A New World Order
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

Jesus is establishing a new world order.

Purpose:

To challenge people to go lower.

Passage:

Luke 18:9-14

Opening
Story

-Jorge Mario Bergoglio was born in 1936 in Buenos Aires. He worked briefly as a chemical
technologist and a nightclub bouncer before the beginning seminary studies. In 1969 he
was ordained as a Catholic priest. Jorge became a Jesuit and was elevated to the role of
provincial supervisor in 1971. Jorge was only 35 and had been given a lot of responsibility
at a young age. He opted for an autocratic leadership style. It was his way or the highway.
He exercised a top-down leadership style. Things did not go well. Eventually his
leadership caused severe divisions in the Argentine Jesuit community. Most Jesuits didn’t
like serving under him.
-It got so bad that by the time he was 50, the Jesuit leadership in Rome decided to strip
Jorge of all his responsibilities and exiled him to a Jesuit residence to pray and work on
his studies. He was not permitted to say Mass in public in the Jesuit church. He could only
go there to hear confessions. He was not allowed to make phone calls without permission.
His letters were controlled. His supporters were told not to contact him. The ostracism
from his peers was to be complete.
-It was humiliating, but in his humiliation, Jorge learned the way of Jesus. During his exile
he had a lot of time on his hands. He used that time to walk the streets and be among
people from all different walks of life. He began to see the poor differently. He began to
see himself differently. It was during this period that Jorge adopted a habit that he
continues to this day. He ended all encounters by asking the other person to pray for him.
He emerged from his banishment a different man. Jorge was learning humility.
-Once Jorge learned to practice humility he was quickly elevated as a leader. By 1998
Jorge had become the Archbishop of Buenos Aires and in 2001 he was made a cardinal by
Pope John Paul II. Cardinal Bergoglio became known for putting others first and
commitment to care for those who are most vulnerable. He focused much of his personal
ministry on the slums of Buenos Aires. He recruited a small group of dedicated priests
who would live and serve in the slums. Their parish became a social service center offering
recovery programs, education, and even a community radio station to give the people a
voice. If you visited the slums of Buenos Aires today you would meet many people who
knew Cardinal Bergoglio personally. He converted the official bishop’s residence in the
suburbs into a hostel for priests and moved into a small downtown apartment. He used a

portable heater when the building’s electricity went off on the weekends. He rode public
transportation. He made his own meals in a small kitchen. After Pope John Paul died,
Cardinal Bergoglio attended his funeral. He was also named one as one of his possible
replacements.
-At the conclave, Cardinal Bergoglio was the main challenger to Cardinal Ratzinger. As the
voting progressed, Cardinal Bergoglio stood and made an emotional plea for the other
Cardinals to not vote for him as he did not want to delay the confirmation of the next
pope. His plea worked and Cardinal Ratzinger became Pope Benedict the XVI. After Pope
Benedict retired, Cardinal Bergoglio’s time had come. He chose the name of a saint known
for his humility and simplicity of life and became Pope Francis.
-Pope Francis continues to choose a simple lifestyle.
He refused to wear the papal cape upon his election,
chose silver instead of gold for his ring, and kept the
same cross he had as a cardinal. He also chose to live
in a simple guesthouse rather than the papal
residence. He prefers the term Bishop of Rome rather
than Pope. He had a statue that was erected in his
honor in Argentina removed because he didn’t want
to create a cult of personality. On his first trip abroad,
he was bound for Rio de Janeiro where 3.5 million
young people from 178 countries were waiting to
greet him at the World Youth Day. He could not find
his briefcase. ‘It’s been taken onto the plane,’ an aide
explained. ‘But I want to carry it on,’ said Pope
Francis. ‘No need, it’s already on,’ the aide replied.
‘You don’t understand,’ said Francis, ‘Go to the plane.
Get the bag. And bring it here, please.’ Pope Francis slowly made his way through the
crowd with his black briefcase in hand. Pope Francis was embodying the way of Jesus.
Review/series

-We have been journeying through the Gospel of Luke over the last few months. We are
calling the series The Great Reversal because Luke focuses his eyewitness account of the
life of Jesus on how Jesus turns everything upside-down and inside-out. During the season
of Lent, which is the 40 days that precede Easter, we have been traveling with Jesus and
his disciples as they make their way through Samaria on the way to Jerusalem where
Jesus will die and rise again. Along the way, Jesus gives his disciples parables to help
them understand the nature of his Kingdom. The word parable means to throw alongside.
Parables are short stories that help us imagine a different reality—a Kingdom reality. They
are thrown alongside our daily lives and are meant to awaken us to something different.
One of my professors likes to say that parables are like stepping through the wardrobe
into Narnia. They help us enter a different world. This Sunday, Palm Sunday, we will
explore our last parable. Let’s pray before we read it.

