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Leader Guide 

 
Sermon Series: 

 

Today’s Sermon: 

If You Had Only One Prayer 
Key Passage: Luke 18:9-14 

How to use this leader guide  

This leader guide is to help you become more familiar with the sermon passage in preparation for your 

group discussion. I open this leader guide and follow along with the sermon which is a big help in driving the 

sermon deeper into my being. The answers below give you direction in the discussion, but not all the answers. 

We want people to engage. That’s why we created a separate participant’s handout. It would be ideal if group 

members had the participant handout before the sermon. The first part of the participant’s handout includes 

questions that follow along with the sermon. The second part focuses on group engagement: group discussion 

questions, applications, exercises, prayers, reflections, and/or a spiritual discipline to name a few. 

Icebreaker Question: How would you define humility? Who in your life has been a picture of humbleness? Or, 

if you only had one prayer, what would you ask for? 

Group Question: What were some points from the sermon that made an impact or challenged you the most? 

What phrases, points, quotes or illustrations resonated with you and why? 

Big Idea:  If you had only one prayer to pray, humble yourself and ask for mercy... 
 then live a life of holy humility. 
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Read Luke 18:9-14. 

Examine The Text 

What do we come to know about those Jesus was speaking to? How did they perceive others? (verse 9) 

The word translated “confident” is one that meant to believe in something so much that you put your trust in 

it.   

 

Read Luke 18:10-11. What do we come to know about the Pharisee and how he views all others? (try 

looking at various English Bible translations and notice the differences) 

The preposition “by” is interesting because the translation changes based on what word is the point of 
reference.  If it’s “stood,” it means he stood by himself, separating himself from the crowd.  But if the 
reference word is “prayed,” it means he was praying… about himself!  Either way – self-centered jerk. 
  “other people” is likely to mean all who do not share the strict religious commitments of the Pharisees, 
and he groups all non-Pharisees in the same class: robbers, evil-doers, adulterers; even tax collectors! 
 

Read Luke 18:12. Why did Jesus include this small detail? How would other Pharisees responded to this? 

Fasting twice a week and tithing on everything sounds like boasting to us, but for many Pharisees it was the 
minimum standard. Pharisees listening to Jesus would have rolled their eyes at this. 
 
Read Luke 18:13. How is the tax collector contrasted with the Pharisee? What do his actions communicate? 
In first century Jewish culture, men DID NOT beat their breast in grief.  That was mainly what women did; for a 
man to do it was a sign of extreme grief.  We see it three times in the prophets, and only one other time in the 
NT, at the Crucifixion of Jesus in Luke 23:48.   

Sermon Preview 

We’re starting a new sermon series today called “Parallel Worlds.”  For the next 7 weeks, we are 
going to be learning from the parables of Jesus in Luke’s gospel.  The parables play a unique role in Jesus’ 
teaching.   

C. H. Dodd said: “The parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, 
arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its 
precise application to tease it into active thought.” 
The purpose of Jesus’ parables is to reveal truth to those with eyes to see and conceal truth from the 
spiritually blind.  They comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  These are subversive stories. 

In some ways, Jesus’ parables present an alternate reality – kinda like a parallel world in the 
Twilight Zone, or the Multiverse in the MCU.  It is reality as God sees it, which is why sometimes the 
parables seem so strange to us.  The one we are looking at today in Luke 18. 

When we get to verse 14, we find the word “humble”, and it is connected to the idea of being 
unpretentious. Luke tells us that when Jesus told this parable, he told it to those who were mistakenly, 
tragically confident that God was impressed with their religious resume. We could walk out of here and 
think: “Oh, okay, I have to be humble.”  My guess is that we all know that this is easier said than done.   

The essence of humility is not to think less of yourself, but to think of yourself less.  The very 
nature of Christian humility, the same issue today’s parable is raising, is the kind of life that exalts God.  I 
think the message of this parable is that we do this in two ways. 

