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     I recently listened to a sermon on Luke 18:9-14 by pastor Adam Sinnett of Downtown 

Cornerstone Church in Seattle.  It was something I needed to hear.  As we head into a new year, I 

think the message of Luke 18:9-14 is something we all need to hear.  And so, full disclosure: much 

of what is in this sermon I learned from pastor Adam. 

PRAY 
 
INTRODUCTION 
     The sitcom The Good Place follows the adventures of Eleanor Shellstrop as she navigates the 

afterlife.  The only problem is that Eleanor made it to The Good Place on accident.  We learn that 

Eleanor was a selfish, rude, and dishonest person who only cared about herself.  Like the time 

outside a store when an environmentalist tried to talk to Eleanor about saving the planet, Eleanor 

said, “I don’t care if you die.”  That was Eleanor.  But Eleanor has made it to The Good Place due to 

an oversight.  And now that Eleanor is in The Good Place, she lives with a looming dread that she will 

be found out.  And so, she goes on a journey to become a good person so that she can stay in The 

Good Place.  The show’s idea of morality is both totally absurd and totally relatable.  People enter The 

Good Place based on their score from earth.  For example, remembering your sister’s birthday earns 

15.02 points.  Eating vegan earns 425.94 points.  Cleaning the dishes earns 5.08 points.  But forget 

to replace the poop bags for the dog and you lose 20.30 points. 

     I say this idea of morality is totally relatable because I think it’s the default setting of the human 

heart.  Every day – and in every way – we try to convince ourselves – and others – that we are good.  

It doesn’t matter if you are religious or non-religious.  Every encounter, every activity we seem to be 

asking, “How am I doing?”  So, how do we know how we’re doing?  Do we tally up our moral 

scorecard?  And who can tell us?  Who decides who gets in The Good Place? 

     Jesus answers these questions in his story of the Pharisee and tax collector.  His terminology is a 

little different – he talks about entering the kingdom of God.  But the question is really the same.  

Jesus’ answer is found in a set of contrasts within the story.  Jesus tells us about 

• Two Men.   

• Two Prayers. 

• Two Declarations.      
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1. THE AUDIENCE 
Luke begins... 
 
“He [Jesus] also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and treated others with contempt:” 
      

     Jesus speaks to those who had an unrealistic sense of their own righteousness or 

goodness.  We call it self-righteousness.  Luke probably means there were actual Pharisees 

among the crowd.  But don’t think let that fact lead you to the conclusion that this story is 

for someone else.  Some of you may be thinking “Man, I wish so and so could hear this.”  

But the truth is, we all have a tendency to trust in our own goodness.  Like I said, it’s the 

default mode of the human heart.  So, this story is for you – and me!  Every one of us needs 

to hear this.  In fact, if you don’t think you need to hear this, then you need to hear it the 

most.   

     So, this parable is for those “who trusted in themselves that they were good, and 

treated others with contempt.”  That’s how self-righteousness works.  Falsely confident of 

my own righteousness, I look down on other people.  I begin to believe I’m better than 

other people.  Or, at least I’m not as bad as other people.  I’ve heard it described like 

climbing a ladder.  When I trust in my own goodness, it’s like I’m on an upper rung of a 

ladder looking down on others on lower rungs. 

     So, Jesus begins by addressing those who had an unrealistic sense of their own goodness, 

which is you and me.  
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2. TWO MEN 
     Jesus begins his story by introducing us to two men. 

 
“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector.” 
 
It’s hard for us to understand how shocking and outrageous this story was to the original 

audience.  For one thing, we’re too familiar with the story.  For another, we don’t see the 

two men the way the original audience did.  We don’t see the Pharisee as that good and the 

tax collector as that bad.  In fact, we see the Pharisee as bad and the tax collector as…who 

knows.  

     But to the original audience, the Pharisees were really, really good.  They were a highly 

respected and elite group of leaders known for their religious zeal, morality, and learning.  

Kind of like the Navy Seals of religion.  The Pharisees prayed for hours a day.  They fasted 

twice a week.  They were obsessed with the Scriptures and purity.  They based their standing 

with God on doing all the right things.  And they did them!  Like I said, we think the 

Pharisees are bad.  But the original audience would have associated the Pharisees with 

honor, respect, and admiration.  Little Jewish boys dreamed of growing up to be Pharisees.  

