
SESSION FIVE

The Pharisee and  
the Tax Collector

SESSION SUMMARY
In this session, we look at Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, in which we see the 
danger of self-righteousness, our human need for mercy, and what it means to be justified by faith. 
God calls us to recognize our sinfulness and our need for His mercy. He calls us to humbly proclaim 
the gospel of grace to those who trust in themselves.

SCRIPTURE
Luke 18:9-14
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THE POINT

God exalts the humble and humbles the exalted. 

INTRO/STARTER  5-10 MINUTES

Option 1
We have all had good teachers. Whether we appreciated it or not, those good teachers are the ones who 
focused on helping us understand the subject matter, and they would use various techniques to help us 
grasp the material. They used things like: stories, thought experiments, analogies, examples, pictures, 
and so on. Their goal was to help us store enough information to pass the test and to truly understand 
the subject on a deeper level. 

• Who was the best teacher you had in school? Who was the worst? What was the difference?

One of the defining doctrines of the Christian faith is “justification by faith alone”—the teaching that 
we are declared righteous before God through our faith in Christ and His work, not through our own 
efforts. This essential doctrine is vital for our faith. (See “Essential Doctrines” on p. 52.) 

Jesus taught the doctrine of justification by faith, but He didn’t teach it by explaining it. Instead, Jesus taught 
justification by faith through analogy. He told a story that illustrated the core truth this doctrine affirms. 

Option 2
We’re taught a lot about standing up for ourselves, being ourselves, doing things for ourselves, finding 
our own truth, finding the answers within ourselves, and the list goes on. People often apply this type 
of thinking to God as well. They think that they, within themselves, hold the good necessary to get to 
God. But that’s not what the Bible says.

• In what ways are you sometimes tempted to believe your own righteousness is good enough?

Think about this quote from Mark Batterson: “There is only one solid foundation: Jesus Christ. If 
you find security in what you have done, you will always fall short of the righteous standard set by 
the sinless Son of God. The solution? The gospel. There is only one place in which to find your true 
identity and eternal security: what Christ has done for you.”1

God has a perfect, righteous standard that only Christ is able to fulfill. Because of our sin, we 
fall short (Rom. 3:23). We cannot become righteous on our own. But, by the blood of Christ, God 
provided righteousness for us (Eph. 2:13). When we realize that, as the tax collector Jesus spoke of, we 
are humbled. We look up to God instead of down on each other. 

• How are you sometimes like the Pharisee, who believed in His own righteousness? 

• How are you sometimes like the tax collector, who realized it is only by God’s grace and mercy that we 
can have salvation?
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THE POINT

God exalts the humble and humbles the exalted. 

CHARACTERS
• Jesus: the eternal Son of God; second person of the Trinity

PLOT
The parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector teaches us the danger of becoming comfortable in 
our own “righteousness.” The Pharisee pridefully thanked God for the fact that he wasn’t like others, 
especially the tax collector in the temple with him. Yet, it was the tax collector who showed the true 
meaning of humble repentance in the presence of God.

HIS STORY   15-20 MINUTES
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JESUS’ AUDIENCE WAS SELF-RIGHTEOUS
In previous sessions, we’ve seen how Jesus frequently told stories within a 
particular context to make a certain point. He told the parable of the unmerciful 
servant in response to Peter’s question about how many times he had to forgive 
his brother. He told the parable of the good Samaritan in response to a man who 
asked, “Who is my neighbor?” And He told the parable of the prodigal son after 
religious leaders criticized Him for welcoming to His table sinners who repent. 

Jesus told stories that aimed for the hearts of His hearers. The parable we 
will look at here is similar to the others we just mentioned. Jesus told this story 
to address a spiritual need. Take a look at the preface that Luke gave before 
recounting Jesus’ story:

9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that 
they were righteous, and treated others with contempt. (Luke 18:9)

Who was the audience here? Jesus targeted people who did two things: They 
trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and they looked down on 
everyone else. Don’t miss the connection between those two descriptions. 
Spiritual short-sightedness leads to a sense of a spiritual superiority. When you 
trust in yourself that you are righteous, you will look down on others. When 
you look down on others, you find you feel better about yourself. And on and 
on the cycle goes. 

This is important because we live in a world that prizes personal trust and 
confidence. Trust in yourself. Believe in yourself. Do it yourself. All of these 
messages come to us in our society and encourage us to seek independence and to 
chart our own course in the world. 

