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I. Introduction 

A. I recently gave up after my second attempt to read the memoirs of a 
Columbian politician, a presidential candidate who was kidnapped by 
revolutionary forces back in 2002 and held hostage in the Amazon jungle until 
2008, stalled out.1 

B. This time I made it about one-third of the way through. The book is filled 
with descriptions of the jungle and the challenges of living there: 

1. Snakes and bugs and tropical diseases, jaguars and all manner 
things that can kill you. 

2. And there was tension between guards and prisoners and between 
prisoners and prisoners.  

3. There were escape attempts and rescue attempts.  

C. It’s a true story and there is plenty of excitement. And it’s pretty well 
written. But I gave up a second time because the author – the former presidential 
candidate – writes from a position of her own goodness. She does not seem able 
to see how she does anything wrong or learn from what is going on or be able to 
empathize with the plight of the other hostages. I found it very off-putting.  

D. I am, of course, very good at spotting self-righteousness in other people.  

E. This woman is not a perfect fit for the religious leader Jesus goes after in 
today’s parable. Tragically, I am probably a better fit for the arrogant, self-
righteous, religious blowhard that Jesus smacks down in this parable.  

F. But I felt as though she viewed things very much the same way as the 
religious leader that Jesus undoes did.  

II. So, as has been mentioned, we are back in the Gospel of Luke, with about one-
third of the book yet to go.  

A. At the moment we are in a series about the Kingdom.   

1. Jesus is not campaigning. (Yes, I am sure we all wish he was 
running on someone’s ticket., although everyone assumes Jesus politics 
mirrors their own and I suspect we’d be pretty surprised by some of what 
he did. He is generally surprising.  

2. Alas, he is not an option at the moment, nor will we get to vote 
him in. He will eventually establish His kingdom and rule and reign and 
we pray for that day.  Thy Kingdom Come! 
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3. At this juncture He is providing a hint of what that will be like. He 
is describing the values and attitudes that will characterize his Kingdom.   

4. And he does so in a variety of ways, one of them is teaching. 
Painting verbal pictures. Parables. Little stories. Big points. We get invited 
into these stories in order to see ourselves more clearly.  

B. His original hearers would have found this one very disorienting. He 
contrasts a religious man – a holy man, a community leader, a shining example, a 
“good guy,” a Pharisee. 

1. And let me pause to say, today we hear the term Pharisee through 
Jesus’s criticism and think of them as arrogant, clueless, self-righteous 
jerks. In the first century, they were respected. Yes they could be a bit 
holy-roller. They could come off a bit too serious and be a bit heavy-
handed with their faith.  But they took God seriously and went to church 
and tried to be generous with all they had. 

2. The core of their problem was that they thought they were doing 
well. They thought they were better than others. They believed that God 
was impressed with their efforts. After all, if the Law said, “Do X.” They 
were determined to do 2X. And if it said, “don’t do Y,” they said, “I am 
not even going to get in the same zip code as Y.”  

3. They tried hard to be good as they thought good was defined. And 
they believed this made them better than others.  

4. So, the odds are really high that you are a Pharisee. And I am a 
Pharisee. I go to church. I give my money. I am in a small group. I 
volunteer at PADS.  I’m doing pretty well.  

C. So, Jesus compares a Pharisee with a Tax Collector – who were really bad.  

1. After the Romans conquered an area, they took bids for tax 
franchises. And basically, whoever said they could get the most money out 
of the people, got the job. And whatever money they collected over the 
amount they promised to give to the Romans, they got to keep.  

2. There were no laws. There was no tax code. You couldn’t appeal. 
A thug came by threatening to break your thumbs or take your daughter or 
do whatever he wanted unless you gave him whatever outlandish dollar 
amount he asked for. 

