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The parables of Jesus are like verbal cartoons. The particular parable or story that we 

hear in today’s Gospel contains two caricatures. Here Jesus draws the caricatures of 

a Pharisee and a tax-collector. At first sight, the parable seems to be about right and 

wrong ways of approaching God. The Pharisee represents “How not to pray”; the 

tax-collector represents “How to pray.” But I don’t think the story is that straight 

forward.  

 

The Pharisee is offering a prayer of thanksgiving. He knows his prayer well. His 

prayer is nothing wrong in itself. He obeys God’s law; he keeps the religion very 

well. He is not greedy or unjust or immoral. He prays regularly and observes 

religious fasts and feasts. He confidently tells all these to God. God does not 

condemn him or rebuke him. But this man did not receive much through that 

prayer, because he was not in need of anything. He was so full that he could not 

receive anything further, not even God’s grace.  

 

But the tax-collector, who was presumably hated by all the decent tax-paying people 

of the land, does not have much to say in his prayer. He has nothing to claim or 

boast about. He is in need: in need of mercy, in need of forgiveness, in need of peace 

and probably in need of sound sleep. He knows he is in need. God is happy to meet 

his need. 

 

Those who heard Jesus telling this story would have been absolutely shocked at the 

end of the story. They all knew Pharisees were good religious people and tax-

collectors were bad. Therefore, God would hear the prayer of the Pharisee, and the 

tax-collector would go back home empty-handed. But Jesus shocks everybody with 

one sentence at the end of the story: This tax-collector went home justified than the 

other. Jesus turns current conceptions upside-down, suggesting that God’s 

judgements are the opposite of what most people imagine. People assume that God 

looks with special favour on Pharisees, teachers, priests and the most religious.  
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But Jesus seems to suggest that God prefers the tax-collector to the Pharisee, prefers 

a notoriously bad man to an eminently good one. The original hearers must have 

been stunned and horrified. 

 

Jesus is pointing out that whoever we are, whether we happen to be Pharisees or tax-

collectors, clergymen or crooks, it is a bad thing to be complacent and self-satisfied. 

And it is a good thing, whoever we are, to be honest about our faults and humble 

about our achievements. God’s favour cannot be won by our good behaviour or 

forfeited by our bad behaviour. His grace is freely available to all who acknowledge 

their need of it. The Pharisee did not acknowledge his need of it – he thought his 

own righteousness was sufficient; but the tax-collector did acknowledge the need of 

it, and he received it – the grace and favour of God. We need to admit our deepest 

needs and throw ourselves on God’s everlasting mercy.  

 

This parable also talks about another hindrance to receiving God’s mercy: our 

unreasonable attitude to others. In the story, the Pharisee looks down on the tax-

collector and comforts himself that he is not like the other man. This kind of self-

righteousness is not uncommon among the religious ones today. Jesus cautions his 

disciples against contempt, snobbery and thinking ourselves better than our 

neighbour. Our station in life does not impress him in the least. He knows who and 

what we are. We are all unworthy of God’s love and are deeply in need of opening 

our hearts to his merciful love.  

 

But the question is: are we willing to admit it? Are we willing to admit the need of 

God’s mercy and love in our life? In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 