These were religious insiders.  They people held them in high esteem.  And the Pharisees 

enjoyed significant influence in their communities.  To the Jews, if anyone was in the 

kingdom of God, it was the Pharisees. 

     What would someone like that look like today?  It’s been described like this.  It’s 

Christian who grew up in the church and attended private school.  This guy attends church 

faithfully.  In fact, he’s a member of the church.  He’s a ministry leader.  He teaches Sunday 

School.  People would seek him out for counsel and Bible knowledge.  He carries a big ESV 

Study Bible which is highlighted and marked up showing that it is very well used.  He shares 

the gospel regularly.  He knows he’s not perfect, but he’s pretty good.  He’s got nothing to 

be ashamed of because he’s doing all the right things.  He’s a godly committed guy.  To us, if 

anyone is “in,” it’s this guy!  That’s the Pharisee. 
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     What about tax collectors?  To the original audience, tax collectors were really, really bad.  

They were traitors.  They collected taxes on behalf of the hated Romans.  They betrayed 

their own country – and their own people – for personal gain.  They charged more tax than 

required to finance their lifestyle.  They stole from the poor to make themselves rich.  They 

manipulated and intimidated to get the taxes.  They were like the Ancient Near Eastern 

mafia.  According to the Jewish Mishnah they couldn’t be witnesses because they were 

known as liars.  They were seen as a special type of unclean because they were dirty, low-

down, no-good.  Little Jewish boys did NOT dream of growing up to be a tax collector.  Tax 

collectors were so hated that they were lumped together with thieves and murders.  They 

were seen as a disgrace to a family and usually disowned.  They were outsiders.  To the Jews, 

if anyone was outside the kingdom of God, it’s a tax collector. 

     What would somebody like that look like today?  It’s been described like this.  It’s a guy 

who slips in late to church with his head down because of shame and guilt.  He sits in the 

very back to not be noticed.  He’s a homeless sex offender.  A drug dealer.  An abortion 

doctor.  A guy that owns a company that hosts shady websites.  A guy who owns a porn 

store.  It’s a guy overwhelmed by shame and guilt.  It’s a guy who’s come to church because 

he’s out of other options.  To us, if anyone is “out,” it’s this guy. 

     How would you respond to each of these guys if they walked in the door?  I know how 

I’d likely respond. 

     These two men represent opposite extremes.  The Pharisee is respected and honored by 

his community.  If anyone is good, it’s him.  The tax collector is seen as a disgrace, a 

disappointment, and dangerous.  He is shunned by his community.  If anyone is NOT good, 

it’s him. 

     That’s the two men of Jesus’ parable.  Two very different guys.  Two very different social 

standings.  And, as we’ll see next, two very different prayers. 
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3. TWO PRAYERS 
 

“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector. The 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. 
I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ But 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!’” 
 

The Pharisee begins well, “God, I thank you…” But it quickly reveals a false humility.  

He refers to himself five times.  “…I thank you that I am not like other men…I fast twice a 

week…I give a tenth of all that I get.”  It’s not about God at all, it’s about him. 

First, it’s all about what he has NOT done.  “I thank you that I haven’t stolen or slept 

with someone else’s wife.”  OK.  I mean, that’s good that you haven’t done those things.  

But he thinks just because he hasn’t slept with someone’s wife that makes him good.  Here’s 

the significance.  He thinks he’s good ON HIS OWN.  So, he doesn’t need God.  He 

doesn’t need to trust in God.  That’s what self-righteousness is all about.  One pastor says it 

well, 

Self-righteousness is rooted in prideful unrighteousness that seeks to establish its 
identity, value, and worth apart from God and that is the essence of sin. 
   

He goes on to point out that our self-righteousness can take on all kinds of forms.  For 

example. 

• Career-righteousness. “Thank you I am not like others who do not know how to 

climb the corporate ladder and network like I do.” 

• Discipline-righteousness.  “Thank you that I am not like others who can’t plan, or 

budget, or wake up early.” 

• Family-righteousness.  “Thank you that I am not like those who don’t know how to 

discipline and shepherd their kids.” 

• Intellectual-righteousness.  “Thank you that I am not like those who are inarticulate, 

slow readers, or who aren’t culturally savvy.” 

