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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, NRSV) 
 



 
One of my favorite things about my position here: 
hearing the prayers of children. Now, we all might 
think, aw yeah, of course … children’s prayers are 
so sweet. But some are hilarious and brutally honest!  
I mean, you really hear what kids are thinking, what 
they’re concerned about, what’s on their heart! “God, 
thank you that the lesson wasn’t boring, and I pray 
that no one gets into a car crash on the way home!”  
 
There are some great ones you can find online!  
 

 “Dear God, if you give me a genie lamp like 
Aladdin, I will give you anything you want, 
except my money or my chess set”  

 “Dear God, I went to this wedding and they 
kissed in church, is that ok?”  

 “Dear God, thank you for the baby brother, but 
what I prayed for was a puppy.”  

 “Dear God, I bet it is very hard for you to love 
all of everybody in the whole world. There are 
only 4 people in our family and I can never do 
it.” 

  
I love these, they’re honest! But it truly shows us that 
out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks! 
Prayer reveals the condition of our hearts! There is 
something unique and transcendent about entering into 

a conversation with God that brings out our concerns, 
what we’re thinking, and what we value and treasure.   
  
Prayer reveals our theology. We can say we believe 
many different things and affirm doctrine, but if you 
listen to how someone prays, you get a glimpse into 
what they believe and how they think about God.  
  
In our text from Luke this morning we also hear two 
prayers – two men speaking from different postures of 
the heart. One says “look at me, look at what I have 
done, and what I have to offer.” And the other, LOOKS 
TO GOD. He confesses he has nothing to offer, that 
he’s a sinner. We have a Pharisee and a tax collector, 
going up to the temple to pray. 
  
Jesus paints a stark contrast between the two, though 
I'm sure many of us might be able to see parts of 
ourselves in both of these people.  
 
This is yet another parable of familiar either-or 
language, wherein Jesus makes clear what the kingdom 
of God is, and is not, like. 
  
Now before I go on making statements like – this is 
familiar language – or painting the picture that this 
parable is seemingly black and white, how many of us 
know this is typically not the case? I mean that in the 
sense that there is usually more going on within the 
parable and message – there is mystery, shock, and 
meaning that leaves us with so much to process and 
pray about.  
  
This morning I’d like to present and attempt to answer 
two questions about our text:  
 
One, why is Jesus comparing these two men? Or in 
other words, what does this parable teach us about 
the Kingdom of God?   
 
And two, what observations can we make from the 
prayers of these two men? We’ll look at 3 patterns 
of behavior.  
  
First, what is this parable teaching us about the 
kingdom of God? Is this merely a story about who to 
be like and who to not be like? Be humble and repentant 
like the heart and posture of the tax collector. Is it 
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merely a religious lesson about humility? And of course, 
as we all know, don’t be like the Pharisee! As I've said, 
we know that there is much more to it than that.   
  
In the last section of Luke chapter 17, just before this 
passage, some Pharisees ask Jesus when the kingdom of 
God would come. “When Jesus? When will the 
Kingdom of God come?”  
 
With both Pharisees and disciples present, Jesus goes 
on to speak to this question, teaching on the kingdom, 
and this is our context. 
 
The question of when the kingdom of God would come 
is so important for us because it shows us why they 
were asking – Jewish listeners were concerned about 
vindication, things being set right. Deliverance.  
  
How long God?  
  
How long until God would deliver Israel from the 
oppressive Roman Empire? How long until God 
justifies, restores, and destroys the enemy? So, Jesus 
goes on to share two similar parables about vindication 
in Luke 18:1-15. The first parable is about the 
persistent widow and the second, the Pharisee and tax 
collector, our text.   
 
In the first parable we see a widow seeking justice 
against her adversary from an unrighteous judge, who 
is eventually worn down by her persistence and gives 
her justice.   
 
In verses 6-7 we see that if this unrighteous judge, 
who doesn’t fear God or respect man, as the parable 
states, can be persuaded to give justice, how much more 
so will our God – who is Justice, Righteousness, and 
Love – grant vindication and justice to those who come 
to him persistently in prayer?!  
  
Now stay with me here, Jesus is a masterful teacher and 
story teller; He goes on to tell another parable about 
prayer and vindication, and He sets it up by saying two 
men go up to the temple to pray... a Pharisee and a tax 
collector.   
  
Both Jesus’ audience and Luke’s readers are thinking – 
alright!! This is the juicy part ... that part of the movie 
where the bad guy gets it! Time for the tax collector to 
get what he deserves.  
 
He is a crook! The worst kind.   
 

