Luke 18:9-14

9 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. 11The 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. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” 13But 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!” 14I 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.’
As parables go, this is not one that doesn’t seem that puzzling. In fact the message seems rather clear; be humble, not haughty. God justifies the humble, whereas the haughty…well, they don’t even ask for justification from God, do they? Notice the Pharisee’s prayer is all about himself –“I’m glad I’m not like that guy. I do this and I do that and I’m such a nice guy.” He’s justifying himself to God. This is the tragedy of pride: we feel ourselves to be good enough for God; we’re blinded by our arrogance. 

 But there is a trap in this parable: we may be tempted to vilify the Pharisee, and in so doing we become the Pharisee. We say to ourselves, “Lord, I thank you that I am not like this Pharisee who…oops! I guess I am like this Pharisee.” Jesus is telling us not to put down the bad guy who puts down the other bad guy, because then we become the bad guy. 

This parable comes on the heels of the parable of the widow and the unjust judge, and if you recall the moral of that story was to persist in prayer. We might assume that the Pharisee was persistent in his prayer – that he came to the Temple regularly to thank God for being such a swell guy, yet what good did it do him? Was he even praying? He wasn’t interested in what God had to say; he was too busy making the case that he was righteous. And since he was so righteous, he saw no need for anything from God. In fact, I don’t think he saw any use for God – one of the pitfalls of a healthy wealthy democracy like our own is that we compare ourselves to other nations quite often and feel quite smug about ourselves – our freedoms, our choices, the quality of life we enjoy– and we begin to credit ourselves for our condition. We are so civilized and so benevolent, we are law-abiding citizens and good neighbors who live in good neighborhoods – we kind of sound like the Pharisee. And like the Pharisee, we ask nothing of God. And eventually we start to think that we don’t need God – it’s the trap of humanism. And fewer people attend church, fewer people identify themselves as religious, and fewer people cry out to God for mercy. Thus goes the faith of the civilized nation; like the Pharisee we no longer have need for God. I would predict that this Pharisee would stop praying altogether if prayer was not a law that he felt obliged to obey.
But the tax collector recognizes his need for God, and thus his need to pray. Notice that he begs to God for mercy, and he, not the Pharisee, goes away justified. Do you see what happened here? The tax collector asked God to do something for him, specifically to have mercy upon him. And what does God do? He gives it to him. The Pharisee didn’t ask for anything, and didn’t receive anything. The tax collector was sincere in his desire for mercy from God, and God honored that sincerity by justifying him – in other words, by making him righteous in God’s eyes through forgiveness. The Pharisee felt that he didn’t need anything from God, and so didn’t ask for anything, and did not receive anything. Although he was really good guy, he did not leave justified before God.

But what does the future hold for this tax collector? Does his faith journey stop with this prayer? He’s justified by God, but now what? What if he continues to rob others, to extort money from them? I suppose we could argue that if he does, he could not have been justified, but haven’t you ever repented of a particular sin, felt God’s forgiving grace cleanse you, and then gone out and committed the same sin? And what if, week after week, the tax collector returns to the Temple beating his breast and pleading with God for mercy? Wouldn’t you rather have the smug, righteous Pharisee sitting next to you? At least he’s not making a spectacle of himself! The point is that there are people who wallow in sin and guilt who, like the Pharisee, are really not seeking justification from God. There are some people who make a public spectacle of their remorse, perhaps so others will see them as repentant, but they refuse to accept the justification that God offers them because they are content to be miserable.  Therefore, their persistent prayers are, like those of the Pharisee, self-seeking; the Pharisee wants God to admire him while the one wallowing in sin wants God to pity him. 

To receive justification, you have to want it. If the tax collector left justified by God, we can assume that when he came back to the temple the next day or the next week that he was not beating his chest again asking for mercy for the same sins. If he was justified, and truly understood the grace of God that had justified him, he would, with all his heart, be seeking to please God. He would not become perfect overnight; after one is justified, one embarks on a long road where one is sanctified. But the prayers now turn from self to God, from “God, do something for me” to “God, what can I do for you?”
There are two points here: First, we need to pray in the right way. Our first prayer should be a more than an “excuse me” prayer, but a “God I want  that to change” prayer.  We must want to be justified by God, and therefore we must want permanent change. The second point is that we need to receive justification. We must accept that God, in his love, in his mercy, freely offers you justification. He wants to be your friend, and he wants you to help him fulfill his will on earth. Once you take these two steps, your prayers will change. 
Once you receive that gift of justification, your life is changed. 
The take home: examine your prayers. Do you want justification from God, or do you think you’ve managed it on your own? Or are you stuck in breast-beating mode, where you prefer to maintain a distance with God? Does God want that distance? Finally, if you are justified, are your prayers reflecting it? You’ve received that greatest gift imaginable, an assurance of life eternal in God. Are you still asking for something that God is freely offering you? Take it and move forward. Celebrate the gift God has given you, and engage in the work of discipleship!
