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October 27 

Psalm 65 

Luke 18:9-14  A Pharisee and a Tax Collector Walk into the Temple… 

 

What does faith look like? Do you recognize it when you see it? How do 

you know when someone has faith? It’s not as simple as a Jesus Fish on 

someone’s car or a bumper sticker that says Jesus Saves. Or a gigantic 

aluminum cross at the side of the road. So what is it? How do you know 

if someone has it or if they don’t? What does faith look like? 

Jesus has an answer for us today. He’s got a story for us about what faith 

looks like. It’s one of his infamous parables. Where he makes things 

sound simple at first. But the deeper we go into the lesson, the less 

simple things are. Be warned.  This parable is a story that fights back. 

Listen and learn, Jesus says. Here is a parable about faith. Two men go 

up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. It 

kind of sounds like the beginning of a joke. Two men go up to the 

temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. Wait, wait, I 

think I know this one. Two men go up to the temple to pray, one a 

Pharisee and the other a tax collector. One is good, the other bad. But 

which is which? One has faith, the other does not. Who is it? One is a 
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sinner, the other saved. We might think we know, but listen and learn. 

Two men go up to the temple to pray. And one shows us what faith 

looks like. 

Jesus’ parable seems simple at first. It gives us a clear, moral lesson. 

There is a right answer. The answer is don’t be like the Pharisee. The 

Pharisee is not the one with faith. Jesus has warned us all about those 

Pharisees. Those religious so-and-so’s who are self-righteous and self-

promoting and full of contempt for others and so far away from the 

Kingdom of God. We know right away that the Pharisee is not the one. 

Just look at him, Jesus says. Look at him. So well-respected and 

admired. Everyone knows he is righteous. When he prays, he stands off 

by himself. Off, away from the others, so that they will see him. So 

everyone will notice him and his fervent state of prayer. Oh, I think we 

can imagine the Pharisee type and his so-called prayer: “Thank you, 

God, that I am not like other people. Thank you that I am not like the 

thieves, and the rogues, and the adulterers out there, or even like this tax 

collector next to me. I am pretty darn awesome, God. You should know. 

I fast twice a week; And I give a tenth of all my income.” It’s really 
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quite an astonishingly bad prayer. In fact, it doesn’t sound like a prayer 

at all. It sounds more like a sales pitch. Or like someone making their 

case in court. 

Two men go up to the temple to pray. And one tries to justify himself to 

God. The Pharisee presents the evidence. He mounts his defense. He 

makes the case that he is faithful and worthy of being justified. Look, 

God. I tithe. Look, God, I fast. Look, God, I don’t cheat people. I don’t 

steal. I don’t sleep around. I’m not like most of the jerks out there. I’m 

not going to name any names (but you know who I mean). You have to 

agree that I look pretty good, God. Here’s the proof. I am and ought to 

be righteous in your eyes. Case closed. 

Two men go up to the temple to pray. One believes he can prove he has 

done everything right. One believes he can make the case for his own 

justification. The other knows there is no case to be made and that he 

doesn’t stand a chance before God. Look at the tax collector, says Jesus. 

So despised and reviled. Everyone knows he is unrighteous. He’s a tax 

collector. When he prays, he stands far off from the others. He stands so 

that no one will notice him and he will not attract the judgmental stares 
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of others. He knows who he is. He knows what he deserves it.  He 

knows he has no right to anything. He is a tax collector. A sell-out.  A 

traitor to his own people. A traitor to God. To do his job he had to leave 

integrity and respect behind. He is guilty, guilty, guilty in the eyes of the 

Lord and the eyes of every person in that temple. And he knows it. 

There is no case to be made for him. He cannot justify himself. There is 

no evidence that he deserves God’s favor. All he can do is pray and hope 

for mercy. 

Two men go up to the temple to pray. One of them is justified. And I 

know I ought to be more like that one. I ought to be more like the tax 

collector. That’s the right answer. But the truth is, is that I don’t want to 

be the tax collector. I don’t want to be like him. I don’t want to be the 

sinner. I don’t want to be the disrespected social pariah. I want to be 

respected and well-thought of. I want people to think I am righteous. I 

want God to think I am righteous. And I’ll do what it takes to prove it. 

Look, look at me and what I do. I am good. The tax collector isn’t even 

trying. Honestly, Jesus it’s annoying that you make him the good guy. 

The Pharisee follows your tough commandments but the tax collector 
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just waltzes right in and claims God’s grace. It’s not fair. And that my 

friends is a parable. Teasing and confounding and making everything 

about faith less simple than it seems. 

Should I be the tax collector or the Pharisee? I’m totally more like the 

Pharisee. After all, he is religious. He takes his faith seriously, like all of 

us do. He is a student of the Bible. He knows his Torah and his prophets 

backwards and forwards. He can quote chapter and verse. He knows 

how to live righteously in his community and he would have been 

respected for that. Pharisees were highly regarded scholars and rabbis. 

