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SESSION 5

The Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector

Summary and Goal 

In Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, we see the danger of self-righteousness, our 
human need for mercy, and what it means to be justified by faith. God calls us to recognize our 
sinfulness and our need for His mercy and in humility to proclaim the gospel of grace to those who 
trust in themselves.

Main Passage
Luke 18:9-14

Session Outline
1.  Trying to justify yourself leads you to look down on others (Luke 18:9).
2.  Self-righteousness can be disguised by words of gratitude (Luke 18:10-12).
3.  Humble pleading for mercy is the mark of divine grace (Luke 18:13-14).

Theological Theme
God exalts the humble and humbles the exalted.

Christ Connection
The tax collector’s cry was for God to turn away His wrath from a sinner. Through His sacrificial 
death as our substitute, Jesus took the wrath of God that our sins deserved. Like the tax collector, we 
too can cry out to God to have mercy on us and put aside His wrath because Christ has absorbed the 
wrath in our place. 

Missional Application
God calls us not to look down on others but to look up to Him for salvation so that our humility and 
grace would be attractive to those who are still trusting in themselves.
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Introduction
Open with a discussion about what makes a good teacher—they give you 
understanding rather than abstract knowledge (leader p. 58; PSG p. 46). 

Who was the best teacher you had in school? Who was the 
worst? What was the difference?

Call attention to the “Essential Christian Doctrine” Justification by Faith, 
and state that Jesus taught the doctrine by showing it through a story. Then 
summarize the session (leader pp. 58-59; PSG pp. 46-47). 

1.  Trying to justify yourself leads you to look 
down on others (Luke 18:9).

Read Luke 18:9. Point out how Jesus targeted people who did two things: 
(1) they trusted in themselves, and (2) they looked down on everyone else. 
Articulate how these two elements reinforce each other (leader pp. 59-60; 
PSG p. 47). 

What are two or three signs that someone is trusting in 
themselves that they are righteous? 

Affirm that a lack of self-awareness about your own sin is what leads to a 
posture and cycle of self-righteousness (leader p. 60; PSG p. 48). 

What are two or three signs that someone is looking down 
on others? 

When have you found yourself falling into this trap? 

2.  Self-righteousness can be disguised by 
words of gratitude (Luke 18:10-12). 

Ask a volunteer to read Luke 18:10-12. Explain how self-righteousness is 
evident from the Pharisee’s actions and words (leader pp. 61-62; PSG p. 49). 

Introduction Option
Recruit someone from your 
group or church who has 
dedicated his or her life 
to teaching people. This 
person could be a pastor, 
Sunday School teacher, 
public school teacher, or 
someone who teaches 
regularly in another context. 
Allow a few minutes for 
this person to speak about 
the role that other teachers 
played in cultivating a 
desire within him or her to 
pursue teaching and what 
stood out about these 
other teachers. Connect 
what is shared with 
the Introduction.

The Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector

Session Plan

Session 5
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If someone had accused the Pharisee of being self-
righteous in that moment, how do you think he would 
have responded? 

What are some ways we can be self-righteous without 
knowing it?

Point out how easy it is for us to fall into the trap of self-justification, judging 
others more harshly than we would ourselves (leader p. 62; PSG p. 50). 

Why is it easier to judge other people more harshly than we 
judge ourselves? 

3.  Humble pleading for mercy is the mark of 
divine grace (Luke 18:13-14).

Ask another volunteer to read Luke 18:13-14. Ask groups of 2-3 to contrast the 
Pharisee and the tax collector, noting the differences in the table in the PSG. Then 
reconvene and allow time for responses, supplementing from the table in the 
Leader Guide as needed. Call attention to how remorseful the tax collector 
was, as indicated by how he beat his chest (leader p. 63; PSG p. 51). 

What do the differences between the prayer of the 
Pharisee and the prayer of the tax collector tell us about 
their attitudes? 

