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Basic teaching of the parable  
 God accepts and relates to those who trust in him for their righteousness, but he will 

“humble” those who are self-righteous. 
 
Context for the parable 
 Jesus in vv. 1-8 has just told one parable about the spirit in which his disciples should 

pray, and now he tells a second parable along the same lines. 
 

Audience for the parable 
 v. 9: “some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and treated others 

with contempt” 
o i.e., they trusted in their good religious works to make them right with God 
o Trevin Wax, “Look Up to God, or Look Down on Others,” 

www.gospelcoalition.org: “Do you see how the pattern of self-righteousness 
becomes entrenched?  First, you trust in yourself and become self-righteous, 
which leads you to look down on others.  Second, you look down on others, 
and once you notice their sins, you trust even more in yourself, that you are 
more righteous than they are.  And then you look down even more on others, 
and so on.  The cycle spins out of control until we are blinded by self-righteous 
posturing.” 

o C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity: “All the worst pleasures are purely spiritual: the 
pleasure of putting other people in the wrong, of bossing and patronizing and 
spoiling sport, and back-biting; the pleasures of power, of hatred. . . . That is why 
a cold, self-righteous prig who goes regularly to church may be far nearer to hell 
than a prostitute. But, of course, it is better to be neither. “ 

 
Analysis of the Parable 
 v. 10: two men 

o a Pharisee 
 strict observers of the OT Law and of their traditions 
 described in Matthew 23 by Jesus as those who wanted their religious 

good works to be seen by others and who were hypocrites because they 
pretended on the outside to be godly but on the inside were especially full 
of pride and greed (Matthew 23:28: “So you also outwardly appear 
righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.”) 

 described by Jesus in v. 9 
 even separates himself physically from others as he prays, indicating a 

sense of superiority 
o a tax collector 

 in eyes of society the precise opposite of the Pharisee, hated as a dirty: 
 traitor for Rome 
 thief 



 vv. 11-12: prayer of the Pharisee 
o no sense he does not do everything he claims, so what the problem? 
o reveals his attitude toward himself: I make myself right with God through works 

that go beyond what the OT Law requires (Leviticus 23:32; Deuteronomy 14:22) 
 We have rabbinical prayers like this one preserved from the centuries 

after the time of Jesus. 
o reveals his attitude toward the tax collector: condescending to point of contempt 
o reveals his attitude toward God: does not see holiness of God, or would see his 

sin, and does not see God alone as the One who can make the Pharisee right 
with the Lord 

 v. 13: prayer of the tax collector 
o reveals his attitude toward himself: humbled before God by his sin 

 calls himself literally “the sinner” 
o reveals his attitude toward God 

 God is holy, and he see his sin in the light of God’s holiness (cf. Isaiah 
6:1-5; Luke 5:8; Revelation 1:17 

 God is able and willing to supply him with mercy 
 God can save him (verb translated “have mercy” is hilaskomai, related to 

the noun for the mercy seat on the Ark of the Covenant, meaning 
something like, “May your wrath toward me be satisfied.” 

 v. 14a: the result 
o tax collector went home “justified” 

 while maybe not the full-blown teaching on justification by faith alone in 
Romans and Galatians, even clear at this early point Jesus means the tax 
collector when home right with God 

 v. 14b: Jesus’ conclusion 
o How do we humble ourselves before God?  Cf. Isaiah 66:2. 

 acknowledge his majesty, holiness, sovereignty, etc. 
 acknowledge our sinfulness 
 acknowledge that apart from his grace, even our best works are “like a 

polluted garment” (Isaiah 64:6) 
 acknowledge out total dependence on God’s mercy and grace to make us 

right with himself (justification and credited righteousness) 


