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For individual study or group discussion 

In The Pharisee and the Tax Collector, we find Jesus continuing his instruction on 
prayer with another parable. Instead of directing this lesson at his disciples, he is 
cautioning those in his audience “who trusted in themselves that they were right-
eous and treated others with contempt.” After the Parable of the Persistent Widow, 
where Jesus teaches his disciples to pray and not give up, he then presents the type 
of posture for whose prayers God will hear in Luke 18:9-14.  

The Pharisee's revealing prayer (vv. 9-12) 

The Pharisee’s revealing prayer should warn us that the way we pray speaks vol-
umes on what we really believe about ourselves and God. New Testament scholar 
and educator J. Gresham Machen points out the dangers of thinking too highly of 
ourselves: “No doubt we think we can avoid the Pharisee’s error. God was not for him, 
we say, because he was contemptuous toward the publican; we will be tender to the pub-
lican, as Jesus taught us to be, and then God will be for us. It is no doubt a good idea; it is 
well that we are tender toward the publican. But what is our attitude toward the Phari-
see? Alas, we despise him in a truly Pharisaical manner. We go up into the temple to 
pray; we stand and pray thus with ourselves: ‘God I thank thee that I am not as other 
men are, proud of my own righteousness, uncharitable toward publicans, or even as 
this—Pharisee.’”1  

• Read the Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 23. Define righteousness. What is 
required for a person to be righteous in the eyes of God? 

• Read Philippians 3:4-9. Paul had every reason to boast “in the flesh,” but 
where did he place his hope? Where are you tempted to believe your acceptance 
by God is based on what you do or don’t do?  

• What evidence did the Pharisee give for his own righteousness (v. 12)? Read 
Psalm 14:1-3, Isaiah 64:6-7, and Romans 3:10-12. According to these passag-
es, why can’t we boast in ourselves or our law-keeping? 

The tax collector's revealing plea (v. 13) 

St. Augustine was quoted as saying, “God gives where He finds empty hands.”2 And in 
verse 13, we see the tax collector at the temple, “standing far off” afraid to lift his 
eyes, let alone his face, toward heaven. Instead he beats his chest and begs for mer-
cy. His revealing plea testifies that he is coming before God empty-handed, 
“Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.”  

• Have you imagined God would never love you because of something you did in 
the past? Read Psalm 51:16-17. How does God’s promise of grace and for-
giveness encourage repentance? 

• Read Philippians 2:6-8. Jesus demonstrated his humility by his obedience. 
How does obedience to God demonstrate our humility as well?  

• The tax collector in Jesus’ parable teaches us about the importance of posture, 
self-denial, and repentance. Read Psalm 18:27, Psalm 25:9, Psalm 147:6, 
Psalm 149:4, and Proverbs 3:34. What do we learn about the Lord and how he 
views humility?  

Jesus' surprising verdict (v. 14)   

Throughout his ministry, Jesus astonishes his listeners by turning their belief sys-
tems upside down. Today’s passage is no different. His verdict of the publican’s 
justification over and against that of the law-keeping Pharisee underscores the 
great Pauline doctrine of justification by faith (cf. Romans 3:9-31). Jesus’ closing 
maxim, “whoever exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles him-
self will be exalted” echoes the Old Testament prophets who repeated this truth 
over and over again to God’s people.  

• Read Habakkuk 2:4 and Ezekiel 21:26. Using the Westminster Shorter Cate-
chism Q&A 33 and scripture proofs, define justification. What does it means for 
you? 
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