The real danger comes when we apply that mindset to salvation—when we do 
that, we dig our own spiritual graves. The idea that you can work your way up 
to God, trusting in your own power and your own efforts, may seem noble or 
even praiseworthy in our world today. But this idea signifies a fundamental 
lack of self-awareness. The only way you can think you have what it takes 
to become righteous—that you have what it takes within yourself to please 
God—is if you have lowered God’s standard to something more attainable or 
if you have overlooked all the sin that keeps you from making the cut. 

• What are two or three signs that people are trusting in their 
own “righteousness”? (p. 34, PSG)

TIMELINE

THE PHARISEE 
AND THE TAX 
COLLECTOR
Jesus teaches on 
the dangers of 
self-righteousness.

THE WICKED 
TENANTS
Jesus teaches on God’s 
judgment and the 
need to repent.

WATER INTO 
WINE
Jesus shows 
compassion for 
everyday needs.
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JESUS TOLD THE STORY OF THE PHARISEE 
AND THE TAX COLLECTOR
Jesus’ parable begins by presenting two people praying in the temple—a Pharisee 
and a tax collector. Let’s look first at the prayer of the Pharisee:

10 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the 
other a tax collector. 11 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. 12 I fast twice a 
week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ ” (Luke 18:10-12)

We’re used to reading the worst possible motives into the character of the 
Pharisee. But Jesus’ original listeners would not have assumed that the Pharisee 
was the bad guy in Jesus’ story, at least not at first. They would have seen this 
Pharisee as a model citizen—a decent, upstanding religious man who was pious in 
his practice.

First, the Pharisee went to the temple to pray. That’s a good thing, right? 
He must have been seeking the Lord, and he seemed to be a prayerful man. 
Second, the Pharisee thanked God for the good things he had done. That’s 
good too, right? The Pharisee didn’t take credit for his own good deeds. He 
thanked God that he wasn’t like others.

So what’s the problem here? The self-righteousness that seeped out from this 
man’s actions and words is evident in the other aspects of his prayer. He took 
his stand in the temple and expresses gratitude to God, but not because God is 
so awesome and holy but because he saw himself as set apart from others.

Then, the Pharisee mentioned some characteristics of sinners, though it’s obvious 
he didn’t consider himself as one of them, including the tax collector in the same 
temple complex with him. The Pharisee was aware of the people around him. 
Instead of looking up to God in prayer, he looked down on the people next to 
him. Were he truly aware of the awesome majesty of God, he would see himself 
on the same level as the tax collector—a lowly sinner in need of mercy.

This story shows us just how easy it is for us to fall into the trap of 
self-justification. We parade all of our good works before God and before others, 
thinking that these works will increase our stature. And when we’re called on it, 
instead of recognizing our self-righteous spirit, we recoil from the accusation and 
justify ourselves. And we constantly judge people around us more harshly than we 
would dare judge ourselves.
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JESUS’ STORY TAUGHT THAT GRACE AND 
MERCY ARE FREELY GIVEN, NOT EARNED

In contrast to the Pharisee who took his stand in the temple and prayed about 
himself, the tax collector took a much different approach.

13 “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!’ 14 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.” (Luke 18:13-14)

• Notice the contrast between the Pharisee and the tax collector. Take 
a few moments to read both descriptions and note the differences. 
(p. 36, PSG)

The fact that the tax collector beat his chest shows just how deep his remorse 
was. His was a prayer for God’s judgment to pass over him. It was a prayer for 
atonement, for the mercy of God delivered through God’s atoning sacrifice. 
The Pharisee focused his attention on all of the things he had done for God. 
The tax collector knew his only hope was what God could do for him.

Jesus ended the parable by explaining its meaning. The tax collector went 
to his house justified, not the Pharisee. This would have shocked Jesus’ original 
listeners. You mean the religious Pharisee was the one who failed to receive 
salvation? And the hated and despised tax collector was declared righteous?

Jesus’ listeners would have been shocked at the conclusion of the story based upon 
the social fact that tax collectors were quite despised during this time—they were 
seen as bullies and thieves that were closer to the Roman establishment than 
Jewish culture. How could a thief go home justified over a religious leader?

We are supposed to feel puzzled over this story because this story is all about 
the shocking truth of justification by faith alone—that it is not by works but by 
grace we are saved (Eph. 2:8-9). If we are no longer offended by this story, it’s 
because we have lost sight of just how revolutionary this doctrine is. But this is the 
scandalous beauty of grace. “God, have mercy on me, a sinner. God, turn Your 
wrath from me. God, my only hope is in You.” It was the Pharisee who protested 
God’s gift of grace. It is the repentant heart that basks in this gift of love and is 
then transformed by it.