Focus on the tax collector’s prayer as distinct from the Pharisee’s. Then explain 
the shocking nature of Jesus’ application of the parable. Connect this to the 
shocking truth of justification by faith alone (leader pp. 64-65; PSG p. 52). 
(Note on Pack Item 4: Parables of the Kingdom that humility before God is a 
characteristic of those who are associated with the kingdom of God.)

What are the marks of someone who knows their need 
for grace? 

How do these marks differ from people who trust 
in themselves?

Conclusion
Close by emphasizing the parable’s comparison of pride versus humility, of 
justification by works versus justification by faith. Express that we should 
long for our churches to be marked by grace that scandalizes the Pharisee and 
that welcomes in the tax collector (leader p. 65; PSG p. 53). Apply the truths of 
this session with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 54). 

Pass out cards from Pack Item 6: Humble for Mercy to help group members 
remember that we don’t compare ourselves to others but to God, and He gives mercy.

Point 2 Option
Ask groups of 2-3 to write 
out a modern-day prayer 
equivalent to that of the 
Pharisee in Jesus’ parable. 
After a few moments, 
reconvene and call on at 
least two groups to share 
their “mock self-righteous 
prayers.” Then ask the 
following questions:

What beliefs about God are 
displayed in such “prayers”?

What would the person 
praying like this believe 
about himself or herself?

 For Further 
Discussion
How does Christianity 
provide a consistent basis 
for being humble? 

How does Christianity 
compare with other 
religions or worldviews on 
this point? 

Christ Connection: The tax 
collector’s cry was for God 
to turn away His wrath 
from a sinner. Through 
His sacrificial death as 
our substitute, Jesus took 
the wrath of God that our 
sins deserved. Like the tax 
collector, we too can cry 
out to God to have mercy 
on us and put aside His 
wrath because Christ has 
absorbed the wrath in 
our place. 

.........................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us not to look down 
on others but to look up to 
Him for salvation so that 
our humility and grace 
would be attractive to 
those who are still trusting 
in themselves.
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Introduction 
Whenever someone asks me about quality teaching, two teachers from 

my past come to mind, one terrible and one terrific. The terrible teacher 
focused on transferring information from his brain to ours, from the 
textbook to our mind. The entire experience was geared toward us 
learning to give rote answers. We got a good grade simply by spouting out 
the right responses, even if we didn’t truly understand what we 
were saying. 

The terrific teacher was much more focused on helping us understand 
the subject matter. He told lots of stories, gave us examples, made 
analogies, and encouraged thought experiments. The good teacher gave us 
a lot of the same information as the bad teacher. The main difference was 
in his heartfelt attempt to illustrate the truth so we would understand it 
deep down and not merely at a superficial level. 

The best teachers do more than give you knowledge in the abstract. 
They want to make sure you understand what is being discussed. That’s 
why good teachers give you examples, tell stories, draw pictures; they do 
whatever it takes to make sure you “get it”—that you’re not just reciting a 
definition or an answer for an exam but that you understand the concept.

Who was the best teacher you had in school? Who was the 
worst? What was the difference?

One of the defining doctrines of the Christian faith is “justification 
by faith alone”—the teaching that we are declared righteous before God 
through our faith in Christ and His work, not our own efforts. This 
“essential Christian doctrine” is vital for our faith. Take a look at the 
sidebar and you’ll find a good definition of what this doctrine is and why 
it matters. 

Jesus taught this doctrine of justification by faith. But He didn’t teach 
it by explaining it; He taught it by showing it, by way of analogy. He told a 
story that illustrated the core truth this doctrine affirms. 

 Voices from 
the Church
“Good deeds and spiritual 
lingo can’t heal a human 
heart suffocated by evil. 
Only grace can.” 1 

–Preston Sprinkle

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
72. Justification by Faith

Justification refers to 
the moment when a 
person is objectively 
declared righteous 
before God based on 
the righteousness of 
Christ’s atoning death 
(Rom. 8:33-34). This 
act of declaration takes 
place through faith in 
Christ and not as a result 
of human works or effort 
(Eph. 2:8-9). Through 
justification, a person 
is made to be in right 
standing before God, 
changing what was once 
an estranged and hostile 
relationship to one of 
adoption into the family 
of God.  

The Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector
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Session Summary 
In this session we look at Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax 

collector, we see the danger of self-righteousness, our human need for 
mercy, and what it means to be justified by faith. God calls us to recognize 
our sinfulness and our need for His mercy and in humility to proclaim the 
gospel of grace to those who trust in themselves.

1.  Trying to justify yourself leads you to look down 
on others (Luke 18:9).
In previous sessions, we’ve seen how Jesus frequently told stories within 

a particular context to make a particular point. 
•  He told the parable of the unmerciful servant in response to Peter’s 

question about how many times he had to forgive his brother. 
•  He told the parable of the good Samaritan in response to a man who 

asked, “Who is my neighbor?”
•  He told the parable of the prodigal son after religious leaders criticized 

Him for welcoming to His table sinners who repent. 
Jesus told stories that aimed for the hearts of His hearers. The parable 

we will look at here is similar to the others we just mentioned. Jesus told 
this story in order to address a spiritual need. Take a look at the preface 
that Luke gave before recounting Jesus’ story: 

9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous and looked down on everyone else:

Who was the audience here? Jesus targeted people who did two 
things: (1) they trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and 
(2) they looked down on everyone else. Don’t miss the connection 
between those two descriptions. They go together. Spiritual short-
sightedness leads to a sense of a spiritual superiority. When you trust in 
yourself that you are righteous, you will look down on others. When you 
look down on others, you find you feel better about yourself. And on 
and on the cycle goes.

Before we get into the parable itself, it’s important to see how these 
two elements reinforce each other. It starts with misplaced trust. 

We live in a world that prizes the “self-made individual.” Trust in 
yourself. Believe in yourself. Do it yourself. All of these messages come to us 
in our society and encourage us to seek independence and to chart our 
own course in the world. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Luke’s introduction gives 
the parable’s setting. Luke 
often notes the target of 
Jesus’ parables (18:1; 19:11). 
The people warned in 
this parable are the self-
righteous. The perfect 
participle (pepoithotas, 
those who trusted) alludes 
to those in a misdirected 
state of self-confidence 
(Luke 11:22; 2 Cor. 1:9). 
They are convinced that 
they, on their own merits, 
are acceptable to God. 
A Pharisee is described 
here, but the introduction 
broadens the application to 
all who have this attitude…
It should be stressed that 
Jesus did not address all 
Pharisees—only those 
who trusted their own 
merit (e.g., the Pharisee 
Nicodemus is viewed 
positively in the NT)…
This pride is reflected in 
the pharisaic attitude 
toward people whom they 
despised (exoutheneō; 
cf. Luke 23:11; Acts 4:11; 
Rom. 14:3,10). This 
condescending, superior 
attitude makes it difficult 
to serve others. Pride and 
contempt for others may 
be a natural pair, but Jesus 
condemns both attitudes.” 2 

–Darrell L. Bock
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Apply that mind-set to salvation, however, and you will dig your own 
spiritual grave. The idea that you can work your way up to God, trusting 
in your own power and your own efforts, may seem noble and even 
praiseworthy in our world today. But this idea signifies a fundamental 
lack of self-awareness. The only way you can think you have what it takes 
to become righteous—that you have what it takes within yourself to 
please God—is if you have lowered God’s standard to something more 
attainable or if you have overlooked all the sin that keeps you from 
making the cut. 

What are two or three signs that someone is trusting in 
themselves that they are righteous? 

Notice now the second aspect of this description. The people who 
trusted in themselves looked down on everyone else. The crowd that Jesus 
was addressing had misplaced their trust, which led to a warped view of 
the people around them.

The lack of self-awareness about your own sin is what leads you to a 
posture of self-righteousness. Once you lower God down to a standard 
that is attainable, you no longer compare yourself to Him; you compare 
yourself to others. As long as you feel like you are doing better than the 
people around you, your sense of superiority grows.

