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Some things never change. There were plenty of scoundrels in 1st Century 

Palestine. The Herodians were unscrupulous and vicious politicians. The 

Sadducees were contemptuous and blatant unbelievers. Yet by comparison with the 

Pharisees, the Lord Jesus was gentle with those groups. So why single out the 

Pharisees for the most severe Divine rebukes and condemnation? The answer is 

that the Lord knew the Pharisees had the fatal vice of the spiritual life. And in His 

parable, Jesus tells us what it is. “They trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous.” Other groups of sinners and worldly-minded people were treated 

differently by Jesus. But the subtle disease of spiritual pride attacks religious 

people in all ages and it is always fatal. In another place the Lord declared: 

“Everyone that exalteth himself shall be humbled; but he that humbleth himself 

shall be exalted.” In the Lord’s parable we are told that humbleness is the pre-

existing condition of our relationship with Almighty God.  

In the parable, the Lord showed a Pharisee doing all sorts of right and good things. 

This man came to the Temple to give thanks to God. He was acknowledging that 

God had richly blessed him and saved him from great sins. God had helped this 

Pharisee be generous, just, and chaste. As described by Jesus, this man was an 

observer of all religious duties, and was charitable in his dealings with others. So 

far so good! But the Lord’s verdict was that this man was merely worshiping 

himself. The Pharisee was, in fact, instructing Almighty God to play a minor role in 

his prayer! God was to listen solemnly and attentively, and with appreciation, 

while the man listed his own virtues. And when he was finished, the Pharisee went 

away satisfied and pleased with himself. That is precisely why spiritual pride is so 

deadly. The prideful soul goes way satisfied and is pleased with God and itself. 

And unless there is some drastic intervention, there is no wake-up call and no 

course correction. The Divine verdict is that this man has had no experience of 

God.  

The correction to spiritual pride lies in cultivating a habit of mind by which we 

think of ourselves as we appear to Almighty God. This is the opposite of looking in 

the mirror and being concerned about our appearance to other people. We become 

aware of the Lord when our own internal chatter and assertions are silenced. In His 
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parable, the Lord Jesus gives us an example of this habit of mind. It is the other 

man, the tax collector. He has gotten out of God’s way. His cry for help may have 

also come from a focus on self, but there is a crucial difference. This man made his 

self-examination as he appears before God. And as a result, his cry opens the door 

to His Heavenly Father.  

I have told some of you about a certain type of clam which will come out of its 

shell if you hum at it! The lighthouse keeper on Little Brewster Island told us about 

it. So I picked up a clam and hummed at it, and sure enough, the little critter came 

out! It is as if the resonance of the sound or the vibrations drew out the clam. 

Maybe this is a reflection in the created order of our relationship with our Creator. 

Humility is a resonance which opens the door to our Heavenly Father. 

Be that as it may, this cry for help is the only basis any of us has for a relationship 

to Almighty God. The very Name JESUS means “He Who saves.” Jesus Christ is 

the incarnation of God’s mercy. Our relationship to Him is only on the terms He 

has provided: that we are recipients of His saving mercy.  

In the parable, that is where the prayers of the two men are so different. By calling 

himself a sinner, and by calling upon God’s mercy, the Person at the other end of 

the tax collector’s prayer has been accurately identified. They have each other’s 

number! A connection has been made. Communication is possible. But the 

Pharisee is only listening to a dial tone! And the Lord Jesus gives the Divine 

verdict: the tax collector was the one who went home justified rather than the other 

man.  

In many places Christ warns every letter of the Law must be fulfilled, every sin 

paid for, and every soul must become perfect. This is not said to scare us into 

inaction or despair! But it does serve notice that Divine law functions as the most 

exact science of all, with total exactitude. (There are no shortcuts, and no 

fuzziness. Beware of people who want to put fuzziness into religion!) And this 

exact science that is Divine law is the backdrop to God’s mercy. The Lord Jesus, 

Who is in a position to know, assures us we can be recipients of Divine mercy. 

Why?  Because God “giveth grace unto the lowly.” (James 4:6) 


