
 1 

October 28, 2007 

Luke 18:9-14 

Sermon: “On Not Taking Ourselves So Seriously”    Rev. Bob Jack 

Text: “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who 

humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 

Two people went to the temple that day to pray. One, a 

devout and religious person, a Pharisee, prayed, “O God, I am so 

thankful that I am not like those other people – terrorists, 

immigrants, the homeless – or, even like that crude fellow over 

there, that tax collector. I, on the other hand, pray and tithe and 

generally keep myself above reproach.  

 The other person in the temple that day, the tax collector, 

could hardly work up the courage to pray. He sobbed and dried his 

tears and rubbed his swollen eyes and hid in the corner, crying, 

“Lord, you gotta forgive; I‟m no good.”  

Likewise, two people come to church on an average Sunday. 

One, a lifetime member of the church, an elder, a frequent Sunday 

School teacher, prays, “God, I thank you that my parents brought 

me to church from a tender young age, taught me the Bible and 
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Catechism as a youth, and that I‟ve never strayed from that 

upbringing, honestly, not even once. I give my ten percent right off 

the top – you know I do, Lord. And I volunteer with Habitat for 

Humanity, and I tutor underprivileged children at an inner-city 

school, and I‟m active in civic and community affairs. Not like 

some I know, who can‟t seem to find it in them to make their way 

to church on Sunday, or belong to civic groups like I do, or make 

generous contributions to charity like I do.  

The other person, seated near the rear of the sanctuary, could 

only mutter, “Lord, you gotta forgive me; I‟m no good.” 

Y‟see, after his business failed, and his marriage ended, and 

just before that unfortunate scrape with the law, he‟d started going 

to church. Not that he‟d joined the church, mind you – nobody‟d 

ever asked him. He was unsure of himself as a believer – didn‟t 

really know how to pray – but still he came, and sat in the back of 

the sanctuary so he didn‟t have to answer too many questions 

about his past.  
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Two persons went home after church that day. Frankly, the 

Bible-believing, reared-in-the-church, honest-to-goodness elder 

didn‟t get much out of the service. Something was missing. 

Nothing really touched his heart. Besides, the Panthers were on 

that afternoon. Oh well, maybe next Sunday. 

The other man slipped out the back, though he wished he 

could‟ve stayed longer. The stinging of tears he repressed was an 

odd mixture of joy and grief, though he couldn‟t distinguish which 

was the greater of the two. He couldn‟t explain what had happened 

to him during worship, after his confession, except to say, “God 

loves me. I can hardly believe it. God loves even me.” 

Today‟s gospel is a familiar parable – the Pharisee and the 

tax collector.  But be careful in that familiarity; parables are not 

always what they appear to be on the surface. Some parables are 

clear examples. Last Sunday I preached on the parable about a 

persistent widow who pestered a corrupt judge. Luke says that 

Jesus told that parable to show that you and I should “pray always 

and not lose heart.”  
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The apparent message is that you and I should persist in our 

prayers, even when we get discouraged and are up against heavy 

numbers, just like the widow. The parable urges us to act in a 

certain way. 

But as I tried to point out in my sermon last week, the deeper 

purpose behind most of Jesus‟ parables is not to get us to act in a 

certain way, necessarily, but to remind us of what kind of a God 

we serve. In that case, parables don‟t necessarily urge us to do 

anything, except to ponder and reflect and stand in awe of this 

awesome God who loves us and shows mercy on us. The parables 

are images, pictures of God. They are not examples of the way you 

and I should live so much as they are depictions of the living God, 

and how that God behaves. 

This is one of those parables. Two men come to church to 

worship, hoping to be justified; hoping to be brought closer to 

God; hoping to somehow get right in their relationship with God. 

What you need to observe in this parable is not the activity of these 

two men, but rather the actions of God. Pay attention to what God 
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does in the story. Don‟t try to copy the prayer of the Pharisee, 

“God, I thank you that I am not like other people.” Likewise, don‟t 

think that you should simply mimic the prayer of the tax collector, 

“God, be merciful to me a sinner!” Instead, watch what God says 

and does here. Two people come prayerfully into the presence of 

God. God came close to one and not the other. Why? 

I don‟t know why, exactly. Again, it‟s a story about God‟s 

ways, not our ways. Why did God bless the prayer of one and not 

the prayer of the other? I don‟t know. It has something to do with 

the fact that some people think more highly of themselves than 

they do of others. That some people treat others with contempt 

when they should be showing compassion. 

But the essence of this story also belongs to what John Calvin 

called “the inscrutable will of God.” Surely the message cannot be, 

“All right, get out there and try a whole lot harder to be humble.” 

That would mean that your Christian faith is all up to you; that it‟s 

about getting your lives all cleaned up on your own, making 

yourself good and righteous and decent rather than allowing God 



 6 

to clean you up. Too much religion these days consists of this kind 

of falsehood: That it‟s all about what we bring to God, rather than 

what God has done for us. 