Do you see how the pattern of self-righteousness becomes more 
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 because you see 
yourself as more righteous than they are. And then you look down even 
more on others, etc. The cycle spins out of control until we are blinded by 
self-righteous posturing.

Christianity smashes the cycle and tears up this pattern. According 
to the gospel, we are to trust in God alone for our salvation, and we 
trust in the righteousness of Jesus Christ. “My hope is built on nothing 
less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness,” the old hymn goes. The gospel 
cuts to the heart of our tendency to trust in ourselves and in our own 
righteousness. The gospel also shatters the sense of superiority we may feel 
toward others. 

As long as you are looking up to God for salvation, you can’t look 
down on anyone else. Once you know how much you need the mercy of 
God, how in the world can you look down your nose on someone else in 
need of the same mercy? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“All the worst pleasures 
are purely spiritual: the 
pleasure of putting other 
people in the wrong, of 
bossing and patronizing 
and spoiling sport, and 
backbiting; the pleasures 
of power, of hatred…A cold, 
self-righteous prig who 
goes regularly to church 
may be far nearer to hell 
than a prostitute.” 3 

–C. S. Lewis (1898-1963)
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What are two or three signs that someone is looking down 
on others? 

When have you found yourself falling into this trap? 

2.  Self-righteousness can be disguised by words 
of gratitude (Luke 18:10-12).
Jesus’ parable begins by presenting two characters praying in the 

temple, a Pharisee and a tax collector. Let’s look first at the prayer of 
the Pharisee: 

10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the 
other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee was standing and praying like this 
about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I’m not like other people—greedy, 
unrighteous, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a 
week; I give a tenth of everything I get.’

In the previous section, we saw how self-righteousness grows in our 
hearts: we trust in ourselves and we look down on others. In this story, we 
see how self-righteousness manifests itself. Sometimes self-righteousness 
cloaks itself in words of gratitude! 

We’re used to reading the worst possible motives into the character of 
the Pharisee. But Jesus’ original listeners would not have assumed that the 
Pharisee was the bad guy in Jesus’ story, not at first. They would have seen 
this Pharisee as a model citizen—a decent, upstanding religious man who 
was pious in his practice.

First, the Pharisee went to the temple to pray. That’s a good thing, 
right? He must be seeking the Lord, and he seems to be a prayerful man. 

Second, the Pharisee thanked God for the good things he had done. 
That’s good too, right? The Pharisee didn’t take credit for his own good 
deeds. He said, “God, I thank You!”

So what’s the problem here? The self-righteousness that seeps out from 
this man’s actions and words is evident in the other aspects of his prayer. 
He takes his stand in the temple, probably in front of others, to be seen by 
them. He expresses gratitude to God, but not because God is so awesome 
and holy but because he sees himself as set apart from others: “I’m not like 
other people.” 

 Further 
Commentary
“Pharisees were highly 
respected among most 
Jews and would have been 
considered righteous, 
scrupulous in their efforts 
to obey God. Their 
directions for worship, 
prayer, and righteous living 
had heavy influence on 
Jewish religious culture. 
The Pharisee in this 
parable goes beyond all 
requirements of the Law. 
Fasting was required of 
Jews only on the Day of 
Atonement. As the Bible 
attests, people facing 
crises would also fast, and 
particularly godly people 
would fast more frequently. 
In fasting twice a week, 
apparently on Monday and 
Thursday, the Pharisee 
probably viewed himself as 
fasting to make atonement 
for all of Israel. In tithing 
all he acquired, he tithed 
items he purchased that 
other people should have 
already tithed.” 4 

–Klyne Snodgrass

 Voices from 
the Church
“Our own righteousness, 
even if produced by God’s 
grace, is not a sufficient 
foundation for vindication 
in God’s holy presence.” 5 

–John Piper
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Next, the Pharisee mentions sinners who are “greedy, unrighteous, 
adulterers,” and then he mentions the tax collector in the same temple 
complex with him: “or even like this tax collector.” The Pharisee may not 
be self-aware, but he is surely aware of the people around him. He isn’t 
truly looking up to God in prayer because he is looking down on the 
people next to him. Were he truly aware of the awesome majesty of God, 
he would see himself on the same level as the tax collector—a lowly sinner 
in need of mercy. 

