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Posture toward God

Luke 18:9-14


Prayer…


One of the temptations when reading Jesus’ parables


	 (especially if they’re familiar)


	 	 is to assume we know the meaning behind it


	 	 	 before we’re done reading the parable itself.


The parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector


	 is a fairly well known parable of Jesus


	 	 and at first glance seems to be pretty self explanatory:


	 	 	 Jesus frequently had issues with the Pharisees;


	 	 	 	 the people didn’t like tax collectors;


	 	 	 Jesus does his classic switch-er-oo 


	 	 	 	 where the hated character is commended 


	 	 	 	 	 and the expected character is snubbed.


	 	 	 Thus the lesson is: be like the tax collector


	 	 	 	 not like the Pharisee.


	 	 	 	 	 Next passage!


I’d like to caution us 




Sunday, August 12, 2018 DIVINE REVOLUTION �2

	 before we move on too quickly,


	 	 because I think Jesus says more in this parable


	 	 	 than we might realize if we read through it too quickly.


The parable can’t simply be about 


	 the Pharisee as a villain


	 	 and the tax collector as the hero.


	 	 	 If that’s the case,


	 	 	          then both characters get exactly what they deserve.


If each character gets what they deserve


	 we have to ask ourselves,


	 	 then where’s the grace?


	 	 	 If the Kingdom of God is about 


	 	 	 	 the gracious, sovereign rule of Jesus,


	 	 	 	 	 then how is this parable gracious


	 	 	 	 	 	 if both get what they deserve?


When we look at the text


	 we’ll find the purpose of Jesus telling this parable.


	 	 Verse 9:
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He also told this parable to some who trusted in 

themselves that they were righteous, and treated others 

with contempt.


There are those listening to Jesus


	 who believe in their hearts that they are righteous.


We don’t know how they’ve concluded this - 


	 how they could prove their righteousness - 


	 	 but we do know they are treating others with contempt.


We see this attitude in the church today.


	 Christians who practice all kinds of spiritual disciplines


	 	 will look down on others who don’t 


	 	 	 believing that they’re not as mature, less spiritual,


	 	 	 	 or downright heathenistic. 


Jesus sees this attitude in their hearts


	 and so tells a parable where a tax collector


	 	  went down to his house justified…
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Now this word for justified


	 actually means “to pronounce righteous.”


So the parable is about righteousness


	 but it’s mainly about how one goes about being a righteous person.


In his parable, Jesus doesn’t pitch one way over another.


	 He tells about 2 people in need of grace


	 	 and the way of righteousness 


	 	 	 is how one receives that grace.


So I would like to argue


	 that the answer to what makes a righteous person


	 	 (how one receives the grace of Jesus)	 


	 	 	 is in our posture toward God:


	 	 	 	 namely a posture of humility.


- - -


So Jesus tells a parable:


	 10 Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and  

the other a tax collector.


Already you can feel the audience tense up


	 as they hear the two contrasting characters.
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The Pharisee was the obvious symbol of righteousness


	 and the tax collector was an obvious symbol of unrighteousness.





11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: “God, I thank you 

that I am not like other men…even like this tax collector.”


Now when we hear this prayer


	 we might think to ourselves,


	 	 “What an arrogant shmuck! 


	 	 	 Who would pray something like that?


	 	 	 	 Moreover, who thinks God 


	 	 	 	 	 would appreciate a prayer like that?” 


What we need to understand 


	 is that this prayer was actually a modified rabbinic prayer,


	 	 joined with the spirit and words of Psalm 17:3-5


Though you prove my heart, though you examine me at 

night and test me, you will find that I have planned no 

evil; my mouth has not transgressed. Though people 

tried to bribe me, I have kept myself from the ways of 
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the violent through what your lips have commanded. 

My steps have held to your paths; my feet have not 

stumbled.


The idea of praying back to God


	 the ways one has been faithful


	 	 followed the prayer life of King David


	 	 	 who was known as a man after God’s own heart.


Surely if you were to follow the example


	 of a prayer warrior, you would find a candidate in David.


Although it sounds arrogant in our ears,


	 to those hearing Jesus’ parable


	 	 they would’ve heard the voice of one


	 	 	 who was clearly a disciplined practitioner 


	 	 	 	 of the moral and ethical code of the faith. 
1

So the Pharisee (capturing the same spirit of David’s prayer life)


	 lists off the ways he’s remained faithful to God:


	 	 in fasting and tithing.





 Craddock, Fred B. Interpretation: Luke. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 211.1
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Jump down to verse 13,


	 But the tax collector… 

	 	 Anyone who has grown up in the church knows


	 	 	 that tax collectors were not liked among the Jews.


They worked for a foreign government (Rome)


	 collecting taxes from their own people,


	 	 were part of a cruel and corrupt system,


	 	 	 typically would skim off the top of the taxes


	 	 	 	 and pocket the money for themselves.


They were seen as political traitors,


	 religiously unclean because of their greed,


	 	 and ultimately had a reprehensible character. 
2

The tax collector 


	 doesn’t even lift his head up while praying.


	 	 He beat his breast, saying  

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”


We’ll note that the tax collector’s prayer


	 also resembles a prayer of King David.


 ibid.2
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	 	 He borrows from Psalm 51


Have mercy on me, O God, according to your 

steadfast love…for I know my transgressions, and 

my sin is ever before me. Psalm 51:1, 3


It would come to no surprise


	 that Jesus’ audience would likely have sneered


	 	 as they heard the tax collector’s prayer.


	 	 	 Perhaps thinking, “He doesn’t mean it.


	 	 	 	 How could he? He’s still going to leave the Temple, 


	 	 	 	 	 take our God-given money 


	 	 	 	 	 	 and give it to Caesar! 


