A Tax Collector and a Pharisee
Lk. 18:9-14

INTRO:

1. Last week I focused on the first eight verses of Luke 18 about a persistent widow who eventually got justice from a corrupt judge because of her persistence.  Jesus told this story to encourage us to always pray and never give up.

2. Today we see Jesus tell another story about a tax collector and a Pharisee who go to the temple to pray.  In this lesson we not only learn more about prayer but also other lessons as well.  So let’s begin by reading this story and then see what we can learn from it.

3. READ TEXT
DISCUSSION:

I. Two very different prayers
1. Why did Jesus choose prayer as an example of two very different people?  Because prayer is considered an act of righteousness.  Jesus would say in His Sermon on the Mount in Mt. 6 to be careful not to do your “acts of righteousness” to be seen before others.  We not only learn something about behavior but also about prayer from this story.  Praying publicly can become a prideful activity and that is why Jesus admonished us to pray secretly in our closet.  It’s not wrong to pray publicly if we guard our attitude.
2. So let me say to those of you that are shy about praying publicly; it’s not a bad thing to not want to pray publicly; just make sure you are praying privately.  It can be a blessing to others if we have the right attitude and pray publicly but only if we are more concerned about what God thinks than what others think.  However the bulk of our prayers should be private in any case.  Again hear the words of Jesus regarding prayer: Mt. 6:5-8
3. So we must continually guard our attitude against pride.  This leads to the second point: 
II. Two very different attitudes

1. Our attitude is of primary importance, because God looks at the heart and not just at our behavior.  These two men acted in opposite ways doing the same thing—praying.  Why?  Because of what was in the heart.
2. This point was brought out quite clearly to the prophet Samuel when he was choosing a king to replace Saul.  Now if you remember, Saul was both tall and handsome when the people chose him to be their king.  This would contribute to Saul’s down fall so it would seem to be apparent that Samuel shouldn’t be looking for this same attribute in Saul’s replacement.  But listen to these words: 1 Sam. 16:4-7
3. From all outward appearances the Pharisee was a model citizen and well respected among the people.  Contrast this with the tax collector.  We need to know some things about tax collecting in Jesus’ time.  Tax collecting was a dirty business and often the collector was dishonest.  They are lumped together with beggars, thieves and robbers.  He was universally hated so in choosing a tax collector to contrast with the Pharisee Jesus was going to the opposite extreme.  
4. What a difference in attitude between these two men.  The Pharisee listed what he considered to be his righteousness; the tax collector knew he had none.  Today, guilt is unpopular and feeling “good about myself” is much more in fashion.  Anyone found beating his breast in guilt is sent for counseling until such negative behavior is corrected.  It’s not healthy to feel guilt.  Humbling oneself is likewise not in vogue.  The papers are full of advice that self-asserting behavior and affirming oneself are the means to success.  But God’s grace cannot be found without humility.  It is essential to receiving mercy.  That’s the point of this parable.  Do you want to be free of guilt?  First confess your sins before God with remorse and repentance.  Then accept God’s gift to you—the forgiveness that Jesus Christ offers.  1 John 1:6-10
III. Justified before God

1. What an astounding statement to say that the tax collector went home justified.  How opposite of our human way of thinking.  Notice also the simplicity of his prayer: “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  Short and straight to the point.  How was he justified?  By God’s mercy.  If there was ever a sinner’s prayer recorded in scripture this has to be it, doesn’t it?  No fancy words, not even a proper opening or close; just a simple but stark confession.
2. Humility is the key: “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  In another place Jesus put it this way: Lk. 9:23-25
3. Humility is not something we can seek—it is the result of seeking God and recognizing our standing before Him.  God’s ways and His thoughts are so far beyond ours that until we accept this fact we cannot have the right attitude toward God.  I stand in awe of such a Holy and Righteous God who can extend such compassion to us.  Yet He wants us to know how much He longs to show us His compassion and love.  In the Psalms alone we are told of God’s love in 165 verses.  If we are willing to humble ourselves before God, repent of our sins and turn to Him for forgiveness then He will extend His love to us.
4. Let’s close our message today with a responsive reading from the scriptures—turn to Ps. 136—I will read the first part of the verse and you respond with the refrain “His love endures forever.”