1. EXALT GOD WITH A HOLY LIFE 

2. EXALT GOD WITH A HUMBLE HEART 
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His cry for mercy is a request for compassion in a time of hardship.  He’s asking God to see his spiritual 
pain and bring relief through forgiveness of his sin. 
 

Read Luke 18:14. Why is one justified and the other not? What is the end result? What do we come to know 

about the word “humble”? 

The word for “humble” here is connected to the idea of being unpretentious. Luke tells us that when 

Jesus told this parable, he told it to those who were mistakenly, tragically confident that God was impressed 

with their religious resume.   

The stated purpose of this parable is to force us to confront our own pride, our own bias against those 

of lesser spiritual spit-polish, our own sin of self-righteousness.  But there is a subversive purpose at work here 

for us at Chapel Rock today – this parable makes us hold two things in tension: God’s command to be holy, 

and our constant need for grace.  So how does this work? 

Jesus hits the nail on the head in v. 14 when he says, “…For all those who exalt themselves will be 

humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  

Sometimes Jesus does this.  Sometimes he interprets a parable for us.  And we could walk out of here 

and think: “Oh, okay, I have to be humble.”  My guess is that we all know that this is easier said than done.  It’s 

like the guy who wrote two best-selling books, "Humility and How I Attained It" and "The 10 Most Humble 

Men in the World and How I Chose The Other 9."  It’s harder than it sounds. 

 

Group Discussion: How do you understand, “the essence of humility is not to think less of yourself, but to 

think of yourself less”? What’s the difference? 

 

The very nature of Christian humility, the same issue this parable is raising, is the kind of life that exalts God.  I 
think the message of this parable is that we do this two ways. 
 

I. EXALT GOD WITH A HOLY LIFE 
How have the Pharisees been commonly mischaracterized? 

“We know that one of the men was a Pharisee.  Like Pavlov’s dogs, we have been conditioned to think of all 
Pharisees as evil, so mentally we proceed to color him gray.  On the other hand, the other fellow in the story is 
a Tax Collector.  We recognize that Tax Collectors were not the best of men, but we suspect that in this story 
at least, we’re dealing with a good guy in disguise.”-Haddon Robinson 

Nothing could have been further from the truth in the minds of Jesus’ audience that day in Judea!  Here’s 
what’s hard for us to accept: Everything the Pharisee said about himself in his prayer was true!  We have 
become so accustomed to thinking of the Pharisees as the bad guys, we don’t realize that they were exactly 
the kind of guy you want as a neighbor!  Most of these men were honest, hardworking, dependable guys who 
really did love God. 

It is tempting for us to turn the proclamation of this parable into a Pharisee-bashing party.  While we must 
take every step to cut out the Pharisee’s spiritual pride from our own lives, we dare not forget the words of 
Walter Bowie,  
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“Before we condemn the Pharisee or dismiss him, let us be sure that at least we have risen to his level.  If he 
had his grievous limitations, nevertheless he did have solid virtues which not every man attains… There are 
plenty of flabby persons who call themselves religious but have never reached the level on which the Pharisee 
was moving.”  

 
What did the Pharisee’s prayer reveal about himself? What problem was revealed in his prayer? 
In his prayer, he thanked God, but he talked about himself. D.L. Moody said, “A holy life will make the deepest 
impression. Lighthouses blow no horns, they just shine.” The Pharisee is blowing his “holiness horn.”  He’s 
telling everyone – including God – how holy he is.  He wasn’t an evil man, he was a good man… but he wasn’t 
exalting God with his holy life – he was exalting himself.  Parables have a tendency to be very subversive; like 
the Twilight Zone / Parallel World.  This parable subverts our understanding of the purpose of holiness.  It’s 
not to exalt yourself! 
 
Group Discussion: What is the difference between exalting God versus exalting yourself? Can you give an 

example? What are some motivations behind exalting yourself? How often do you think, “I am doing this to 

glorify God?” 

Group Discussion: How do you exalt God in your life?  

