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TEXT  

Luke 18:9-14

9He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that 
they were righteous, and treated others with contempt: 10"Two men went 
up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
11The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: 'God, I thank you that I 
am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax 
collector. 12I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.' 13But the tax 
collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but 
beat his breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' 14I tell you, this 
man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone 
who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will 
be exalted."

A king had three sons. He wasn’t sure which son should be king after him, 
which one should get the crown. So, he decided to send each son on a 
quest. Would it be a quest of courage and chivalry? A quest that would put 
their strength and wisdom to the test? The quest that he sent them on was 
to clean the royal stables. 

Now, don’t be too quick to judge the king. He owned 3000 horses. One 
thousand horses to a stable. Three stables. One stable for each son to 
clean. And each was given only one day to get his stable completely clean. 
The oldest son went first. He promptly hired the very best workers he 
could find. They cleaned the stable all day but finished only half of it. The 
middle son went next. He, too, hired workers to clean his stable, and he 
worked alongside them. They worked all day but cleaned only two-thirds 
of the stable. 
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The youngest son went last. His two older brothers came to watch him 
fail and to laugh at him. They thought they had a better chance of 
winning the crown than he did. Surely, their stables would be cleaner 
than his. They thought their relations with their father were good, 
even though their relations with their youngest brother were not.

It is a common story. It is the same story as that of the Pharisee in this 
parable. He believes that he has a much better chance of winning the 
crown of eternal life than the tax collector. He believes that his heart 
and life are far cleaner than that of the tax collector. “I have not soiled 
my life the way this tax collector has through robbing and cheating 
people. The kind of person this tax collector is, he’s probably 
committed adultery too. I thank God that I am not like other men – 

robbers, unjust, adulterers… Instead, I give tithes on everything I possess 
and I fast twice a week.” And he believes his relations with God are good 
even though his relations with this tax collector are so broken that he 
stands apart from him and prays, “I thank God that I’m not like…this tax 
collector.” I’ve done what is right and he has not. I never would have done 
what he has done. I’m glad I’m not like him.

Still think this parable is a simple story about prayer? How often we have 
thought that this parable is about a man who prays an arrogant prayer and 
is blamed for it and another man who prays humbly and is praised for it. 
And how often our response to this parable has been, Thank God we’re 
not like that Pharisee!   

But that response shows that we are exactly like him. We are like the 
Pharisee. Because our sense of right and wrong is soiled. The gift God 
originally gave us of knowing right from wrong got mutated by the devil, 
by sin. 

Now our sense of right and wrong has a devilish mutation. It’s faulty. It’s 
askew. It’s gone from giving us a sense of what’s right and what’s wrong 
to telling us we’re right and you’re wrong, or I’m right and you’re wrong. 
I did the right thing, and you did not. My stable is clean and yours is not. 
My heart is clean and yours is not. You fell for the serpent’s temptation, I 
didn’t. My offering was acceptable. It was yours that was not. Our sense 
of right and wrong is soiled. In our righteous indignation, when someone 
has failed but especially when someone has failed us, hurt us, how quickly 
we say, I did what was right and she did not. I never would have done 
what she did. Thank God I’m not like her. Yet, even at that point, we still 
believe we have good relations with our Father. 
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What does Jesus say about that? The Pharisee’s relations with 
God are not good. He does not go down to his house justified. 
He is not right with God, because his relations with the tax 
collector are broken. And what did Jesus say about the tax 
collector? He said, The tax collector would not even look up to 
heaven. He knows his relations with God are not good. Not 
because of what the Pharisee said. There’s no indication the tax 
collector is even listening to the Pharisee’s prayer. He knows 
his relations with God are not good, because his relations with 
people are broken due to his swindling and cheating. And he 
confesses it because of what he sees at the Temple. 

Jesus describes these two men as specifically praying at the Temple. They 
go up into the Temple at the same time, because they are going to one of 
the daily services. And they would have opportunity to pray private 
prayers during the service, because after the officiating priest killed a lamb 
and sprinkled its blood on the altar, he would go inside the sanctuary to 
offer incense and trim the lamps. At that point the worshipers could offer 
private prayers to God. 

So what does the tax collector pray? He has just witnessed the atonement 
sacrifice for Israel’s sins. He has just watched the blood of a lamb be 
splashed on the sides of the altar. He sees the priest go inside the Temple 
to watch the smoke from the incense rise up to heaven. He knows that 
shortly the priest will return and announce that God has accepted the lamb 
as a sacrifice for the sins of every child of Israel. And still he cries out, 
“God, have mercy on me a sinner.” 

Literally, God, make an atonement for me! His sins are such that this lamb 
could not atone for his soiled life! He’s praying, God, will You clean the 
stable of my heart for me? Then, Jesus said this is the one who went home 
justified, right with God, relations with God restored. This is the one who 
would receive a crown of life. 

Why? What is Jesus trying to say? He is speaking to sinners who are quick 
to say Thank God I’m not like her, whose relations with others are often 
broken and thus their relations with God are broken, and He’s saying: 
Behold the Lamb that takes away your sins! Behold, the Lamb sent by 
God completely cleans the stable of your heart with His blood, gives you 
the crown of eternal life, restores your relations with God, and restores 
your relations with others through mercy, the mercy He delivers to you 
through Christ that overflows into your relations with those who have 
failed you. 
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The youngest son was failing to clean his stable. He was trying to clean it  
by himself but wasn’t getting anywhere fast. Why had his father set 
before them an impossible quest? The king was a fair and kind man. 
Then, it dawned on him. He went to his father and asked, Father, will you 
clean the stable for me? The king said, Yes, but this is how I will do it. He 
then explained that a dammed up lake behind the stables was the answer. 
The king opened up the stable doors on either end, then gave a signal for 
his servant to open the floodgates of the dam. The water coursed through 
the stable, leaving it completely clean. And that youngest son was given 
the crown. 

And how do you think the youngest son acted toward his brothers? More 
importantly, how will we act toward ours? God is merciful; we are not 
always so forgiving. Yet, like the daily sacrifices of the Temple, God’s 
mercy is new to us each day, the washing clean atonement of Christ’s 

blood that enables us to confess that we are like the Pharisee and need 
mercy but that, thank God, we are also like the forgiven tax collector and 
receive mercy, plenty enough to extend it to the people in our life.

Amen
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