Remember the scene from the Gospels where Jesus enters 

Jerusalem for the last time, “humble, and sitting on a donkey”? It‟s 

the scene we celebrate every year on Palm Sunday, with people 

cheering loudly and waving branches in wild delight of Jesus 

coming. Well, think how silly it would‟ve been if the donkey Jesus 

was riding thought to himself, “Gee, they must be cheering for me; 

after all, I‟m the one doing all the work!” 

Friends, you and I need to remember that we‟re just the 

donkeys that carry Jesus into the marketplace, after all. The crowds 

don‟t cheer for us. They cheer for him. So, whatever we do in 

Jesus‟ name we do with a whole lot of humility  

Besides, have you ever tried – I mean, really tried – to be 

humble? You can‟t do it. When it comes to humility, you either are 

or you aren‟t. Trying hard to be humble is an oxymoron; it‟s a 

contradiction in terms.  
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The word humility comes from the Latin word humus which 

means earth or earthy. To be humble is to be close to the ground. 

Near the bottom. The tax collector wasn‟t trying to be humble. He 

wasn‟t acting like he didn‟t know how to pray or what to pray for. 

He was down. He had defrauded his neighbors of their hard-earned 

money; turned them over to the authorities when they couldn‟t pay 

their taxes. He was working on behalf of the Roman government to 

extract every last penny he could from his own people.  

And because of that he had a whole lot to be humble about. 

And ashamed. He was a sinner, big time. He wasn‟t trying to act 

like he didn‟t know what to do in church. He just plain didn’t know 

what to do in church. He was not a regular in worship. 

I‟m thinking that some of you are there. You know what it 

means. You can side with this tax collector. You come to church, 

not knowing whether you ought to be here, or not. You‟ve done 

things you ought not to have done. Some Sundays you look around 

and everyone else looks so good, so religious, so…right!  
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But you – you‟re feeling the odd man out! You can‟t 

understand why God seems so distant and remote. When it comes 

time for prayer, you don‟t know which words to use, which 

phrases are appropriate, let alone whether it works or not. You‟re 

down and disconsolate. And, frankly, you just don‟t know what 

you‟re doing here. 

The good news is: That‟s when God meets us, blesses us.  

See, when you‟re on the top of the world, when you can say 

the words of the Creed by heart, when you know the Bible and 

have a ready verse on hand to share at the right moment, when 

prayer comes easily for you, then you don‟t necessarily need a gift 

from God. What else can God do for you? Rejoice, you‟re well 

taken care of. Life is tough, but church is good. Sunday worship 

becomes a time to celebrate your gifts and to count your blessings. 

“God, I am truly thankful that I‟m not needy, empty, 

confused, mournful…like some other people I know. I am 

grateful.” Rejoice, and count your blessings. Then, go be a blessing 

for someone else. 
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But if on the other hand you are down and humble and close 

to the ground and empty handed and unsteady and unsure, then this 

parable may be your kind of story. Rejoice. Hold out your empty 

hands and receive a gift. Call it grace. Unmerited. Unearned. 

Undeserved. Free grace. Don‟t worry about what you ought to say 

to God. Listen for what God is trying to say to you.  

Sometimes people come out of worship and say to me, 

“Thanks, Preacher, I really needed that.” 

Others just shake my hand and say, “Er…Uh…nice sermon, 

preach…Never can get enough preaching on…religion.” 

Thanks, I really needed that. In our abject need, what a great 

situation it is to be open, and ready, and receptive to God‟s grace. 

I read a story recently about a man who underwent surgery 

for cancer of the spinal column. The surgery left him confined to a 

wheelchair. Someone asked him if he had learned anything from 

the experience. And this is what he said: 

“I‟ve learned the grace of seeing the world at this 

level…First of all, most adults ignore you. It‟s hard for them to get 
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down to my level. You have to bend or stoop. So I‟m often 

ignored.” 

“How is that grace?” the interviewer asked. 

“Well,” said the man, “I spend more time talking to children. 

They come up to me and ask the questions everyone else is too 

polite to ask, like, „Why are you in that chair?‟ and „Can you 

walk?‟ I‟ve learned to appreciate a child‟s view of the world. 

“Second, it‟s humbling to be in a room full of other people 

and to be forced to view things at wheelchair level. All you can see 

are people‟s rear ends!” 

In Jesus‟ parable I think what he wants is for us to see the 

world, not from a position of privilege and accomplishment, but 

from a level of humility – from the level (if you‟ll excuse me) of 

people‟s rear ends. We come to church broken and humbles and 

small and needy.  

So if this Sunday finds you empty, silent, distant, needy – 

rejoice. This church, these hymns, this gathered congregation, this 

sermon is for you. Come closer to God, lay your life at the foot of 



 11 

the cross, open wide your empty hands. By God‟s grace you will 

know what a great truth it is for the Bible to declare: “He heals the 

brokenhearted, and binds up their wounds…Great is our God, and 

abundant in power; his understanding is beyond measure” (Psalm 

147:3, 5). 


