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Jesus on Prayer: 

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector 

Luke 18:9-14 

 

Keeping Up Appearances 

❖ The Pharisee is intent on "keeping up appearances" 

 fasts two times per week, tithes, "I'm not like others"... 

 Jesus doesn't condemn this man for any of his spiritual 

disciplines or even for his self-assessment 

❖ The Pharisees were passionate defenders of the Bible 

 in many ways, the Pharisees were the very best of all the 
first-century sects within Judaism 

 Pharisees were compliant with the most minute portions 

of God's Law 

 as a result they wound up straining out gnats but 

swallowing camels! (Matthew 23:23-24) 

❖ Despite all of the Pharisees' attention to the law's external 
details, they are oblivious to the law's central message! 

The Law 

❖ What IS the law's central message? 

 God's purpose in giving the law is to reveal sin and to 
show the exceeding sinfulness of sin (Rom 3:23, 6:23) 

 the law is good, if one uses it lawfully (1 Timothy 1:8) 

❖ The Pharisees do not use the law to measure themselves 
against God's perfect, holy, sinless standards 

 the Pharisees use the law as a weapon 

 the law becomes a point of extreme pride 

 Jesus indicts the Pharisees for this in bold, descriptive 
ways 

❖ The hypocrisy of the Pharisees was as damnable a sin as 

anything they attributed to those whom they looked down 
upon and treated with contempt 

The Gospel 

❖ In this parable, Jesus puts Himself at the polar opposite of 
the prevailing Jewish theology of His day 

 Jesus sets His gospel against the teaching of every other 
major world religion 

 Jesus' parable steps on the toes of pretentious people in 

every age and demeans every form of man-made religion 

❖ There is NOTHING any of us can do to win God's favor! 



The Two Characters 

❖ Social status 

 Pharisee is a social and religious "insider" 

 Tax Collector is universally despised 

❖ Posture 

 Pharisee is standing by himself, probably in a place of 
prominence 

 Tax Collector is standing far off, eyes downcast, beating 
on his chest 

 expression of extreme humility 

 Mark 7:21-23, Out of the heart of man come... 

❖ The prayer 

 Pharisee is self-congratulatory, rather than speaking to 
God, he seems to be patting himself on the back 

 Tax Collector's prayer is short and earnest, a genuine 
plea to God for mercy and grace 

Justified 

❖ Jesus summarizes His main point in v. 14, I tell you, this 

man went down to his house justified, rather than the 

other 

 Jesus' statement was shocking then, it should be just as 
shocking for us today 

 the same distinction that separates the Tax Collector 

from the Pharisee still divides all people into two distinct 

categories 

❖ True gospel ministry points sinners to repentance 

 the Tax Collector doesn't ask God to overlook his sin or 

ignore his sin 

 God, be merciful to me a sinner 

❖ Jesus' parable draws a clear line of distinction between the 
false religion of human achievement and the true gospel of 

divine accomplishment 

❖ Only those who accept God's gift of grace alone through 
faith alone in Christ alone can be justified and declared "not 

guilty" by God 

Personal Reflection 

1. Because of its familiarity, it is easy for this parable to lose 
its "shock value". After reexamining it and considering its 

message, are their any new or "shocking" insights God is 
impressing on you through it? 

2. Ask the Holy Spirit to examine you and reveal any of the 
ways (subtle or overt) in which you may be tempted to 
think you are "earning favor" with God. Confess those 

wrong thoughts and attitudes and ask for a renewed spirit 
that depends on grace alone through faith alone in Christ 

alone. 

3. Review Jesus' words in Mark 7:21-23.  Do these words 
bring anything to light in your life over which you need to 

beat on your breast and ask God to have mercy on you, a 
sinner? 

4. Thank God for the gift of His amazing grace in calling you 
to faith in Jesus Christ.?  


