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Two men go up to the temple to pray. They go to the place where God dwells, that’s what Jews did. They both see 
coming before God as a question of righteousness. How is it that you stand before God? That is not the question for 
everyone alive today. Many give no thought at all to their standing before God, God is not in the picture at all. Everyone 
still seeks righteousness. Everyone wants to be seen as upright, upstanding, justified, if not before God, the Judge of all, 
then at least before other men; one’s family, one’s peers, and co-workers. Many Christians will give the question of their 
standing before God consideration on Sunday morning, but otherwise their total concern is how others view them and 
God is pretty much entirely out of the picture. In either case everyone still seeks righteousness.  
 
For some it is simply in treating others how you want to be treated, not committing gross sins of adultery, murder, 
robbery. It’s the reason most people assert they’re a “pretty good person.” For others, righteousness is in going above and 
beyond, giving out of one’s own means to those in need; on a small, individual scale, donations to a food pantry or shelter. 
Other fund a new hospital wing or research center. They give money to provide a habitat for endangered animals at the 
zoo. Often with those you get your name on the facility, so that others can see how you made such a thing possible, and 
will think well of you, or at least be grateful that because of you, now they can see some strange-looking creature.  
 
Our desire for the approval of others often governs what we say and how we say it. Being seen as righteous by others is 
why people put signs in their yard. Show what is believed “In This House,” or what political candidate you support so that 
everyone can know that you are on the right side, that you espouse the correct views. And it’s not just adults who do this. 
In any given school year there are those fads that anyone who is anyone takes up. From the clothing brands to hair styles 
to life styles. Everyone seeks righteousness. But there are ultimately only two kinds of people. First, there are those who 
see themselves as righteous in themselves. These are not righteous before God. Second are those who despair of 
themselves and trust in God alone. These are righteous before God. 
 

(I. Those who see themselves as righteous in themselves are not righteous before God.) 
 
Some of these ways that people think of righteousness are silly. How foolish teenage concern for fads seem when you’re 
an adult. But others are indeed beneficial for our life together as citizens and families. We all benefit when we refrain from 
outward acts of great wickedness. Life is better when we each treat one another as we would want to be treated, when we 
are polite and not rude. It is good when we give out of our own means to those who are in need. It is even good that the 
Pharisee in Jesus’ parable prays, that he fasts, and tithes. He’s supposed to do that! In Matthew 6, Jesus assumes that His 
Christians will do those things. He says, “When you give…When you pray…When you fast” (Matt 6:2, 7, 16). But you 
don’t have to be a Christian to do these things. It’s not only Christians who give to charity in December. There is nothing 
particularly Christian about the acts of giving, praying, or fasting. Other religions do these, often putting us to shame. 
Those who have no god they pray to give to the poor. And regular fasting for health benefits has a following that cuts 
across all religious confessions. 
 
The problem with the Pharisee, the reason he does not go home justified, is not that he does those things. The problem is 
not that he is not like other men, that he does not commit horrible sins against his neighbor. It is good that he does not 
cheat and swindle as ancient tax collectors were wont to do. It is good when you remain faithful to who you are as a 
Christian and do not fall into open unholy living. We do well to give thanks to God when we are preserved from calamity, 
when our children do not go astray, when we are delivered from temptation and sin. 
 
The Pharisee’s problem is that he trusts in all that to give him standing before God. His problem is that he sees himself as 
righteous in himself. He sees his works, his qualities, as the basis for him coming before God. Not only that, he has no 
compassion on his neighbor. He denigrates the tax collector whom he sees as a sinner, looks down on him a terrible 
cheat, instead of interceding for him.  
 
Jesus illustrates here in the parable what He had already taught in His woes against the Pharisees in chapter 11 where He 
says, “Woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God. 
These you ought to have done, without neglecting the others” (v. 42). In Matthew’s Gospel during Holy Week, Jesus 
speaks similarly as He blasts the priests and scribes with seven woes and He speaks of justice, mercy, and faithfulness as 



“the weightier matters of the law,” requiring much more diligence than ensuring an exact tithe of various herbs and 
spices (Matt 23:23.  
 
Which ought to have the higher concern for you: calculating the exact percentage of your offering relative to your income, 
or addressing the fact that you find yourself unable to speak kindly to a fellow Christian? You take great care with your 
recycling, ensure you don’t mix your glass with your paper, don’t get any food scraps in there to contaminate the whole 
batch, because you do love God’s creation after all. Yet there are people you just don’t want to talk to, could care less if 
they dropped dead. You love your children, spending time with them and teaching them things, but have they learned far 
more of hobbies and history from you than how to pray and talk about the Bible? Our chief concern, Jesus says, needs to 
be justice, love of God, mercy, and faithfulness. This does not negate, it does not eliminate from our lives and hearts a 
concern for always doing what pleases God now that we know God is pleased with us, and now that we know and want 
to know more what pleases Him, applying that knowledge to all that we do. 
 
There are some Lutherans today, some even in our fellowship, who, because of the truth that our works do not save, do 
not give us righteousness before God, think that we ought not talk about works, ought not give instruction in holy living 
and urge Christians to live lives that reflect who they are in Christ and be engaged in the “good works, which God 
prepared beforehand that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:10). That is wrong. St. Paul, the great apostle and teacher 
of how it is we are saved, also gives abundant instruction in and exhortation towards holy living. So too, does our Lord. 
We are not to neglect those teachings. 
 
The warning given us in this parable is against boasting before God in the self, and exalting oneself over other men. The 
Pharisee has come to the temple of God, but he does not talk about God, does not trust in God. Such people do not 
stand righteous before God, no matter how generous they are with their offerings, no matter how disciplined they are in 
their prayers and fasting, no matter how precise their devotional acts. When such things, things God Himself instructs us 
to do, are seen as the reason we can stand before God, then, in the words of the prophet Isaiah, even such “righteous 
deeds are like a polluted garment” (64:6). Such acts, no matter how good they look, will be cast away by God along 
with those who do them and trust in them. 
 

