretold.

You may be wondering what all this has to do with understanding the error in the Pharisee’s 
prayer, and how is this being repeated by some people in the church today?

Let us return to the words that introduced this parable: “To some who were confident of 
their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable…”

On a first reading we might think that the Pharisee was taking credit for his righteousness, 
but this was not the mistake he was making. He was fully aware of where his righteousness 
came from; he was thanking God for it. The Pharisee would have understood from the Old 
Testament teachings that “every good and perfect gift comes from above.” (James 1:17) He 
recognised that anything good to be found in him was from God, but somehow he lost sight of 
the significance of his own goodness. It is a little like two men trying to outrun a bear. It is 
only necessary for one man to outrun the other man. The Pharisee thought that because his 
goodness was greater than the tax collector he would be acceptable to God. It was almost as 
if he was saying to God, “Look, if one of us is going to heaven and one of us is going to hell, 
then there’s no contest.” In this light we can see how deeply offensive this prayer would be 
to God.

Sadly this is a mistake that we see continued in the Church today. We hear false teachers who 
consider themselves to be closer to God. They claim to understand Him more deeply and if 
we buy their books or go to their seminars they promise to “teach” us how to draw near to 
God, as if already being in Christ we can somehow come closer. They boast about their own 
goodness and teach us the secrets of overcoming sin, as if the Holy Spirit requires their help. 
Having already received Christ they burden us by encouraging us to earn our salvation through 
further works, as if the redeeming work of the cross is insufficient. The truth is that if we 
love Christ and we accept Him as Lord of our life, then we are in Him and He is in us; we are 
justified; we can do nothing more. The Holy Spirit begins working in us to change us into the 
likeness of Christ, but that work will not be complete during our life on earth. Regardless of 
how we appear externally, we have already been made right with God. Isn’t that Good News? 
Quite simply, there is nothing we can do to add to the redeeming work of the cross, and if we 
place our trust in anything we do then we are rejecting the righteousness of Christ for our 
own.

Of course we are called not to sin, and because we love God we battle daily against the flesh 
to become better people. However, the writer of the letter to the Hebrews said, “man is 
destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.” (Hebrews 9:27) So when we stand 
before God on the day of judgement we must decide on whose merits we face God.



As Christians we have no doubt that without the redeeming work of the cross there is no 
salvation. Jesus himself said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me.” (John 14:6) 

Paul wrote to the church in Corinth, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in 
him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Corinthians 5:21) And that is what it’s all 
about.

We are made righteous not because of anything we have done or any goodness we will do,
even in God’s strength, but because of Christ. We need to trust in the righteousness that is 
Christ for us, on our behalf, and remain in Him and His righteousness.

This is not an easy concept to grasp, so let me explain it this way… Being righteous is not just 
about being without sin, but having also lived a perfect life. Yet that is impossible for us to 
achieve.

When Paul wrote to the Church in Rome he quoted from one of the Psalms, “There is no one 
righteous, not even one; … there is no one who does good, not even one.” (Romans 3:10 & 
12a). And a few verses later in the same chapter of Luke we are studying, Jesus himself said, 
“No one is good except God alone.” (Luke 18:18a)

When Christians are asked what Jesus has done for them they often answer, “He died for my 
sins.” And whereas this is correct, it is not a complete answer. Have you ever wondered why 
Jesus didn’t just come as a man and go straight to the cross to die for our sins? Why did he 
first have to live thirty-three years as a man? This was one of the questions the famous 11th

century theologian Saint Anslem of Canterbury asked in one of his works, Cur Deus Homo
(Why The God-Man).

The answer is simple. If Jesus only died for our sins then we would be innocent in the sight of 
God and we would escape hell, but we could not be declared just or righteous in His sight and 
we could never enter the kingdom of Heaven. So we must also receive the gift of the perfect 
life of Christ in place of our own. Every word, every thought, and every action of His life was 
not only without fault, but a perfect fulfilment of every aspect of the law. Jesus had to live a 
life in which He did not only avoid sin, but He also needed to fulfil every ceremonial and 
ritual requirement of the law. We may recall the words of John the Baptist when he saw 
Jesus approaching, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” John 
was horrified that Jesus had come to him to be baptised and said that it was Jesus that should 
be baptising him. But then Jesus said something that should now make sense, “… it is proper 
for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness” (Matthew 3:15a)

Being cleansed of every sin is essential, but if that was all that happened to us then no 
amount of goodness in our lives would be the perfect offering required by a perfect God. In 
addition to receiving forgiveness, it is necessary that we also fully receive the righteousness 
of Christ so that when God looks at us He sees the perfect fulfilment that is found in Christ.

The Pharisee knew about forgiveness of sins through sacrifice, but his own goodness was 
never going to be enough to present before God on the day of judgement. Like so much of the 
sin that separates us from God, pride and our own self-worth is at the heart of it. The bottom 
line is that we cannot earn salvation, we must receive it by faith. Unless we are willing to 
accept Christ’s death as a payment for our sins and receive His righteousness in place of 
anything we have to offer then we cannot be justified.



Paul wrote to the Church of Rome, “Since they did not know the righteousness that comes 
from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. 
Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.” 
(Romans 10:3-4)

The tax collector had no doubts about his state before a Holy God, which is why he, “stood at 
a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner.’”

In life and in death we must cling on to Christ who is our salvation and our hope. For apart 
from Him we are nothing. Paul was a Pharisee and he would have understood better than 
anyone. He had committed his life to becoming righteous, but compared with Christ he now 
understood that anything he had to offer was less than nothing. His hope was in Christ and in 
His righteousness, and that alone was the basis of his faith. He wrote to the Church in 
Philippi:

“But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, 
I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus 
my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain 
Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the 
law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God 
and is by faith.”

Philippians 3:7-9  

Let us pray…

Dear Lord, we thank You for calling us Your own. We seek to become more like You, and 
praise You and thank You that You have sent Your Spirit to help us overcome sin and to 
know You more deeply. Forgive us if we have lost sight of the power of the cross and 
have been guilty of trying to earn what You have already so graciously given. In You is 
our joy and our righteousness, and we love You, Lord. Amen.


