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As I reflected on this parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector, this week, I found myself 

thinking about oxymorons.  I started thinking about some of those common ones that come to 

mind: jumbo shrimp…original copy…governmental organization…bureaucratic efficiency…or 

one of my favorites, plastic silverware.  I Googled oxymorons and found a whole series of 

humorous combinations of road signs that people have captured – you might look that up 

sometime.  And then I came across a series of famous quotes. 

• Clara Barton, a nurse who founded the Red Cross, is said to have said, “I distinctly 

remember forgetting that.” 

• Samuel Goldwyn, and early 20th century producer in Hollywood said that, “A verbal 

contract isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.” 

• Mark Twain said that, “It usually takes more than three weeks to prepare a good 

impromptu speech.” 

• And my favorite of all, that I had heard before, was from Dolly Parton, who stated that, 

“You’d be surprised how much it costs to look this cheap!” 

 

It was a somewhat amusing endeavor down the Google rabbit hole, for a while, but the reason 

I’d been drawn into the notion of oxymorons in the first place was that, as I read, again, this 

parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, I couldn’t help but hear Jesus’ words from Matthew 

5 ringing in the back of my brain.   

 

In the midst of the Sermon on the Mount, shortly after the Beatitudes and his teachings about 

people being the salt of the earth and the light of the world, Jesus turns his attention to the Law 

of Moses.  Debate has emerged, surrounding Jesus, about the perceived conflict between his 

teachings and those of the Jewish establishment, and he is responding to that, in a way, in 

Matthew 5.  I’m starting with the 17th verse: 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have come not to 

abolish but to fulfill. 18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, 

not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. 19 Therefore, 

whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same 

will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will 

be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you, unless your righteousness 

exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  

(Matthew 5: 17-20) 
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It was that final line that kept echoing in my mind.  “For I tell you, unless your righteousness 

exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  The 

reason I got thinking about oxymorons, this week, is because the central key to an oxymoron is 

that you can’t have it both ways – and that’s how I was feeling about these two occasions in 

which Jesus speaks.   

 

On the one hand we have that parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector.  Jesus paints that 

image of the Pharisee, the teacher of the Law, coming into the temple and proudly marching 

before God as he gives thanks to God for what a wonderful and remarkable man he is.  ‘Look at 

everything I do, God.  Isn’t it great that you made me so perfect and nothing like this snake-in-

the-grass tax collector over here!’  It’s at that point that the narrative shifts to that tax collector 

and we get that image of a man humbly bowing before God, not even willing to lift his eyes, and 

crying out, ‘Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner!’  And who does Jesus lift up in this story?  Who 

is the one that Jesus names as justified before God?  The latter!  The sinner!   

 

So, on the one hand we have Jesus lifting up a known schemer and sinner as the one who is more 

justified than the Pharisee.  But then, on the other hand, we have this moment in the Sermon on 

the Mount when Jesus is speaking of his desire to fulfill the law, he speaks of the important of 

living by God’s precepts, and then he goes on to say that, “…unless your righteousness exceeds 

that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

On the one hand, we have Jesus lifting up the known sinner, humbly supplicating himself before 

God, as the one who goes home justified over the Pharisee.  Then, on the other, we have Jesus 

proclaiming that our righteousness has to exceed that of the scribes and the Pharisees in order to 

enter the kingdom of heaven.  And my mind starts to cry out, ‘You can’t have it both ways!’  

How can both of those things be true?  It’s not an easy question to answer, and I’ll be the first to 

admit that I think the answers extend far beyond that which we are going to explore in these next 

few minutes.  I think that a key piece of the puzzle, however, lies with Paul in this letter to the 

church in Galatia. 

 

As is so often the case, context is key here.  The Galatian church was a church that Paul had 

founded himself.  Since his departure, however, Jewish-Christian teachers – people with Jewish 

backgrounds who had converted to the Christian faith (which, it’s worth noting – was true of 

Paul as well) – had begun to bring some different messages into the community.  Primarily, they 

were urging all people of the church to adhere to the traditions and rituals of the Jewish faith.  In 

questions of circumcision, diet, and other practices, these teachers were telling the believers that 

they needed to follow those Jewish customs, and in this Gentile (non-Jewish) region, it was 

ripping the church apart. 