Today a Pharisee might look like a seminary student, or a Bible 

professor, or a church elder. As a religious person who likes being 

religious, I identify with that Pharisee. And I might find myself praying 

like he does. “God, I am being as obedient as I can. I am trying to be 

faithful. I am trying to do what you ask because I want to make you 

proud. Look, I tithe. A full ten percent of everything. And I made a 

pledge to the building campaign. And I have given up things. I try to be 

disciplined. I fast from meat sometimes. I fast from watching trashy TV 

like Access Hollywood. I’m trying to be good, God. Not like those other 
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people who fail you, God. The people who lie and cheat and steal and 

shrug their shoulders at you. I’m trying to get it right. I’m trying to be 

good enough to love.” 

Do you ever pray that prayer? Do you ever pray that what you are doing 

will make you good enough? Good enough for others. Good enough for 

God. The prayer of the Pharisee isn’t based on pride or arrogance. It’s 

based on fear and worry. Is what I’m doing enough? It is enough for 

God to love me? Is it enough for others to love me? Is it enough? Is it 

ever enough? I pray that prayer and when I find myself praying that 

prayer I know that my faith is no longer about God. It’s about me. And 

my own ability to do what is right and good instead of God’s ability to 

do what is right and good. It’s about me trying to hold it all together and 

justify myself instead of surrendering the justification to God. My faith 

shouldn’t be in me. It should be in God. 

It’s not about me. That opposite of what the world tells us. That’s the 

opposite message of our accomplishment-driven society. We live in a 

world that makes it about us. That demands credentials and results. It 

demands that we be successful and that we proclaim loudly how 



7 
 

successful we are. It demands that we constantly prove we are good 

enough. We have to make the case for our own righteousness. Maybe 

you the world is demanding that of you. What is it that you feel you 

must prove? That you are a hard worker? That you are a good parent? 

That you are worthy of respect and admiration? We get stuck trying and 

trying and trying to make the case that we are worthy. In our 

relationships. In our schools. In our labors. Even churches get caught up 

in it. They try to prove to prospective church shoppers how faithful they 

are. Look at all our accomplishments. Look at our missions. Look at all 

we have to offer. All WE have to offer. Not what God has to offer. What 

are we trying to prove? Is it about us? Or about God? 

The Pharisee gets caught in this trap of believing that he can prove 

himself. That it all depends on his efforts. It’s about him and his work 

and his righteous deeds. He even compares himself to others to make his 

case. He’s not like those sinners out there. He pushes others down to 

elevate himself. And when he does that, when we do that, when we start 

comparing sins and passing judgment on others, well, then faith isn’t 

even in the picture. At least I’m not… At least I don’t… At least I 
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wouldn’t… It’s all about us, not God. And if it’s about us, then that is 

not the good news of Jesus Christ. 

The grace of God does not depend on us. The love and goodness of God 

does not depend on what we do. That’s what Martin Luther proclaimed 

on October 31, 1517, that day we now celebrate as Reformation Day. 

Faith, he said, is not about the righteous things we do. It’s not about our 

accomplishments. It’s not about our good deeds or our qualifications. 

It’s not about us or how many pilgrimages we have been on or how 

many indulgences we’ve bought. It’s about God. Our faith is not in us. 

It’s in the faithful God who never stops reaching out to us. Our faith is in 

the persistent God who never stops looking for the lost. It’s in the 

generous God who never stops offering us all the riches of heaven. Our 

faith is in the God who lives for us and dies for us and rises again for us. 

And does away with the power of doubt and fear and failure. And does 

away with death forever. It always has been and always will be about 

God and God’s goodness. That’s the good news. That God is good. All 

the time. 
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That’s what we trust. That’s what we surrender to. That God is faithful. 

When there is nothing else, God is faithful and full of mercy. God, be 

merciful to me. I can’t do this. I can’t handle this. I can’t face this alone. 

I can’t prove myself any longer. I’m not righteous or faithful; I’m not 

that perfect person they want me to be or that I think they want me to be. 

It can’t be about me. I surrender. We surrender. God, be merciful to us. 

Be merciful to us all, a bunch of sinners. 

God, it’s not about us. It’s about you. You are the hope of all the ends of 

the earth. You established the mountains and the roaring seas. You made 

the gateways of the morning and the evening and you make them shout 

for joy. You visit the earth and water it. You crown the year with your 

bounty. The pastures, the meadows, the valleys, they overflow with 

richness. You are the Lord of heaven and earth. The Alpha and the 

Omega. The beginning and the end. You were there before us and you 

will be here after us. And you work in ways that we can’t possibly 

imagine. You work through crosses and empty graves. Through Good 

Fridays and Easter Sundays. Through Pharisees and through tax 

collectors. Because you are that wonderful, God. And it’s about you. 
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Praise is due to you, O God and your faithfulness. To you, our Rock and 

our Salvation. Case closed. 


