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To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: 
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adul​terers—or even like this tax collector. 
I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’



“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’



“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home jus​tified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be hum​bled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”


As I mentioned a couple weeks ago, we had a class in June at Michi​gan Lutheran Seminary on Jesus’ parables.  Our instructor, Prof. Paul Wend​land, pointed out a number of definitions people have given to Jesus’ parables, but only one of them caught my attention.  Jesus’ parables are like “imaginary gardens with real toads.”  In other words, the story Jesus tells is made up—true to life, of course, but made up—but there is a real meaning to the parable.


We applied that definition a couple weeks ago to the hardest of all the parables Jesus told, the parable of the dishonest manager.  It is hard to get at the meaning of that parable, because Jesus tells us to imitate the dishonest manager in some way.  This parable, on the other hand, is one of the easiest parables Jesus told, because He tells us what it means twice.


Years ago I learned a bit of what I suppose is marketing wisdom which would work well for writing advertisements.  I remember it put in these terms: “Tell them what you’re going to tell them. Tell them. Then tell them what you told them.”  So, you basically say the same thing three times.  Jesus uses the same pattern with this parable.  First, He tells us what the parable will be about.  Then He tells us the parable.  Finally, He tells us again what the parable was about.  There’s no way we can miss the point.


The parable itself is very simple and straightforward.  “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collec​tor.”  This is not a parable about prayer, although the men went to the tem​ple to pray.  Only the priests could enter the temple itself, so these men had to stand in the courtyard around the temple.  They were both outstanding men, but in different ways.  The Pharisee stood out in the middle where everyone could see him, but the tax collector stood out on the edge, where he could fade into the woodwork, because he was not there to be seen by people, but to talk to God.


Both men prayed.  Jesus specifically points out that the Pharisee prayed about himself, or to himself.  “The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adul​terers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’”  In so far as he talks to God at all, he tells God all about himself.  If these things really were true, God would already know them, and he wouldn’t need to tell God about them.  We’ve all met this man be​fore.  He is so very good, and he wants everyone to know how good he is.


So how good is he?  He is rather judgmental.  All other people, he says, are “robbers, evildoers, and adulterers,” but he is not.  He certainly is not like that despicable tax collector.  To this day, very few children ever say, “When I grow up, I want to be an IRS agent.”  No, this Pharisee is so good that he is better than the law.  He fasts twice a week, although God’s Old Testament law, still in effect then, required only one fast a year, which makes him about a hunderd times better than God’s law.  In addition, he claims that he gives a tenth of all he gets.  On another occasion, Jesus ridi​culed the Pharisees for tithing the spices they grew in their gardens while ignoring the big parts of God’s law, such as “justice, mercy, and faithful​ness.” Mt23v23.

The tax collector also prayed.  “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’”  The amazing thing about the tax collector’s prayer is that it is all true.  He admitted that it was true, anyone who knew him would agree that it was true, God knew it was true, and even the Pharisee would readily agree that the tax collector’s prayer was completely true.  He told God that he was a sinner, and he asked God for His mercy, for His forgiveness.  He didn’t in the least tell God how good he was.  His prayer was completely different from the Pharisee’s prayer.


This parable it not about prayer.  But if you are going to pray, the tax collector’s prayer makes a wonderful model prayer.  “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  The Pharisee’s prayer does not make a model prayer at all.  He only thanks God for how good he is without God’s help.  He basically tells God that he can save himself, and it’s nice of God to come along for the ride, so to speak.  He doesn’t ask God for anything, except perhaps there is an implied request for God to do away with all the “robbers, evildoers, adulterers, and tax collectors” in the world.


No, this parable is about our righteousness and where we have this righteousness.  Jesus began the parable with the words, “To some, [or perhaps against some] who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on every​body else, Jesus told this parable.”  The Pharisee stands for all of them.  He is clearly confident of his own righteousness, and he most definitely looks down on everybody else, especially on this tax collector.


