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Luke 18:1-14 “Prayers God Hears” April 27, 2014 

OT Lesson: Psalm 130  Brian M. Sandifer 

God is a righteous judge, so the righteous should persistently pray expecting deliverance from human 

adversaries; but since no one is righteous before God, do not pray to him in pride expecting exaltation—

only the humble repentant sinner will be justified and exalted before him.  

Introduction – Sometimes we forget the Gospels are books in which one passage flows into and informs 

the next. These two familiar parables teach distinctive stand-alone lessons, but their power is enriched 

when we consider the questions that arise from observing their connections. 

I. God Hears Persistent Prayer 

A. The parable of the persistent widow (vv. 2-5) 

1. A judge who neither fears God nor respects people. The two most important attributes a judge 

must possess are love of justice (fear of God) and compassion for people (2 Chron 19:5-7). This 

judge didn’t have either quality. One who does not fear God would lack the wisdom to judge 

fairly (Prov 9:10). 

2. A widow in need of justice against her adversary. Widows in ancient cultures often had three 

strikes against them. First, they were women, and women did not possess much of any standing 

before the law. Second, they were husbandless, so they lacked the legal advocate married women 

enjoyed. Third, they were often poor and thus could not afford to pay a bribe to a judge in order 

to “grease the wheels” of justice. Her only asset is persistence. 

3. But her persistence was enough. She made herself a total nuisance by continually calling 

upon the unjust judge for justice against her opponent. He resisted her for a time, but she kept 

coming and coming and coming until she wore him out. The language is vague enough for us to 

imagine her confronting him even outside the courtroom (on the street, in the market, outside his 

home). 

B. The reason for the parable: to encourage continual prayer (v. 1) 

Jesus had just taught his disciples that his return would come suddenly (Lk 17:24). But it might be a 

long way off. So this delay might discourage them in prayer. We all know people who despair of God 

and prayer when an answer doesn’t come soon. Jesus doesn’t want us to give up on prayer as we wait 

for his return. Justice is coming! Don’t give up praying! 

C. The lesson of the parable: God is supremely just (vv. 6-8) 

If this corrupt, careless human judge finally gives the persistent widow justice out of annoyance, how 

much more will God, because of his great love, give justice to his chosen ones who pray. 

II. God Hears Humble Prayer 

A. The reason for the parable: to rebuke the proud (v. 9) 

What kind of person would likely respond in self-justification to the first parable? The person who 

prays much and who has a reputation for praying much. Without the second parable, the self-

righteous religious person who is impressed with how much he prays and obeys God in his praying 

“day and night” might be confirmed in his pride. But Jesus is too clever to let prayerful people off the 

hook. In this parable he subverts their view of themselves as the real prayer warriors. Disciples who 

learn that God desires persistent prayer, now learn on what basis to approach God in prayer. 
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B. The parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector (vv. 10-13) 

1. There are two characters: a Pharisee and a tax collector. Both go up to the temple to pray. The 

Pharisee’s prayer is more of a boast. He fasts twice a week, although the law only required fasting 

once a year. He meticulously tithes of all his income to meet the letter of the law, and then tithes 

on everything else he acquires which was exempt from the law (Lev 27:30-33; Dt 14:22). 

2. Whereas the Pharisee seems to stand as close to the altar of sacrifice as possible, the tax 

collector stands far off. The Greek word for mercy is associated with propitiation, thus the tax 

collector is pleading with God for a mercy that pours God’s wrath due for his sin onto a substitute 

sacrifice. He beats his chest in self-derision and will not even lift his eyes to heaven. As the Greek 

reads, he even sees himself as “the” sinner, not just “a” sinner (1 Tim 1:15). 

C. The lesson of the parable: God justifies the humble (v. 14) 

To “justify” is to declare someone righteous. The Pharisee possesses lots of self-righteousness, and he 

prays for God to take notice. The wicked, traitorous tax collector who has no righteousness at all cries 

out for mercy. God responds to both, justifying the tax collector not the Pharisee (Rom 3:21-25a)! 