Public Reading: Luke 18:9-14

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on
everyone else, Jesus told this parable:
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax
collector.
The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like
other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I
fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’
“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 Parable
Color Commentary

-Our final parable is a very simple, straightforward story with a surprising twist. To
understand the power of the parable we must understand how the original listeners would
have understood and responded to the story. Luke tells us that Jesus gives the parable to
some who were confident in their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else.
-Jesus tells us that two men went up to the Temple
to pray. As many of you know, I just returned from a
pilgrimage to Israel. We had the privilege of visiting
the Western Wall. There are Jews still praying at the
Temple wall faithfully today. In Jesus’ day the
Temple was in full operation. Atonement sacrifices
were offered in the morning and evening. After the
sacrifices were made, incense was burned and then
people would gather to pray.
These two men went up to the Temple to pray. The Temple was built on a mount so that
everyone who visited the Temple had to go up to the Temple. Jesus was referencing a
regular, everyday event for many of the people in his audience.
-Two men went up to the Temple to pray. One was a Pharisee. And one was a tax
collector. It is important to understand how each of these men would have been
perceived by people in Jesus’ day. The Pharisees were one of religious groups in the first
century Jewish world. Josephus tells us there were about 4,000 Pharisees. The Pharisees
were known for their strict and faithful observance of the law. They would have had much
of the Hebrew Scriptures memorized and they did all they could to obey the law,

oftentimes going beyond what the law called them to do. They were the party of the
people. The people would have liked the Pharisees. They would have seen a Pharisee as
someone who was righteous. If anyone was close to God, it was a Pharisee. A modern
equivalent might be a beloved Sunday School teacher who knows the Bible backwards
and forwards, prays all the time and is super generous.
-The second man who went up to the Temple to pray was a tax collector. Eugene
Peterson calls him ‘a tax man.’ Tax collectors worked for the Roman government. Most
Jews considered the Roman government to be their oppressor and enemy. So Jewish tax
collectors would have been seen as greedy traitors.
Tax collectors would bid and purchase the right to collect taxes for a certain region. The
Romans demanded all sorts of taxes. There was a poll tax, land tax, travel tax, sales tax,
transportation of goods tax, and inheritance tax. These civil taxes were on top of the
Temple tax. These civil taxes were not going to infrastructure but to supporting the
Roman military machine. It was also common for tax collectors to collect more tax than
the Romans requested to stuff their own pockets. The Rabbinic writings of the day
classified them with robbers, murderers and liars. The gospels use the term tax collectors
and sinners. Tax collectors were synonymous with sinners. Tax collectors were essentially
first century mobsters.
-Jesus tells us that ‘the Pharisee stood in the Temple to pray.’ Both men would have likely
been praying in the Court of the Jews. The Pharisee prays, God, thanks I am not like these
other people, the greedy, the dishonest and the adulterers, people like this tax man. We
can assume the tax man is within ear shot of the Pharisee. The Pharisee is keeping his
distance because he doesn’t want to become unclean by mixing with the tax man. He is
probably shocked the tax man is even there to pray. This prayer sounds pompous to us
but Jesus’ listeners wouldn’t have batted an eye. They were probably nodding along. They
would have agreed with the Pharisee’s prayer. They would have seen the Pharisee as the
model of a righteous person and the tax man as the model of an unrighteous person.
The Pharisee was not trying to be pompous; he was being sincere. We know that a prayer
commonly prayed by Pharisees was – blessed are you O God that you did not make me a
Gentile, a woman or a money grubber. Jesus is depicting an accurate scene. The Pharisee
also loudly proclaims how he fasts twice a week and tithes on all his income. These
practices went beyond what the OT law required. Fasting was only required for Jews on
the Day of Atonement. This Pharisee fasted twice a week, probably for the sins of others.
Most Jews also only tithed on agricultural products. This Pharisee tithed all of his income.
Again, according to the law and the perspective of the people, this Pharisee was the
embodiment of righteousness.
-The tax man prayed a dramatically different prayer. And a shorter prayer. The tax man
fell to his knees, beat his chest, and prayed, ‘God have mercy on me a sinner.’ It is common
to this day for people in the Middle East to beat their chest. It was a sign of anguish or
anger. They take their fists and beat their chest quickly because they saw the heart as the
source of their pain. It is interesting to note that chest beating was almost always done by

