
Luke 18:9-14 Why Are We Here? 

9 To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this 
parable: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee 
stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or 
even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

13 “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.’ 

14 “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves 
will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 Why are we here today?  Maybe many of you are thinking, “Well, it’s Ash Wednesday.  Our family plans to 
worship whenever worship is held at our church here at St. Paul’s.  And we always worship on Wednesdays in Advent and 
Lent.”  “Our class and our school always worships on Wednesdays during Advent and Lent.  This is what we do.”  And 
that’s good.  But I’m asking you to dig a little deeper than that today.  I’m asking you to think about why you make this 
your habit.  Why do we come to church?  Maybe to put it in language that has become so commonplace in this past 
year: why do we consider this an essential activity? 

 Today we’ve heard Jesus tell a parable about two men who went to church one day.  They were two very 
different people, with two very different reasons for going to church that day.  And Jesus tells us at the end of the story 
that one of those men left church that day at peace and right with God, and the other did not.  So this gives us the 
opportunity to ask, where do I fit into this story?  If Jesus were going to use me as one of the characters in this story, 
which one would I be? 

 The story Jesus told starts like this: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a 
tax collector.”  So one of the men who went to church on this particular day was a Pharisee.  The Pharisees were widely 
regarded as the religious experts in Jesus’ day.  They specialized in the law-knowing what God commanded in his Word, 
and they were extremely zealous to carry out those commands.  And by the standards of most people in Jesus’ day, the 
Pharisees were regarded as examples of pious, upright living.  They were known for their outward morality. 

 And that rings true as we hear the words this Pharisee spoke when he stood up to pray in the temple that day.  
He said, “God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax 
collector. 12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’  This Pharisee stood and prayed about something that he 
considered really special.  He prayed about himself! 

 This Pharisee considered himself to be an exemplary child of God because he hadn’t broken any of the big 
commandments-at least you get the impression that’s how he thought about it.  He’d never murdered anyone.  He kept 
the Fifth Commandment-to his way of thinking.  He’d never cheated on his wife.  He kept the Sixth Commandment-to his 
way of thinking.  He’d never engaged in anything publicly shameful or scandalous.  No one would have considered 
pegging him as an evildoer.  And he considered himself an exemplary child of God because, when he looked around and 
compared himself to those around him-most notably to the tax collector over in the corner of the church, it was obvious 
that he was, morally speaking, head and shoulders above the rest.  And another of the reasons why he considered 
himself head and shoulders above the rest is because he went over and above what God required of him in the law.  All 
Jews were required by Old Testament law to fast on one day a year-the Day of Atonement.  Well, this Pharisee?  He 
fasted twice a week.  And all the Jews were required by Old Testament law to give a 10% offering back to the Lord on 
the income they made.  But this Pharisee?  He gave a tenth of all he got.  Even if he went to the market and bought 
some groceries, he would give a tenth of those groceries as an offering to the Lord as well.  This Pharisee was all about 
going above and beyond the call of duty. 



 You know, it’s interesting.  The first words out of the Pharisee’s mouth as he prays are, “God, I thank you.”  If 
only he had stopped right there!  But the reality is that he doesn’t really go on to thank God for any blessings that God 
had graciously provided for him.  Rather, his whole “prayer” outlines all the good things that he gives to God.  He 
doesn’t really thank God.  He’s telling God the reasons why God should be thankful for him! 

 It’s time to come clean.  There’s a Pharisee like this that lurks inside each and every one of us.  We can identify 
with this character in Jesus’ story, if we’re honest with ourselves.  It’s true, we may not be as proud or as bold as the 
Pharisee.  We may not walk up to the front of church with hands and arms extended and say, “God, I thank you that I am 
not like other people.”  But the attitude is there.  Maybe it comes out when we’re reading news headlines or when we 
hear about the things that other church members are going through or struggling with and we silently mutter to 
ourselves, “I’m glad I don’t have a messed up life like them.”   