III. How God Answers Prayer 

A. The (seemingly) bad news (vv. 7, 14) 

1. He delays giving justice to his elect who pray faithfully (v. 7). For a culture that expects 

instant gratification, the widow teaches us that prayer is not like ordering from a menu. 

2. He humbles good people praying for affirmation (v. 14). The Pharisees prayed often and tried 

harder than anyone to please God by obeying him. We know this because they prayed in public 

for people to notice. But Jesus condemns prayer that approaches God as a good person. 

B. The (truly) good news (vv. 8, 14) 

1. He gives speedy justice to his elect who pray faithfully (v. 8). The justice from God may not 

always seem to come speedily to God’s elect, but from God’s perspective his response in giving 

justice is speedy (2 Pet 3:8-10). When Jesus returns, he will be looking for those who are still 

praying and watching for his coming—not with a sense of idleness or otherworldliness, but living 

as disciples in the midst of the world. 

2. He exalts bad people praying for mercy (v. 14). The tax collector is a wicked beggar who 

doesn’t deserve any kind of praise for what he is or does. But because of his humility, he goes 

home justified in God’s sight. Instead of relying on something good he might have found in 

himself, he relies on God’s mercy. And God was pleased to give it.  

3. He gives us a husband advocate and a propitiation for our sins in Jesus Christ. Widows need a 

husband who will protect them, fight on their behalf, and assure them that their prayers will be 

heard and answered.  The tax collector knows his sins must be propitiated—that God’s righteous 

anger against him be averted and diverted onto a substitute sacrificial offering. How can a 

supremely just God answer this sinner’s prayer? Only by diverting the just punishment onto 

himself as that sacrificial substitute (1 Jn 4:10-11). 

Conclusion – If God left you to yourself without Jesus, your prayers would cease in despair or you’d 

redouble your efforts and become like the Pharisee, proud before God and despising others who don’t live 

up to your standard. But God did not leave you to yourself. Behold God’s love for you in Christ Jesus! In 

him you have everything you need to pray with persistence and humility so God will hear your prayers. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Luke 18:1 :E l e ge n de. p a ra b ol h.n a uvt o i/j  p ro.j  t o . 
d e i/n p a,nt o t e  p ro se u,ce sq a i  a uvt o u.j  ka i . 
m h. evgka ke i/n( 

And he [Jesus] told them a parable to 
show that it is necessary that they always 
pray and not lose heart. 

 

Luke 18:2 l e,gwn\ kri t h,j  t i j  h=n e ;n t i ni  p o,l e i  
t o.n qe o .n m h. f o b o u,m e no j  ka i. a ;nqrwp o n 
m h. evnt re p o,m e no j Å 

He said, “There was a certain judge in a 
certain city who neither feared God nor 
respected man.” 

a ;nqrwp o n is a collective singular 

Luke 18:3 ch,ra  d e. h=n e vn t h/| p o ,l ei  e vke i,nh| ka i . 
h;rce t o  p ro.j  a uvt o .n l e ,go usa \ e vkd i,khso ,n 

m e  avp o. t o u/ avnt i d i,ko u m ouÅ 

And there was a widow in that city who 
kept coming to him saying, ‘Give me 
justice from my opponent.’ 

 

Luke 18:4 ka i. o uvk h;qe l e n e vp i. cro ,no nÅ m e ta. d e . 
t a u/t a  e i=p e n evn e à ut w/|\ e i v ka i. t o .n qe o .n 
o uv f o b o u/m a i  o uvd e. a ;nqrw p o n 
e vnt re,p o m ai ( 

And for a while he was unwilling; but 
afterward he said these things to himself, 
‘Even though I do not fear God or respect 
man, 

 

Luke 18:5 d i a, ge  t o. p a re,ce i n m oi  ko ,p o n t h.n 
ch,ra n t a u,t hn evkd i kh,sw a uvt h,n( i [na  m h. 
e ivj  t e,l o j  evrco m e ,nh up̀ wpi a,z h| m e Å 

yet because this widow keeps bothering 
me, I will give her justice, so that she will 
not in the end wear me down by her 
continual coming.’” 

