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“You and I, and everyone are in need of God’s grace”

God’s grace. Today’s gospel parable is a reminder that you and I, and everyone are

in need of God’s grace. One of the keys to understanding this parable is found in

verse 9,  where Luke tells  us  why and to whom Jesus told this parable.  The REB

renders it this way: “...it was aimed at those who were sure of their own goodness

and looked down on everyone else.” The GNT is similar, and goes like this: “Jesus

told  this  parable  to  people  who were  sure  of  their  own goodness  and  despised

everybody else.” The NRSV is a bit different: “He also told this parable to some who

trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” I

looked up the words despised and contempt in the dictionary. Despised means what

the  REB  translates—to  look  down upon others.  Contempt  means:  an  attitude  to

something which one despises as worthless, insignificant or vile, total disregard.  In

short, those who are guilty of looking down on others, despising others, regarding

others with contempt have the attitude that nobody, and nothing is as good as they

are. They are so much better than everyone and everything else.   

   The parable then describes two men coming to the temple to pray,  one is  a

Pharisee, the other is a tax collector. Before we go any further. I want to emphasise

that we should not fall into the temptation of stereotyping all Pharisees as being bad

and wearing black hats. NO! 

   For instance, Rabbi Gamaliel said, “Do not walk out on the community. And do not

have confidence in yourself until the day you die. And do not judge your companion

until you are in (her or) his place” (m. Avot 2:4). Rabbi Simeon said, “And when you

pray, don’t treat your praying as a matter of routine; but let it be a plea for mercy

and  supplication  before  the  Omnipresent,  the  blessed,   as  it  is  said, For  he  is

gracious and full of compassion, slow to anger and full of mercy, and repents of evil”

(m. Avot 2:13). 
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   The Rabbis joked about overly pious Pharisees. They seemed to know that the

essence of adultery was lust. That’s why some of them—when they went around in

public—always kept their eyes closed (so they wouldn’t see any women). The folks

called them “Bleeding Pharisees,” because they kept bumping into trees. The Rabbis

also joked about bent-over Pharisees demonstrating their humility, and the boringly

dutiful  Pharisees who always did the right thing (b. Sotah 20ff.).  Jewish humour,

influenced by the prophetic tradition, is at their own expense. We should develop

some Christian humour that is at our expense, tell jokes on ourselves. It would help

keep us humble.1 

   Coming back to our gospel, there is an interesting footnote in the GNT for verse

11, describing the Pharisee, which reads as follows: “some manuscripts have stood

up and prayed to himself.” One implication of this alternative rendering of verse 11

may be that the Pharisee’s extreme self-aggrandizement involved trying, in his pride,

to worship himself as god in place of the one, true God. In short, he didn’t need God,

or God’s mercy and grace because he was totally righteous and perfect. Verse 12

reflects this when he mentions what he does in his prayer—he fasts twice a week,

and he tithes one-tenth of his total/gross income. Jews were only required to fast

one day a year, on the Day of Atonement. Some Jews however, by displaying publicly

their piety, whitened their faces and wore dishevelled clothes, fasted twice a week on

market  days,  Mondays  and  Thursdays.  I’m  sure  that  many  churches,  struggling

financially, would love to have such a member who was not greedy, not an adulterer,

and so generous in tithing one-tenth of their total/gross income!  

   In stark contrast to the Pharisee, is a tax collector. Tax collectors were Jewish, and

they were hated by their own people, because they collected taxes for the enemy, the

Romans who occupied their nation. They were looked down upon because they had

betrayed their own people. Moreover, tax collectors could be greedy, getting rich by

charging way too much for taxes, and the excess they would keep for themselves. He

may have lived in a posh house, dressed in expensive clothing, ate the finest of

1 Ronald J. Allen & Clark M. Williamson, Preaching the Gospels without Blaming the Jews: A Lectionary Commentary
(Louisville & London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), pp. 242-244. 
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foods,  and  entertained  himself  excessively—all  at  the  expense  of  his  poor

neighbours, whom he had robbed by charging them way too much taxes. 

   Yet, the prayer that such a scoundrel prayed was a very honest, authentic one. He

realised how much he needed God and God’s mercy and grace: ‘God, be merciful to

me, a sinner!’ That’s it. No proud speeches about how great he was, what he had

done to deserve God’s favour, nothing like that. Rather, in humility, he prays his

prayer, realizing he was a sinner, he was unworthy, and in need of mercy and grace. 

   Jesus then likely shocked his original audience, and perhaps he shocks us, when he

says  in  the GNT of  verse  14:  “I  tell  you,”  said  Jesus,  “the tax collector,  not  the

Pharisee, was in the right with God when he went home.”

   Someone once asked their pastor: “Why is it that people in church are so much

more difficult to get along with than people on the golf course?” 

   The pastor answered: “Of course they are more difficult. They’re in worse shape

than people at the golf course. Why else would they be in church? If they didn’t need

God’s  mercy  and  grace,  they  wouldn’t  have  to  go  to  church.  They  could  spend

Sundays at the golf course.” 

   So too it is with us, you and me, everyone needs God’s mercy and grace. That’s

why we’re here today, that’s why we begin our service by confessing our sins. That’s

why we come to the Lord’s Supper, not  because we are perfect  and worthy,  no,

rather to receive forgiveness for our sins. 

   Soon after Martin Luther died, his friends discovered that, just before his death, he

had written on a scrap of paper, “We are all beggars.”

   That we have such poverty in common is what makes us equally distant from God.

   Luther’s last spoken words were reported to be, “You have redeemed me, O God of

truth.” 

   That we have such mercy in common is what makes us equally received by God. 
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   Yes indeed, you and I,  and everyone are in need of God’s grace. As Lutheran

theologian, Paul Tillich somewhere once described God’s grace: “You do not need to

prove your right to be alive. You do not need to prove anything. You are accepted. So

accept the acceptance that God has given you already.” For that grace, thanks be to

God!              
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