To top it off, the Pharisee mentions his fasting practices and his 
tithing. Note the repetition of “I” throughout the prayer. The Pharisee may 
be addressing God, but he is praying about himself.

If someone had accused the Pharisee of being self-
righteous in that moment, how do you think he would 
have responded? 

What are some ways we can be self-righteous without 
knowing it?

Self-righteousness wears many disguises. The scary thing about self-
righteousness is that we usually don’t recognize it in ourselves. We think 
because of our religious practices that we are okay with God. We think 
because of how we pray that we are trusting in Him, not in ourselves. We 
think because of how we live that we are doing better than the people 
around us. Self-righteousness stinks; unfortunately, we are the last to smell 
it on ourselves. 

This story shows us just how easy it is for us to fall into the trap of 
self-justification. We parade all of our good works before God and before 
others, thinking that these works will increase our stature. And when we’re 
called on it, instead of recognizing our self-righteous spirit, we recoil from 
the accusation and justify ourselves. I’m thankful to God for my good heart! 
I’m obviously religious! Can’t you see that I’m doing better than other people 
around me? Do you mean to say that my religious observance doesn’t matter? 

But even when our self-righteousness is cloaked in words of gratitude 
or manifested in actions that, on the surface, appear to be done out of 
a desire for God’s glory, self-righteousness is still self-justification. It is 
misplaced trust that leads to misplaced judgment. As it has been said, “We 
judge others by their actions and ourselves by our intentions.” We judge 
people around us more harshly than we would dare judge ourselves. 

Why is it easier to judge other people more harshly than we 
judge ourselves? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“What profit is there in 
fasting twice in the week if 
it serves only as a pretext 
for ignorance and vanity 
and makes you proud, 
haughty and selfish?” 6 

–Cyril of Alexandria  
(circa 375-444)

 Further 
Commentary
“The Pharisees had the 
broadest use for ‘sinner.’ 
They relegated to this 
category anyone who 
did not keep the Jewish 
law as rigorously as they 
did…So ‘sinners’ from the 
pharisaical perspective 
included not only the 
Gentiles, but fellow Jews 
as well, those who were 
lax in following the minutia 
of the oral law alongside 
the regulations in Scripture 
(Mark 7:1-5; Matt. 15:1-2,12). 
The religious elite may 
have used ‘sinners’ to 
describe people engaged 
in despised trades. The 
tag name ‘friend of tax 
collectors and sinners’ has 
a ring of contempt when 
voiced by Jesus’ enemies to 
describe those with whom 
He freely socialized (11:19). 
This judgment to group 
tax collectors with sinners 
was likely shared by all 
the people who suffered 
under the burden of the tax 
system. Other ‘occupations’ 
were also included in the 
sinner category—as we 
see prostitutes linked 
with tax collectors in 
Matthew 21:31. People 
who worked in trades 
that led to immorality or 
dishonesty were generally 
considered ‘sinners.’ ” 7 

–Steve Booth, 
Biblical Illustrator
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3.  Humble pleading for mercy is the mark of 
divine grace (Luke 18:13-14).
In contrast to the Pharisee who took his stand in the temple and 

prayed about himself, the tax collector took a much different approach. 

13 “But the tax collector, 
standing far off, would not 
even raise his eyes to heaven 
but kept striking his chest and 
saying, ‘God, have mercy on 
me, a sinner! ’ 14 I tell you, this 
one went down to his house 
justified rather than the other; 
because everyone who exalts 
himself will be humbled, but 
the one who humbles himself 
will be exalted.”

