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The Good, the Bad, and the Justified 
The famous actor Gregory Peck was once standing in line with a friend, waiting for a table in a crowded 
Los Angeles restaurant. They had been waiting for some time; the diners seemed to be taking their time 
eating and new tables weren't opening up very fast. They weren't even that close to the front of the line. 
Peck's friend became impatient, and he said to Gregory Peck, "Why don't you tell the maître d' who you 
are?" Gregory Peck responded with great wisdom. "No," he said, "if you have to tell them who you are, then 
you aren't." 
 
That's a lesson that the Pharisee in our gospel reading apparently had never learned. His prayer, if it can 
be called that, is largely an advertisement for himself. He's selling himself to God. Little wonder that Luke 
describes him in the way he does, "The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself." That's a very apt 
description, isn't it -- he prayed with himself. He would have done better had he had Gregory Peck there 
to whisper in his ear that if he had to remind God who he was, then he wasn't. 
 
The tax collector, on the other hand, didn't have to tell God who he was. He knew who he was and he knew 
that God knew who he was. His prayer is not an exercise in self-promotion, but a confession and a plea for 
mercy. He is not selling himself, but opening himself. And Jesus says, "It is this man who went home 
justified." To be justified means to be declared "not guilty." It means to be declared right. The tax 
collector is declared to be in the right relationship to God while the Pharisee, who is so certain of his own 
righteousness, is shown to be in the wrong relationship with God. He is not justified before the bar of 
God's justice which is the court of ultimate consequence. 
 
We hasten to add, however, that this does not mean that the Pharisee was a bad person and the tax 
collector really a good person. There's no suggestion of that in this parable. The Pharisee was probably 
every bit as good and moral and generous as he claimed to be. When he gives that little speech about how 
he fasts and tithes and gives alms and prays frequently, he's not guilty of false advertising. There's no 
suggestion that he's a hypocrite -- pretending to be something he isn't. In fact, the Pharisees enjoyed 
great respect among the people of Israel because of the high 
standards of their morality, their ethics, and their piety. Nor is there any suggestion that the tax collector 
was really a good guy at heart -- something akin to the Hollywood version of the prostitute with the heart 
of gold or the thief who robs only from the rich in order to give to the poor. The tax collector was very 
likely every bit as bad as his reputation made him out to be. If he hadn't been crooked, he wouldn't have 
been a tax collector in the first place, for the Romans couldn't get honest people to be their lackeys. The 
only people who would serve as tax collectors were people who were interested in enriching themselves 
with little concern for how they did it. The contrast in the parable is not between the real, but hidden, 
goodness of the tax collector and the real, but hidden, hypocrisy of the Pharisee. Such a construction 
misses the point. If that were the case, it would not be at all hard to understand why it is the tax collector 
and not the Pharisee who is declared to be righteous and who goes home justified. No, this parable is much 
more radical than that, and it is so because the gospel is radical. It goes to the root of the problem of 
human sinfulness and alienation from God. The gospel that Jesus proclaims in this parable is radical in at 
least three aspects. 
The Parable Tells Us God Knows Us As We Really Are. 
 The Parable Tells Us God Accepts Us as We Are. 
Although God Accepts Us As We Are, He Never Leaves Us As We Are. 



 
Pride 

I heard about a fifth grader that came home from school so excited.  She had been voted "prettiest girl 
in the class." The next day she was even more excited when she came home, for the class had voted her 
"the most likely to succeed."  The next day she came home and told her mother she had won a third 
contest, being voted "the most popular." But the next day she came home extremely upset. The mother 
said, "What happened, did you lose this time?" She said, "Oh no, I won the vote again." The mother said, 
"What were you voted this time?" She said, "most stuck up." 
 
Well, this Pharisee would have won that contest hands down. He had an "i" problem.  Five times you will 
read the little pronoun "i" in these two verses. He was stoned on the drug of self. He suffered from two 
problems: inflation and deflation. He had an inflated view of who he was, and a deflated view of who God 
was. His pride had made him too big for his spiritual britches. C. S. Lewis once said, "A proud man is always 
looking down on things and people; and of course,  as long as you are looking down, you can't see something 
that's above you." 
(by James Merritt from Collected Sermons, ChristianGlobe Networks, Inc.) 
 

Bent to the Ground 
A city boy visited his cousin who lived on a farm in the country for the first time. The city boy had never 
seen wheat growing in a field. It was an impressive sight for him, the wheat golden brown and ready for 
harvesting. He noticed that some of the wheat stood tall in the field, whereas some of it was bent low, 
touching the ground. The city boy said to his cousin, "I bet the ones standing tall are the best ones, aren't 
they?" His cousin smiled knowingly and reached over and plucked the head of one of the tall-standing 
wheat stalks and one that was bent to the ground. He rubbed each of them and the city boy saw that the 
tall one was almost empty of seeds. But the one bent to the ground was full of the promise ofa rich harvest. 
(by R. Curtis Fussell from Deadly Sins and Living Virtues, CSS Publishing Company, Inc.) 
 

An Absolute Standard 
One rabbi said, "If there are only two righteous men in the world, I and my son are these two; if there is 
only one, I am he!" –Reminds me of two friends talking, one said, "We're the only two honest people left in 
the world, and sometimes I'm not so sure about you!" 
 
With a human measure, righteousness is relative, you can always find someone better and someone worse. 
Take the right point of comparison and you feel pretty good about yourself. 
 
A little boy announced to his mother, "I'm like Goliath. I'm 9 feet tall."  "Why do you say that?" asked his 
mother. "Well, I made a little ruler and measured myself with it; I'm 9 feet tall!" 
 
Human standards don't count. The only evaluation that counts is by an absolute standard!  The 
righteousness of God Himself; with that measuring stick, we all come up short! (by Lee Compson from 
Holier Than Who?) 
 