3. You hated the guy because he was a thief and a thug and he took 
all your money, and by the way, he was a Jew who had sold out to the 
Romans. He was a traitor. In the first century you couldn’t get much lower 
than a tax collector.   
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D. So the contrast is between the priest, who has a reputation for praying and 
fasting and keeping his clothes clean; and the lecherous brut who used to beat you 
up on the playground and now has the power of Roman Empire behind him to 
take anything he wants. And come back tomorrow and do it again.  

III. Here is the passage. Luke 18:9. Luke set it up by writing, To some who were 
confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else,  

A. You can see who he is taking aim at here. To those who were “confident 
in their own righteousness.” This is a key point around which it all hinges.  

IV. To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on 
everyone else, Jesus told this parable: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, 
one a Pharisee 

A. Remember, the tax collector is bad. You didn’t get the job by being nice or 
fair. You got the job by being willing to do anything to pretty much anyone. This 
isn’t an IRS agent who is working within a legitimate system. 

B. It’s common to complain about our tax code and how much we pay and 
how wrong it is. But, taxes are higher pretty much everywhere else.  

C. When my boys had their first experience with a formal paycheck and saw 
the stub – realized for the first time how much money the government was going 
to take – they all went apoplectic. And said, “this is my money, they can’t take it.” 
And “this is unfair, and it’s too much and I’m going to move.” I say, “Where? I 
feel your pain! I don’t like it either.  And if you find a better place to live in this 
broken world, let me know.  But this is as good as it gets.” And it is a lot better 
than the first century Jews had it.  

D. So, the tax collector in this story is not the nice accountant down the street 
who works for the IRS, it’s the richest man in town who heard you got a new car 
and stopped over to take it. For himself. And when you protested he told you to 
shut up or he was going to take your 15 year old daughter. And while he was 
telling you how it was going to be, he walks into your home, opens the 
refrigerator and takes out your dinner for tonight. And as he’s walking away he 
says, “I heard you landed the Johnson account. Good work. I’ll be by on Monday 
for the first installment from that job.” 

E. This guy is a traitor, a thug, and a bully.  You hate him with a righteous 
anger and you would kill him if you could. 

V. 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a 
tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I 
am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax 
collector. 12 I fast twice a week  
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A. Fasting does not involve “fast food.” It means you skip a meal (or 
something good) so you can spend more time praying.  

VI. And give a tenth of all I get 

A. This is called tithing. The first ten percent is given as a statement about 
God owning everything. It was the Old Testament law.  The New Testament says 
little about tithing.  It does get Jesus’s endorsement, but as a rule the suggestion in 
the New Testament is higher. 

B. This was a good thing this guy was doing. I pray. I fast. I give ten percent 
of everything I have. These are all good things. But, there are a lot of “I”s in that 
statement.  

1. I am not like other people; I fast twice a week; I give a tenth; I, I, I 

2. We’re not getting a prayer here as much as we are getting a boast.  

VII. 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.’ 

A. This, by the way, is a prayer many people suggest praying numerous times 
a day.  “Lord Jesus, Savior, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

B. I think it’s a good idea. A great template. Every time you catch yourself in 
sin or coping an attitude of superiority, confess that.  

C. Silently pray, “Lord Jesus have mercy on me a sinner. Fill me with your 
love and your Spirit and your heart so I can see ways to live for you and not be so 
selfish and self-righteous.” 

VIII. V13: “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.’ “I tell you 
that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those 
who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 
exalted.” “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified  

A. Justified is a theological and quasi-legal term that means “to be made right 
with God.” It implies that God declares that we are forgiven, reconciled to Him. 
From this point on, when God looks at our sin He sees His Son. 

B. A big moral transaction takes place.  The life and death and work of Jesus 
is transferred to our account. We get his goodness and he takes our sin and God 
says, “your good to go.” 
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IX. “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before 
God. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 
themselves will be exalted.” 

X. There are a number of things worth noting here, for instance: 

A. If you are comparing yourself to someone other than Jesus – and coming 
out on top – you are doing it wrong!  You are a Pharisee.  