 

It was a fundamental question of the day that was very prevalent in, but not unique to, the 

Galatian church.  And it was a tricky one.  Remember – Jesus was Jewish!  Neither Jesus, nor the 

earliest believers, saw Jesus as starting a new faith.  He was seen as the fulfillment of the 

Messianic prophecies of Isaiah, Micah, Jeremiah and others.  Jesus wasn’t starting a new 

religion; he was the fulfillment of the promises that stood at the heart of Judaism.  So, in those 

earliest years, there was a certain continuity between the Jewish traditions and the ways of the 
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followers of Jesus, the Christ.  They were already Jews, so many of those rituals and practices 

continued on.  As the Gospel began to spread beyond the Jewish world, however, the question 

became one of whether you needed to become Jewish in order to become Christian.  If you 

understood Jesus to be continuing the Jewish faith, you might answer that one way, while if you 

saw Jesus as starting some new, you might have a different thought.  It was a tricky question in 

the early church.  For Paul, however, the answer was an unequivocal no!  For Paul, there was no 

doubt that you need not become one before you could become the other.  What I want to suggest, 

however, is that what is important for our reflections today is why. 

 

Let’s look again at Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  Starting at the opening of the third chapter… 

 

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?  

 

Paul is speaking, there, of those Jewish-Christian teachers whom he believed were guiding 

the flock astray. 

 

It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified! ‘ 

 

Well – not really.  The Galatians didn’t see it – they were some 400 miles to the north in 

what is modern-day Turkey.  What Paul means is that he proclaimed the message of the 

Gospel to them – he placed it before their eyes.  And that’s important for what is to come. 

 

2 The only thing I want to learn from you is this: Did you receive the Spirit by doing the 

works of the law or by believing what you heard?  

 

This, too, gets tricky.  ‘By believing what you heard,’ tends to give us a certain connotation 

of things resting in our control which, as you’ll see, I argue is directly contrary to Paul’s 

point here.  The sensibility of the original language, however, is something along the lines of, 

‘Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or through the message of the 

Gospel.’  Paul goes on… 

 

3 Are you so foolish? Having started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh? 4 

Did you experience so much for nothing?—if it really was for nothing.  

 

Are you going backwards?  Did you hear the Good News but now you’re reverting to old 

understandings? 

 

5 Well then, does God supply you with the Spirit and work miracles among you by your doing 

the works of the law or by your believing what you heard? 

 

This is where this comes together for Paul.  In essence, Paul’s question in response to this issue 

of what someone must ‘do’ in order to become a Christian is, ‘Did you earn this, or did you 

receive it?’  ‘Is this a reward, or is it a gift?’  That’s Paul’s reason for coming to such a clear ‘no’ 

on the question as to whether you need to become Jewish in order to become Christian.  Paul’s 

answer is ‘no’ because none of this has anything to do with what we’ve done, will do, or can do!  

Paul’s answer is ‘no’ because this is entirely about what has already been done for us! 
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You see, if you come back to that fundamental debate among the Galatian church – this question 

whether one needs to become Jewish in order to become Christian – the debate is really over the 

gap that stands between those two stories that we shared!  Those claiming that one needs to 

follow those Jewish traditions and practices as part of their Christian faith were arguing that 

Christians need to live in a way that their righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the 

Pharisees.  Paul, on the other hand, looks to all of us and says, ‘We’re the tax collector!’  We’re 

the humble sinners supplicating ourselves before God and clinging to God’s mercy, and we 

know life not because we have acted in ways that are more righteous than the scribes and the 

Pharisees, but because the cross has made us so.  And that, right there, is the key. 

 

When we look at these polemical claims from Jesus – with the celebration of the humble tax 

collector on the one hand the call to righteousness that exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees 

on the other – it can seem that there’s no way to have both.  Paul argues that we can – and that 

we do – but that we do not because of what we have done but because of what God has done for 

us.  We are the sinning tax collector clamoring for the mercies of God, and yet our righteousness 

does exceed that of the scribes and the Pharisees because that is the gift of the cross!  It’s the 

cross that makes both possible.  It’s the cross that allows us to have it both ways.  It’s the cross 

that takes our sinful and wayward lives and makes them more righteous than an earthly life ever 

lived, because it is not a question of what righteousness we have earned, but that which has been 

bestowed upon us in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the Christ.   

 

The first blush reading of these two passages – both words straight from the mouth of Jesus – 

would have us wondering how you could ever have it both ways.  Between them, however, we 

find Paul reminding us that we can, and that we do…and that we do because of the cross.  We 

can, because Jesus stood in our stead, absorbed our sins and died in our place.  We can, because 

in the gift of the cross, our righteousness is never a question of what we have done, but forever a 

result of that which has, long ago, already been done for us! 

 

   