• Political-righteousness.  “Thank you that I am not conservative.  Thank you that I 

am not liberal.”   

A self-righteous heart is a heart that focuses on what it has NOT done in an attempt to 

prove that it is good on its own.  It’s a heart that doesn’t need God. 
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     Second, the Pharisee’s prayer is about what he HAS done.  “I fast twice a week.  I give 

tithes of all that I get.”  The OT law only required one fast a year, on the Day of 

Atonement.  This guy tries to convince himself that because he fasts twice a week, he’s good.  

I’ve heard it said that trying to be good is a cover for our guilt and shame.  It’s a way that we 

can avoid having to deal with God.  I think that’s right.  It’s another deceitful strategy of 

self-righteous heart. 

     It’s like the Honda Accord I used to own.  Shortly after I bought it, it began spewing blue 

smoke.  I was no mechanic, but I knew that blue smoke meant there was something 

seriously wrong with the car.  But rather than dealing with the real problem, I spent my 

money on improving the sound system and fixing the interior.  But I was avoiding the real 

problem.  Our goodness is often a smoke screen to avoid dealing with our guilt and shame 

before God. 

     Third, the Pharisee’s prayer is about COMPARISON.  “I thank you I am not like 

other men…”  It’s true that the Pharisee was more moral than the tax collector.  It may be 

true that you are more moral than the person sitting next to you.  But here’s the thing, other 

people are not the standard.  God is the standard.  He alone is good.  And God walked the 

earth in the person of Jesus.  In Jesus, we see the standard lived out in human flesh.  He 

loved God and he loved the people around him 24/7.  And only those who meet his 

standard – only those who are good – will enter the kingdom.  Comparison is carnal.  It’s a 

way to avoid dealing with the condition of our hearts.  It’s a way of avoiding our real need.  

Notice one more thing about this prayer.  The Pharisee doesn’t ask for anything.  Why?  

Because he doesn’t think he needs anything.  Although the Pharisee’s prayer sounds humble, 

it’s proud and self-centered.  Here is a man who trusts in himself that he is good.  And he 

looked good.  But his outward goodness betrays a heart that is avoiding God. 
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     The tax collector’s prayer is a sharp contrast: “But 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!’”  The tax collector comes before God honestly.  In fact, it would be legitimate 

to translate his prayer as, “God, be merciful to me, THE sinner!”  Here’s what terrifying, the 

Pharisee had a head full of biblical and theological knowledge, but for all that he doesn’t 

know God.  But the tax collector does.  He knows who God is and so he knows who he is: 

THE sinner.  He knows he needs help.  Here’s what crucial to see: he’s given up on himself, 

but he’s not given up on God. 

     And so, he asks God for help: “be merciful to me…”  It’s a strange word that’s translated 

“be merciful.”  Literally, the tax collector prays, “God, ‘propitiate’ me, THE sinner!”  The 

word “propitiate” means to divert God’s anger to a sacrifice.  This man acknowledges that God is 

rightly angry at his sin and asks God to divert his right anger to a sacrifice.  We don’t like 

talking about God’s anger.  But his anger at sin and evil is really an aspect of his love.  He’s 

angry at sin because he loves.  Recently, one of my sons was called a hurtful name.  I was 

angry at this person because I love my son.  God’s anger at sin is like that.  And so, this man 

comes before God acknowledging that God is rightly angry at his sin and asks, “God, 

mercifully divert your right anger to a sacrifice.” 

     Where did the tax collector learn this?  God provides a picture of propitiation in the OT.  

The priest would substitute the blood of an animal for the life of the people.  In this way, 

God’s anger against the people’s sin was diverted to the animal.  But it was just a picture of 

THE sacrifice to come.  When Jesus arrives, John the Baptist says, “Look, the Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world.”  In Jesus, God substitutes himself for us and takes the 

anger we deserve.  God’s anger at our sin is diverted from us to Jesus.  And all of God’s 

anger is completely spent. 

     This means that if you are not trusting Jesus, you are alienated from God by your sin, and 

God is alienated from you by his anger.  And no amount of your own goodness will 

propitiate his anger.  Only Jesus can propitiate God’s anger for you.  On the other hand, if 

you are trusting Jesus, that means that all your sin – past, present, and future – has been 

taken away, and all God’s anger toward you is removed.  That’s good news! 