B. Remember, as a rule comparison is a fatally flawed exercise, so its best to 
avoid it. Other people are not the standard and we may be working our 
comparison on the things that do not matter. And if you end up feeling 
worse than them get low self-esteem you are still doing it wrong. The goal 
is not to feel poorly about yourself as much as it is to be self-forgetful.   

XI. But let’s keep the main thing the main thing. If you think you are good enough to 
earn God’s favor you are wrong. Let me be clear: the Pharisee was doing more.  

A. He was fasting two days a week. He was giving generously. He spent 
hours every day studying and memorizing Scripture. He is going a lot of good 
things. But he is trusting in himself and his efforts and not Christ. He has bought 
into the wrong system. 

B. One of the big dangers of pride, is that it we have it we can seldom see it. 
We start in the wrong place. Everything may be accurate and logical given our 
starting place. But we are wrong right out of the blocks  

XII. Let me frame things this way: 

A. You were made for God. We exist for God.  Not the other way around, by 
the way. God does not exist for our benefit. We exist for His glory. 

B. We need God but that relationship has been ruptured. We need God but 
fall short of qualifying to be with God.  

1. If you have been to Six Flags or Disney you know that they often 
have signs that say, “you have to be this tall to ride this ride.” 

2. Well, we are not that tall. This may be news to you.  Guilt is quite 
unpopular today. Sin is a bad word. There are very few rules still in place. 
If you follow the advice on the street, so to speak, you may have killed 
your conscience. Learned to bury your guilt. Worked to not hear God’s 
voice. It can be done. It’s not that hard, actually. 
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3. And guilt is a tricky thing. Some people feel guilty for things they 
should not feel guilty over. While others do not feel guilty for things they 
should.  

4. But our guilt is one of the points that is driven home in the book. 
We are guilty. This is a big point in this book.  

a) In the Old Testament there was a Temple that dominated 
the town and you went there with your offering – an animal that 
was going to have to die for your sin.  

b) In the New Testament Paul says, “All have sinned and fall 
short of God.” And “the wages of sin is death” – we get cut off 
from God.  

5. We are not tall enough to ride the ride. We are not good enough to 
be reconciled to God – to go to Heaven. 

XIII. We need to fix this problem.  We need to get right with God. To that end, there 
are two basic plans: 

A. Plan A: The Religious Option.  

1. Doing things that we think will make us acceptable to God.  

2. These are almost always good things: Giving money to the poor; 
Being kind to others; sometimes these are ceremonial things: attending a 
service, dressing a certain way. And tragically, sometimes these are pretty 
unthinkable things: suicide bombers, killing or squelching those who do 
not look like us or think like us or  

3. In the book I am writing for the fall, which will be an invitation for 
you to give to someone else. It will not be a Bible study. It is a look into 
the future and then a reflection on how we should be living today. I start 
by identifying the four glaciers that are moving across the world. The big 
forces that are shaping the planet that are so big we stop seeing them.  

a) Martin Marty is the one who identified the glacier 
metaphor. 

b) I will not give too much away now. One is globalization; 
one is technology. One is religion. It is surging and changing 
things – in some cases it is making things worse.   

4. The New Testament language for this is work’s righteousness. This 
is a term for our efforts to please God. It is contrasted with something God 
does for us.  

B. Plan B:  The Grace Option 



	 Luke	18:9f	–	Tax	Collector	and	Sinner	 	
	

	 Mike	Woodruff	©	April	2016	 	

7	

1. Justice is getting what we deserve; mercy is not getting what we 
deserve; grace is getting what we do not deserve. It’s a gift.  

2. The Christian faith pivots on grace. Jesus died in order to give the 
gift of eternal life to others.  

3. And the gift is given to those who accept it. Which requires 
realizing that we need it.  

4. Who gets lambasted in this story? Who is wrong right out of the 
gate. It’s not the thug who is humble and pleads for God’s mercy. Who 
knows that He is in trouble.  

