
20th SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST 

October 23, 2022 

 

Text: Luke 18:9-14 

Title: God, Be Merciful  

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father.  Amen  

 

One of the challenges we face on a Sunday morning is that some of 

these texts are so familiar to us that we know what to expect.  Case in 

point is our gospel lesson for today.  Even if we have never heard this 

parable before it seems simple enough.  Jesus announces yet another 

great reversal that is so common in the Gospel of Luke.  It is the no-

good tax collector (and not the law-abiding Pharisee) who will go 

home justified before God.   
 

How then can we not let our familiarity with the story hinder us from 

letting this parable speak to us?  For starters it always helps to pay 

attention to the details.  The words spoken by Jesus are intentional (at 

least as told by the author).  Jesus gives us much to think about when 

it comes to the Pharisee.   
 

On the one hand we are quick to condemn him for his arrogance.  On 

the other hand we have to admit that he has done nothing wrong.  He 

has kept the laws of God.  He is not a thief or an adulterer.  He does 

not cheat people out of their own money.  He participates in all the 

religious rites.  He fasts and gives 10% of his income as an offering to 

the temple.  Based on that fact alone any pastor would love to have 

him as a church member.  Everything that the Pharisee does in his 

daily life is good!  There are no visible signs of sinful behaviors.   
 

But how the Pharisee starts his prayer gives away what Jesus wants us 

to note.  His arrogance and pride.  He thanked God that he was not 

like other people.  He even called out the tax collector who he passed 

by on his way to find a place to pray so he would not be contaminated 

by the less righteous.  The Pharisee did not associate with such people 

outside the temple and he most certainly would not be caught in close 

proximity to them in worship.   
 

 

Here is our first point of connection with the parable if we are open to 

hearing it.  We may never start our prayers with – God, I thank you 

that I am not like other people – but has it ever crossed our minds?  
 

I am not suggesting that we do it overtly or even with malice.  We do 

everything possible to keep the laws of God.  We come to worship 

and give a faithful offering to our ministries.  We do whatever we can 

to have a full life.  But inevitably we will encounter others who will 

make us think we are better off than they are for various reasons.  And 

that thought alone can become that we are better than they are for 

various reasons.   
 

Hear the difference because it would be easy right now to fall into the 

same trap and leave church today with this thought – God, I thank you 

that I am not like the Pharisee. 
 

It seems to be a part of our human nature to always want to compare 

ourselves to others but the Bible is clear.  God created us in his image.  

God created each of us uniquely.  We were not made to look the same 

or to be good at the same things.  In the end living our lives worried 

about how good or bad we are compared to others consumes a lot of 

energy and valuable time that we could invest in more productive 

ways.   
 

As soon as we start to question whether someone is worthy we would 

do well to read this parable again.  As soon as someone points out the 

inadequacy of another we would do well to remember this lesson.  As 

soon as we question who should be considered justified in the eyes of 

God it is time to re-read this text.   
 

In Romans 12:3 Paul told the early Christians not to think of them-

selves more highly than they ought . . . they were to think with sober 

judgment.  In the same breath Paul did not encourage people to think 

lowly of themselves but to think accurately and sensibly.  We are to 

look at others and appreciate their gifts especially when they differ 

from our own.  It makes no sense to put a value on them.   
 

Let us move to the prayer of the tax collector.  Jesus tells us that the 

tax collector stands a distance from everything and everyone.  He is 

very aware of his sins and seems to believe he does not deserve to be 

close to where others gather.  Jesus even describes his posture.  He is 

physically downcast.  He averts his eyes.  He beats his breast.   



Everything about the tax collector says that he is filled with sorrow.  

He takes full responsibility for his sinfulness.  And when he prays he 

does not say – God, I thank you that I am not like other people – but 

voices what is in his heart – God, be merciful to me, a sinner! 
 

It is this simple prayer of the tax collector that tells us what this 

parable is really about (who or what we trust above all others).  While 

the Pharisee is right about the kind of life he should live, he is 

confused about the source of that life.  He believes that on his own he 

obeys the laws of God and never succumbs to temptation.  He thinks 

that on his own he could follow all the religious rites to perfection.  

And when he prays to God it is all about himself.   
 

He misses the source of his blessing and as a result it is easy for him 

to despise the people God loves.  He leaves the temple a righteous 

man according to the law.  But instead of being grateful to God the 

Pharisee is smug.  Like the unjust judge from last Sunday he shows 

contempt for others.  In his mind there are two kinds of people: the 

righteous and the immoral.  He is among the righteous.   
 

And back to the tax collector.  He knows that he possesses no means 

by which to claim righteousness.  He has done nothing of merit but 

instead has done much to offend the laws of Israel.  We hear no words 

of repentance from the tax collector and no pledge to leave his job 

which financially burdens so many of his peers.  He does not stand in 

the corner and promise to lead a new and better life.  We hear nothing 

except the simple acknowledgement that he is utterly and entirely 

dependent on the mercy of God.   
 

We have the perfect gospel lesson to act as a prelude to next Sunday 

when we celebrate the Reformation.  Luther realized first and fore-

most that if anything about his salvation rested on his abilities, his 

character, or his faith (his good works included) he was lost.  He 

could claim nothing other than the goodness of God.   
 

Here then is our second point of connection with the parable.  It is not 

about the Pharisee or the tax collector and therefore not about us.  It is 

not about comparing our humility over our sense of pride.  It is not 

even about our being products of the Reformation as we proclaim 

with a loud voice that we are justified by grace through faith alone.  It 

is not about us.  Ultimately it is about God.   

It is not about being a sinner.  It is not about our worth in the eyes of 

others versus in the eyes of God.  It is not about us.  It is about God.   
 

When we go home and reflect more on this parable let it be less about 

the Pharisee and the tax collector and ourselves.  Reserve your time 

and thoughts and words for God . . . the God who creates light from 

darkness, raises the dead to life, and pulls us all (Pharisees and tax 

collectors, righteous and sinners) into his realm of unimaginable and 

unexpected grace, mercy, and joy. 
 

And in our prayers we need not start with – 

God, I thank you that I am not like other people.   

God, I thank you that I am not like the Pharisee.   
 

Anytime we draw a line between who is in and who is out we will 

find God on the other side.  God alone will judge the human heart.  

God alone will determine who is justified.  Thanks be to God.  Amen  

 

 

 


