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PARABLES OF JESUS: THE TWO MEN WHO PRAYED.
One of Jesus’ tools for teaching was using stories or parables as they are called. Jesus used these illustrations of day to day life so that we could all identify with them – learn from them – and actually apply
them to our own lives. Some of his parables highlight blind spots/characteristics in our lives that we may
not be aware of. I want to share one of Jesus’s stories about “Two Men who Prayed”. In this parable he
highlights a few different character traits. Can you pick them?
Luke Ch18:9-14 To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on
everyone else, Jesus told this parable“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the
other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like
other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give
a tenth of all I get.’“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but
beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who
humble themselves will be exalted.”
This parable explores two very different people and two very different heart attitudes
1. Pharisees were respected religious leaders that the people looked up to in Jesus’ time. Tax collectors,
on the other hand were despised, collecting taxes for the Roman government and pocketing some of
the money for themselves. Not unlike a loan shark today.
2. It compares the pride of the pharisee with the humility of the tax collector
3. It also highlights what the world may think is impressive - like fame, cool clothes, possessions or social
standing - is not impressive in God’s eyes.
4. It explores that our standing in God’s eyes is not dependant on our performance – like the Pharisee –
but instead on a humble heart that realises that we are all sinners in need of God’s mercy.
I want to have the heart attitude of the Tax Collector but I have to sadly admit there is a Pharisee within
me…. So lets unpack these heart attitudes - “Pride vs Humility” & “Performance vs Grace
PRIDE VS HUMILITY
* A prideful heart compares itself with others—judging others. The Pharisee thanks God that he is not
like robbers, evildoers, adulterers or even the tax collector. Today we can so easily do the same thing—
judging people by their appearance, the clothes they wear, their weight, their possessions, the school
they go to, the job they have, even their ethnic background. Humility instead values others just as they
are.
* Pride always wants to get its own opinion across, it doesn’t listen to others; e.g have you ever had a
conversation with someone who always interrupts. I know I am guilty of this. Humility listens to other
peoples opinions.
* A prideful heart is easily offended. Often getting upset if someone dares to challenge their opinion or
tell them what to do. Humility on the other hand receives feedback from others in a constructive way, not
a condemning way.
* Pride is self serving—serving in ways that glorifies itself. Sometimes I’ve had to stop and ask myself
what are my true motives in doing what I am doing. Am I serving to impress someone? Am I serving to
receive some external reward. Would I still do this if no one could see me doing it? Humility does nothing
out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. (Phil 2:3)
* Pride is self-centred. The Pharisee’s prayer is all about himself… I am not like other people, I fast
twice a week…. I tithe…… A prideful heart can be so busy looking at itself that there is no room to hear
God speaking. Psalm 10:4 In his pride the wicked man does not seek him; in all his thought there is no
room for God. Humility acknowledges that we can do nothing without God. (John 15:5)
I want to mention what humility is not. It is not putting yourself down – saying your not good enough! Jesus loved you enough to pay the price for your sins and die for you so you could be reconciled with God.
Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died
for us. Humility is not weakness – in fact it can take a lot of strength to bite your tongue when you want to
lash out at someone because they’ve damaged your ego. Humility is not letting people walk all over you.
It takes a lot of courage to gently stand up for yourself in a gracious way.
PERFORMANCE VERSUS GRACE
In the parable the Pharisee spends time listing all the things that He has done… fasting…. tithing….

thinking that these things are important to God. His prayer underlines an attitude that he is trying to earn God’s
favour. The Tax Collector however – is very aware of his need for grace and God’s mercy. Nowhere in his
prayer does he justify himself – he instead realises he is a sinner and realises his absolute need for God’s mercy. God can work when we invite him into our lives, however the Pharisee never invites God in….
Pride in achievement and performance gets in the way of a humble teachable heart and dependence on God.
I understand that performance driven attitude. I struggled for many years – thinking that I had to perform to
earn God’s favour –
If I didn’t read my bible, or pray, or go to church……. would God be mad?
If I had unconfessed sin in my life and died overnight…. Would I go to hell?
Now I’m not saying that it’s not important to read your bible or pray or go to church. They are all really important to our growth. I’m not saying that it’s ok to sin - because sin can give Satan a foothold and stop us being all God wants us to be. But my motive like the Pharisee was to earn Gods favour— not doing these things
out of love and gratitude for what God had done for me. My focus like the Pharisee was all about what I needed
to do—not on what God had already done for me.
Ephesians 2:8-9 (TM) Now God has us where he wants us, with all the time in this world and the next to
shower grace and kindness upon us in Christ Jesus. Saving is all his idea, and all his work. All we do is trust
him enough to let him do it. It’s God’s gift from start to finish! We don’t play the major role. If we did, we’d probably go around bragging that we’d done the whole thing! No, we neither make nor save ourselves. God does
both the making and saving.
What is the heart attitude that God honours?
Vs 14 “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. Justified is a big word
which means, innocent, guiltless OR “Just as if I’d never sinned” The verse goes on to say….. For all those
who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” God can work with
the humble.
Unlike the world view of self-sufficiency and independence, where people are judged and esteemed on their
own performance, the heart attitude that God desires in us is one of humility and an ever-greater dependence
on Him. Pride keeps us self-centred and prevents us from having the humility and teachable heart that God
can work with.
Isaiah 30:15 TM God, the Master, The Holy of Israel, has this solemn counsel: Your salvation requires you to
turn back to me and stop your silly efforts to save yourselves. Your strength will come from settling down in
complete dependence on me— The very thing you’ve been unwilling to do.
What does the reality of this look like in our lives?
I often ask God to show me my blind spots – to show me when pride rears its ugly head in my actions (and it
still does) or when my motivations become performance based again to earn Gods favour rather than out of
gratitude and love for what he has done for me. Humility doesn’t come naturally – it’s something we need to
choose to do and in fact scripture says we need to clothe ourselves in humility…..
Colossians 3:12-14 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.
In conclusion this parable explores two very different heart attitudes towards God – the prideful heart of the
Pharisee with the humble heart of the tax collector. It explores that our standing in God’s eyes is not dependant
on our performance but on a humble heart that realises we are all sinners in need of a loving God. It also explores the deeper gospel truth – that our salvation – is not dependant on what we have done but on what Christ
alone has done for us.
Reflection and Application
1.
Who do you identify with—the Pharisee or the Tax Collector?
2.
Are there other examples of pride that you can identify with?
3.
Spend time in silent confession before God asking him to reveal your blind spots.
PRAYER OF HUMILITY—Lord Jesus Just as You – the great King of Kings – humbled Yourself by taking the
form of a slave, even to the point of choosing to die a humiliating and agonising death on a cross, I choose to
give up my ridiculous pretensions of being in any way righteous or right in my own strength and I humble myself
before YOU. It’s all about You and Your Kingdom, Lord and not about me. I choose also to humble myself before my brothers and sisters in Christ and to come to them not just with truth but with grace – just as You come
to me. I choose to consider them more important than myself and to put their interests above my own. I recognize that without genuine love anything I do is no more than a noisy gong or clanging cymbal. Even if my Christian doctrine is 100 per cent right, without love they are worth precisely nothing. Lord, I am eager to maintain
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. I therefore ask You to fill me afresh with the Holy Spirit and to lead
me in love. I choose to be a peacemaker, not a nit-picker. I choose relationship above rules. I choose love
above law. I choose to be real rather than right. I pray this in the name of the humble Jesus, the One who has
now been lifted up to the very highest place and has the name that is above every other name. AMEN
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