women. It was rare for a man, especially a wealthy man, to beat his chest. Luke only
mentions this behavior twice. The second time is when a group of people beat their chest
in response to Jesus’ death (23:48).
The tax man was on the ground beating his chest asking God to have mercy on him. This
same prayer—Lord, have mercy on me—is uttered by the blind man healed by Jesus in a
few chapters (18:38). But it is a different Greek phrase here. The Greek verb is only used
here and once in Hebrews. It is used as noun 4 times. It clearly refers to atonement which
is fitting to the scene. Atonement is repairing something that is not right.
The tax man, along with the Pharisee and many others, would have witnessed the
slaughtering and cutting up of the sacrificial lamb. Then the priest would have gone into
the Holy Place to burn incense. Both of these actions were offered by the priest on behalf
of the people to make them right with God. After the priest finished the atonement
sacrifice and the burning of incense, he would emerge to pray a blessing over the people.
If we close our eyes, we can hear the sounds and smell the incense.
This tax man probably didn’t go to church often. Something brought him that day. He was
deeply moved by the actions of the priest. He was confronted and overwhelmed by the
immense weight of his sin. The law required people who extorted others to pay back
everyone and add an extra 1/5th. The tax man didn’t know where to begin. He longed to
stand with the righteous and be brought back into relationship with God. It drove him to
his knees, to the pounding of his chest, to cry out loudly, O God, let it be for me, make
atonement for me a sinner. He had no idea if God’s grace and mercy were big enough to
cover him but it was worth a shot.
-Jesus gives us a tight little story. It is arranged as inverted parallelism. The Pharisee is
paralleled or contrasted with the tax collector. They are held up side by side as
stereotypes of righteousness and unrighteousness. The Pharisee is loved and respected.
The tax man is hated and despised. The Pharisee stands. The tax man kneels. The Pharisee
looks up to pray. The tax man’s face is buried in the dirt. The Pharisee prays long. The tax
man prays short. The Pharisee proclaims his own righteousness. The tax man proclaims his
unrighteousness. Nothing about the scene Jesus paints is surprising to his listeners until
his concluding statements. Here comes the great reversal. It is hard to overstate how
stunning Jesus’ words were to the crowd and to his own disciples.
The Nimshall

-Jesus’ concluding statement would have been seen as a nimshall. A nimshall is a Hebrew
concept that Rabbis used in their teaching. The nimshall is the deeper truth being
revealed by a story. The nimshall in the tortoise and hare fable is that the slow and steady
wins the day. What is the nimshall of this story? Jesus concludes His story with this
statement that the tax man, and not the other went home right with God. Some of your
translations might read – the tax man went home justified before God. The Greek word for
justified means to be made right. The concepts of justice and righteousness are often
synonymous. For a first century Jewish person, this is a great reversal statement if there
ever was one.

