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“Thieves, Rogues, Adulterers, or . . . this Tax Collector” 
23 October 2022: 20th Sunday after Pentecost  

Salado UMC—Salado, Texas 76571 
Preaching Text: Luke 18:9-14 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
“The person who thinks he can live without others is mistaken, the person who thinks that 

others can’t live without him is even more mistaken” (—Hasidic saying). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
The lesson last Sunday was the “Parable of the Persistent Widow and the Unjust Judge.” 

This parable portrays a judge who, as Luke puts it, “neither fears God nor regards people.” This 

is an indifferent judge in the worst sense of the word. In Luke’s parable, the persistent widow, 

represents the voiceless, and had no clout in Israel’s justice system. Yet she refuses to retreat. 

Luke tells us that she continued to wear down the judge. Finally, the judge relents and gives the 

widow her justice. Jesus says that if an unrighteous judge grants justice out of fatigue, will not 

God, champion of the poor and oppressed, grant justice for which people pray day and night? 

Luke’s Jesus illustrates what a saint’s persistent prayers look like in practice. This kind of praying 

is relentless. This kind of prayer and pray-er never gives up! 

 Today’s lesson, the “Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector” provides a counterpoint 

to the “Parable of the Unjust Judge.” Perhaps Luke places the parables in this order to provide a 

balanced perspective. Luke contrasts the prayers of a saint with the prayers of a sinner, in case 

either arrogantly claims of self-righteousness. Hear the day’s lesson from Luke 18:9-14: 

[9] He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous 
and regarded others with contempt: [10] “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. [11] The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying 
thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even 
like this tax collector. [12] I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ [13] But the 
tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast 
and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ [14] I tell you; this man went down to his 
home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all 
who humble themselves will be exalted” (Luke 18:9-14). 
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 In this parable there is a marked contrast between the story’s two main characters. The 

Pharisee met the law’s requirements and in spades. He prays: “God, I thank you that I am not 

like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; 

I give a tenth of all my income.” Clearly, the Pharisee lacks the humility required of people who 

stand before God. Yet, we can excuse the Pharisees’ speech, saying, “Well, he followed the 

rules.” Our Pharisee fasted two days a week, although once was satisfactory. Also, he tithed—in 

itself a good and helpful practice. But, as Ervin Seale points out, he had frozen his spiritual 

development: 

The error of the Pharisee in this parable is that he justifies himself by his outward behavior, 
and this indicates complete ignorance of the law. The Pharisee, believing that he has 
arrived, is no longer teachable. He is bound at a certain level of development, for being 
unwilling to think a new thought, he cannot move into a new and higher level of himself. 
 

 By contrast, 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!” The tax collector made his living 

by collecting the taxes imposed by the Romans. While this would have been enough to make 

him unpopular, the tax collector necessarily added insult to injury. Because he received no 

wages from the Romans to do this work, he earned his living by charging more than the Romans 

required and pocketing the profits. In effect, the tax collector was both a usurer and a user of 

his people. 

This means that the tax collector was hardly an exemplary character either. We wonder 

what were his selfish acts, wasted years, which caused him to beat his breast with feelings that 

combined guilt and despair? Whatever his past, the good thing was that he now clearly knew 

he needed to change. He knew that this must be a change not only in outer behavior, but also 
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in his inner being. Plainly, he was free of the Pharisee’s self-righteousness, pretense, and belief 

in his own adequacy apart from God. He now recognized his insufficiency, knew he could do 

nothing apart from God, and was, therefore, teachable. In such an agitated, although receptive 

state, the Holy Spirit enters a soul and makes it whole. 

Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the eldest child of Teddy Roosevelt once said, “My father 

always wanted to be the corpse at every funeral, the bride at every wedding, and the baby at 

every christening.” We all know people so self-absorbed that they want to be the center of 

attention in any situation. Still, Jesus teaches us to “humble ourselves” so that God might exalt 

us. Paul’s word to the Galatians helps here: 

We know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus 
Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in 
Christ, and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works 
of the law (Galatians 2:16).  And also:  The only thing I want to learn from you is this:  Did 
you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by believing what you heard? 
(Galatians 3:2). 

 
Occasionally people need a little humility training. Most of us define ourselves through 

what we do, not who we are. God reminds us all that we are sons and daughters of THE KING. 

But sometimes we forget. We need a reminder that we are children of the king and not the 

king. We all need someone with the gift of bringing us down a few notches and back to reality.  

When Muhammad Ali was in his prime, and about to take off on an airplane flight a flight 

attendant reminded him to fasten his seatbelt. He replied, “Superman don’t need no seatbelt.” 

The attendant responded immediately, “Superman don’t need no airplane either.” Ali put on 

his seatbelt.  

 Humility comes from seeing the truth about ourselves. Somebody summed up today’s 

parable in verse:  
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Two went to pray or rather say,  
one went to brag, the other to pray.  
One stands up close and treads on high  
where the other dares not send his eye.  
One nearer to God’s altar trod,  
the other to the altar’s God.  

 
What does this kind of humility look like in the real world? The world-famous African-

American educator, Booker T. Washington was standing in the lobby of a New York hotel one 

day. A salesperson rushed in, loaded with baggage, and ordered Mr. Washington to carry the 

bags to his room. 

 “Yes sir,” Mr. Washington replied. He completed his errand and returned to the lobby 

where his friends, who had come to hear his lecture, were waiting aghast at the nerve of the 

salesperson. 

“That gentleman gave me a tip. I took it so as not to embarrass him. It will help one of my 

young men toward an education.” 

 That is an example of humility—knowing our place in God’s family . . . secure enough to not 

have to prove it or demonstrate it to yourself or to others. If we understand our religious 

obligations as simply our delighted and thankful response to God, then God has revealed to us a 

glimpse of God’s kingdom. Amen. 

David Neil Mosser, Salado UMC, Salado, TX 76571 
 


