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Text: Luke 18: 9-14 

Sermon: The Pharisee and the Tax Collector 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 



 Last week we took a look at the parable of the persistent widow.  As 

you remember, Jesus told that parable in order to encourage his disciples to 

be constant in prayer.  You see, our Lord knew that there would be times of 

discouragement and trial for them before his return and that they would be 

tempted to give up and falter in their faith.  To help them he told them about 

a widow who, through her persistence, finally received justice from an 

unjust judge.  How was that an encouragement?  In this way.  Jesus said, in 

effect, "Look.  If a poor widow is able through persistence to wring justice 

from the stony heart of a wicked judge, how much more shall the beloved 

children of God receive from the hands of their loving and Almighty 

heavenly Father everything they need?"  This parable was an encouragement 

to the disciples because it pointed them to their God and reminded them who 

is was they were dealing with and what it was he had done.  If you want to 

be heartened, I know of no better way than to spend time first meditating on 

the attributes of God--his holiness, righteousness, truthfulness, faithfulness, 

compassion, mercy and love and second meditating on his mighty works of 

deliverance, works that are found throughout the Bible, Old Testament and 

New, but works that are ultimately focused on the cross of Calvary.  This 

parable about persistence in prayer says something profound about God. 



 Now our parable this morning also concerns prayer, but it has a 

different focus from last week.  You see, while our prayers (or our lack of 

prayers) say something about the God we approach, they also reveal 

something about the state of our own hearts.  Our prayers are self-revealing.  

You can think of it this way.  Jesus' parable about prayer last week shone a 

light upon God the Father and his trustworthiness and love.  His parable this 

week, in looking at two men at prayer, shines a light on the human heart.  Or 

better, it shines a light on two human hearts, a Pharisee's and a tax 

collector's.  And we need to be clear.  Your heart today is like either one or 

the other.  You have a Pharisee's heart or a tax collector's heart.  In all the 

world, there are only these two kinds.   

   

 Now I said that this parable concerns prayer, and it does.  That is what 

the two characters in the story are doing.  But in another way it is not about 

prayer; prayer simply furnishes the backdrop.  It seems to me that at a deeper 

level the parable is about justification.  That is, it concerns how we are made 

right with God.  It answers the questions, “How is it that we are saved?  How 

can sinners like us approach God and stand before him without being 

immediately cast into hell?”  You see, as well as displaying the two different 

types of heart, the parable also displays the two different ways that are used 

to come before God; one way leads to life, the other to death.  One way leads 



to blessing, the other to a curse.  And it all boils down to this: Are we going 

to approach God on the basis of our good works or are we going to approach 

God on the basis of his mercy?  Our good works or his grace? 

 Now before we look at the parable itself, I want to emphasize again 

how important this question of justification is.  Our old friend Martin Luther 

called it the “chief article” of Christian theology.  He wrote, “This is the 

chief article from which all our other doctrines have flowed,” and he argued 

that “it alone begets, nourishes, builds, preserves and defends the church of 

God; and without it the church of God cannot exist for one hour.”  He called 

justification “the master and prince, the lord and ruler and the judge over all 

kinds of doctrines.”  If this article of faith falls, Luther said, the church 

herself falls.  J. I. Packer explained Luther’s thinking this way: 

 By this he meant that when this doctrine is understood, 
believed, and preached, as it was in New Testament times, the church 
stands in the grace of God and is alive; but where it is neglected, 
overlaid, or denied, as it was in medieval Catholicism, the church falls 
from grace and its life drains away, leaving it in a state of darkness 
and death.  The reason why the Reformation happened, and Protestant 
churches came into being, was that Luther and his fellow Reformers 
believed that Papal Rome had apostatized from the gospel so 
completely in this respect that no faithful Christian could with a good 
conscience continue within her ranks. 



 And Luther wasn’t alone in seeing the doctrine of justification as 

essential to the being of the church.  Calvin said that justification was “the 

main hinge on which religion turns.”  He wrote,  

 The doctrine of justification... is the principal ground on which 
religion must be supported, so it requires greater care and attention.  
For unless you understand first of all what your position is before 
God, and what the judgement is which he passes upon you, you have 
no foundation on which your salvation can be laid, or on which piety 
toward God can be reared.   

The Puritan Thomas Watson wrote, “Justification is the very hinge and pillar 

of Christianity.  As error about justification is dangerous, like a defect in a 

foundation.  Justification by Christ is a spring of the water of life.  To have 

the poison of corrupt doctrine cast into this spring is damnable.”  All this is 

to say that a proper understanding of justification is not simply a matter of 

life or death; it is a matter of eternal life or eternal death. 