NET tn The term ùp wp i a,zw (hupoÒpiazoÒ) in 

this context means "to wear someone out 
by continual annoying" (L&N 25.245). 
NET tn Grk "by her continual coming," but 
the point of annoyance to the judge is her 
constant pleas for justice (v. 3). 

up̀ wp i a,z w up̀ wp i a,z w up̀ wp i a,z w up̀ wp i a,z w strike under the eye—1. lit., in a 

weakened sense annoy greatly, wear out, 
browbeat Lk 18:5.—2. fig. treat roughly, 
torment, maltreat 1 Cor 9:27.* 

Luke 18:6 E i=p e n d e. o  ̀ku,ri o j \ avko u,sa t e  t i, o  ̀
kri t h.j  t h/j  avd i ki,a j  l e,ge i\ 

And the Lord said, “Hear what the 
unrighteous judge said. 

 

Luke 18:7 o  ̀d e. qe o .j  o uv m h. p o i h,sh| t h.n e vkd i,khsi n 
t w/n e vkl e kt w/n a uvt o u/ t w/n b o w,nt wn 
a uvt w/| hm̀ e,ra j  ka i. nukt o ,j ( ka i. 

m a kro qum ei/ e vp V a uvt oi/j È 

And will not God give justice for his chosen 
ones, who cry aloud to him night and day, 
and will he delay long over them? 

NET tn The emphatic particles in this 
sentence indicate that God will indeed give 
justice to the righteous. 

Luke 18:8 l e,gw um̀ i /n o [t i  po i h,se i  th.n e vkd i,khsi n 
a uvt w/n e vn t a,ce i Å p l h.n o  ̀ui ò .j  t o u/ 
a vnqrw,p o u e vl qw.n a =ra  e ur̀h,se i  t h.n 

I say to you, he will give justice to them 
speedily.  But when the Son of Man 
comes, will he find faith on the earth?” 

a =ra  is an interrogative particle indicating 

anxiety or impatience, introducing direct 
questions only, usually incapable of direct 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

p i,st i n evp i. t h/j  gh/j È translation 

Luke 18:9 E i=p e n d e. ka i. p ro ,j  ti na j t o u.j  
p e po i qo,t a j  evf V èa ut o i/j  o [t i  eivsi .n 
d i,ka i o i  ka i. e vxo uqe no u/nt aj  t o u.j  
l o i po u.j  t h.n p a ra bo l h.n t a u,t hn\ 

And he also told this parable to some who 
trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous and despised others. 

 

Luke 18:10 :Anqr wp o i  d u,o  a vne ,b hsa n e ivj  t o. i è ro .n 
p ro se u,xa sqa i ( o  ̀e i-j  F a ri sa i/o j  ka i. o  ̀
e [t e ro j  t el w,nhj Å 

“Two men went up to the temple to pray, 
the one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector. 

 

Luke 18:11 o  ̀F a ri sa i/o j  st a qei .j  p ro.j  e à ut o.n 
t a u/t a  p ro shu,ce t o \ ò qe o ,j ( e uvca ri st w/ 
so i  o[t i  o uvk e i vm i. w[sp e r o ì l o i p oi. t w/n 
a vnqrw,p wn( a [rp a ge j ( a;d iko i ( m oi co i,( h' 

ka i. ẁj  o u-t o j  ò t e l w,nhj \ 

The Pharisee stood and prayed this about 
himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not just 
as other men, robbers, unjust, adulterers, 
or even like this tax collector. 

Metzger’s textual commentary: p ro.j  e à ut o.n 
t a u/t a {C} 

External evidence (î75 B Q  Y ¦1 892 

Origen) favors the reading t a u/t a  p ro.j  
e à ut o,n, but internally the more difficult 

sequence seems to be p ro .j  e à ut o.n t a u/t a. 

The latter was ameliorated to read ka qV 
e à ut o.n t a u/t a (D itd geo2), “[standing] by 

himself …” Because of the difficulty of 
construing p ro .j  e à ut o,n (especially when 

the words stood next to st a qe i ,j),15 several 

witnesses (a* ù1761 itb, c, ff2, it, l, q, r1 copsa, ach 

eth geo1 Diatessaronn, t) omit the phrase 
entirely. 