-In Jesus’ Kingdom, the tax man was more righteous than the Pharisee. This would have
been a stunning revelation to a first century Jewish audience. It would have challenged
everything they knew about God and righteousness. In the true sense of the world this
parable throws down a new way of seeing things beside their old way of seeing things.
-Then Jesus says, “For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who
humble themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 18:14) The Greek word for exalt could be
translated to deliver or to redeem. All those who try to redeem themselves will be
humbled. But all those who submit themselves to the redemption of God will be
redeemed. Redemption is not a human endeavor—it lives in the realm of God’s grace.
Righteousness cannot be earned. Righteousness is a gift of God offered to all. The only
thing that blocks God’s righteousness is self-righteousness. Another great reversal. Those
who recognize they are not righteous are positioned to experience God’s righteousness
while those who claim to be righteous are left in a state of unrighteousness.
-We could call this a Jesus proverb. Peter quotes it. Matthew quotes it. It was a great
reversal saying of Jesus that was frequently repeated in the early church. Luke quotes this
exact Jesus proverb in another place in his gospel. It is another table scene where Jesus is
invited to dinner at the home of a leader of the Pharisees on the Sabbath. On the way in,
He heals a man with swollen arms and legs. The Pharisees don’t like that Jesus healed on
the Sabbath. Jesus chastises them for caring more about livestock than about people.
Then Jesus enters the dining room and upends the well-established order around tables.
In the first century ANE world the host would sit at the place of honor and the most
respected, honorable guests would sit to his right and left. After that, each spot closest to
the host conferred greater honor and better food and drink. The table was a place to
showcase and promote who you were. Jesus flips the script on all of that. He again
chastises them for jostling for position of honor around the table and tells them that they
should seek the lowest seat at the table. And then he gives his Jesus proverb—For all
those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be
exalted. Again and again, Jesus tells us that the seats of the Kingdom table will be filled
by the humble and lowly.
A New World Order
The way up is the way down

-Remember, parables impact our lives when we enter the parable and allow the parable to
enter us. When I enter the parable and allow the parable to enter me, I see a few things
clearly. First, in Jesus’ Kingdom, the way up is the way down. The first century GrecoRoman world was dominated by a desire for greater honor.
The Romans believed that life was like a big ladder. The goal in life was to climb to higher
rungs of the ladder. They believed it was fine to knock people off the ladder on the way
up. In the first century Greco-Roman world there was a set hierarchy of status determined
by bloodlines, wealth, and success. This hierarchy determined where people lived, who
they hung out with, and where they sat at tables, concerts and sporting events. The goal
was to go higher. It was common for people to build themselves personal monuments

listing their achievements or even listing their achievements on the gravestones. The goal
of life was to go higher and make a name for yourself.
At least we don’t struggle with that anymore. ;-)
-Enter Jesus and His great reversal Kingdom. Jesus and His followers made humility a
virtue. Humility was not an ancient virtue. Thinkers like Aristotle and Plato did not
promote humility. In the Ancient Near East, honor was the highest virtue and shame was
the greatest fear. The ancient Greeks had a collection of 147 maxims called The Delphic
Canon. It was the sum and substance of their ethical life. Humility is never mentioned. To
lower yourself—especially for someone of inferior status—was unheard of and despised.
Humility essentially originated with Jesus. Jesus described Himself as someone who was
gentle and humble in heart. His followers would not have initially considered that
description to be admirable in a world where everyone was seeking to go higher.
-In Hebrew, Greek, and Latin the word used to describe humility simply means low, as in
low to the ground. Used negatively, it means to put low or to be humiliated. Used
positively, as it is in Proverbs and throughout Scripture, it means to lower yourself, or to
be humble. My definition of humility is to go lower.
The opposite of humility is pride—which the Scriptures call haughty or high of heart. Pride
is the root of all sin. Humility is the doorway to life. Sometimes we misunderstand humility.
Humility is not thinking less of ourselves. We are the Beloved. Humility is thinking of
ourselves less or thinking of others before we think about ourselves.
Humility is not humiliation. Humiliation is done to us. Humility is chosen. Humility is not
false humility or what I call the humble brag. I love the scene from The Office when
Michael Scott is asked in an interview to name his strengths. He replies, how about I name
my weaknesses – I work too hard, I can do too much and sometimes I can be too invested
in my job.
Humility is not having no ambitions. We can choose to go lower and still be motivated to
use our lives for the glory of God and the sake of the world. Humility is not being a
doormat. Don’t ever let anyone use Jesus’ call to humility as an opportunity for abuse.
Humility is the choice to go lower because we are fully loved and provided for by Jesus.
We don’t need to climb the ladder and make a name for ourselves because our name is
known and loved by the One whose name is above every other name. So, we are free to
go lower—where we will discover the life that is truly life.
-Jesus was attempting to expose that the honor system, the endless attempt to climb the
ladder, doesn’t work. It still doesn’t work. Jesus wants us to know that the way up is the
way down. We live in a step-ladder world. From the moment we are born, we are
encouraged to go higher. To go higher is to be successful. And a successful life is the end
goal. In a stepladder world, we generally go higher at the expense of others. We
experience this stepladder mentality in academics, sports, careers, and sadly even in
relationships. It is pervasive and unavoidable. Like frogs in water that is slowing heating,
we become so accustomed to this stepladder mentality that we don’t even realize we are
living or thinking this way until it is too late.