	 	 	 	 	 Maybe even take some for himself!”


	 These are the people Jesus is talking to.


Although the tax collector also prays from the Psalms,


	 IF his life doesn’t reflect what he declared in worship


	 	 then it’s likely he never meant what he said?


But then comes the shock of the parable.
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	 Jesus says,


14a I tell you, this man [the tax collector] went down to his 

house justified (pronounced righteous), rather than the other.


	 	 	 It would seem the tax collector meant what he prayed.


What? Really Jesus?


	 Are you sure you got that right in your mind? 


14b For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who 

humbles himself will be exalted.


This word exalted


	 is the same word Luke records in Acts


	 	 when Peter gives his grand testimony and sermon at Pentecost


	 	 	 where he tells the people: 


Acts 2:33 [Jesus] Being therefore exalted at the right 

hand of God, having received from the Father the 

promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this 

that you yourselves are seeing and hearing. 

It has significant spiritual connotations to it.


	 Exaltation is on the basis of righteousness
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	 	 and at first glance the unrighteous one is receiving the exalting;


	 	 	 is declared righteous.


I’d like to suggest there are 2 things


	 that distinguish between 


	 	 the Pharisee’s and tax collector’s postures:


	 	 	 1) Recognition of need


	 	 	 2) Recognition of state


RECOGNITIONOFNEED


Although both characters pray from the Psalms


	 only one recognizes his need: “…be merciful to me…”


The tax collector sees a need within him.


	 He knows he can’t measure up to God’s standard;


	 	 he knows temptation has pulled him every which way;


	 	 	 so he knows that he needs God.


He needs God’s mercy;


	 He needs God to create in him a clean heart 

and renew a right spirit within him (Ps 51:10).
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He doesn’t stop beating his breast


	 because he’s so desperate for God.


The Pharisee gives thanks to God


	 but nowhere does he acknowledge his need.


In a way, he is completely self-sufficient;


	 he’s developed rhythms to engage in spiritual practices.


But the whole point of spiritual practices and disciplines


	 are so that we might connect with the Living God


	 	 and recognize our deep need for Him.


	 	 	 The Pharisee doesn’t acknowledge that need.


He only celebrates the frequency of his practice


	 and that it’s above what was expected by the Law of Moses.


So righteousness acknowledges our need for God.


RECOGNITIONOFSTATE
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The tax collector acknowledges his state before God: …a sinner.


	 Again we hear the passion of Psalm 51


51:3-4a For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever 

before me. Against you [God], and you only, have I sinned 

and done what is evil in your sight…


He knows he’s a sinner and he names it.


	 He doesn’t try to prove otherwise.


The Pharisee thanks God for not making him 


	 like one of those other people who really need God.


Certainly the Pharisee would acknowledge 


	 that he needs God,


	 	 but not to the extent that 


	 	 	 the extortioners, adulterers or tax collectors do;


	 	 	 	 they’re the ones who really need God.


So righteousness 


	 acknowledges our need for God,


	 	 and it acknowledges our state before God.


T
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TODAY 

But how does this parable speak into our lives today?


God’s Divine Revolution


	 involves surrendering ourselves 


	 	 under the reign and rule of Jesus Christ,


	 	 	 and being covered in His righteousness.


Certainly Jesus turns a mirror on each of us with this parable


	 and offers it to see what kind of righteousness we reflect;


	 	 and we have to decide if we like what we see.


Do we see a self righteousness


	 that relies on our good behaviour, our bible knowledge, 


	 	 how often we go to Sunday service, 


	 	 	 how may committees we’ve served on, 


	 	 	 	 the functions we’ve volunteered at, 


	 and ultimately keeps God at a distance 


	 	 because we’re so focused on doing ministry or doing faith


	 	 	 that we fail to acknowledge our need for God?
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	 	 	 	 Do we feel as though we’ve got God figured out?


Do we see immature righteousness


	 that believes Jesus covers us in His righteousness


	 	 and that gives us free license to live as we please;


	 	 	 that the Christian life is really just about 


	 	 	 	 getting into heaven anyway 


	 	 	 	 	 and there’s no real call on our life on earth


	 and so remains immature 


	 	 because the grace received 


	 	 	 doesn’t mature into Kingdom living?


Or do we see the righteousness Jesus is talking about


	 where we have a healthy posture toward God;


	 	 where we identify our need for God’s grace


	 	 	 we are humbled by that grace


	 	 	 	 and we respond out of that grace?


This parable isn’t just about a hero and a villain;


	 a good example and a bad example.


	 	 Jesus outlines different postures we can have toward God
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	 	 	 ultimately asking each of us:


can you humble yourself before me?


The tricky thing is


	 we likely will have experience in all of these postures


	 	 at some point in our faith journey.


It’s one of the ways


	 the enemy tries to distract us 


	 	 and keep us from maturing in our faith.


If the enemy can distract us


	 but having us lean into rule keeping or self-driven righteousness


	 	 or have us believe that because Jesus did all the heavy lifting


	 	 	 there’s nothing left for us to do but wait for heaven


	 	 	 	 then he wins because we’ll miss the goal 


	 	 	 	 	 of the Divine Revolution.


We need this parable 


	 because in it Jesus challenges us to humble ourselves.


Can you humble yourself before me
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	 to let me be King over your life?


	 	 Can you trust me to guide, care for, and nurture you


	 	 	 in the calm, chaos, and catastrophe?


	 	 	 	 Can you relinquish control to me so you no longer 


	 	 	 	 	 rely on your own efforts, striving 


	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 or rule keeping?


Can you allow me to transform you


	 so that your life will never look the same again;


	 	 so that the things you used to value become like ash


	 	 	 and replaced with glory of my Kingdom?


Can you humble yourself 


	 to receive such a life?


Let’s Pray.


