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The Pharisee and the Tax Collector – Luke 18: 9-14 

  

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and 

regarded others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and 

the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank 

you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I 

fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13 But the tax collector, standing far off, 

would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to 

me, a sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all 

who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”  

 

  

Introduction 

  

Before we get to our second reading, I want to take a few minutes to set the stage a bit.  As some 

of you may recall, one of the many things that we’ve launched in the more ‘virtualized’ 

ministries in recent months has been a series of midweek devotionals surrounding a year-long 

reading of the Bible.  Each Tuesday and Thursday I have a 10-minute video devotional that posts 

on Facebook for those who are watching along.  In general, I’ve tried to keep those reflections 

independent from our Sunday services – the nature of those differ in some ways from our 

worship settings, and people who listened to those don’t want to hear it again on Sunday.   

 

Today, however, is an exception to that rule.  Because, a couple weeks ago, we wrapped up our 

reading of Job as part of that journey through the Bible, and there was this subtle and brief 

passage, towards the end of the book, that hit me like a ton of bricks.  I shared some reflections 

on those words during my Tuesday devotional almost two weeks ago, but as I look upon the 

weeks that stand before us, and all of the realities that surround us, this notion has continued to 

etch itself into my heart in ever-deepening ways.  So, for those who do watch those midweek 

devotionals, forgive me for coming back around to the same point again – but even for those who 

do, I think it’s a concept worth hearing again. 
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So, it all stems from our reading of the book of Job.  For those of you unfamiliar – the book of 

Job is framed as a debate between God and ‘the Satan’ or ‘the Accuser.’  The Accuser’s role, in 

the story, is as something of a prosecutor – someone to highlight the frailties of humanity.  In this 

debate, God points to the tremendous faithfulness of Job, and the Accuser responds by looking 

upon all of Job’s good fortunes and saying, ‘Well, of course Job is faithful – you’ve given him 

everything a man’s heart desires.’  It is from here that, to test this theory, God allows a series of 

travesties to unfold for Job in which loses his family, his animals, his livelihood – everything – 

and a discourse unfolds between Job and a few friends in which they explore the reason behind 

his misfortunes. 

 

Through the heart of the book, this bantering between Job and his friends centers around a 

central conviction of earthly blessing being driven by moral character.  The fundamental 

complaint, from Job, is that he had his wonderful life because of what a good and faithful person 

he was, and that he had done nothing to deserve the devastation – the moral penalties – that had 

unfolded in his life.  The vast majority of the exchange that takes place in the book of Job 

revolves around that issue.  Some friends question what he’s saying – they try to figure what Job 

did wrong that he doesn’t realize he did wrong – this discussion continues to circle around this 

issue as they try to wrap their minds around that which has happened to Job. 

 

As we near the end of the book, however, we hear from God.  Starting in chapter 38 we get four 

chapters of God’s response to Job.  And, I don’t want to get into parsing all of that text, but I will 

say that the primary point that God seems to make in those four chapters is really quite simple – 

‘Who do you think you are to tell me how I should my job?’  ‘Were you there when I laid the 

foundations of the earth?’  ‘Did you create the animals around you?’  God calls out to Job and 

says, ‘You have no idea how all this works.’  And, it is there that we come upon this brief 

response from Job in chapter 42. 

 

 

Job is Humbled – Job 42: 1-6 

 

Then Job answered the Lord:  2 “I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours 

can be thwarted.  3 ‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’  Therefore I have 

uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.  4 ‘Hear, 

and I will speak; I will question you, and you declare to me.’ 5 I had heard of you by the hearing 

of the ear, but now my eye sees you; 6 therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” 

  

 

Sermon – “Could it Be?” 

 

“I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.  

Hear, and I will speak…I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eyes see 

you…I despise myself…I repent.”  (From Job 42: 3-6) 

 

Those who are familiar with this book know that this whole tale wraps up with a storybook 

happy ending as Job has his fortunes restored, is surrounded by family, blessed with children, 

and granted a life of gifts two-fold greater than those with which the story began.  As I read 
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those few words from Job two weeks ago, however, it was those few words that just leapt out to 

me because, most simply stated, they are words that we simply aren’t remotely willing enough 

to say. 

 

‘I have uttered what I did not understand…’ Job says.  ‘I had heard…but now I see.’  ‘I despise 

myself.’  ‘I repent.’  Or, if you will permit me to put Job’s words into the three word phrase that 

I genuinely believe is increasingly absent from our contemporary lexicon – ‘I was wrong!’ 