How does Jesus subvert our expectations about the tax collector? 

the tax collector – the man everyone loved to hate.  The problem is, in the parable, Jesus once again subverts 

our expectations by pronouncing a benediction of forgiveness on him – not because of his life, but because of 

his humble request. 

 

II. EXALT GOD WITH A HUMBLE HEART 
Why was the tax collector by himself? 

Tax collectors were hated, but you had to treat them well, as they could mess up your life if you didn’t.  In the 

text, he’s standing off by himself – not because no one wants to hang out with him, but because the weight of 

his sin is breaking him.  He doesn’t feel worthy to be close to the altar. 

 

What was the going on at the time the tax collector exclaimed, “God, have mercy on me – a sinner!”  How 

does verse 10 and Acts 3 give us a clue? 

He cries out, “God, have mercy on me – a sinner!”  Before we unpack that, we need to understand that 

this took place at the time of the afternoon sacrifice. 

The language in v. 10 is very similar to that of Acts 3, when Peter and John “went up to the Temple to 

pray” and there the afternoon sacrifice is specified.  You have to understand – they are at church when this 

happens!  Here’s why that matters: 

In his wonderful book, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, by Kenneth Bailey describes this scene in 

stunning clarity.  He writes: “Both the Pharisee and the tax collector are standing in front of the great high 

altar on which a lamb, without blemish, has just been sacrificed for the sins of Israel.  The tax collector stands 

far off, apart from the worshippers gathered around altar, and watches the sacrifice of the lamb.  He listens to 

the blowing of the silver trumpets and the great clash of the cymbals, hears the reading of the Psalm and 
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watches the blood splashed on the sides of the altar.  He sees the priest disappear inside the temple to offer 

incense before God.  Shortly afterward, the priest reappears announcing that the sacrifice has been accepted 

and Israel’s’ sins washed away by the atoning sacrifice of the lamb.  The trumpets blow again, and the incense 

wafts to heaven.  The great choir sings, and the tax collector, distraught and beating his chest stands far off 

and cries out, “O Lord, make an atonement for me, a sinner!” 

What was Jesus’ point, and what can we practice in our own prayers? 

Jesus point in presenting this Parallel World is this: If you had only one prayer to pray, don’t give God your 

spiritual resume, cry out for mercy! The tax collector’s prayer was right because his life was wrong… and he 

wanted that to change! 

 

Group Discussion: What areas in your life are you pleading for God’s mercy? When have you experienced 

God’s mercy that you are thankful for? 

Why was the tax collector justified and not the pharisee? 

The tax collector exalted God, not through his life, but his humble prayer! At the end of the day, I think the 

reason Jesus pronounces a benediction of justification on the tax collector was because he humbled himself 

enough to ask.  Forgiveness would have been freely given to the Pharisee with equal grace if he simply would 

have humbled himself and asked for it.  From the content of the Pharisee’s prayer, one draws the conclusion 

that he didn’t think he needed to ask.   

 

Group Discussion: How does our pride keep us from asking for God’s mercy? What must we recognize first? 

“He (the Pharisee) was judged inferior to a humble man and a sinner because in his self-

exaltation he did not await the judgment of God but pronounced it himself.” -Basil the Great 

Group Exercise: Read the preceding quote. Take a few moments for your group, with eyes closed, to spend 

time quietly reflecting on the tax collector, his position in life in relationship to others, and his humble prayer. 

Ask them to think about how their lives overlap with that of the tax collector. Pray that God would reveal 

those overlaps, and reveal their need for God’s great mercy. Pause for a few moments. Close by thanking the 

Lord for His mercy, and the love He has shown us through His Son Jesus Christ. 

Group Discussion: How would you summarize the passage? Have someone re-tell the passage without looking 

at their Bible, then have the rest of the group fill in the gaps. 

Group Discussion: What is one thing you could share with someone this week? 

Group Discussion: How can you specifically put into practice exalting God with a holy life and a humble heart? 

 
Next Week July 10 

Sermon Title: One Eye On Heaven 
Read ahead: Luke 16:19-31 

 


