
Standing before God in Prayer 

Luke 18:9-14 

 
Our Scripture this morning describes the characters of two men: a Pharisee and a tax 

collector as both go to the temple to pray. The parable is addressed to “some who were 

confident of their own righteous and looked down on everybody else” (Lk 18:9). Of the 

two men, we are inclined to view the Pharisee negatively. The Pharisee’s prayer exposes 

his self-righteousness…How would you describe him? Do you see him as arrogant? A 

jerk? Self-absorbed?  Judgmental?  The Pharisee begins his prayer by saying, “God, I 

thank you that I am not like other men.”  He then lists types of people he is thankful that 

he isn’t, topping it off by specifically referring to another person who is standing right 

there in the same congregation as him. It appears the Pharisee tries to impress God by 

talking about how good he is…Possibly he’s thinking that because he is such a faithful 

giver, his voice should count more than others. By the time the Pharisee has finished 

praying, not only is he physically standing by himself in the temple but also he has 

spiritually set himself completely apart from others. For the Pharisee, the tax collector 

was not a neighbor to be loved - but an person of comparison and contempt. 

It’s not hard for us to compare this Pharisee to those in our society who sound a lot like 

him, is it? Do you know anybody like that?  How about the kind of people whose 

observations about others are filled with value judgments about how they dress, their 

personal lifestyles, relationship patterns, political views, or work habits…Sometimes 

those observations are coupled with a self-serving pride: “I’m glad I’m not like them.” 

Sometimes those observations are disguised as righteous indignation about the stuff they 

have but we could never afford or accomplish. Sometimes it comes out as a backhanded 

compliment, a thinly veiled criticism. It’s easy to conclude that this Pharisee remains alive 

and well today – doesn’t it.  

 



But, then again, maybe that portrait of the Pharisee is too harsh. Perhaps you view this 

fellow with a bit more sympathy. Maybe the Pharisee simply felt good about himself. 

After all, there’s nothing in the text to suggest that he’s a hypocrite. For sure, he comes 

off as arrogant, but not a hypocrite. After all, he used money responsibly. He read the 

prophets. He was a faithful husband. He helped the poor. He fasted twice a week. And he 

even tithed. He’d make a good neighbor and a good church member…,That is, if you 

could stand to be anywhere near him. When he entered the temple, maybe he was 

simply overwhelmed with his own goodness, which he considered as a sign of God’s 

blessing. He was grateful that God had seen fit to give him a decent life. He compares 

himself to those around him in terms of his life situation, his ethics, and his spirituality. 

He’s feeling pretty good in comparison, and thankful to God for all the blessings of his 

life.  

But here’s the catch: as soon as we start thinking, “Thank God I’m not like him,” we join 

the Pharisee in his game. We live out that old joke about being “proud of our humility” 

and fall into the same trap. To hear this parable as a word of God for us, we need to 

admit that in trying to stand apart from the Pharisee…we become him. The Pharisee 

defines himself by what he is not. We do the same thing whenever we focus attention on 

the faults of others. We widen the gap, the chasms between us and others whenever we 

try to play games of spiritual one-upmanship, and whenever we measure our relationship 

with God by how it stacks up against others. 

Yet, even as this parable challenges us with the realization that we stand with the 

Pharisee, it also invites us into the prayer life of the tax collector. The tax collector prays 

in utter simplicity and truth.  He doesn’t try to impress God with how great he is. He 

doesn’t remind God of the good things that he does every week. He doesn’t presume that 

he deserves anything from God, and he knows that he certainly hasn’t earned it.  

 



 

The tax collector is a sinner: he knows it, and he doesn’t try to hide it. He knows he needs 

God’s gift of righteousness. He is well aware that he doesn’t have any righteousness of 

his own. He comes before God empty handed. He doesn’t play any games. He doesn’t 

launch into telling God exactly what his needs are or how God should meet them. 

Standing far off, the tax collector names the deepest truth of his life, and stands before 

God with openness and honesty.  

As we journey into the prayer life of the tax collector, we bring our most honest selves 

into the presence of God.  Standing with the tax collector, we stop making contrasts 

between ourselves and others. We stop making distinctions that hold others at arm’s 

length, and start seeing ourselves in community with others - united as sinners in need of 

God’s grace. 

We stand neither “by ourselves” like the Pharisee nor “far off” like the tax collector, but 

centered in relationship with God… We have no status other than child of God. Our 

identity as a child of God shapes who we are in the eyes of God, and with one another. 

We are united with the tax collector in receiving God’s mercy, and with the Pharisee in 

thanking God for being claimed as God’s beloved children. Amen. 

 

 


