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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 [Jesus] also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, 
and treated others with contempt. 

 Trust in one’s self for righteousness. Treating others with contempt. As the beloved 

disciple was wont to put it: “Jesus said, ‘Love one another.’” If you love God, you will love 

your neighbor. If you don’t love God, you won’t love your neighbor. Do you treat others 

with contempt? Yeah, you do. Do you love your neighbor as you ought? No, you don’t. (At 

least, that’s what you confessed at the beginning of the service.) Love for God and neighbor 

impacts your salvation. When it comes to your salvation, do you trust in yourself, or do you 

trust in God and His Word? Hear and better learn Jesus’ parable: 

 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.” 

 Pharisees were good guys. The type of guy you wanted dating your daughter. 

Upstanding. Good citizens. They believed all the right things. They did all the right things. 

The Pharisees’ approval rating would have been 90 percent or higher. Incredible! Pharisees 

believed in angels and demons, a personal savior, heaven and hell, the resurrection of the 

body, and the Books of Moses, as well as the Prophets and the Psalms. They were respected 

and admired by almost all the people, excepting the Sadducees, who denied practically all 

those things mentioned and mostly looked on the Pharisees’ public-approval ratings with 

envy. If anyone was going to heaven, people thought, it’d be a Pharisee. 

 Tax collectors were traitorous scum. They were collaborators, working for occupying 

Rome. They made a living by overtaxing their countrymen. As a result, tax collectors didn’t 

associate with the righteous people, but with the wicked. Their friends included prostitutes 

and sinners. If they had an approval rating, it would’ve been lower than the lowest rating of 

a U.S. congress person—well under six percent. You wouldn’t want this guy dating your 

daughter, right? Tax collectors, it was commonly held, were pretty much going to hell. 

 Jesus is playing with stereotypes. He knows His hearers aren’t going to want to hear 

what He’s about to say. So He sets them up. Immediately, 90 percent of His hearers 

associate themselves with the Pharisee. Thus Jesus has the Pharisee speak his heart first: 
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 “The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other 
men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give 
tithes of all that I get.’”  

 The Pharisee stands. He’s bold in his posture. No supplication, no begging, no humility. 

When Moses encountered the burning bush, he fell to his knees. Yet this Pharisee stands. 

 Now, our translation says the Pharisee is “standing by himself.” This could indicate his 

isolation from his neighbor. He’s addressing God, but his posture and attitude and heart 

indicate how far away from God he is. He is like Jesus’ hearers, that is, the Pharisee trusted 

in himself for righteousness, for knowing right and wrong, for knowing how to love. Trust 

in oneself for righteousness is the opposite of faith in God. 

 The Pharisee’s thanksgiving is insulting to others. “I thank you that I’m not like other 

men.” What does he think about other people? He calls them extortioners, unjust, 

adulterers. His words are aimed at the tax collector and his friends. The Pharisee thinks 

pretty highly of himself—so highly that he can stand before the Almighty God without 

flinching. God’s saints cower before the angels. Yet this Pharisee doesn’t even blink.  

 Why does he think he’s so great? Well, he points out that he fasts twice a week and gives 

a tithe of all that he has. So what? Big deal. Were these things commanded by Scripture? No. 

Not at all. Are they verboten, forbidden by Scripture? Certainly not. But do they make the 

Pharisee extra special? No. Do they make God happier? In the Pharisee’s case: quite the 

opposite. They offend God because the Pharisee is trusting in them instead of the God of his 

fathers, instead of in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The Pharisee thinks it’s his place 

to determine what’s right and wrong, how best to love God and neighbor. 

 Do you know right and wrong? Do you know how best to love God and neighbor? From 

where do you know that? Also what do you rely on? In whom do you put your trust? When 

you’re in trouble, have need, where do you run? Do you even recognize your need? The 

Pharisee didn’t. He failed to recognize his need so completely and utterly that he stood as a 

braggart before God, boasting of how wonderful he was. He thought it was his place to 

determine right and wrong, good and evil, love and hate. But his view was messed up. He 

thought he was loving God by hating his neighbor. So he pointed his finger at the tax 

collector in disdain and disgust. How about you? Do you hate and disdain your neighbors 
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because of their sins? How about your sin? You ought to know your sin better than anyone 

else. But are you honest about it?  