I like Jeff’s example he used recently; imagine if, right 
now in the Ukraine, a Ukrainian citizen accepted an 
offer to work for Russia in a territory that they had 
taken over, enforcing Russian rule over his or her 
fellow citizens. And then this person not only worked 
for the enemy, but profited and lived a lush life visible 
to all those oppressed.  
  
In this parable, Jesus shares with us... this person walks 
away justified!  
 
Now... this is not only shocking for us, but even more so 
for Jesus’ listeners. The translation for the tax 
collector’s prayer, “have mercy,” is the Greek word 
hilaskomai (hee-laus-ko-may), which means to become 
reconciled or appeased. Meaning his prayer involves no 
deliberate act of restitution – there is no intention of 
paying God back, or making up for what he has done.   
This was a scandal! It would’ve been mocked at! And 
probably was! And it only gets better; to make matters 
more intense, the Pharisee, a respectable, law-abiding 
citizen, does not walk away justified. 
 
Now before we all go on thinking, “of course the 
Pharisee isn’t” – because all of us are so aware of Jesus’ 
continual and radical rebuke of them. Instead, let’s think 
about someone in our culture that has a relatively good 
social standing: maybe a nurse, maybe a teacher. 
Someone who spends their time helping or investing in 
the next generation. He or she not only attends their 
local church often, but also tithes, volunteers, and even 
teaches Sunday school. 
    
This person might run daily, fast, and perform 
devotions. They’re disciplined. They might even think 
or say, “thank God I'm not like the Pharisees I read 
about in the Bible...”   
  
Does anyone ever read or watch the news and see 
someone in trouble with the law and think, “thank God 
that’s not me!” Or, “at least I don’t cheat on my wife,” or 
“thank God I'm not a thief!” If these statements sound 
familiar, it’s because it’s the same expression as the 
Pharisee – a law-abiding citizen, good social standing, 
and a respectable career. 
 
And if we look at the Pharisee’s prayer, we see that his 
works are not only good, but they go above and beyond! 
Jewish law only required fasting once a year on the Day 
of Atonement. But he fasts twice a week! And he gives 
tithes on everything that he gets – the point being – 
whatever the requirements are, he has exceeded them!  
This is an outstanding model citizen, from all outward 
appearances.  
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So, to answer our first question: what is Jesus teaching 
about the kingdom of God? About vindication? 
   
Neither the Pharisee nor the tax collector’s actions 
determined what they received!  
 
So... Jesus says look – in the kingdom of God, wherever 
God’s will and rule is carried out, vindication will come 
– come to me persistently, like the parable of the 
widow... pray! Seek God! There will be justice, 
deliverance, and restoration... The sick will be healed, 
the oppressed, poor, and persecuted will all finally be 
exalted and redeemed!  
 
Jesus' listeners are like, “oh, yeah, now we’re with 
you” – they're thinking, “we’re the poor, the 
marginalized, and Rome is the adversary!”  
Now he’s got them...   
 
But then he says, two men go up to the temple, a 
Pharisee and a tax collector, the man who works for 
Rome... and his listeners are like “oh yeah this getting 
good, man, what a great teacher...”  
 
But then here comes the shock... The criminal, the man 
who works for the Romans, receives righteousness! 
This person was made right with God.  
 
The tax collector was kept from what he deserved, 
AND GIVEN WHAT HE DID NOT DESERVE!  
  
This parable IS ABOUT THE SURPRISE OF 
GRACE!  
 
Being made right with God, becoming righteous, being 
liberated, and restored, being enough, comes completely 
undeserved! It is a beautiful gift from God! Grace is 
unmerited and undeserved favor, obtained only by faith 
through the work of God in Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection. 
 
This was a stumbling block for Jesus’ listeners... and 
Luke’s readers – And I'll bet, that includes us! It 
includes me! Do we understand this? I mean it’s tough. 
Can I be honest?? I say I do... but does my life truly 
reflect a transformative understanding of 
grace? Maybe... maybe we can understand grace on an 
intellectual level, conceptually. But what about our 
hearts? I think our next question will help us look 
deeper at this:  
  
What observations can we make from the prayers of 
these men? What patterns of behavior do we see?  

  
The first observation from the Pharisee: we see a 
false security.  
 
We should be aware of the pattern or tendency 
within us to say “look at what I have or what I’ve 
done, look at my achievements!”   
 
It’s what I’ll call roller coaster confidence. Simply put, 
we find our security in things that change or can easily 
change... they might be up one day and down the next.  
I heard a pastor once say, “insecurity is wrong 
security exposed.” When we find ourselves insecure, 
unsure, or in a state of panic – it’s usually because the 
things that brought us confidence are now being 
challenged or threatened.  
 