5. It’s the one doing the religious dance who thinks he is doing pretty 
well. Better than others.  

C. Men and women, this is a big theme in the Bible. This parable is making 
one of the same points as other parables, such as the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  

1. Who is the idiot and jerk in that story? It’s not the son who took 
the money and went and spent it on fast women and wild parties and then 
came back broken. It’s the older brother. The one who thinks he is good.  

XIV. In order to move ahead, we have to start with an understanding that: 

A. We are broken – fallen, sinful, corrupt, not good enough 

1. We have to see ourselves clearly – something the Columbian 
Presidential candidate did not do.  

2. Some people (maybe you?) think that because you have had 
various struggles, God owes you in the next life.  

3. Some people (maybe you?) think that because you do blank –
volunteer at the food shelter; recycle; don’t look at porn, wear a cross 
necklace, have memorized 100 verses, whatever, that you are a good 
person. 

4. No. We have no idea what Good looks like except to look at Jesus. 
We are too conflicted to be able to really see it. 

XV. Let me come at this in two ways:   

A. First, by sharing two questions that were big twenty years ago and are still 
helpful today. If you are not very confident that you could answer these, then you 
should talk with someone today up front, or in your small group discussion later 
this week.  
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1. Question one: If you were to die tonight are you sure you’d go to 
Heaven? You can be sure.  

2. Question two: What would you say if God asked you, why should I 
let you into heaven? If your answer is, because I was good, went to 
church, gave money, volunteered at the soup kitchen, whatever, you fail. 
Wrong answer. Go back and reread the parable. The answer is, “I have 
fallen short. I am here on the basis of the goodness of Jesus and your 
mercy and grace alone.  

B. Second approach: the formulas. The fact is, our works do count – your 
work at PADS, helping build the next Matthew Home, caring for your neighbor –
is all good and it matters to God. But we need to see where. I have tried to reduce 
some of the major worldviews down to an equation.  

1. Good Works = God’s Favor (Now and Later) 

a) If I am good, good things will happen. God will bless me. 
If I do not lie or swear; if I help little old ladies across the street, 
and go to church, then good things will happen to me,  

b) What goes around comes around. Consequently, when bad 
things happen it is because I am being punished. When bad things 
happen to other people they probably deserve it. They are not as 
good as I am. 

c) This is religion 101. This is a belief in Karma. It is not the 
Christian faith. 

2. Good Works = Whatever Now and Heaven when you Die 

a) If I do good I may still suffer now, but I will go to heaven 
when I die. Wrong. This is religion 201. Slightly more 
sophisticated, but still wrong.  

3. Good + Faith = Heaven 

a) If I do good and believe – if I do good things and do God 
the favor of believing in Him – then I will go to heaven when I die.  

b) No.  

4. Faith = Salvation + Good Works 

a) Yes! This is what Jesus is teaching. Please note, the good 
works show up. They are part of the equation. But not as a way of 
earning our salvation. Rather, they flow out of us in thanks for 
what God has done.  
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XVI. Prayer of Salvation 

XVII. Transition to Communion 

A. In Philippians 3 the Apostle Paul gives us one of his statements designed 
to drive home the point Jesus was made in the parable.  He says – if you want 
religion, I can give you that. I was way more religious than you could ever dream 
of being.  

B. “I was born to the right family, right tribe, circumcised on the eighth day, 
went to the right schools, studied under the right rabbis, got straight As in 
Pharisee school. I was graduated ‘most likely to be martyred.’ I excelled in 
religion. I had the best religious resume possible. Better than yours.  

C. And then I met Jesus and realized that I still fell short – in fact, those 
efforts were worthless. That what I needed was the gift of righteousness that only 
He can offer.  

D. Men and Women, Christianity is not this I do. It’s about what He has done 
for us. And we now move to this table to focus on just that.  

 
																																																								
1	Ingrid	Betancourt	