 This self-righteous attitude comes out when we like to think that we Christians are the spiritual equivalent to 
Superman, and we think, ‘Ah, no sin can destroy me.  I’m spiritually untouchable.  I’m made of steel.  I don’t have any 
real struggles with sin-not with any sins of consequence anyway.  I’m practically a moral superhero.” 

 Here’s the reality: that sort of indifference toward sin in our lives and that sort of snooty self-righteousness will 
be our downfall.  Jesus makes that pretty clear at the end of this story, doesn’t he?  Jesus tells us that when that self-
righteous Pharisee left church that day, he did not go home justified.  That means that God, the righteous Judge, had 
condemned him.  He deserved God’s punishment.  Because that’s what self-righteous sinfulness deserves.  What Jesus 
said is so true.  “All those who exalt themselves will be humbled.” 

But “those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 Now those are the words of Jesus that he speaks about this tax collector.  There’s a reason Jesus chose a tax 
collector as the other main character in this story.  It’s sort of ironic.  The tax collector is the one whom that Pharisee 
had singled out as the scummiest of the scum, a really rotten scoundrel of a sinner.  In fact, in Jesus’ day the term tax 
collector was synonymous with sinner.  Everyone knew that tax collectors were cheats.  They took more from the tax 
payers than what the Roman government demanded in order to line their own pockets.  They were the dregs of society. 

 But this tax collector came to church that day with the exact opposite attitude of the Pharisee.  The tax collector 
wasn’t there to compare himself to anyone else.  He wasn’t there to talk up his moral victories and personal 
accomplishments before God. The tax collector came to church to say to God the only thing that could really be said: 
“God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

 You see, the tax collector comprehended what the Pharisee did not.  He recognized that his sin had broken his 
right relationship with God.  And he knew what he deserved for being a sinner.  He knew he deserved God’s 
punishment.  So his appeal is, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  “Oh God, if I am going to escape your eternal wrath, 
well, Lord, then you’re going to have to provide the solution.  I have no saving solutions, Lord.  But you do.” 

 And that’s what we recognize, too.  This is our confession of faith.  And that’s why we’re here at church.  It’s why 
this is essential.  And it’s also why this season of Lent is so important and so good for us.  Because Letn reminds us no 
only of how serious our sin is.  The season of Lent, more than anything else, shows us how serious our Lord’s love is for 
us.  Because during this season of Lent, we see how God answers the prayer of the tax collector-and our prayer, too.  
Lent is where we see what God’s mercy look like. 

 It looks like Jesus humbling himself and living in our place as our substitute.  It looks like Jesus succeeding to do 
God’s will where we have failed to do God’s will-and then Jesus gives us credit for his success.  It looks like Jesus taking 
on our enemies and totally destroying them for us.  It looks like Jesus being nailed to a cross to pay for every last one of 
our sins so that, now, in Christ, we are declared not guilty in God’s spiritual courtroom.  We’re right with God because of 
Jesus.  We have peace with God because of Jesus.  That’s what mercy looks like.  And that’s why you’re hear at church. 

 Because this is where we are reminded regularly that the name of our Triune God was spoken upon us as water 
was poured over us, and in that baptism, Jesus washed away our sins and the Holy Spirit opened our eyes of faith.  And 



this is where we hear the voice of God; we hear exactly how it is in God’s sight: Your sins are forgiven.  You’re right with 
God.  You’re justified.  And this is where you come to receive a meal that satisfies every soul that hungers and thirsts for 
righteousness: the body and blood of Christ, given and shed for you, the very price paid to free you from sin and hell.  
That’s why we come here. 

 My brothers and sisters in Christ, humble yourselves before God.  Be honest with him about who you are. 
Confess your sin.  Lord, have mercy.  And then fix on your eyes on Jesus, because he is what Mercy looks like.  And then 
walk out of the church and go home like the tax collector did: forgiven, justified, a child of God.  And continue to be 
amazed at what your Savior has done for you. Amen. 


