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Finding Your Way Back To God 6.5 / Parables 0.5             
The Pharisee & The Tax Collector 

(week of 5/8/2016) 

Text:  Luke 15:28-30; 18:9-14 
 

Big Idea:  Approaching God in humility and honesty leads us 
to treat the people around us in the same way. 

 

Icebreaker:  What date on your calendar are you most looking forward to? 
 
This week’s study is connected to TWO sermon-and-study series: it wraps up our “Finding Your Way Back To 

God” series, and it kicks off our next series, “Parables”.  The Greek word “paraballo” means “to throw 
alongside”; so a parable is a fictional story that is “thrown alongside” a real truth to make that truth easier to 
understand.  The parable paints a picture of what the truth looks like in practical action.  The parable of the 
prodigal son is one of a long string of Jesus’ parables in this section of Luke’s gospel.  For the next three 
weeks, we’ll look at six more (three in sermons, three in studies.)   

 

We’ll start our new series with “the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector” because it has a direct 
connection to the last part of the story of the prodigal son.  From Sunday’s sermon, you’ll remember that the 
story ends with a confrontation between the father in the story and the lost son’s older brother.  The older 
brother was angry that his father threw a party for his lousy, running-off-with-the-cash younger brother.  The 
older brother thought that HE was the one who should get a party, since he’d been the one who stayed at 
home, working for years like a slave for dad.  His father made it clear that the older brother could have had 
as many parties as he wanted, if he had been more focused on acting like a son, rather than a slave. 

 

We’ll see how the parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector addresses the same problem: 
 
(1)  The older son’s ugly attitude toward his brother -- and his father 
Luke 15:28-30  "The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him.  

(29)  But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your 
orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.  (30)  But when this son 
of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' 

 

 The older brother’s mistaken thinking had three parts: (1) thinking of his father just as someone to be obeyed, 
rather than loved; (2) thinking of himself as being just what an obedient son should be; and (3) looking down 
on his younger brother for not being that.  And so he thought his father owed him big time for being such a 
slavishly dutiful son, and he had no use for his brother -- no joy at his return, no happiness that he was safe.   

 

“[The passage] reveals that sometimes I’m the son who wanders away from the goodness of my Father and 
satisfies the selfish desires of my flesh.  In those moments, I’m so grateful for His grace that is new every 
morning.  But I also relate to being the older son who stayed home and was faithful to his father.  While he 
was faithful, he was also ungrateful for his place in life with his father.  He had at his disposal, anything his 
father had, and yet he described his life with his father as slavery. Sometimes I am ungrateful for the obvious 
consistent blessings my Father bestows upon me.  I can also, at times, be jealous of others living “the good 
life”, which consists of sin, selfishness, and foolishness, thinking that I’m missing out on “having fun” in life 
(which is, of course, a lie.)”       [Brett Ricley] 

 

Q:  In what ways can the forgiveness of other’s big, obvious sins feel like a threat to the “righteous” person? 
 

Q:  Is God fair to justify a terrible sinner the instant he believes and to condemn a good person who tries to 
do the best he can? 
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Q:  In vs. 29, the older brother claims he “never” disobeyed his father’s orders.  Are there times when you 
have overlooked your own flaws in an effort to expose someone else’s?  

 

Q:  What attitudes or ideas in us lead us to compare ourselves spiritually with others? 
 

Q:  What are some ways that we can be overly protective of our own reputation or image, while rejecting 
others as unworthy of God's love? 

 
 

 (2)  The Pharisee shows the heart of the problem -- pride and self-righteousness  
Luke 18:9-12  To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus 

told this parable:  (10)  "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  
(11)  The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other people -- robbers, evil-
doers, adulterers -- or even like this tax collector.  (12)  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ ” 

 

The Pharisee in this parable has the same combination of problems as the older brother in the Prodigal Son 
parable -- he thinks incorrectly about God; he has too high an opinion of himself and his obedience; and he 
has no mercy for anyone who he sees as being less “right” than he is.  In both men, this combination leads 
them to look down on the other person as being less valuable and less deserving of anything good, and less 
valuable to the father (whether human father or God.)  Jesus directed both parables toward the same group 
of people -- the Jewish leaders who shared this self-righteousness and lack of mercy. 