As we strive to go higher and higher, our perspective of other people becomes terribly
distorted. Our stepladder world destroys our ability to see people as Jesus saw them.
From our heights we look down on others— the very description Luke uses to introduce
Jesus’ parable. Many of us may struggle to accept that we participate in a stepladder
world. It seems so crass and self-serving. But our world is a stepladder world only because
our hearts are stepladder hearts. The Bible is unequivocally clear on this. Our hearts have
this natural upward trajectory that seeks exaltation apart from God.
-I once read a book by a pastor who said that the way of Jesus is not about ascending
greatness. It is about descending greatness. The way of Jesus is not about going higher. It
is about going lower. The way up is the way down.
We must practice humility. That might seem like a weird phrase to you, but we must
practice humility, we must practice going lower, because it doesn’t come naturally to our
human hearts. I learned that on day one of our marriage and marriage continues to teach
me that on a daily basis.
-Corrie and I just celebrated our 20th anniversary. Much of those 20 years is a blur and the
edges get worn off a lot of the memories. But we also have distinct memories that we
look back on with clarity. One of those memories involved a pastry.
We call it the pastry incident. We were 3 or 4 days into our honeymoon. We were headed
up to Lake Superior where we were planning to board a boat that would take us to an
island where we would backpack for a week. On the way up north, we stopped for lunch
at a quaint little coffee shop. We got some caffeinated beverages and we got a large
homemade pastry to share.
As we drove, we talked and laughed, drank coffee and ate the pastry. We handed it back
and forth each taking bites in a very equitable fashion. Then came this pivotal moment. I
was holding the pastry. It was delicious. We were almost done with it. I took a bite and
there was still a little left. I looked at the pastry, I looked at Corrie, I looked back at the
pastry, I looked back at Corrie. I could swear she wasn’t watching. And then I ate the last
bite. It was so delicious.
About 30 seconds passed and Corrie looked at me and said, ‘I saw that.’ At that moment I
discovered she had eyes in the front, back and side of her head. She said at that moment
she knew she had her work cut out for her. Instead of going lower I went higher.
-Every single day in a million ways we are confronted with the choice to go higher or
lower. One simple way of understanding going lower is to say You go first. That’s what I
should have said to Corrie as I pondered the remaining bite of pastry.
Every day in countless ways we are confronted with the choice - will we go high or will we
go low? We awaken in the morning to a screaming child. Mom and dad look at each
other? Will we go higher or lower?
You go to the fridge for milk and there is just enough left for one person. Will we go
higher or lower? You have your lunch tray at school and you are looking for a place to

eat. One table is packed with our good buddies. At the other table is the kid who has no
friends but you. Will we go higher or lower?
You are looking for a spot in the Costco parking lot and there is nothing for as far as the
eye can see. Suddenly you see a car pulling out from a primo spot near the front. You
make a beeline for the opening. At the exact same time another car approaches from the
other direction and you arrive at the same moment. Will we go higher or lower? Later in
the Costco checkout line instead of hip checking people out of the way to get to the
shorter line we say You go first.
You are about to go on a bike ride with your friends and your little sister wants to come
along. Her bike still has training wheels and can’t go very fast. Will we go higher or lower?
You get a great tax return. You have a long list of things you want to splurge on. Then you
hear about a single mom with three kids who is struggling to keep her head above water.
Will we go higher or lower?
You are at the office. It’s 5:30. You still could easily work for another few hours and still
wouldn’t be caught up. Your spouse who has been home with the kids all day texts you
What’s your ETA? Will we go higher or lower? America’s Team—the Dallas Cowboys—are
playing. It’s the 4th quarter of a nail biter. My wife says she had a hard week and wonders
if I could talk for a while and help her process. Will I go higher or lower?
-I love that Pope Francis regularly stoops to wash
the feet of the most vulnerable people in his path.
He is the Pope—and yet he chooses to practice
humility and go lower. I am sure it drives his security
people nuts. He’s down again. When asked why he
washed feet he simply responds, “Jesus washed his
disciples’ feet so we should do the same.” The Pope
has also said that if we do not practice humility, love
remains blocked.

