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Luke tells us that Jesus told this parable to “some who trusted in themselves that 

they were righteous,” to people who regarded others with contempt.  At the end of 

chapter 17, Jesus is talking to the disciples about the coming of the Son of Man and then, 

immediately before today’s reading, he tells them the story of the persistent widow and 

the judge who no respect for anyone, which we heard last week.  So, who is Jesus talking 

to?  We know that at least the disciples are present.  Pharisees and scribes always seem to 

be lurking about too, along with the ever-present crowd following Jesus around.  And 

then there’s Luke’s audience, and now us.  Jesus tells this parable as a warning to anyone 

for whom giving thanks has turned into self-praise. 

In the parable, we have a particular Pharisee and a particular tax collector.  They 

do not represent all Pharisees or all tax collectors, though the Pharisees listening in 

probably took it personally. 

Society considered the Pharisees as a group to be models of purity, a view which 

the Pharisees themselves helped perpetuate.  We see that here in how this one Pharisee 

commends himself and condemns the tax collector.  In this translation, Luke says the 

Pharisee stands by himself.  There are two other ways to interpret this verse: 

“The Pharisee stood and prayed these things about himself.”  Or: 

“The Pharisee stood and prayed these things privately.” 

But there is no ‘privately’ with God.  The Pharisee starts out by thanking God that 

he is not like the thieves, rogues, or adulterers.  That sounds pretty reasonable.  But then 

he tells God that he gives a tenth of all his income.  Some translations say that he tithes a 

tenth of all “he gets.”  What he “gets” is taken from the peasants and given to the Temple.  

In effect, his income is gained by a form of extortion.  It’s sort of like the head of the IRS 

paying himself a salary which he collects from us. 
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Now, tax collectors had it rough.  They worked at toll booths along the roads, at 

the borders, at the gates of cities and towns.  They were at the bottom of the professional 

economic scale, earning a subsistence-level income in a dead-end job that could go away 

at any time.  To make ends meet, they skimmed a little off the top by inflating the 

amounts owed by the people, who despised them as traitors; they were considered 

unclean and beyond redemption.  No one liked them.  They were like modern-day football 

referees who intentionally make bad calls against the home team. 

Luke wants us to see that the Pharisee and the tax collector are part of the same 

oppressive system of taxation and tribute-taking.  What the Pharisee does is hidden while 

what the tax collector does is highly visible.  If we changed the parable to be about an 

engineer and a tax collector, or about a Pharisee and an accountant, that changes the 

entire meaning of the story.  The Pharisee and tax collector are two sides of the same 

coin.  They are both symbols of injustice. 

The big difference that Jesus wants us to see is that the tax collector stood “far 

off” physically, morally, and spiritually while the Pharisee seems completely unaware of 

how far off the mark he is in every way. 

Jesus exposed and subverted the Temple’s claim to divine tithing.  In telling this 

parable, and the previous one about the persistent widow, Jesus has again tilted the world 

away from what we thought we knew to something else.  Neither the Pharisee nor the tax 

collector are who we thought they were. 

The final surprise comes in the last verse when we discover that God exalts, or 

justifies, or acquits, the tax collector on the basis of his prayer.  And not only that, God 

acquits all who humble themselves in prayer.  This is the work of God, through Jesus, 

which we can’t do it for ourselves. 

What we can do is be honest when we stand before God in prayer. 

This parable relates to the ways people approach God.  God exalts the humble – 

but does the tax collector know this?  Does he walk out of the Temple knowing that 

God’s grace and mercy have come to him, or does he continue to live in grief, knowing 

that his neighbors hold him in contempt?  Does the Pharisee realize that it’s thin where 

he’s skating?  Does he leave the Temple feeling justified?  What if each of them could 

see the world through God’s eyes?  How might that change the way they see themselves? 
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How often are we thankful that we’re not like other people?  “There but for the 

grace of God go I,” right?  But do we ever admit that we sometimes miss the mark?  Like 

the tax collector, do we recognize our sinfulness?  Does that realization bring us sorrow? 

I know people who fast, and I know people who tithe a portion of their income, 

but does God need our tithes or our fasting?  Or do we do these things because it’s easier 

to be pious than to be humble – truly humble, to the point of being grief-stricken like the 

tax collector?  We only have to go back to the Scripture that Jesus knew, to Amos, 

chapter 5, verses 22-24 to learn how God feels about it: 

Even though you offer me your burnt-offerings and grain-offerings, 

   I will not accept them; 

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals 

   I will not look upon. 

Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

   I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 

But let justice roll down like waters, 

   and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

When we re-orient to what God expects – justice, righteousness – when we look 

at the world from God’s point of view, we can begin to see it differently. 

Jesus exposes the public façade of oppression.  He exposes those who would take 

advantage of their neighbor.  He tears the veil hanging between our reality and God’s.  

And he helps us reorient to what God expects instead of continuing to do what we have 

become used to doing. 

We are all free to stand far off by ourselves in our own private prayer time and lay 

it all out to God.  It’s humbling and confessional.  It frees us from our past and from the 

weight of what we’ve done – or not done.  The Good News tells us that all who humble 

themselves and confess to God what God already knows will be exalted. 

Re-orienting leads to self-knowledge, re-evaluation, and transformation.  What 

this parable teaches us is our need to look within and reflect on our relationship with God 

– is it honest and direct or are we just maintaining a façade?  Are we self-aware when we 

seek out the God who made us?  The true confession of our weakness will get us 

acquitted even if we’re not sure this is so.  All God wants is justice in all that we do. 

Amen. 