Another way to think about this is to ask, “what is one 
thing that you cannot live without?”  
  
They’re usually good things – maybe it’s family, a 
husband or wife, how well your kids are doing... a job or 
a career, life savings, investments... an idea you have 
about your future. These are all good and wonderful 
things – but they usually compete for our heart. They 
compete for our worship and security... To become our 
ultimate thing. How much security do we find in 
them?   
  
In Matthew 6:21 we’re told, “...where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also.” We must ask ourselves, 
what do we treasure? Our relationship with God, his 
plans, and his leading... or our own? What do we 
value?  
 
Now here’s another key question - do they make me feel 
like I'm in control? When these things are in order, 
unthreatened, and safe... how much of that contributes 
to our identity... or an evaluation of how well our life is 
going?  
  
I’ll be honest, when they’re in order... when these 
things we value and treasure are in order – we’re 
tempted to think... hey, I must be doing something 
right!  
  
I mean let’s get real –  I’d be lying if I said this last 
season of my life didn’t feel like a roller coaster ride at 
times. Newly married, new baby... There are times 
when it feels like my wife and I are doing amazing, 
*LOVE IS IN THE AIR*, I'm listening to her – babe 
would you like me to listen and just hear you, or also 
help fix? Oh love, how can I support you! (Wait... 
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maybe we’re in fantasy story now... this doesn’t sound 
real).   
  
Our daughter is on a solid routine, sleep schedule... 
Man, I feel pretty good, thanks God! What a great time 
to be a man of God! But watch out, then my wife and I 
have some bad fights... the highlight reel of all highlight 
reels. I mean we’re talking the hall of fame of the fruits 
of the flesh, that other part of Galatians no one 
memorizes – man, I am wretched sinner! I don’t want to 
show that side to anyone.   
  
What do our prayers look like in these times, in the 
worst of times? Does my understanding and practice of 
grace lead me to treat myself well, and in turn, treat 
others well?    
 
Or am I rigid, judgmental, and intolerant with myself... 
and then in turn – rigid, intolerant, and judgmental 
with others?? Each person has their own story and 
situation, but we all must choose where our trust will 
come from.   
 
Everyone’s favorite verse in Proverbs 3:5 tells us, 
“Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not 
on your own understanding.” Let me ask us this – 
why are we promised a “peace that surpasses 
understanding” in Philippians 4:7?   
 
Because we are saying, “you know what – I am not 
God, I am not able. There is no way I can know 
everything or save myself...My good deeds are not 
enough. Instead, I am going to surrender control, 
surrender and sacrifice my need to know or control 
things... in exchange for a supernatural peace and 
confidence!”  
 
In his commentary on our passage in Luke, Jim 
Edwards says that “true righteousness is a matter of 
confidence in God, rather than self.”  
  
When we truly understand that when God looks at us, 
He sees the righteousness of Jesus – it produces a 
supernatural confidence and joy! It’s liberating! It 
empowers us to give others the same grace we have 
received, regardless of their actions! Regardless of 
circumstances!  
 
In Philippians 3:8-9 Paul says, “Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have 
suffered the loss of all things and count them as 
rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in 
him... not having a righteousness of my own that comes 

from the law, but that which comes through faith in 
Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on 
faith.”  
  
Church, our true identity is found Christ - we’re free to 
be ourselves. We don’t have to earn or work for it. 
We’re free from carrying burdens we were never meant 
to carry... unrealistic standards maybe we have 
inherited from previous generations or life 
experiences!   
  
A second observation we can make is the tendency 
to hide true ourselves. The first was misplaced 
confidence, finding security in people, ideas, or 
achievements. The second pattern is hiding.  
  
How was the Pharisee hiding? What does that look 
like? It’s when we present our best selves before God, 
we leave part of ourselves behind... or hiding. The parts 
of us that we’re afraid to show people – the chaotic, 
messy, and not-so-nice person – Yes, God wants that 
too... all of us.   
 
We see a clear picture of what this looks like 
with Adam and Eve.   
  
After both of them had eaten from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, what did they do? They 
hid. They were the original naked and afraid!  
Genesis 3 says their eyes were opened, they realized 
they were naked, hid, and covered their waist with fig 
leaves. In other words, they ate from the tree to be like 
God – but weren’t they already like God? Weren’t 
Adam and Eve already made in God’s image?   
They hide and make coverings – so they can be 
presentable before God? 
 
I am tired of seeing the enemy sell us, our 
community, our culture... counterfeits! Things that 
God offers us freely in Christ! To be something we 
already are! We are already made in God’s image.   
Hear me on this – Jesus is not impressed with 
our spiritual disciplines, he’s not impressed with a 6 or 
7 figure salary, or a 7 figure donation! He’s also not 
impressed or intimidated by legal trouble, divorce, 
failed relationships, or an addiction that no one knows 
about!   
  