-What might it look like to go lower this week? What might it look like to practice humility
and say You go first? What might it look like if we practiced falling to our knees, grabbing
the towel of a servant and washing some feet? I once heard someone say the way of
Jesus should be called The Order of the Towel.
-We live in a stepladder world with stepladder hearts. We are told that to be great is to go
higher. But God opposes the proud and gives grace to the humble. The way up is the way
down. How low can we go?
Jesus is establishing a new world order

-When we step back and take a look at this parable and the other parables, and when we
look forward to what Jesus is about to do in Jerusalem, it becomes clear that Jesus is
establishing a new world order. Jesus is literally flipping the script on everything people
in the 1st century world knew and thought was important.

-Jesus gave His proverb— everyone who humbles themselves
will be exalted and everyone who exalts themselves will be
humbled—then Jesus lived it. We are about to celebrate Holy
Week. Today is Palm Sunday. On Palm Sunday Jesus arrived
in Jerusalem for the Passover Festival. He arrived the
previous night to clear the Temple. Jesus flipped the script
by flipping tables. We got to stand right at the place where
Jesus would have done this. Jesus was angry because the
money changers had set up shop in the area reserved for
Gentiles to come worship God. Jesus arrived the next day on
a small donkey.
-On Palm Sunday Jesus stages a scene to illustrate the great reversal. He is flipping the
script. After victory Roman generals would enter city gates with cheering people lining
both sides of the street. The generals would be wearing ornate crowns and purple robes
embroidered with gold. They would be riding majestic warhorses. They were seen as
gods. The people would throw down their cloaks so that even the horses’ hooves would
not touch the dirt. Behind the Roman generals were chained prisoners who were now
slaves. The city of Jerusalem has 8 gates. Royal or really honorable people entered the
Northern Gate.
-On Palm Sunday, Jesus entered on a donkey. His ragtag crew of misfits cheered Him on.
Some people threw down a cloak if they had one to throw down. Jesus didn’t soak in their
adulation. Jesus wept. And Jesus did not enter the Northern gate. Jesus entered the
Eastern gate where the unclean people had to enter, people like the tax man. Jesus wore
no crown although He would be wearing a crown of thorns very soon. And no line of
prisoners came behind Jesus. That’s because Jesus arrived to set prisoners free. The
people waving Palm branches were signs of celebration and victory. They couldn’t fathom
what the victory they were celebrating would cost.
On Palm Sunday Jesus is clearly reenacting the scene of a victorious King entering a city.
But He is doing it in a way to expose the powers that be. Jesus is revealing that the
emperor has no clothes. Jesus is mocking a world bent on exaltation and paving the way
for the reign of the lowly. A new King is in town and this King is establishing a new world
order— a world order where the humble are exalted and the exalted are humbled.
-Then Jesus makes His way to a celebration of the Passover with His disciples and others.
Jesus, as Rabbi, would have been the host of this meal. Jesus would have been seen as
the paterfamilias, or man of honor, in the group. Yet He flips the script once again. Jesus
gets on His knees, taking the place of a servant or slave, and washes the mud and dung
from the road off the feet of each of His disciples. It is astounding to consider that right
after this act Luke tells us the disciples started to argue about—who was the greatest.
James and John argued over who would get to sit at Jesus’ right and left, the positions of
honor at a table, in the Kingdom to come. This was right after they heard our parable and
right after Jesus entered the Eastern gate on a donkey and right after Jesus washed their

feet. That should be a warning to all of us how deeply this desire to go higher is hardwired
into our broken hearts.
We are at risk of becoming accidental Pharisees.

