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“He told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded 
others with contempt...” Paul Duke once noted that what this parable of the Pharisee and the tax 
collector neglects to tell you is “that the Pharisee was singing “Amazing Grace” on his way to 
church that day. Or that, as he said his prayer, there were tears in his eyes. He feels this stuff.
He is awash with religious emotion, truly moved to gratitude for the life God has blessed him to 
live. Ask him on his way out what he thinks of the tax collector, and he will tell you, 'There but 
for the grace of God go I.' He will even think that he means it.”

You see, we've heard this parable so many times and we're so used to having Pharisees be the 
stock villains in these New Testament stories that we miss what's really there. You want to 
know who the Pharisees really were? The Pharisees were not bible-thumping, self-righteous 
fundamentalists of the day who thought they had the truth, the law all nailed down. They did 
not read scripture literally. In fact, they understood that the laws given to Moses needed to be 
interpreted to suit the changing circumstances of the time. And believe it or not, they were in 
fact a remarkably inclusive group!

They were well known for their enthusiastic evangelism and the       ved Gentile converts 
(those who joined Israel by being baptized, offering sacrifices in the Temple, promising to 
follow the Law, etc.) with great joy! And as far as the importance that they placed on being 
doers of the faith and not hearers or talkers only...historically we owe it to the Pharisees that the 
great prophetic works concerned with justice and helping the poor, books like Isaiah, Micah 
and Amos are even in the Bible! The Sadducees saw those works as newfangled innovations 
and not worthy of being included in the canon of Scripture, and other groups, like the Essenes 
who also accepted them, were too much on the fringes of the culture to have any influence. It 
was the Pharisees!

Modern Judaism traces its roots to the Pharisees, and indeed New Testament scholars have long 
said that of all the various groups in the culture at the time, Jesus had the most in the common 
with the Pharisees! The Pharisees longed for what we long for: the Kingdom, God's will to be 
done on earth as it is in heaven. That's who the Pharisees were. I think that's probably pretty 
much who this Pharisee in the parable was.

So, maybe a better way to translate that opening line                                  oesn't 
immediately cloud our minds with a stereotype, would go something like this: There were 
people who when they thought of themselves and their l ves, thought they were pretty good 
people, you know, in the grand scheme of things—especially compared with some others.
That's who this character is in Jesus' parable, and he's genuinely thankful for the kind of 
religious life he lives. So, we should see this man as the standup guy that he is. He fasts! I mean 
come on! He actually fasts as a spiritual discipline to try to meditate and get himself right with 
God. He tithes, a tenth of his income right off the top. He teaches Sunday School and 
volunteers with Habitat for Humanity once a month.

That's all good stuff, isn't it? And he's genuinely thankful that that's his life. And so, he feels 
like that in the big picture, you know, when you look around you in this world, he's a pretty 
good person compared with a lot of others. And, that's you and me, isn't it? You know, the 
other thing that's not said here is that this tax collector, when he went home after worship, he 
got up the next morning and went back to his same job. It was a nasty business, but he really 
didn't see any other options for himself. So, the next day he would continue taking money from 
his neighbors who couldn't afford it, giving some of it to the government and keeping the rest 
for himself. You see, none of us want to be like him. He's fairly shady, fairly slimey.



So, if this Pharisee is not a self-righteous villain, but a generous, committed, religious man who 
is genuinely thankful that his life is like it is, what is it that's the problem here? Well, it's that 
little sideways glance. Did you see it? Have you done it yourself? You know the sideways 
glance I mean. It's the one where gratitude so subtly and easily slips over into comparison and 
elitism. It's the sideways glance at the others around us, in the pew, in the community, in the 
nation, in the world. Thank God I'm not like those liberals, those Republicans, those 
fundamentalists, those secular, fake Hollywood types. Thank God we Christians aren't like 
those Muslims. It's so easy isn't it, to slip over into defining ourselves by defining others as in 
some way less than us?

It is the very heart of gossip. It's that sideways glance of comparison that inevitably leads to 
scapegoating. How do we get free from that endless comparison and scapegoating? Paul Duke 
again asks so concisely: “Could there be a better indicator that we have no idea who we are?
When our eyes move away from our own shadowy hearts, there is no place left to look but at 
someone else, and no comfort but in claiming: Well, I'm not like that!”

Listen to this parable. The tax collector, Mr. Slimebag, keeps his distance. He won't even look 
up to heaven, much less sideways. He just knows his own shadowy heart. All he can do is 
mutter, “God be merciful to me, a sinner!” But, when he goes home, says Jesus, he's “justified,” 
set right with God, or “saved” if you will. He's the one who experiences divine healing in his 
life, who is free to be alive in life. See, here's all this parable is saying: Religion won't save you.
Being a Jew, being a Muslim, being a Christian won't save you. Religion is meant to be a help; 
it's meant to point you toward what is saving, and that's living your life in relationship with a 
God who is grace to and for all.

What saves, what heals hearts and lives is relating out of our need to a God who is no respecter 
of persons, who as Paul wrote, “shows no partiality,” at all! God loves this tax collector, Mr. 
Slimebag, just the same as God loves the Pharisee, Mr. Standup Generous, committed, religious 
guy, not because of how either of them is, or isn't, or what they have or haven't done, but, 
because God is love and mercy. And the difference is, that's the God that the tax collector 
relates to out of his very real need, the need of a shady heart. But, although the Pharisee truly 
believes that's his God, too, in fact it's not. Actually, his god is instead, a rewarder of the 
righteous, and so indeed a respecter of persons. His god is all about knowing right from wrong, 
and keeping score. And that fact, of the god he  worships, is given away in a sideways 
glance.

Friends, God is not about who is better than, smarter than, prettier than, richer than, or even 
holier than, even more moral than. God does not discriminate. God does not compare us with 
each other. So, what are we to do? We might be tempted to turn this into a quick lesson for 
ourselves. “We need to be humble!” But, humility is not something you can achieve! Think 
about it... the minute you think you have got it, you haven't got it, ‘cause you're patting yourself 
on the back for having it!

But, listen, Christian faith isn't about achieving anything! Christian faith isn't about morality, or 
spirituality, or piety or any of that. It's about death and resurrection. So, here's our task: realize 
that you're dead. We, you and me, are dead in our sin. We are buried and cut off from life in 
God, buried under a mound of low self-esteem, or buried under a mound of our supposed 
achievements and worthiness, but buried. Dead for trying to define ourselves over and against 
somebody else. That's death. And we are,  aren't we—dead in that sin?

The good news is that right in the middle of death is where God likes to work! God is a God of 
resurrection! God brings new life out of our death. Right in the middle of the darkness of our 
shadowy hearts is where God likes to work. God brings light to see wonders all around and in 
each one. So, if you know you're dead, you'll be ready when God brings you back to life! And 

really



when God does that, you'll know who God is and humility, well that will take care of itself. I 
mean, you'll be so busy being alive in life...serving others, enjoying God in creation and in each 
one you ever meet that the fact is, you won't have time for any sideways glances. You'll be 
looking at God straight on,  full in the face in each sunrise or sunset, each bird or blazing tree, 
and in each person's eyes. No more comparing, just the love of God for you and for all.

Amen.
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