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The 20th Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Trinity Church: October 27, 2019 

Proper 25: Luke 18: 9-14 

Holy, Holy, Holy Lord, God of power and might, heaven and earth are full of 

your glory.  Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 

Lord. Hosanna in the Highest. 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. AMEN. 

Let me ask you a tough question: how many of you have been accused of being 

a poor listener? Or should I call it “a selective listener”? We hear what we 

want to hear. Most of us have been guilty of this at one time or another. 

Maybe we’re easily distracted. 

In our Gospel reading from Luke, “Jesus told this parable to some who trusted 

in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” 

Every parable Jesus told was an opportunity. An opportunity to understand 
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God better. An opportunity to conform our lives to the image and likeness of 

God. An opportunity to turn away from sin and to get a fresh start. So what 

did Jesus want to teach his listeners in the 1st century and those of us in the 

21st Century with this story? 

First of all, Jesus wanted them to know that, when we compare ourselves to 

others, we turn religion into a competition. Jesus wanted his listeners to 

understand that they were wasting their lives and missing out on the truth of 

God by looking down their noses upon others because of their religion. God is 

not about religion. God is all about relationships. And it is a big mistake to 

define ourselves by what we are not, instead of by who God is. We were made 

in the image of God. If we accept Jesus Christ as our Savior, we are adopted 

into God’s family and are children of God. So our identity is not based upon 

comparing ourselves to others. Our identity is not even based on our right 

actions. Our identity is based upon who God is. And the Scriptures say that 

God is Holy, Holy, Holy Lord, God of power and might, heaven and earth are 

full of your glory.  Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is he who comes in the name 

of the Lord. Hosanna in the Highest.  

Self-righteousness is not the same thing as holiness. The self righteous 

Pharisee made the mistake of comparing himself to other people. “God, I 
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thank you that I am not like other people . . .” We can all do that. And in 

comparison, we don’t look too bad. The Pharisee did look good compared to 

the tax collector. Pharisees were members of a strict religious sect. They 

devoted their lives to observing the rules and statutes of Jewish religious law. 

They were the gold standard for righteousness in their society. 

The tax collector, on the other hand, was a traitor to his own people because 

he worked for the Roman government in a capacity that allowed him to cheat 

and oppress his fellow Jews by adding on extra taxes to line his own pockets. 

The profession encouraged corruption. Tax collectors were considered 

traitors and extortionist. They were not allowed to be witnesses or judges in 

court because they were considered untrustworthy. They were 

excommunicated from the synagogue. 

My sisters and brothers, the Pharisee thought he was all right in comparison 

to the tax collector. But the tax collector wasn’t who he was in competition 

with. His competition was the man he himself was created to be by God. The 

Pharisee’s prayer showed there was a gaping hole in his life. He didn’t really 

know God. That’s a sad and scary truth. We can do everything right in life, 

keep all the rules of our religion, and still not know God.  
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The second thing Jesus is trying to teach His listeners is when we compare 

ourselves to God rather than with others, then we realize that we do not have 

anything to offer Him. What does the tax collector in this parable do? He 

doesn’t even look up to heaven when he prays. Instead, he looks down at the 

ground and beats his breast in sorrow, and he prays simply, “God, have 

mercy on me, a sinner.” This tax collector compared himself to a holy, holy, 

holy God and he knew he had nothing to offer. I think the tax collector 

identified with King David who wrote these words in Psalm 51: “My sacrifice, 

O God, is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not 

despise.” (Ps. 51:17) 

 A few years ago, a famous physicist was giving a lecture at Princeton. There 

were a number of priests and ministers in the audience, and during the 

question-and-answer session, one of them asked, “What is it that ministers 

could learn from scientists?” Without hesitation, the physicist said, 

“Humility.” “Oh, that’s a surprising answer,” the questioner said. “I thought 

all scientists were rather arrogant in all that they know.” The physicist said, 

“No, oh no. You may have met one here and there, but the great scientists are 

all very humble people because they stand every morning before the mystery 

of all they do NOT know. And if anyone should be that humble, it would be 
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the priest who every morning stands before the mystery of the Creator, 

Redeemer and the Sustainer of the world.” If anyone should be humble, it 

would be those of us who every morning stands before the Holy Trinity, “the 

mystery of the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of the world.” You cannot 

know who God is and still hold on to your pride and self-righteousness. 

Sometimes when we feel that we are at your lowest, we cry out for God’s help. 

The tax collector was at that lowest point and he cried out to God for help. In 

fact, the Greek word translated “be merciful” in the tax collector’s 

prayer is hilaskomai (Hillm/ lask/ ome.)  It is actually the word for an atoning 

sacrifice. So the tax collector’s prayer is, “God, be the atoning sacrifice for 

me, a sinner.” 

So, what does that mean, “he went home justified”? It means his sins were 

forgiven. He got exactly what he asked for mercy from a Holy, Holy, Holy 

God who knows that we can never be holy enough to deserve God’s mercy. So 

God sent His perfect, sinless Son, Jesus, to take away the penalty of our sins 

and make us holy in His eyes. 

And that brings me to the final point of this parable: if you don’t know grace, 

you don’t know God because grace, which is the unearned gift of God’s love 
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and salvation through Jesus Christ. God’s grace was God’s plan for us from 

the very beginning. The Pharisee, while he is right about the kind of life he 

should live, he is confused about the source of that life. The tax collector 

knows the one thing the Pharisee does not: his life is God’s, his past, his 

present, and his future are entirely dependent on God’s grace and mercy. 

A long time ago, I read a book called Proof   written by Timothy Paul Jones. It 

is a true story about Jones’ middle daughter who is adopted. She had been 

adopted before, but her adoptive family gave her up and put her back in the 

foster system. For some reason, this previous family had not treated the little 

girl like she was truly their child. Whenever they went to Disney World, they 

took all their biological children with them but left they left their adopted 

daughter behind with a relative. She got the message loud and clear that she 

wasn’t wanted. She wasn’t good enough to earn a gift like Disney World. She 

wasn’t a full member of the family.  

So when Timothy Jones’ and his family adopted this little girl, she had a lot of 

behavioral outbursts. The Jones family decided that the best way to welcome 

this little girl to their family was to plan a trip to Disney World. But when 

they told their new daughter, her behavior problems multiplied. She lied, she 

stole food, and she treated her new siblings cruelly. No matter what system of 
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punishment or reward the Jones’ used, their adopted daughter’s behavior was 

out of control. This little girl was so afraid of not getting to Disney World that 

she was trying to guarantee her new parents would have a reason to leave her 

behind. 

The day finally came for their trip, and the family went all out: rides and 

refreshments and long lines and exhaustion. As they collapsed in their hotel 

room that night, Timothy asked his new daughter what she thought of the 

experience. She smiled and said, “Daddy, I finally got to go to Disney World. 

But it wasn’t because I was good; it’s because I am yours.” My sisters and 

brothers, that’s the message of outrageous grace. Outrageous grace isn’t a 

favor you can achieve by being good; it’s the gift you receive by being God’s 

child.”  

Here is our challenge for this week. The Pharisee missed out on the gift of 

God’s outrageous grace because he thought he could do something to earn it. 

He didn’t want any charity. He wanted to be good enough. He was comparing 

himself to those around him. But the tax collector compared himself to God, 

and he cried out for mercy. But, if you don’t know the gift of outrageous 

grace, then you don’t know God. Because our salvation is not about our 

goodness, but about God’s grace. AMEN. 