-There is a final aspect of this parable that I never saw until prepping for this message and
reflecting on the parable. The Judeo-Christian ethic has profoundly shaped the way most
people see the world even if they don’t follow Jesus. Most people recognize pride as not
good and humility as good. That is 100% due to Jesus. This shapes how we read the story.
When most of us read the story, we come away thinking the very opposite of Jesus’ first
century audience. We think the Pharisee is a pompous fool. We respect the humility of the
tax man. We tend to look at this story through that lens and often remove ourselves from
the radical implications of the parable.
I realized the power of this parable in a new way. It is a genius gotcha. Are your ready for
it? (You don’t look ready.) When most of us read this story we think Thank God I am not
like the Pharisee. The moment we think that about the Pharisee—the moment we think
that about anyone—we are caught by the parable. In thinking Thank God I am not like the
Pharisee, we become the Pharisee. Uh Oh.
-The parable doesn’t just reveal the self-righteousness of the Pharisee, it reveals the selfrighteousness of all of us. A pastor I know named Larry Osborne wrote a great book
called Accidental Pharisees. None of us sets out to be the Pharisee in the story. It sneaks
up on us. It is a silent killer. Let me ask you this question – is there anyone in the course of
a day or the course of a week or the course of a month that you down at look, shake your
head and say, “Thank God I am not like that person.”?
I absolutely think that multiple times a day. Thank God my theology is more spot on than
that crazy pastor. Thank God my political party and perspective is right, pity those fools
who see it differently. Thank God I have the whole mask, vaccination, COVID protocol
thing figured out. Those poor sheep who see things differently. Thank God I would never
slap another person on live TV. Thank God that I am not a Seattle Seahawks fan, especially
after they traded Russell Wilson, (Too soon?) I could go on and on.
Whenever we take the higher place, look down at others,
and think we are better, we become the Pharisee. It happens
in a snap. This happened to me on our trip to Israel. We had
the opportunity to visit Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum.
It literally broke my heart. I was standing at one exhibit
which portrayed the faces of the key members of the SS.
Many of the SS, who committed such atrocities, were young
Christian men. They grew up going to church. They knew the
Bible. They were also highly educated. Half of the SS had their PhD. And yet they
participated in some of the most evil acts our world has ever seen.
I stood there staring at their faces wondering what had gone wrong. I was angry at them. I
despised them. And then I realized what I was thinking Thank God I am not like them.

It leveled me. I had become the Pharisee. I was caught by Jesus’ story.
-It breaks my heart to see so many followers of Jesus, including myself, and so many
churches that have become accidental Pharisees. Christians have become known for our
angry rhetoric towards people who see things differently, our othering, our judgment,
even though Jesus tells us again and again not to judge, our looking down at others, our
self-righteousness. There is something deep and insidious in our hearts that wants to earn
what we get.
God have mercy on us as sinners.
-Here is where Jesus’ story should lead all of us to recognize, there but for the grace of
God go I. Jesus wasn’t trying to tell us the Pharisee was more sinful than the tax man or
that the tax man was more sinful than the Pharisee. Jesus wanted us to see that both the
Pharisee and the tax man were broken by sin and in need of atonement and redemption.
Our only proper posture as we are caught by this story is on our knees, beating our
chests, and crying out for God’s grace.
Closing

-Father Robert Capon sums up Jesus’ provocative parable:
Do you see now what Jesus is saying in this parable? He is saying that as far as
the Pharisee's ability to win a game of justification with God is concerned, he
is no better off than the publican. As a matter of fact, the Pharisee is worse
off; because while they're both losers, the publican at least has the sense to
recognize the fact and trust God's offer of a free drink.
The point of the parable is that they are both dead, and their only hope is
someone who can raise the dead…For Jesus came to raise the dead. Not to
reform the reformable, not to improve the improvable…Only when you are
finally able, with the publican, to admit that you are dead will you be able to
stop balking at grace. It is, admittedly, a terrifying step. You will cry and kick
and scream before you take it, because it means putting yourself out of the
only game you know. (Father Robert Capon)
-I want to offer us space right now to confess looking down at others, to confess to being
Accidental Pharisees, to repent of our self-righteousness, and to pray—on our knees—for
those whom we look down at.
-Pray—God, have mercy on me a sinner…