Jesus tells us in Matthew 11:28 to come! Are you who 
are weary, burdened... whatever it is, and wherever 
you’re at in life – come! Encounter grace!   
 
We do not need to strive for an identity – through 
Christ, God has given us identity: family, we are sons 
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and daughters of God. We’re made in his image. That is 
our primary identity. It’s unchanging, it doesn’t depend 
on how well we’re doing, or how not so well. We are 
loved, we belong, we’re valuable! Full of purpose 
regardless of our performance or circumstance!  
  
It’s too easy to fall into the trap of thinking we need to 
present only part of who we are to God! In the message 
version of Luke 18, the last part of verse 14 says, “if 
you’re content to be simply yourself, you will 
become more than yourself.”  
  
We see our third and last observation in the 
example of the tax collector: the pattern of 
vulnerability, honesty, and humility.   
  
Even on our worst days – especially on our worst days 
– God loves us and delights in us! 
 
This is precisely why this parable is so powerful – we 
see from the posture of the tax collector, standing far 
off, pounding his chest... God be merciful to me! We see 
a prayer that says here I am, God, take me as I am.  
  
You know when I used to read Jesus words, in both of 
the Gospels Luke and Mark, that he has come for the 
sick, not the healthy, that the healthy and the righteous 
don’t need a doctor … I used to think, “well what 
about the healthy? Where is their place with you?” 
And now I think, “it’s not that they are healthy and 
righteous, it’s simply that they don’t recognize 
they’re sick. They are not aware of their desperate 
need to be made whole, right, and reconciled.”  
Author, theologian, and pastor Tim Keller says, “The 
gospel is this: We are more sinful and flawed in 
ourselves than we ever dared believe, yet at the very 
same time we are more loved and accepted in Jesus 
Christ than we ever dared hope.”  
  
In our passage we see that tax collector understands his 
need, God have mercy on me! And his posture teaches 
us of God’s glory – I am not able! My works, my good 
days, and my bad days... It’s not enough... but you are 
Jesus! YOU ARE GOOD, GOD!  
  
Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For by grace you have been 
saved through faith; and this is not of yourselves, it is 
the gift of God; not a result of works, so that no one 
may boast.”  
 
2 Corinthians 5:21 reads, “For our sake he made him 
[JESUS] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.” 
  

Invite Jesus in... Allow him to be the center of your 
world. Encounter surprising grace that allows you to 
rest, to strip off burdens you were never meant to carry, 
the chains of unhealthy standards or expectations 
passed down from generations... break the lie. Invite 
God in, cast your cares on Him. Give him the bad and 
the good!  
  
As Paul says, I count everything as a loss... for the 
surpassing worth of knowing Christ, and being found in 
Him. Translation – I want you, God; nothing else 
compares! In you, I find my true self! 
 
Free from performance, achievements, and hiding... 
What a beautiful surprise this grace is. It will transform 
our lives!   
 
Amen.  





“The Next Step” 

A Resource for Life Groups and/or 
Personal Application 

The following questions and scriptures are provided 

for Life Groups and individuals who want to reflect 

further on today’s message. 

1.  Reread the passage from Luke 18:9-14. What do you 
notice? What stands out to you?  

 2.  In the parable just before this (Luke 18:1-8), Jesus 
explains that the persistent widow who has been 
wronged will, of course, be vindicated and given 
justice. What connections and/or differences do you 
see between these two parables?   

3.  What do you think the main point of this parable 
is?  

4   Luke says in 18:9 that Jesus “told this parable to 
some who trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and treated others with contempt.” What 
do you think it means to be self-righteous? 
Additionally, what are some reasons why we find 
this propensity within us? 

 5.  What would it look like to have a confidence based 
on Jesus’ righteousness, not our own?  
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 6.  Have there been times in your life when you 
struggled to trust God above everything else? 
What do you think makes this so challenging for 
us?  

 7. In Philippians 3:8-9 Paul says, “Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth 
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I 
have suffered the loss of all things and count them 
as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be 
found in him….” What do you make of this? Could 
you get to a place where you could say this, given 
the things you value in life?  

 8.  How is God speaking into your life here, and what is 
one small step you can take towards responding 
faithfully as you follow Jesus? 

 

Table to Table 

A question for kids and adults to answer 
together. 

 

What does it mean to be fair? Do you think God is 

fair? Do you think it's fair that God forgives an 

undeserving criminal? 

  

 