 Let’s turn to our lesson.  It begins as Jesus meets some who “were 

confident of their own righteousness.”  In fact, they were so confident they 

were righteous, so confident they were justified--they were right before God-

that they despised others, looking down on them.  This is the key to 

understanding our Lord’s message.  He wants people to know the right way 

to approach God.  These folks had gotten it wrong and because they had, 

they stood in imminent danger of being cast into hell.  Use logic to consider 



their situation.  Their hearts were filled with contempt instead of love for 

their neighbour.  That means that their hearts were not filled with love for 

God.  How do we know that?  This way: If you love God you will love your 

neighbour as God has commanded, for it is those who obey God's commands 

who love him.  They were sure they were justified; they were sure they were 

right with God.  They weren't. 

 Now to get at this truth Jesus sets up two contrasts.  First we have the 

contrast drawn between a Pharisee and a tax collector.  Second, we have a 

contrast drawn between normal human judgement about their acceptability 

before God and God’s judgement about which one was acceptable to him.  

Let’s look at the first contrast. 

 We have before us a Pharisee and a tax collector.  Now because we in 

the church have been reading the gospels for some 2,000 years and have 

heard time and again of the opposition of the Pharisees to our precious Lord, 

the Pharisees have a bad reputation among us.  That was not the case when 

Jesus told this parable.  The Pharisees were the most highly regarded of all 

the different factions within Judaism.  They were an elite group.  There were 

never more than 3,000 of them at any given time; they held a great deal of 



political power because of their reputation for integrity; their greatest 

concern was to apply the law of God to every aspect of their lives.   

 Now the other person in Jesus’ parable was a tax collector.  As James 

Boice has written, most of his contemporaries would have called him “a no-

good, money grubbing, cheating Roman collaborator.”  These tax collectors 

were empowered by the Roman authorities to collect as much in the way of 

taxes as they could.  They were allowed to keep everything over and above 

the requirements of the government.  They were notorious cheats.  They 

were despised and held in contempt.  To compare a Pharisee and a tax 

collector in those days would be like our comparing a respected community 

leader with a crack dealer or pimp.  This is how bad their reputations were: a 

tax collector could not give evidence in court.  He could not be a member of 

a synagogue.   

 Now, not only were the two people different, their actions were as 

well.  The Pharisee went to the temple, inside to the court of Israel, up near 

the front, near the altar used for burnt offerings.  He stood up to pray and he 

prayed in such a way as to be heard.  Now this was entirely appropriate.  A 

religious leader ought to pray like this to provide an example and if he 



hadn’t, somebody probably would have invited him to do so.  And as for his 

prayer, he said this: 

 God, I thank you that I am not like other men--robbers, 
evildoers, adulterers--or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a 
week and give a tenth of all I get. 

I can’t imagine that he was lying.  I am sure he did fast twice a week and did 

tithe.  And I can’t imagine he had ever robbed someone or had an illicit 

affair or undertaken grossly evil deeds--at least as he understood them.  This 

man was an outstanding community leader, role model and the sort of person 

people would be happy to know. 

 Now look at the actions of the tax collector.  First of all, Jesus tells us, 

“He stood at a distance.”  He was too ashamed to go to the front of the 

temple court.  As one commentator put it, “if they had had buses in those 

days he would have belonged at the back of the bus.”  Rather than rising up 

to his full height he would not even lift up his eyes.  Rather than puffing out 

his chest he beat his breast.  And rather than list his spiritual 

accomplishments he let out a simple prayer: “God, have mercy on me, a 

sinner.”  A better translation would be, “God, have mercy on me, the sinner.”  

This tax collector, as Paul would later do, named himself the chief of 

sinners.  I don’t think he was lying either.  I am persuaded he had a lot to be 



sorry about.  He was saying, "I am what everyone says that I am.  I have 

done what everyone thinks I have done.  I can't compare myself to anyone 

else, because I am the sinner of sinners."  John Gerstner, the late professor of 

church history, once said that a Christian is a person who cannot be insulted.  

He meant this: No matter what people might say about us, the reality, deep in 

our hearts, is worse.   

 Beloved, we are dealing with stark contrasts here.  A noble occupation 

and a base one; a proud bearing and a humble one; an attitude of self-

confidence and a cringing one.  And here is another contrast as well: While 

the crowd imagined that the Pharisee would be the one leaving the temple 

that day in a right relationship with God, Jesus’ verdict was the opposite.  “I 

tell you that this man, [the tax collector] rather than the other [the Pharisee] 

went home justified before God. 

 Now that was a shocker.  How could it be?  Let’s look at the prayers 

again and see what they show of the hearts of the two men.  The first man 

prayed, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men--robbers, evildoers, 

adulterers--or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week and give a 

tenth of all I get.”  Now we are supposed to give God thanks that he has kept 

us from sin.  We are supposed to give him praise for having kept us from 



temptation and for making a way of escape for us from those things that 

would plunge us into ruin.  But that is not what we see here.  On closer 

inspection it turns out that this isn’t a prayer to God after all; it is a prayer 

the man makes to himself.  Note how many times the Pharisee uses the word 

“I”.  It’s a prayer that screams out, “Me! Me! Me!”  God is simply an 

afterthought because the Pharisee is profoundly focused upon himself.   

 Beloved, this man, like many today, is blissfully unaware of his plight.  

