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PRIDE AND PRAYER // Luke 18:9-14 
Message from the series, The Gospel of Luke 
 

This passage is bookended by the two eschatological discourses from the book of Luke in chapters 17 
and 21. Eschatological discourses, which can also be found in Matthew 24 and 25 and Mark 13, deal with 
the return of Christ and the fulfillment of his kingdom. This parable is connected to the eschatological 
discourses because it asks and answers the question, “How does one enter the kingdom?” Jesus is 
speaking to a crowd of self-righteous people who “treated others with contempt” (v. 9). He is going to 
use this parable to teach that those who “trust in themselves” are not on their way to entering the 
kingdom, while those that they despise might be. While the parable of 18: 1-8 presents polar opposites 
in terms of the lonely, unknown widow and the prestigious judge, the parable of verses 9-14 presents 
polar opposites by focusing on a respected Pharisee and a despised tax collector. Jesus’ story 
overturns cultural expectations and demonstrates that humility before God brings confidence in his 
mercy.  
 
1. Two Men (v. 10) In this culture, the Pharisees represented everything that was considered 
respectable, reputable, and good—but this was largely an external appearance. On the other hand, the 
tax collector was reviled. He was considered dishonest, someone who had betrayed his people by 
working for the Roman government and often extorting his fellow Jews and making a profit from it.  
 
2. Two Prayers (v. 11-13) The prayers of these two men reveal their hearts. Jesus said in Matthew 15: 11 
that it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles the body, but what comes out of it—words indicate 
the overflow of the heart.  
 
a. A prayer of pride: the Pharisee is standing by himself, possibly because he didn’t want to be near 
anyone. He’s hung up on himself, as indicated by his constant repetition of “I” in his prayer. He begins 
by celebrating his negative goodness (focusing on the things he is not, e.g., “unjust, an adulterer”) and 
then his positive goodness (he fasts and tithes). He had contempt for other men and was thankful only 
that he wasn’t like them. The Pharisees had invented strict but ultimately superficial rules about fasting 
and tithing in order to demonstrate their personal holiness. Don’t thank God for your holy lifestyle—
thank him for his grace.  
 
b. A prayer of humility: the tax collector was standing at a distance and his prayer is a recognition of 
his need for God’s mercy. He beats his breast, an act of humility and shame, and while there is nothing 
inherently spiritual about a particular posture while praying, physical posture can reflect the posture of 
the heart. The only logical response to seeing who we truly are is “Lord, have mercy.” Our confidence 
comes not from who we are, but from who he is.  
 
3. Two Destinies (v. 14) 
 
The tax collector was availing himself not only of atonement, but of propitiation—the satisfaction of 
God’s wrath against sin. Jesus declares him “justified,” which is the same word for righteous. This is not 
a partial justification or a “kind of” righteousness: it is total. When we see ourselves rightly, we have an 
appropriate self-loathing, a humility and brokenness over our sin (James 4: 6, 9-10). But it is only 
through this understanding of self that we can fall on Christ’s mercy and depend on him. The Christian 
life is not lived in our own strength; we rest in him.  
 
D I S C U S S I O N   Q U E S T I O N S 
 
1. What does it look like to live a life marked by humility? What does it look like to trust in yourself? 

2. Why does humility before God give believers confidence in his mercy? 

3. Why is it important to understand Christ’s propitiating work on the cross? 


