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"Two men went up to the temple to pray," said Jesus. "One was a 

Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and 

prayed in a voice just barely loud enough to be heard across the 

street, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like all other men – robbers, 

evil-doers, adulterers – or even like this tax collector over there. I 

fast twice a week and give back to you a tenth of all I receive.’ 

 

"But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look 

up to heaven, but beat his breast and whispered, ‘God, have mercy 

on me, a sinner.’ 

 

"You might not believe this," said Jesus, "but this man, rather than 

the other, went away justified before God." 

 

What did he say?? Did he actually say that? What in the world is 

going on here? I suppose this is a question we could ask about a lot 

of Luke’s stories about the words and actions of Jesus. What’s 

going on when God sends His only Son to be born of a peasant girl 

in a stable in Bethlehem? What’s going on when Jesus talks to the 

Samaritan woman at the well? What’s going on when Jesus allows 

a woman of the streets to wash his feet with her tears and dry them 

with her hair? What’s going on when Jesus invites Zaccheus, a tax 

collector down out of the sycamore tree and goes to his house for 

dinner? What’s going on when God allows His Son to be nailed to 

a cross to die a criminal’s death at Calvary? 
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And we continue to ask that question in so many circumstances 

today. What’s going on? What’s going on when trains de-rail and 

explode and set fire to communities? What’s going on when 

millions of people are forced to flee their homelands to escape war, 

disease, and famine? What’s going on when a side walk becomes a 

bed for a homeless person? What’s going on when a social worker 

from our local school is phoning us at BNUC to ask if we can 

provide food for a family with three children who attend the 

school. What’s going on when women can’t feel safe walking 

home at night? Indeed, what’s going on? 

 

What’s going on is life. What’s going on is life with all its ups and 

downs and human foibles, frailties and brokenness of human 

existence. Every one of us falls short of living a complete loving 

and faithful life. Every one of us struggles with the hollowness and 

emptiness that creeps in as we try to cope with the secret sorrows 

and disappointments of our lives. As people of flesh and blood we 

are not infallible. We screw up, we forget, we become self-centred 

and we let others and yes, even God down. 

 

What’s going on???..... As we hear the parable of the Pharisee and 

the tax collector, we hear the gospel theme of reversal. You know 

the gospel of reversal; “The first shall be last and the last shall be 

first.” What’s going on is the unexpected; the unexpected 

compassion, forgiveness, and offering of acceptance.  

 

We shouldn’t be surprised thought… The unexpected is what we 

expect from Jesus. The one we expect to be judged as faithful is 

not. The one we expect –even secretly WISH – to be condemned is 

the one who is redeemed. Jesus once again cracks open the rational 

systems of our thinking and shows us that God’s ways are beyond 

human understanding and prediction. 
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Two men went to the temple to pray and yet they experienced such 

different results. Two men went to worship before the altar. One 

was a good, Torah-believing, faith practicing, tithing Pharisee. The 

other was a money-grabbing, immoral, corrupt tax collector. Two 

men went home after worship only but one went home forgiven, 

justified, and blessed. What’s going on? 

 

What’s going on here is that neither the Pharisee nor the tax 

collector is the hero of this parable. The fact is that there is no hero 

here. Jesus does not end this parable with "Go and do likewise." 

The truth is that both of the characters in the story have failed and 

are sinners. One sins knowingly and the other unknowingly, but 

both come to the altar of prayer as sinners. 

 

What’s going on in this parable is that God is transforming reality, 

changing our expectations of how God acts. God is being God, 

loving and embracing everyone who falls short, everyone who 

stumbles, everyone who knows the frustrations of life. 

 

This is a parable about prayer and worship, about a typical Sunday 

morning worship service in every church everywhere. The truth of 

the matter is that before any altar of God, in any service of 

worship, we gather as people who are a blend of good and bad. 

Very few of us are one or the other ALL the time, but most of us 

are sort of like one or the other some of the time.  
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There are times when I come to worship as a good, Bible-

believing, self-righteous Christian who asks for nothing and gets 

exactly that, nothing. At times I am so pleased with myself,  so 

confident and I am singing my song “O Lord it’s hard to be 

humble.” And there are other times when I go home on Sunday 

with a gnawing emptiness which I sometimes blame on everything 

but myself even though I know that I was so full of myself when I 

got to church that nothing else would fit. Nothing else, not God’s 

grace, God’s assurance, or even God’s forgiveness would fit in. 

 

But then there are other times, when I enter this house of worship 

feeling like that tax collector, needing everything, feeling empty, 

lost, painfully aware of my failures and my need of God’s mercy. 

And I go home with even more than I dared to ask for and I am 

singing praises to God! What’s going on?? 

 

In other words, sometimes we fail at prayer and sometimes we 

succeed. Sometimes what happens here on Sunday mornings 

works for us and sometimes it doesn’t. Sermons are that way – 

some of them work and some of them don’t, and I never know 

which way it’s going to turn out. Sometimes I’m just thankful that 

I’ve got something to say and after service I am shocked when 

people tell me that it touched them deeply. What’s going on?? 
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What’s going on is that God is in the midst of our lives touching us 

with tender hands, a healing balm and incomprehensible mercy. 

Jesus’ parable challenges us towards compassion and a balanced 

view of what it means to know oneself as a child of God in the 

large, extended family of creation. We don’t go back home made 

righteous and justified because we prayed correctly, or followed 

the proper order of worship, or sang the right songs, or were 

sufficiently humble. If we are justified, if we are blessed in our 

worship and prayer and daily lives, it’s only because of the gift of 

God’s love, which knows no boundaries. God’s love that extends 

to sinners of all types whether we agree with the choices they have 

made or not, whether they have memorized the great prayers of the 

saints of the church and can quote them on demand or whether the 

best they can muster is "God, have mercy on me, a sinner."  

 

And so I say, thanks be to God, for ALL of us, Pharisees and tax 

collectors alike – sinners all – for the good news is that God is 

gracious, quick to forgive, and abounding in steadfast love.  

 

AMEN 


