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Luke 18:9-14 
9He 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.11The 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. 12I fast twice a week; I give a 
tenth of all my income.’13But 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!’ 14I 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.” 
 
Reflection 
Before we get into Jesus’ actual parable, let’s take a look at the people whom Luke identifies as his 
audience. We know two things about them. First, they were comfortable in their own shoes. Second, 
they looked down on others who didn’t meet their standards. These were not bad people. But like us, 
they sometimes needed to have a mirror of grace and truth held up to them. 
 
The Pharisee of Jesus’ parable was not entirely wrong about himself. He lived a strict rule of life in his 
desire to honor God and grow spiritually. He recognized that it was God who gave him the ability to 
stay faithfully with his disciplines. He was giving thanks for how he believed God was leading him. 
There is nothing wrong with giving God thanks for the good we are able to do, for the service we are 
able to offer. It is a glorious privilege to serve God. Nor is there anything wrong with giving God 
thanks when we are given strength to overcome the temptations we encounter. We should give 
heartfelt thanks for all the help we receive. 
 
The Pharisee’s problem was in allowing his gifts and privileges to become causes of pride and 
isolation from others. This can be a particular danger for church people. Of course we all have our 
favorite pews. Many of us are more comfortable with a little space around us, especially in the 
intimacy of prayer. But the Pharisee Jesus describes was involved in serious isolation from the others 
around him. He isolated himself both physically and through a false reading of his own virtue. He 
believed that what he had and did made him somehow better, higher, more pure than those around 
him whose nearer presence might contaminate him. Jesus may well have done a dramatic, humorous 
over-exaggeration of a self-righteous person to make a point, but the point is still essential. The 
Pharisee took the role of God in judging others, and judged them as less than himself. This, too, is a 
familiar sin. We see it in the racism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, and countless other isms by 
which we can too easily hold ourselves apart from others in order to feel better about ourselves and 
to justify our privileges. It’s hard to admit that about ourselves, but worth asking Jesus to show us 
from whom we keep ourselves apart. 
 
The tax collector was probably quite a wealthy man. He had power over many people. He had secure 
employment and no need to worry about his retirement. Yet he had begun to see the privileges he 
had been given for what they were – walls that separated him from God and others. His standing 
apart was not a matter of pride, but acknowledging that his choices had cut him off. He was struggling 
to let God tear down the walls his choices had built. 
 
Both of the people in Jesus’ parable was cut off, but only one knew it. Both sought God, but only one 
was open. For all of us, this parable provides a reminder of the ongoing temptation to protect 
ourselves by setting ourselves apart from others. Yet we serve God who refused to be separate from 
us, became one of us and still lives intimately with us. How do we respond to that incredible gift? 


