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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. We hear these words from our
Gospel reading again, Luke 18:13, “But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to
heaven, but beat his breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” So far the Word of the Lord.
If you ask any Christian worth his salt who the “bad guys” are in the New Testament, I think the most
common answer would be the Pharisees. But what makes them the bad guys is not what constitutes a “bad guy”
for modern man. Who are the “bad guys” today? Serial killers, those who hurt or exploit children, those who steal
from the poor? The Pharisees were not those kind of bad guys. They were the most pious Jews of their day! They
did the most wonderful works. To make a comparison, a modern-day Pharisee in terms of external, outward works
would be any church’s most beloved member. Serves on a Board, always the first to volunteer, always the person
the Church can count on to be there; the person every true Christian at a local congregation aspires to be like!
So what’s wrong with the Pharisees in the New Testament? The Gospel reading shows us, but not in the
way we might usually think. Jesus teaches us the Parable of the two guys who go into the temple to pray. And the
purpose of this Parable is to warn us against being self-righteousness and treating others with contempt. The
Pharisee prayed, “God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of men – extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even
like this tax collector” (v. 11).
Is it sinful to thank God for not struggling with certain sins? I don’t think so. If you don’t struggle with
pornography, if you don’t have an addiction to alcohol or drugs, if you don’t struggle with sex outside of marriage,
homosexuality, bisexuality, or any unnatural urges, if you don’t have a love of money or recklessly spend it, that
is something you should thank God for. Praise be to God He has spared you those crosses to bear. But also pray
that He preserve you from them and other sins in the future – “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil.”
The problem is when we offer thanksgivings for being spared those things, while also despising our
neighbors who are struggling with them. We all have sins – damnable sins – that we struggle with. Our struggle
might seem to be innocent. Or we get caught up in the pagan idea that as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else, then
we are free to do it; “live and let live” so to speak. We might lack a desire to come to Church or Bible Study. It
could be something that we easily try to dismiss as “not a big deal”. Whatever the sin, apart from repentance and
faith, it is damnable. We all struggle with treating others with contempt; despising others because they don’t think
the way we do, hold the same political views we do, or even believe the same science or philosophy during this
pandemic as we do! 1 Corinthians 13:5, “[Love] does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful.”
May God grant us all repentance and faith, and increase our love for Him and for one another.
Now, we can tend to think that’s the sin of the Pharisee, right? Treating the tax collector with contempt?
Certainly that was wrong. It was sinful. But his acts of piety weren’t inherently sinful. The guy fasted twice a
week; he tithed of everything he received – both things far beyond what the Law required! What makes the
Pharisee the “bad guy” is that he lacked repentance and faith. The Pharisee saw his external works as righteous
in God’s sight. The Pharisee lacked repentance for his sin. He lacked the faith that said, “I need what only God
can offer.” Since the Pharisee lacked faith, his external works, no matter how pious, were sinful. Hebrews 11:6,
“Without faith, it is impossible to please God.”
That’s how you and I today can and do often fall into the temptation of being the Pharisee. We either treat
our neighbors with contempt, despising them for their sins and shortcomings, or we run the danger of selfrighteousness, which thinks our external works somehow merit favor in God’s sight.
So you see, what makes the tax collector the “good guy” in this parable is that his prayer was, “God, make
atonement for me, a sinner.” In terms of external works, tax collectors were notoriously the most vile sinners in
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the 1st century. They would charge more money in taxes than was required, and pocket the extra. They often held
allegiance to Rome. Yet, this tax collector knew his sin. This tax collector confessed his sin. This tax collector
knew someone needed to atone for his sin. He prayed and believed that God alone could forgive his sin. This is
why Jesus concludes the parable by saying, “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the
other” (v. 14).
We will always be tempted to live in self-righteousness, exalting ourselves in comparison to others. When
that temptation arises, look to the tax collector of the parable today for humility. Confess your sin. Acknowledge
you, too, need someone to make atonement for you. And then believe these words: Christ has made atonement
for your sin. Christ became your substitute. Christ paid the penalty of your sin with His death on the cross. The
tax collector’s “goodness” is the acknowledgement of his actual lack of goodness. So also, when we confess our
lack of goodness, when we confess our sin, God, who is faithful and just, will forgive our sins and cleanse us
from all unrighteousness (1 Jn 1:8-9).
Christ made satisfaction for all sin once and for all on the cross. The sins of the entire world have been
forgiven. But that benefit us as individuals only through faith. “People cannot be justified before God by their
own strength, merits, or works. People are freely justified for Christ’s sake, through faith, when they believe that
they are received into favor and that their sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake… God counts this faith for
righteousness in His sight” (AC IV).
Jesus concludes our reading today, “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who
humbles himself will be exalted.” The Pharisee exalted himself. He left the temple with his sins retained, having
received no justification. The tax collector humbled himself. He left the temple with his sins forgiven. The way
we humble ourselves is to confess what we really are and what we really need. We are sinners. We need Jesus.
When we think of humbling ourselves, we might think of the physical manifestations of humility. For
example, we bow our heads in prayer. We don’t fold our hands, bow our heads, and close our eyes just to help us
concentrate or even to show reverence before God, though both things are true. Instead, we do those things in
humility because we confess that we are in need of the King’s mercy! So in the humility of faith, we gather here
in the assembly of the saints to confess our sins and by faith receive absolution. We listen to the sermon and by
faith receive the declaration of Jesus’ atoning sacrifice for us. We come to the Lord’s Table, and eat and drink
Christ’s body and blood and by faith receive the forgiveness of sins. God exalts the lowly, for in the forgiveness
of sins, we also receive the promise of the eternal inheritance to come in heaven. There is no greater exaltation
than the gift of eternal life freely given for Jesus’ sake! In Jesus’ name, Amen.