Notice the contrast between the Pharisee and the tax collector. Take 
a few moments to read both descriptions and note the differences. 

The Pharisee The Tax Collector

•  Standing in the temple, a center 
of attention

•  Eyed all of the people around 
him for the sake of comparison

•  Prayed about himself 
before God

•  Elevated himself above all the 
other people around him

•  Repeatedly used the word “I” in 
his prayer about himself

•  Standing far off, a focus 
of ridicule

•  Wouldn’t raise his eyes 
to heaven

•  Prayed for mercy for himself 
from God

•  Humbled himself before God, 
seeing himself as a sinner

•  Repeatedly struck his chest in 
conviction and humility

The fact that the tax collector beat his chest shows just how deep 
his remorse was. In ancient times, women were the only ones to beat 
their chests—and they did so at funerals. It would have been shameful 
for a man to strike himself in this way. But the tax collector is blissfully 
unaware of how shameful he looks. In fact, he’s not worried about how 
righteous he looks at all; he’s more concerned about how sinful he truly is. 

 Further 
Commentary
“In his prayer the tax 
collector asks for mercy. 
One could translate his 
pleas, ‘God be propitiated 
for me.’ In translating 
Jesus’ words, Luke uses 
the same Greek verb that 
Paul will use in his letters 
for an ‘atoning sacrifice.’ 
The man’s plea also echoes 
the first verse of David’s 
classic penitential psalm, 
Psalm 51…In short, the 
man knows he has sinned 
grievously and wants to 
be forgiven.” 8 

–Craig L. Blomberg
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What do the differences between the prayer of the 
Pharisee and the prayer of the tax collector tell us about 
their attitudes? 

The prayer of the tax collector is a prayer for God’s judgment to pass 
over him. It is a prayer for atonement, for the mercy of God delivered 
through God’s atoning sacrifice. The Pharisee had focused his attention on 
all of the things he had done for God. The tax collector knew his only 
hope was what God could do for him. 

Jesus ended the parable by explaining its meaning. The tax collector 
went to his house justified, not the Pharisee. This would have shocked 
Jesus’ original listeners. You mean the religious Pharisee was the one who 
failed to receive salvation? And the hated and despised tax collector was 
declared righteous? 

There are social reasons for why Jesus’ listeners would have recoiled at 
this application. Tax collectors were some of the most hated and despised 
people in Jesus’ day. They were collaborators with the Roman government. 
They cheated their own people out of money and then pocketed the profits 
so they could get rich at others’ expense. 

Picture two or three of the most hated, despised criminals in our 
day—the pedophile, perhaps, or a pimp who sells women in a trafficking 
ring. Imagine if the story were told about a Christian social worker 
and a pedophile or pimp. If your sense of justice seems outraged at the 
idea that a repentant pedophile or pimp would leave justified instead of 
the Christian social worker, then you’re beginning to understand the 
shocking power of the story. You’re supposed to feel this way because this 
story is about the shocking truth of justification by faith alone—that 
it is not by works but by grace we are saved (Eph. 2:8-9). If we are no 
longer scandalized by this story, it’s because we have lost sight of just how 
revolutionary this doctrine is. 

In the decades that Larry King hosted an evening talk show on 
CNN, he would often bring on Christian preachers and press them at 
two different points of Christian teaching. First, he would press them on 
the issue of Jesus being the only way to God. In a pluralistic society, how 
could the preacher say that Jesus was the only way of salvation? Was the 
preacher saying that good people from other faiths would be condemned? 

The second issue King would press the preacher on concerned the idea 
of a murderer who converted to Christianity on his deathbed. Would the 
murderer find forgiveness if he sincerely repented? Larry always seemed 
scandalized by the preacher’s response: “Yes, a repentant sinner will be 
justified by God.” 