Jesus concludes the parable, “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home jus​tified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be hum​bled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  “This man” who “went home justified before God” is the tax collector, not the Pharisee.  The Pharisee did not go home justified before God.  Pro​bably he went home justified before himself.  Perhaps he went home jus​tified before some other people.  But he definitely was not justified before God, which is the only place that counts.


The Pharisee exalted himself, and therefore went home humbled be​fore God, since he was not justified before God.  The tax collector humbled himself before God, and therefore was exalted by God with the gift of forgiveness.


This parable, like most of Jesus’ parables, is so very clear that it is hard to miss the point of the parable.  The difficult thing about this parable is living the point of the parable.  Jesus’ parables are so very memorable because they hit us where we live, where we think; they are about us.  Although we want to be like the tax collector, we are very often just like the Pharisee.  If only we could listen to ourselves talk, we might just hear ourselves thanking God for how good we are, so much better than all those other peo​ple in the world.  Very rarely are we awakened enough to realize our sinful​ness before God and confess those sins to Him.


Long ago the basic thinking pattern of human beings was given the special name opinio legis.  That’s Latin, which emphasizes that it was made up a long time ago.  It means the basic thinking of the law.  We always operate with the law.  We always think based on the law.  God wants to deal with us on the basis of the Gospel, of His free gift to us of forgiveness, but we always revert to thinking only in terms of the law.


Take traffic laws as an example.  Everyone agrees that there must be traffic laws, but those traffic laws are for other people.  I don’t need those traffic laws for myself, but I do need them for all the other nuts out there on the road.  The policeman who sits in his car a few blocks north of here should devote his attention to catching those other speeders, but he doesn’t need to bother me, even though just seeing him there is a reminder of how very low the speed limit is set.  The same thing applies when he sits over on Blacks Corners.  Every driver who sees that police car automatically looks down at the speedometer to see how much over 25 they are driving.


Because we are infected with the basic thinking pattern of the law, we always seek to justify ourselves.  We do that in many ways.  Sometimes we assert that what we are doing is not wrong.  If other people did what we are doing, it would be wrong, but it is not wrong when we do it.  Yeah, right.  Sometimes we make up excuses for what we are doing.  It’s alright that I am doing this because I am late.  If someone else where doing it, it would be wrong, because they’re not late.  But I am late, so it’s alright.  Yeah, right.  Sometimes it is really helpful to make up for what we have done that looked like it was wrong, but really wasn’t.  The classic example of that is the husband who yells at his wife on Tuesday, but then makes up for it by taking her out to eat on Friday.  Many husbands think that that is at least somewhat acceptable, but no wives do.


It is the thinking of the law that is behind the fact that most religions are pretty much the same.  Mormons and Muslims, for example, share a number of striking similarities.  Both Mormons and Muslims fixate a lot on polygamy.  Polygamy is officially illegal in Mormonism, but still practiced, and will be true in their version of heaven.  Polygamy is possible in many Arab countries, and is definitely the promise given to the Muslim faithful as soon as they die.  Both religions have focused on warfare.  Mormons have gone to war to defend themselves, and jihad is at the heart of Islam.  Those who say different are definitely not following the Quran.  Those two points could be disputed, but both Mormons and Muslims focus on being good enough to earn God’s favor, mainly by keeping man-made laws so that they, like the Pharisee, are a hundred times better than the law.


Those who try to justify themselves before God in that way are going about it backwards.  No one can possibly justify himself before God.  The apostle Paul very clearly wrote, “No one will be declared righteous in His sight by observing the Law; rather, through the Law we become conscious of sin.” Ro3v20.  The Pharisee was bound to fail in his attempt to justify himself before God.  The tax collector got the point of the law by seeing his own sins.  He confessed them to God and received His forgiveness.


Please remember Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector.  We need to listen to ourselves talking and thinking.  If we ever hear ourselves sounding like the Pharisee, telling God and people how good we are, then we need to shut our mouths immediately.  We can open our mouths again only to confess our sin to God and to ask for His mercy.  That is a prayer He always answers with for​giveness. Amen.
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