 I’m the worst sinner that I know. I might not have gone out and committed certain 

horrible acts, but I know what goes on in my own heart. I can’t see your heart—I can only 

go by what you say and do. And, let me tell you, I’ve seen in none of you the horror and evil 

of my own heart. When I behold the sins of others, oftentimes I think, “There go I but by the 

grace of God.” I thank God for the limiting of my opportunities to sin—how He often leads 

me out of temptation. Still, I fall to temptation way too much—at least, in my heart. My 

heart has been humbled by God and His Word—this very parable, even—instead of my 

own ideas of right and wrong. God’s Law points out that I haven’t loved Him or my 

neighbor as I ought. Maybe it’s just me, but maybe each of us should feel that very same 

way about ourselves. 

 “But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat 
his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’”  

 Where’s the tax collector? He’s standing far off. At a distance. He’s in the temple, says 

Jesus, but he’s nowhere near to God. He stands back, knowing he’s not good enough to be 

bold. But this tax collector has also heard another of God’s Word—God’s Word of promise. 

After all, he’s also a descendent of Abraham. He wouldn’t have been taught just about the 

Law but also about the temple and God’s promises; otherwise, he wouldn’t have gone to the 

temple. Maybe even a Pharisee taught him at one point. In any case, the tax collector 

would’ve thought the Pharisee was a pretty good guy. And if he heard of what the Pharisee 

accused him, he’d probably agree. “Yes, I am what he says. I am a sinner.” 

 We know this because the tax collector won’t even lift up his eyes to heaven. Where the 

Pharisee is arrogant, the tax collector is humble. He knows what he is. He’s got no delusions 

regarding his condition. God’s Word has convicted him. And so he recognizes his deep need 

for a personal savior, someone to rescue him—because he can’t rescue himself! The tax 

collector doesn’t want to stay in his sin. He sorrows over it. And he beats his breast as a 

sign of that sorrow. Repentant, the tax collector makes his petition, his supplication, his 

plea. He begs, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 

 Jesus isn’t exaggerating how you are to be. You ought to be like this tax collector. Are 

you? Do you recognize your sin and thus your need for a personal savior? Do you 
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acknowledge and believe God’s Word alone determines right and wrong, it alone 

determines how we are to love the Lord and one another? Do you cast your eyes 

downward, ashamed of your misdeeds and wrongdoings? Do you beat your breast in 

sorrow over your failings? Are you in God’s House this morning because you know of your 

great need for His mercy? These are the very questions Jesus raised for His hearers. He was 

calling them to repentance, that is, to sorrow over sin and to turn to Him for grace. Jesus 

likewise calls you to repentance. 

 “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone 
who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” 

 In humility to God and His Word, relying on God’s mercy and promise of grace, the tax 

collector is declared righteous. In arrogance, usurping God’s place with his thoughts of 

right and wrong, relying on himself, the Pharisee is condemned. Jesus came to save both 

Pharisee and tax collector, the arrogant and the humble. 

 Our Lord came to save sinners. Both of these characters are sinners. Both need Jesus 

and His mercy. Every person in this world is either one or the other. And every Christian 

has been both. Every Christian has the struggle between these two—an internal struggle, 

the struggle between sinner and saint, arrogance and humility, the Old Adam and the New 

Man. Jesus came to save sinners so that we might become saints, the arrogant so that we 

might be humble, the Old Adam so that we might be made anew in Christ’s own image. Only 

those humbled by and reliant on God’s Word can be saved.  

 So that you might be exalted, Jesus humbled Himself. The very Word of God which 

humbles you has been humbled. Jesus made Himself lower than the angels, taking on 

human flesh, and suffering your punishment. On the cross, Jesus took the punishment for 

sin that you deserve, being full of mercy. He loved God and loved you, His neighbors—loved 

you unto death. The cross is the sign of God’s perfect and abiding love. “No greater love 

than this,” says our Lord, “that he lay down his life for his friends.” That’s what the cross 

means. And by the cross of Christ you are justified, you are made righteous, you are exalted. 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ + 
Jesus. 
  
 