     The contrast between these two prayers is stark.  The Pharisee trusts in his own 

goodness.  The tax collector trusts in God’s mercy.  Which leads to two different 

declarations. 
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4. TWO DECLARATIONS 
 
“I 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.” 
 
Jesus says the tax collector “went down to his house justified” not the Pharisee.  These two 

men receive two different declarations.  The word “justified” means to be officially declared 

good by God.  Only those officially declared good by God will enter the kingdom of God.  

As we’ve seen, you aren’t officially declared good by trying to be good but by trusting God.  

If you’ve never done that, you can do that right now.  Pray, “God, propitiate me, the sinner.”  

The moment you do that, God officially declares you good.  Not eventually.  Not someday.  

Not after a two-month trial period.  But right now.  In Jesus’ story, he says that the tax 

collector “went down to his house” justified.  It was an immediate reality.  He didn’t yet have 

one good deed to his credit. 

     Here’s the thing.  None of us knows what tomorrow holds.  A friend of mine got a call a 

few weeks ago.  His dad died.  It was completely unexpected.  He was relatively young.  No 

known health problems.  In a moment, his heart stopped beating and he entered eternity.  

We’re all a heartbeat away from eternity.   

     And Jesus tells us, “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one 

who humbles himself will be exalted.”  The Pharisee exalted himself.  He tried to prove 

his own goodness rather than trusting God to declare him good.  Notice Jesus says they “will 

be” humbled.  When will those who exalt themselves be humbled?  When Jesus comes as 

the returning King and Judge of the world.  If we insist on trying to be good on our own, we 

will be “humbled” on the day Jesus returns.  And that day will last forever.  That means we 

will have no place in God’s future redeemed world.   

     But if we humbly receive Jesus in faith, he promises, “the one who humbles himself 

will be exalted.”  We will participate in the future beautiful, glorious, and redeemed world.  

The world as it was meant to be.  The world that we all want. 

     Have you ever been to Silverwood or Disneyland?  Each ride has a minimum height 

requirement to be able to enter the ride.  You know, you’ve got to at least 5 feet to ride on 

the roller coaster.  The kingdom of God is like that except it’s a maximum height 

requirement.  The max height requirement is a few inches.  Only the humble will enter 

God’s future redeemed world. 



Luke 18:9-14 
Who Will Enter the Kingdom of God? 

 9 

     Here’s what all this means.  The Christian life begins with a heart that says, “God, be 

merciful to me, the sinner,” it continues with this heart, and it ends with this heart.  But 

listen, you will be tempted to find your identity, value, and worth in some other 

righteousness than Jesus-righteousness.  We’re all recovering Pharisees.  One of my defaults 

is “ministry-righteousness.”  A few weeks ago, I led one of our adult home groups.  It didn’t 

seem like it went very well.  And I was thinking that the people were thinking: “He’s a 

pastor?”  And I was bummed out.  But I realized that I was bummed out because I was 

trusting in “ministry-righteousness” to make me good.  And that’s just one example!  On any 

given day it might be “discipline-righteousness” or “parenting-righteousness.”  So, what did 

I do?  First, I was honest with God about what I was doing.  Second, I reminded myself that 

it’s not ministry effectiveness that makes me good.  No.  God declares me officially good 

because I trust in his Son, Jesus, who is good.  I had misplaced my goodness.  Third, I 

reminded myself that I’m just a servant.  It’s Jesus who deserves all the applause, acceptance, 

and attention.  So, I am free to attempt to serve Jesus and his people as best I can.  Whether 

I think it goes well or not so well – it doesn’t affect my standing before God.  Because in 

Jesus, I’m officially declared good. 
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CONCLUSION 
     We’ve seen two men, two prayers, and two destinations.  The question for each of us:  

Which one are you?  Which one am I?  In the final analysis, there are really only two ways to 

answer the basic question “Who will enter the kingdom of God?”  One answer is to trust in 

yourself to earn it.  That’s the answer of every religion and secular worldview except 

Christianity.  In fact, that’s the default mode of every human heart.  Only Christianity 

provides a different answer.  Christianity says that the kingdom of God is an upside-down 

kingdom where the humble will be exalted and the exalted will be humbled.  Only 

Christianity says stop trusting in your own goodness and start trusting in God’s mercy.  