 

“Verse 9 says, ‘To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, 
Jesus told this parable.’  Here is the key to the passage -- not in the story but in the audience.  Jesus was 
speaking to people ‘who were confident in their own righteousness.’  What kind of people are like that? They 
have two primary qualifications: 1) Because of their religiosity they think that they are better than everyone 
else; 2) Because they think they are better than everybody else, they look down their noses at everybody 
else.  Evidently that was a major problem in Jesus’ day; it is certainly a major problem in our day.  Please do 
not think this story is for someone else.  It’s not.  This story is for you.  In fact, the more religious you are, the 
more you need to ponder this parable.”  [Ray Pritchard] 

 

“What is the supreme sin of all life? It is that of self-exaltation.  All the sins of man's life are the issue of this 
sin; they are the symptoms of a deeper sin -- self-exaltation.  The essence of sin is revealed in this phrase of 
Jesus; for self-exaltation means the exclusion of God; not necessarily intellectually, or not even necessarily 
emotionally, but volitionally so far as the actualities and activities of life are concerned; self-exaltation means 
the exiling of God, the dethronement of God, the forgetfulness of God, rebellion against God.  Self-
exaltation is shown in human life in different ways:  in self-satisfaction, in a spirit of independence, in an 
attitude of rebellion against [God], in a pride which fears obedience to the law of God.”  [G. Campbell Morgan] 

 

Q:  How important are outward appearances in our culture today -- what kind of judgments do we make 
about people based on their outward appearance, attitude, and behavior? 

 

Q:  It’s easy to see the pride in the Pharisee. What makes it easier to recognize pride and self-righteousness 
in others than in ourselves?    

 

Q:  What makes us “confident of our own righteousness”, and why is that a problem? 
 

Q:  What’s the difference in attitude between being confident in faith, and being boastful in prayer? 
 

Q:  Comment on the following quotation: explain why you agree or disagree?  Tyler Ellis writes, “I’m 
reminded of the book, ‘Too Christian, Too Pagan’, by Dick Staub.  Staub proposes that some Christians are 
too Christian.  In other words, like the phrase “Too smart for your own good”, some people are too Christian 
for their own good (or the good of the world) . . .  

    Christians become too Christian when… 
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        They assume they cannot associate with people who aren’t also Christians. 
        They withdraw completely. 
        All their closest friends are Christians. 
        They’re comfortable in their Christian subculture. 
        They complain about the horrible things going on in our culture, and how evil people can be. 
        They don’t approach their culture as a missionary would approach their mission field.” 
 
 

(3)  The Godly way -- humility and honesty 
Luke 18:13-14  "But the tax collector stood at a distance.  He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast 

and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.'  I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home 
justified before God.  For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves 
will be exalted." 

 

The tax collector knew that mercy was the ONLY thing that he had any business asking from God.  He knew he 
was an outcast from society, a man who most people hated, and he knew why -- he was seen as a traitor to 
his people and to God.  But something was working in his heart that was drawing him to seek the one thing 
he didn’t deserve.  The big difference between him and the Pharisee -- the Pharisee thought he didn’t NEED 
God’s mercy; the tax collector knew that God’s mercy was ALL he could hope for. 

 

“Is it not remarkable that he does not try to add anything by way of merit? He does not say, ‘God be merciful 
to me, a penitent sinner.’  He was penitent, but he does not urge that as any basis for God's blessing.  He 
does not say, ‘God be merciful to me, a reformed sinner.’  I am sure he did try to live differently.  I am sure he 
stopped his extortion and cheating and his improper reporting, but he does not say ‘a reformed sinner.’  He 
does not even say, ‘God be merciful to me, an honest sinner.  Here I am, Lord, willing to tell you the whole 
thing.’  In fact, he does not even say, ‘God be merciful to me, a praying sinner.’  He casts it all away.  He says, 
‘Lord, I haven't a thing to lean on but you.’ 

“How did he come to this place? Unlike the Pharisee, he did not look down on someone else below him; he 
looked up to God.  He judged upward, to God.  He saw no one but God, he heard nothing but the high 
standard of God.  ‘Lord, I'm the sinner.  I'll never be any better in myself, I'm simply a sinner.’  ” [Ray Stedman] 

 

Q:  The tax collector’s prayer has had a strong influence on the faith and prayers of many believers.  Describe 
a prayer or a pray-er (the person offering the prayer) that left a positive impression on you. Why do you 
remember that person or prayer? 