TIMELINE

BREAD FROM 
HEAVEN
Jesus provides for 
both physical and 
spiritual needs.

WALKING ON 
WATER
Jesus demonstrates 
His sovereignty 
over creation.

THE PARALYTIC
Jesus has the power 
to both heal and 
forgive sins.
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CHRIST CONNECTION
The tax collector’s cry was for God to turn away His wrath from a sinner. 
Through His sacrificial death as our substitute, Jesus took the wrath of God 
that our sins deserved. Like the tax collector, we too can cry out to God to 
have mercy on us and put aside His wrath because Christ has absorbed the 
wrath in our place. 

Justification by Faith (p. 35, PSG)

Justification refers to the moment when a person is objectively declared righteous before 
God based on the righteousness of Christ’s atoning death (Rom. 8:33-34). This act of 
declaration takes place through faith in Christ and not as a result of human works or 
effort (Eph. 2:8-9). Through justification, a person is made to be in right standing before 
God, changing what was once an estranged and hostile relationship to one of adoption 
into the family of God.  
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GROUP QUESTIONS
God’s Story has always been designed to connect with your story. It is because of 
His Story that our stories make sense, have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use 
the questions below to help think through how His Story connects with your own.

• Why is it easier to judge other people more harshly than we judge ourselves?  
Answers will vary. 

• What are some ways we can become more self-aware of our own need for grace 
and mercy?  Instead of looking at other people as the standard for how we should be 
living, we need to look to God as our standard of righteousness. Once we look to Him, we 
will quickly realize we aren’t as “good” as we believed we were, leading us to call out for 
grace and mercy like the tax collector. 

• What do the differences between the Pharisee’s prayer and the tax collector’s 
prayer tell us about their attitudes?  Answers will vary. 

• How does this story challenge you personally?  Answers will vary. 

YOUR STORY   10-15 MINUTES

YOUR STORY
Where your story 
meets His.

HIS STORY
God’s Story of 
Redemption, 
through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.
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YOUR MISSION   10-15 MINUTES

HEAD

Like the Pharisee, people who trust in themselves also look down on everyone around them. Their 
lack of self-awareness about their own sin is what lead them to a posture of self-righteousness. This 
happens once people lower God’s standards down to a standard that is reachable. And once that 
happens, they no longer compare themselves to Him, but to those around them. As long as you feel 
like you are doing better than the people around you, your sense of superiority grows.

• What are two or three signs that someone is looking down on others?  Answers will vary. 
• When have you found yourself falling into this trap? How do you avoid thinking 

this way?  Answers will vary. 

HEART

Self-righteousness wears many disguises. The scary thing about self-righteousness is that we usually 
don’t recognize it in ourselves. We think that we are okay with God because of our religious practices. 
We think that we are trusting in Him, not in ourselves, because of how we pray. We think that we are 
doing better than the people around us because of how we live. Self-righteousness starts with the 
heart, which is why it must be dealt with at the heart level.

• If someone were to accuse you of self-righteousness, how do you think you 
would respond?  Answers will vary. 

• What are some ways we can be self-righteous without knowing it?  It is easy to be blind to 
our own self-righteousness at times. Like the Pharisees, we think all is well because of the way we 
live or act, but we never realize that our hearts are full of pride rather than being full of love for God. 

HANDS

Among other things, this story teaches that God calls us not to look down on others, but to look up to 
Him for salvation. When we look to God for help and mercy, others take notice. This humility and grace 
not only makes much of God and His willingness to forgive, but also becomes attractive to those who 
are still trusting in themselves. 

• What are the marks of people who know their need for grace?  Those who know their 
need for grace are broken over sin; recognize their need to be made right with God; don’t play the 
comparison game with others; and so on. 

• How do these marks differ from people who trust in themselves?  Answers will vary. 
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ADDITIONAL INFO

LEADER PACK
For this session, refer students to pack item #7, which contains an informational chart describing the difference 
between the proud Pharisee and the humble tax collector. After going through these differences, read the quote 
by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Challenge your students to examine their own hearts to see what characteristics they are 
displaying in their own lives, rather than focusing on what others are doing or not doing. 

SOURCES
1.  Mark Batterson, All In: You Are One Decision Away from A Totally Different Life (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 48.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Check out the following additional resources:

• Leader Training Videos
• One Conversations
• Midweek Studies (to access your Midweek Study, go to lifeway.com/TGPSUM17Stories)
• Circular Timeline Poster
• App (for both leader and student)

Additional suggestions for specific groups are available at
GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

And for free online training on how to lead a group visit
MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject
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