He had forgotten that to experience the comfort that comes from God alone a 

person must first and above all know his sin and its wretched consequences.  

A life with God begins with an understanding of this great plight or it does 

not begin at all.  The Pharisee was sleepwalking through life and headed 

toward disaster and he didn’t know it.   

 And not only did he not know his sin, he had no clue about God either.  

He thought he was in contact with God and yet, before the Sovereign Lord 

of the Universe he was able to stand up quite cheerfully and converse as if 

he were speaking with his secretary or the busboy at a restaurant.  Adam and 

Eve, on falling into sin, fled from God and hid when he came to the Garden.  

Job, as blameless and righteous a man as was to be found in his day, when 

confronted with the living God cried out, “I am unworthy--how can I reply 



to you?...Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”  Isaiah 

encountered God and in anguish of soul stated, “I am ruined!  For I am a 

man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes 

have seen the King the Lord Almighty.”  These men encountered the Lord 

God; they did not stand proudly but were promptly undone. 

 John MacArthur spoke of this once.  I have told the story before.  

MacArthur met a preacher who claimed that Jesus visited him from time to 

time in the morning.  It happened when the man was shaving, and he and the 

Lord would have conversations about this and that in the bathroom.  When 

he told this to MacArthur he could see that MacArthur didn’t believe him.  

“You don’t believe me.”  “No I don’t,” MacArthur said.  “If the risen and 

glorified Jesus really came to you, you would not be able to keep on shaving.  

You would fall to the floor in fear and trembling and worship.”   

 Now compare that lofty attitude of heart and mind with the tax 

collector.  Above all, knew his plight.  He was aware of his sin.  It was a 

huge burden to him.  He knew his sin was his undoing and that he could 

bring nothing to God that would earn God’s kindly regard.  The only thing 

he brought with him was his sin.  The only thing he could do was beg for 

mercy.  And note this: The remorse this sinner felt was not some sort of 

general feeling of sadness that things had come to this.  It was a conviction 



that was coupled with hope and trust that God would provide a way of 

escape.  You see, it is not enough to know your sins and their wretched 

consequences, as our catechism puts it.  It is necessary to know those things, 

but it is not sufficient.  You must also know the grace of God that sets you 

free from sin and misery.  And that is something this tax collector knew. 

 You see, the sinner prayed, “have mercy on me.”  Literally translated 

the phrase is “mercy-seat me.”  The mercy seat was the golden lid on the Ark 

of the Covenant.  The Ark was a box made by the Israelites at God’s 

direction.  It was a few feet by a few feet, covered in gold, with the figures 

of two angels on the top.  In the box were the Ten Commandments and 

Aaron’s rod and some manna. Whenever Israel traveled through the desert 

the ark would go first and whenever Israel camped, the ark would be placed 

in the centre of the tribes.  The Ark was a symbol of the presence of God 

with his people and it was kept in the holy of holies, the inmost room of the 

tabernacle and later on the temple. 

 Once a year, on the Day of Atonement--Yom Kippur--the high priest 

would enter the holy of holies and sprinkle the blood of a sacrifice onto the 

top of the Ark, between the angels.  I read this explanation of the symbolism 

this past week: 



 But here is where the mercy seat comes in, and here is why it is 
called the mercy seat.  Upon that covering of the Ark, once a year on 
the Day of Atonement, the high priest sprinkled blood from an animal 
that had been killed moments before in the courtyard of the Temple.  
That animal was a substitute.  It was an innocent victim dying in the 
place of the sinful people who deserved to die.  Now, when God looks 
down from between the outstretched wings of the angels, he sees, not 
the Law of Moses which we have broken, but the blood of the 
innocent victim.  He sees that punishment has been meted out.  Now 
his love goes out in mercy to save the one who comes to him through 
faith in that sacrifice. 

Beloved, when that sinner cried out, “mercy-seat me” he was saying, “Dear 

God, cover me with the blood of Jesus Christ.  Let not my sins be counted 

against me, but let them be charged to Jesus’ account.  The provision you 

have freely made in Jesus is a provision I long to have but cannot buy.  Let 

this provision of eternal life be mine.” 

 What are you going to trust for your salvation?  Are you going to trust 

in your good works, like the Pharisee?  Let me be plain.  If you trust that 

your good works will justify you, you will go to hell forever.  As much as 

you think your good works are wonderful, they are simply not good enough.  

The Bible calls them “filthy rags”.  Take that approach to God and, like the 

Pharisee, you will never be justified.   

 On the other hand, if you come to God, not trusting in your own 

works but trusting in his mercy, like the tax collector you will be justified in 



God’s sight.  The guilt of your sin will be removed forever and with Paul 

you will be able to say, “Now there is no condemnation.”  “Lord, be merciful 

to me, a sinner.”  This is absolutely certain: No one will ever be justified 

who has not prayed that prayer in his heart; no one will be refused who 

comes to Jesus with a humble, contrite heart.  In Christ’s name. AMEN. 


