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I heard a story from a friend the other day.  He was standing in the religious 

section of Barnes and Noble looking through some stuff, when a couple of younger guys 

came in.  I don't know if they were in their teens or early twenties, regardless not exactly 

the sort of folks you would assume would be looking through the religious section of the 

bookstore.  So standing there, my friend hears one of the guys say to the other excitedly, 

"Look at this, the words of Jesus are in red; man, that is hot!"  By your reaction, I'm 

assuming that isn't the way that you usually talk about the Bible.  I have to admit "hot" 

probably isn't the first word that comes to mind, but there is some pretty radical stuff in 

there.   

Some 500 years ago, a Roman Catholic priest by the name of Martin Luther 

nailed his 95 thesis to the door of the Wittenberg Chapel, and with it, began one of the 

most significant moments in all Christian history: the Protestant Reformation.  There are 

many aspects of the Protestant Reformation which might be worth talking about, but 

Luther's belief that people should be able to read the Bible in their own language is 

probably the most important.  It's astonishing to think that for most of Christian history, 

the people weren't allowed or weren't able to read the Bible. Just imagine what it might 

have been like to have heard all of these stories, and heard what they were supposed to 

mean to you, but to never read them for yourselves.  Now I know that many of you don't 

do a lot of reading of Scripture, but I also know that many of you do.  I see you, on 

Sunday's, reading along in the pew Bible; I love that. Or people tell me about reading this 
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verse, or that chapter, or that book.  It's exciting.  There is a lot of crazy stuff in the Bible.  

One of the joys of getting to read the Bible for ourselves is that we get to encounter the 

text for ourselves, and a lot of it is just the opposite of what we might expect to hear.   

In today's lesson from Luke’s Gospel, we get two people who go to the temple to 

pray: one of them a Pharisee, the other a tax collector. Let me offer a quick reminder on 

the political and religious situation of Jesus' day.  The Roman Empire rules all the land, 

and does so quite mercilessly.  One of the things it does is employ locals to collect the 

taxes.  These tax collectors were charged with the task of collecting all the money owed 

to the Roman Empire and anything beyond that they could keep.  These tax collectors 

were seen as traitors for not only doing the work of the oppressive empire, but also for 

taking as much as they could shake from the pockets of their former friends and 

neighbors.  Not surprisingly, tax collectors were not well liked.  Pharisees on the other 

hand, were one of three sects of Judaism.  There were the Essenes—religious fanatics 

who lived off by themselves, the Sadducees, the pious religious elite, and the Pharisees, 

who were more accessible and popular among the general public.  Maybe they probably 

were a little too much about the "letter of the law," but well respected and holy, none-the-

less, in the eyes of most.     

 Knowing what we know now, we hear the parable again: two men went up to the 

temple to pray, one of them a Pharisee, the other a tax collector.  One, a good religious 

guy, the other, a good-for-nothing traitor who steals money from his neighbors.  So we 

can imagine now the look of surprise on those faces of those who've gathered to hear 

Jesus speak, when he says the tax-collector went home justified—that is “right with 
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God”—the tax collector went home right with God, while the Pharisee did not, but we 

need to listen closely to their prayers to understand why.   

The version we’ve just heard read says, "The Pharisee, standing by himself, was 

praying thus":  A more literal translation might read: "The Pharisee standing, these things 

to himself prayed."  Another translation says that he prayed about himself.  It may be the 

case that the Pharisee isn't really praying as much as he's in a conversation with himself, 

about himself.  The Pharisee’s prayer is more of a Shakespearean soliloquy than an 

honest to goodness conversation with God. You can hear the contempt in the voice of the 

Pharisee—“I Thank you God, that I'm not like these people—these thieves, these rogues, 

these adulterers, these bums, these drunks, these welfare recipients, nor like this guy, who 

you can tell from the way he votes, that he clearly doesn’t love this country.  I fast twice 

a week.  I give a tenth of all my income, I read the Bible, I come to church every Sunday, 

I pray before every meal, I receive my stewardship pledge card with a smile and warm 

cup of tea, I serve on boards and committees at church, even when I don’t want to . . . I, I, 

I, I, I . . .” 

The prayer of the tax collector, on the other hand, is short and to the point. God be 

merciful to me, a sinner. The focus is on God.  The Pharisee's prayer is about others and 

about himself; sure he mentions gratitude to God, but you definitely don't get the sense 

that this is really a prayer addressed to God, about God. Rather than relying on God's 

grace, the Pharisee believes his own good works, especially compared to these 

degenerates, will put him on the right track with God.  But Jesus says that good works 

won't get you in good with God.   
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One of the issues central to Luther's theology was that of justification by grace 

through faith.  That is to say that we are justified (made right with God) by God's grace 

and not by our own actions, which is often called "work's righteousness." Works 

righteousness is about believing that through good works, we can earn our way into 

heaven.  Luther, and the Protestant traditions which come after him, acknowledge that is 

not our good works that justify us, that bring us into right relationship, but instead it’s 

God’s grace and mercy. It’s God’s unending supply of forgiveness, and let’s try it again, 

and I’m still here for you.  No matter how many good things we do, we still mess up. We 

still break covenant. We still hurt people and ourselves. We still make mistakes. We still 

miss the mark, which is mostly what the word “sin” means.  We are not perfect people, 

and we are not a perfect church, far from it. But when we are at our best, we are a people 

who at least recognize we don’t have it all right. We are a people who admit we need 

God. We are a people who believe that we are better off trying to walk this path with 

others, than we are trying to walk it alone. And we are a people of good works, but the 

good works that we do, we do as a response to God's free gift of grace, not as a means of 

receiving little gold stars, which, when totaled up, will allow us entry into heaven.  It is 

God, and not us that does the saving work. It isn't that good works aren't important, and 

meaningful, and faithful—they are, but they aren't supposed to be a way of keeping score.  

  I think we sometimes read the Bible believing that each story in it has some kind 

of moral, some kind lesson, some role model we are to follow or some anti-role model we 

are to avoid. In reading today’s lesson, we miss the point if we think the story is about the 

Pharisee and what a terrible guy he was. We miss the point if we see the Pharisee 

standing there and offer our own little prayer, “God I thank you that I am not like that 
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guy. With all his religious fervor, carrying around his leather bound zip up Bible, 

claiming to be a faithful follower but believing and doing all the wrong things.” And we 

also miss the point if we think that the story is about the tax collector and what a 

wonderful guy he was. He wasn’t a great guy. He ripped people off, especially the poor 

and the powerless.  This story is not about the Pharisee, nor is it about the tax collector, 

but instead it is about God and how far God is willing to go with us.  What the tax 

collector gets right in his prayer, but wrong in his life, is that it is about God.  What the 

Pharisee gets right in his life, but not in his prayer, is that it is about God.   

 Jesus tells the parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee that the people might 

understand that it isn’t about what you do or what I do, about how religious you are or I 

am, but instead about what God can and is doing.  When we embrace the fact that we are 

sinners, that we mess up and we’ll continue to mess up, when we accept the fact that we 

can’t actually save ourselves, no matter how hard we work, when we stand before God 

and say “Help me, please,” then we are astonished and amazed to learn that God will 

always say, “OK. Let’s try this again.”  And that, is the reason the Gospel is so hot. 

 As we get into our prayer life this week, we are invited to consider whether our 

prayers are about us and what we want, or are they about God and what God wants to 

accomplish through us.  Amen. 

   