 

Q:  One author wrote, “Humility requires a healthy dose of honesty.”  Explain that.   
 

Q:  Since God already knows everything about us, you’d think it would be easy to be open and honest with him 
about yourself.  Is it?  If you have struggled with that, why do you think you have? 

 

Q:  “the tax collector stood at a distance.”  Are there times when, in your prayers, you feel like you need to 
stand “at a distance” from God to be able to pray?  Describe what those times are like. 

 

Q:  It’s probably safe to say that the tax collector would have welcomed relationships with others who needed 
God’s mercy, where the older brother and the Pharisee saw themselves as being too good for that.  Chris 
Bean writes, “Keeping in mind that we only love God as much as we demonstrate love to those around us 
challenges me not to overlook the importance of showing compassion, and caring for the least.”  Suggest some 
key ideas to keep in mind while we walk in relationship with people who seem “less spiritual” than us. 

 
 

NEXT STEPS:  Select two or three important relationships in your life where you might be feeling “more 
spiritual” than the other person.  Watch carefully this week, and notice how that shows, and make any 
needed corrections as you go. 
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
 [Bob Deffinbaugh]  Consider with me several characteristics of the “prayer” of the Pharisee: 
 
(1) The attitude of the Pharisee was one of self-trust, self-righteousness, and contempt for others.  These are the very 

attitudes which Jesus underscored at the beginning of the parable.  These were the attitudes which characterized 
Jesus’ audience and the Pharisee. 

 
(2) The standard by which the Pharisee judged righteousness and unrighteousness was external, focusing only on 

outward deeds rather than on the heart.  It was a very selective list of sins which the Pharisee listed, just as the 
“righteous deeds” were selective.  It is no surprise that this man chose to major on what he thought to be his strengths 
and to minimize or ignore his sins. 

 
(3) The Pharisee judged himself in terms of those sins which society found unacceptable, rather than in terms of what 

offends God.  Put differently, the Pharisee thought in terms of “crimes” more than in terms of “sins.”  Swindlers, 
unjust, adulterers, and tax-collectors were all looked upon as “crooks.”  Once again, human standards are in view.  The 
things which the Pharisee looks down upon as sin are those things which society shuns as unacceptable (cf.  Luke 
16:14-18). 

 
(4) The standard which the Pharisee used was comparative, not absolute.  The Pharisee did not use the Law as his 

standard of measuring righteousness; rather, he compared himself with the publican.  He saw himself as righteous 
simply because he was, in his opinion, better than the publican. 

 
(5) The Pharisee boldly approached God, seemingly without regard for His holiness or with a sense of his own 

unholiness.  He almost seems to expect God to be grateful for his presence and prayers. 
 
(6) The Pharisee thanked God for nothing other than what he was, in and of himself.  There was no mention of God’s 

graciousness, no realization of having been blessed by God.  All this Pharisee thanked God for was that which he had 
achieved for himself. 

 
(7) The Pharisee did not ask God for anything, because he did not believe that he lacked anything.  The Pharisee was 

self-sufficient.  He trusted only in himself, and he found himself sufficient; thus he asked nothing of God.  While some 
of us may ask for too much or too often, this man didn’t ask at all. 

 
(8) This Pharisee not only saw himself as fully complying with the law, but he actually thought he had gone beyond it.  

The law did not require all that this Pharisee claims to have done for God in the keeping of the law, with respect to his 
outward acts of religious worship and service.  Here is the epitome of arrogance.  The law was given as a standard of 
righteousness, to show all men they are sinners.  The law presents men with an impossible standard, which shows that 
works cannot save and that men must cast themselves upon the mercy and grace of God.  But this Pharisee not only 
gets an “A” in obedience to the law, he thinks he has an “A+.” 

 
(9) This Pharisee is overflowing with self-love but is desperately lacking in love for God and love toward man.  In our 

day we are being taught and told that man’s problem is that he thinks too little of himself.  Low self-esteem has been 
identified by some as the cause of virtually every human malady.  This Pharisee has more than his fair share of self-
love, but he has all too little love for either God or man.  Those who tell us that we must first love ourselves, before we 
can love God or our fellow-man, may need to look again at their creed. 


