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Year C:  Proper 25a Joel 2:1, 23-32; Ps 65; 2Tim 4:6-8, 16-18; Lk 18:9-14 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – October 27, 2019  
 
Focus Sentence:  In our prayer, we should always acknowledge exactly what we are:  
sinners deserving nothing from God and unable to help ourselves. 
 

Sermon 
 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit… 

Isn’t it a great picture Luke paints for us this morning?  What 

wonderfully colorful characters --- you can almost see them, like 

protagonists in some dark comedy film. 

First, the Pharisee.  He strides confidently right up to the front of the 

Temple, close to the altar.  Wearing an $800 tailored suit, and pulling up his 

exquisitely-woven, silk prayer shawl (with tassels at least a foot long), this 

is a man who knows his own worth.  He knows that he’s definitely earned 

his status through LOTS of hard work.  He fasts not just once, but TWICE a 

week:  double the requirement!  And he tithes on not just his after-tax net, 

but on all his income. 

So he just can’t restrain himself from telling God, “Thanks, God, that 

I’m who I am, that I’m not like the rest of people:  thieves, rogues, 

adulterers.  [His contempt for the rest of people is proportionate to his 

assumption that what he has accomplished, HE has accomplished!] …and, 

thanks, God, most of all that I’m not like that tax-collector.” 
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As we follow the well-dressed Pharisee’s peripheral glance, we too 

notice the other character, the Tax Collector. 

Oh, he’s dressed in a fancy suit, too, but it’s a double-breasted 

model, with lots of shoulder padding.  And he’s wearing a white tie with a 

black shirt.  Goes nicely with his black and white, two-toned, shoes. 

But, wait, this Tax Collector doesn’t dare even to go past the very 

back pew, where the light’s fairly dim.  He doesn’t even look up towards the 

altar, but rather his prayer is simply muttered under his breath, “Oh, God, 

be merciful to me, a sinner!” 

PAUSE 

These are colorful, vivid characters, painted with a pretty broad 

brush.  We’ve heard the dialogue, along with the voice-over narration, lots 

of times:  “the Tax Collector goes home justified. …all who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be 

exalted.”  End of scene, and we can sit back feeling just a bit smug about it 

all.  We know the character we’ll identify with; in fact, being fairly disgusted 

with his spiritual puffery, we almost smile and pray:  “Thanks, God, that I’m 

not like that self-righteous Pharisee.” 

PAUSE 
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Did you catch that last line?  Did you really hear me say it?  Did we 

even maybe catch ourselves thinking it before hearing that line?  Because 

that’s the rub here; the Pharisees tend to become such stock characters in 

our hearing of the Gospel stories that we automatically turn on our “dislike” 

switches when we hear the name Pharisee mentioned.  We automatically 

distance ourselves from the Pharisees and lump them in the same pot with 

today’s know-it-all Christian fanatics. 

PAUSE 

But let’s put these characters into context, and maybe we can better 

understand Jesus’ story, and the reaction his story likely elicited from his 

listeners. 

First of all, whether we believe it or not, there are people around who 

like to do things that aren’t immoral, illegal, or fattening.  The Pharisee in 

today’s story is a prime example.  He is GOOD and knows nothing of the 

wretched excess for which the Tax Collector is a likely model.  He prays 

regularly, radiates self-control.  By the Episcopal Church’s standards, this 

guy is a dream come true.  What congregation in its right mind would not 

want him on the Vestry, or maybe even as Senior Warden?  What parish 

wouldn’t want him running the “Every Member Canvass,” and/or being a 

delegate to Diocesan or even General Convention? 
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And then there’s the Tax Collector.  He comes into the Temple 

looking like sin warmed over, because he IS sin warmed over.  He’s a 

combination of Benedict Arnold and a Mafioso, taxing his fellow Jews to 

pay the Romans, while being a card-carrying member of Palestine’s 

version of organized crime.  Needless to say, he’s banned from the 

Synagogue, he can’t give testimony in a Jewish court, nor can he hold any 

public office.  By the Pharisee’s standards, he’s an unpardonable disaster. 

PAUSE 

Remember that, on the surface, this story is a blast at religious self-

righteousness.  But the story goes way beyond that.  What really makes 

this story of Jesus’ so remarkable, so revolutionary, is the upside-down 

message Jesus is giving us about God.  God’s mercy, God’s loving-

kindness, isn’t dependent on human virtue at all.  It’s not based on moral 

rectitude or human shame. 

It’s based solely on God’s unmotivated generosity, in that it proceeds 

from a God who wants EVERY person, regardless of our personal history, 

to enter the glorious liberty of the Gospel experience.  And it’s as true for 

the bigoted Pharisee as it is for the wicked Tax Collector.  True, in other 

words, for each and every one of US! 

PAUSE 
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Ultimately, what’s really going on here is an exposition of the sin of 

PRIDE.  And pride is the parent of all sin, the ORIGINAL sin, if you will. 

When pride is manifested as “realized self-sufficiency,” the real 

problem is that we aren’t needy anymore.  We’re in control, and with 

enough faith in ourselves, then who needs God?  Self-mastery is our Lord.  

And, besides that, the payoff that comes from being at the top of the moral 

pile is that we get to look down at everybody beneath us. 

This story speaks to every one of us, because it speaks to something 

deep within every human heart.  The love of God can so easily turn into an 

idolatrous self-love; the gift can so quickly be seized as a possession; what 

comes from “Another” can so blithely be turned into self-accomplishment.  

Prayer can be transformed into boasting.  Piety is no unambiguous posture.  

The pious Pharisee is all convoluted comparison and contrast; the Pharisee 

can receive no gift because he can’t stop counting his possessions; his 

prayer is one of peripheral vision.  Worse, he assumes that God is only a 

judge; not only does he enumerate his own claims to being just, but he 

reminds God of the deficiencies of the Tax Collector, in case God hasn’t 

noticed. 

PAUSE 
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In contrast, the Tax Collector is utter simplicity and truth.  Of course, 

he, like all of us, is a sinner.  And, of course, he requires God’s gift of 

righteousness because he has none of his own.  And, because he both 

needs and recognizes his need for the gift, he receives it. 

PAUSE 

The Christian life, as we’re told so often, is a journey, a journey with 

lots of twists, turns, blind alleys, and wrong turns.  The danger is that, when 

we discover we’re on the wrong road of the “sinner,” our conversion can so 

subtly but so easily guide us on to the wrong road of the pious and self-

righteous Pharisee. 

The only thing necessary to keep us on the right road during our 

journey is the willingness to accept the Gospel experience.  Relationship 

with God is possible, at all times and in all places, under any and all 

conditions.  The ability to accept, and then take hold of, this good news 

takes only one thing --- utter simplicity.  The simple ability to perceive, and 

to receive, God’s mercy, with no strings attached.  This ability, this “faith,” is 

more than most of us pious “Pharisees” are capable of having, at least on 

an ongoing basis.  And that’s kind of scary. 

 



7 
 

But then, remember, Jesus told the disciples at another time, when 

they asked him who can be saved, “For God, all things are possible.”  

Maybe nowhere in Scripture is Jesus’ statement truer and more reassuring 

than it is here. 

 

AMEN 