 Further 
Commentary
“The excellent Pharisee, 
with his wide phylacteries, 
strode from the 
temple confident in his 
righteousness—such a 
dramatic contrast with the 
spiritual unworthiness of 
the publican. He felt great! 
But having taken his stand 
on his own merits, the 
Pharisee left the temple 
unaccepted, unjustified, 
and under God’s wrath. 
But the publican, who had 
systematically made his 
money on the backs of 
his people, this traitor, this 
pariah, by having repented 
and having humbly cast 
himself on God’s mercy, 
left the temple justified. 
Just like that his sins were 
gone. In a flash God’s 
wrath was turned away. 
In an instant he had a new 
life. The great Pauline 
doctrine of justification by 
faith has its roots here in 
the teaching of Jesus, and 
that is what Luke (Paul’s 
sidekick) wants us to see. 
The doctrine was made 
possible by Jesus himself, 
as Paul would tell us: ‘But 
now a righteousness from 
God, apart from law, has 
been made known, to 
which the Law and the 
Prophets testify. This 
righteousness from God 
comes through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who 
believe’ (Rom. 3:21,22a).” 9 

–R. Kent Hughes
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In both cases, it was not God’s judgment but His grace that seemed so 
scandalous. The idea that the “good” unbeliever would face God’s wrath 
while the repentant murderer would receive God’s eternal blessing seemed 
unpalatable to Larry King. It is indeed shocking, isn’t it? 

But this is the scandalous beauty of grace. “God, have mercy on me, 
a sinner. God, turn Your wrath from me. God, my only hope is in You.” 
It is the Pharisee who protests God’s gift of grace. It is the repentant heart 
that basks in this gift of love and is then transformed by it. 

What are the marks of someone who knows their need 
for grace? 

How do these marks differ from people who trust 
in themselves?

Conclusion
The parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector gives us a vivid 

portrait of pride versus humility, of justification by works versus 
justification by faith. As Darrell Bock comments: 

 Pride preaches merit; humility pleads for compassion. Pride negotiates 
as an equal; humility approaches in need. Pride separates by putting 
down others; humility identifies with others, recognizing we all have 
the same need. Pride destroys through its alienating self-service; 
humility opens doors with its power to sympathize with the struggle 
we share. Pride turns up its nose; humility offers an open and 
lifted-up hand. 10 

If self-righteousness gives off a stench, repentance and humility give 
us a fragrance. May our churches be marked by grace that scandalizes the 
Pharisee and that welcomes in the tax collector! 

CHRIST CONNECTION: The tax collector’s cry was for God to 
turn away His wrath from a sinner. Through His sacrificial death 
as our substitute, Jesus took the wrath of God that our sins 
deserved. Like the tax collector, we too can cry out to God to 
have mercy on us and put aside His wrath because Christ has 
absorbed the wrath in our place. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“[The Pharisee] was 
judged inferior to a humble 
man and a sinner because 
in his self-exaltation he did 
not await the judgment 
of God but pronounced 
it himself. Never place 
yourself above anyone, not 
even great sinners.” 11 

–Basil the Great  
(circa 329-379)

 Voices from 
Church History
“It is certain that man 
must utterly despair of 
his own ability before he 
is prepared to receive the 
grace of Christ.” 12 

–Martin Luther (1483-1546)
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “The Pharisee and the Publican”—Section 217 from Jesus According to 
Scripture by Darrell L. Bock

 - “Pride, Humility & God”—Article by John Stott; find a link to this 
article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Who Were the ‘Sinners’?” 
can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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The Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector

Tip of the Week
New Community Members 

Do you know what it is like to move to a community where you do not 
know anyone? It is a fact that new neighbors are looking for relationships 
and assistance in acclimating to the community. Consider putting together 
a welcome basket from your group with gifts, community information, 
church information, and an invitation to your next group fellowship. Ask 
group members to identify one newcomer each month from their own 
neighborhood. Have them deliver the gift, provide a warm welcome to the 
community, and offer to accompany the newcomer to the next Bible study 
or fellowship. 13

Sermon Podcast

Alistair Begg: “The Pharisee and the Tax Collector” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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