(II. Those who despair of themselves and trust in God alone are righteous before God.) 
 
Jesus then sets before us a second man who goes up to the temple. He’s a tax collector. He stands not out in the open, 
front and center for all to see and hear, but far off, not even considering himself worthy to look up toward heaven. He 
prays. Like the Pharisee he does speak of himself, but all he will say of himself before God is that he is a sinner, in need of 
God’s mercy.  
 
The word used there, translated as “merciful” comes up a few other times in the Bible, but it’s translated differently. In 
the ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament, the same stem, the basis of all the words derived from it, is used for 
the mercy seat that was on the top of the ark of the covenant, the place where God located Himself. He says to Moses: 
“There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat…I will speak with you about all that I will give you 
in commandment for the people of Israel” (Ex 25:22) The mercy seat is also where the blood was sprinkled on the 
Day of Atonement for the sins of the people (Lev 16).  
 
In the New Testament, the apostle John uses this very same word to speak of Christ Jesus, “He is the propitiation for 
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 Jn 2:2). Paul also says God put Christ 
Jesus “forward as a propitiation by His blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, 
because in His divine forbearance He had passed over former sins. It was to show His righteousness at the 
present time, so that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus…. For we hold that one 
is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Rom 3:25–26, 28). John and Paul’s point is this: Jesus is the mercy 
seat, the place where God dwells with us, the place of atonement for sin through the shedding of blood for the people. He 
is the propitiation, His sacrifice bears God’s wrath for us. 
 
We see this also in the little detail given at the beginning of the parable. Jesus gives a subtle hint that connects to John and 
Paul’s words. “Two men went up into the temple to pray.” An important thing to know about the temple is that it had 
regular appointed hours for prayer, and these were at morning and evening, the time when a particular sacrifice was made. 
At Sinai, God instituted a daily sacrifice of a lamb every morning and every evening as a burnt offering, meaning the 



whole thing as consumed by fire. It was the first and last offering of every day, serving as the foundation and capstone of 
all the other sacrifices that would be offered. Through the shedding of blood and the death of an unblemished lamb, God 
met graciously with His people, His holy wrath was appeased. His justice satisfied by the shedding of blood. Death was set 
aside by a death so that God’s people could come before Him with the knowledge that there He would indeed be 
gracious, merciful to them, because He had been propitiated, His wrath and justice set aside because it was borne by 
another. Luke begins his whole Gospel with Zechariah going into the temple to offer incense at the offering of incense 
which was made at the same time as the daily sacrifices. It is then that the events which bring about our Lord’s birth 
begin, with Gabriel bringing the announcement of the birth of the forerunner of the Messiah. 
 
The tax collector confesses himself as the sinner. He doesn’t need more or better works he can do to please God; he 
needs God’s mercy. If we translate that word of the tax collector’s prayer along the same lines as 1 John and Romans, the 
tax collector asks God to be propitiated toward him. What the tax collector, what the Pharisee, what you yourself need as 
the one who stands before God as the sinner, is for God to be propitiated, for His wrath over your sins to be taken away, 
for the justice which demands your death and damnation to be appeased, satisfied, paid.  
 
That of course is given in Christ Jesus, the very One who tells this parable. The very One who, in the bulletin artwork, 
stretches out his hand with a nail mark in it, to touch the tax collector’s shoulder. He is the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world. He is, as the apostles write so beautifully, the one whose blood is the propitiation for our sins, His 
blood turns away the Father’s just and holy wrath. 
 
Two men go into the temple to pray. They enter into the place of atonement, the place of payment for sin in blood. The 
tax collector sees that as his only hope, for God to do what He alone can do. And so it is with us. It is Christ who is the 
propitiation for our sins. There you see God’s mercy for sinners: in the blood of His Son shed as the payment. That alone 
gives standing before God, that alone gives a righteousness that works cannot. That is where faith drives us, to look to our 
Lord Jesus as the place of mercy, in whom we stand before God as righteous, who sprinkles our hearts and even our lips 
and tongues with His cleansing blood, sending us on our way home and out into the world as His justified people. This is 
the message the liturgy preaches to us again and again. “Mercy” is perhaps the most frequent single word in the liturgy. It 
is set forth to break us of our prideful self- righteousness, and it consoles us with confidence that we do cry to the One 
who is merciful, who has been propitiated towards you, a poor sinner. Cling to that truth with the faith and fervency of 
the tax collector! 
 
Others might indeed see you as a “pretty good person.” An ideal neighbor, a faithful friend, a kind and generous person. 
Thanks be to God for that, that you bear out the love of Christ in your life. But the odds are on the rise that they will 
rather see you as a miserable hater, a judger, a bigot, a hypocrite, because you come here. Because you hear and believe 
what God says here. The temptation is to be like other men, to stay silent, to echo back the world’s slogans, to seek the 
righteousness given by the world. The world, the devil, your own flesh would have you exalt your own self, but those who 
do so will be humbled into hell.  
 
When you humble yourself with the righteousness of Christ, they’ll try to cast you into hell. The world will yell and 
proclaim your unrighteousness, will paint you with the sins of intolerance, bigotry, privilege, and hatred. So what? Our 
God puts down the mighty from their thrones of sanctimonious self-righteousness and puffed up pride. He exalts the 
lowly, who despair of themselves, who trust not in the righteousness of men but in Him alone. The words of Jesus, He 
who bore your sin, who shed His blood for you, who reigns over all and will return as the judge of all, His words to those 
who trust in Him stand forever: “I tell you, you are justified.”  
 
 