 

It is both astonishing and disheartening, to me, to look at how, more and more, we are less and 

less willing to say those words – more and more resistant to even entertaining the possibility that 

they reflect.  I’m genuinely mystified, sometimes, by the certitude with which we come to so 

many conversations.  You know, I put that quote on the front of the order of worship, this 

morning, in part as a bit of levity.  “Once, I thought I was wrong…but it turns out I was 

mistaken.”  Growing up, my father was notorious for making comments just like that, in that 

tongue and cheek manner.  The problem, of course, is that the irony and facetiousness inherent 

in the statement seems to be less and less obvious, and more and more we seem to be 

increasingly unwilling to consider the possibility that we may not know – that we might be 

wrong! 

 

Now, don’t get me wrong.  We can have our convictions…and we should claim our beliefs…but 

the story of Job – one that is repeated again and again throughout scripture – is one in which we 

are reminded that humanity is fundamentally flawed.  Look back upon all of the great heroes of 

the Bible and you will find that every one of them is imperfect.  Egos, gluttony, trepidation, 

anger, fear…one story to the next exemplifies that the people of God are imperfect, but we seem 

to have come to a place in our cultural norms in which we are increasingly willing to assert that 

confidence that we are right and others are wrong. 

 

That was Job – chapters upon chapters of the claim that he knows how things work and that his 

experience does not make sense.  Job rambled on and on about the fact that his circumstance 

must be a reflection that God made a mistake.  And yes, in this story, it takes a proclamation 

directly from God to shake Job out of his certitude, but at least he was finally able to come to 

that place in which he was willing to own and utter those three words so missing in our 21st 

century relationships – “I was wrong.” 

 

The story that Jesus tells in Luke is, perhaps, one of the clearest parables that we receive in 

Scripture.  There’s little room for interpretation here, and it tells the same story as that which I 

heard in those words from Job.  Luke even names that Jesus tells this story, specifically, to those 

who trusted in themselves and their righteousness and regarded others with contempt.  In other 

words, to those in the room so sure of their ‘rightness’ and everyone else’s ‘wrongness,’ Jesus 

tells the story of the Pharisee who stands before God proclaiming his flawlessness, and the Tax 

Collector who humbles himself in the back raising up his flaws to the mercies of God.  And, 

Jesus leaves little doubt to the meaning of the story as he proclaims that it is the humble one in 

the back who returned home justified before God. 

 

Now, what’s my point.  It is news to no one to say that the level of social divisiveness and 

discord in our country has spiked dramatically in recent years.  These particular days of 
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pandemic awareness, Covid fatigue and political theater, then, have done nothing but even 

further exacerbate what which was already a tenuous and divided social construct.  And now, we 

are looking down the barrel of what many worry could be some of the most contentious and 

caustic political days we have seen in decades.  I remain convinced, however, that at the root of 

so much of that vitriol is this fundamental unwillingness to admit the possibility of personal 

errancy.  

 

I can tell you with profound conviction what I believe about faith, what I believe about politics, 

what I believe about social justice, and so much more.  I can also tell you, however, that one 

thing of which I have absolute certainty is that somewhere, most certainly in many places in the 

midst of all of that conviction, I am wrong.   

• My picture of God, likely in many ways, is wrong.   

• My political views are, most certainly, misguided in some areas.   

• My understanding of the racial and social justice issues that face our country are, without a 

doubt, insufficiently and errantly informed.   

 

I do my best, and I will continue to do my best, but I have to acknowledge the possibility, in all 

things, that I could be wrong, and I have to be willing to accept the possibility, in all things, that 

the other could be right. 

 

You know, one of my all-time favorite movies is the movie “Rudy.”  It’s the Hollywood 

depiction of the true story of Rudy Rudiker – a diminutively sized football player with the 

seemingly impractical dream of playing football for Notre Dame.  There’s a quote in the movie, 

one that’s been attributed to various theologians over the years, that I first encountered in a 

conversation between Rudy and a Catholic Priest – Father Cavanaugh.  Rudy is coming up on 

the last chance he will have to get into Notre Dame and pursue his football dreams, and he is 

sitting in the sanctuary talking to the priest.  In the midst of that conversation, Father Cavanaugh 

shares, “In 35 years of religious studies, I’ve come up with only two hard, incontrovertible, 

facts: there is a God, and I’m not him!” 

 

There are many things that I believe would be beneficial to the divisiveness that overwhelms our 

current social construct.  There are undoubtedly a litany of personal, corporate and systemic 

changes that are needed to heal much of the brokenness that surrounds us.  Among them, 

however, must be this moment that we see in Job – this willingness to say that we could be 

wrong – the readiness to consider the possibility that the other may be right – this faith-filled 

humility that understands that God is God, and I am not!  I am imperfect.  You are imperfect.  

We are all imperfect.  And, I truly believe that the more we all can come to one another with that 

fundamental understanding driving our dialog, the more we can begin to bridge the chasm that 

so painfully rips us apart.  

 