NET tn Or "stood by himself and prayed like 
this." The prepositional phrase pro.j  èa u to, n 
(pros eauton, "to/about himself") could go 
with either the aorist participle sta q e i,j  
(statheis, "stood") or with the imperfect verb 
prosh u,c eto  (proseÒucheto, "he prayed"). If 

taken with the participle, then the meaning 
would seem at first glance to be: "stood 'by 
himself'," or "stood 'alone'." Now it is true 
that pro,j  can mean "by" or "with" when used 

with intransitive verbs such as i[sth mi 

(histeÒmi, "I stand"; cf. BDAG 874 s.v. pr o,j  
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

2.a), but pr o.j  èa uto ,n together never means 

"by himself" or "alone" in biblical Greek. On 
the other hand, if pro .j  èa u to, n is taken with 

the verb, then two different nuances 
emerge, both of which highlight in different 
ways the principal point Jesus seems to be 
making about the arrogance of this religious 
leader. 

The same noun l o i p o i is used in verse 9 

(others, other men). 

Luke 18:12 nhst e u,w d i.j  t o u/ sa b b a,t o u( a vp o de ka t w/ 
p a,nt a  o [sa  kt w/m a i Å 

I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I 
get.’ 

 

Luke 18:13 o  ̀d e. t e l w,nhj  m a kro ,qe n e s̀t w.j  o uvk 
h;qe l e n o uvd e. t o u.j  o vf qa l mo u.j  e vp a/ra i  eivj  

t o.n o uvra no ,n( a vl l V e ;t up ten t o . st h/qo j  
a uvt o u/ l e ,gwn\ o  ̀qe o ,j ( i l̀ a,sqht i , m oi  t w/| 
a m̀ a rt wl w/|Å 

But the tax collector, standing from afar, 
did not want even to lift up his eyes to 
heaven, but beat his breast saying, ‘God, 
be merciful to me, the sinner!’ 

NET tn The prayer is a humble call for 
forgiveness. The term for mercy 
(ìl a ,sko m ai, hilaskomai) is associated with 

the concept of a request for atonement 
(BDAG 473-74 s.v. 1; Ps 51:1, 3; 25:11; 
34:6, 18). 

NET tn Grk "the sinner." The tax collector 
views himself not just as any sinner but as 
the worst of all sinners. See ExSyn 222–23. 

Luke 18:14 l e,gw um̀ i /n( ka t e,b h o u-t o j d e di ka i wm e,no j  
e ivj  t o.n o i =ko n a uvt o u/ p a rV e vke i/no n\ o [t i  

p a/j  o  ̀uỳw/n e à ut o .n t ap ei nwqh,se t a i ( ò 
d e. t a p ei nw/n e à ut o.n uỳwqh,se t a i Å 

I tell you all, this man went down to his 
home justified rather than that one, for 
everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, but he who humbles himself will 
be exalted.” 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Luke 18:1-14 (verse summary) 

V1. Jesus told his disciples so they would always pray and not be discouraged. 

V2. Jesus began his parable by describing a certain judge in a certain city who did not fear God 

or respect anyone. 

V3. A widow in the same city persistently kept coming to the judge asking for justice against her 

opponent. 

V4. The judge refused to give her justice for a while, but afterward he considered how he did not 

fear God or respect anyone. 

V5. The judge, considering his own disrespectful character, decided to give the widow who 

bothered him justice so she would not exhaust him by her continual coming. 

V6. The Lord Jesus, addressing his disciples, urged them to hear what the unrighteous judge said. 

V7. In comparison to the unrighteous judge, will not God give justice to his chosen ones who cry 

out to him day and night, and will he delay long over them? 

V8. Jesus assured his disciples that God will give justice to them speedily, but even so, will the 

Son of Man find faith (like that of the persistent widow) on the earth when he comes. 

V9. Then Jesus told another parable, this time to some who trusted in their own righteousness 

and despised others. 

V10. In this parable, two men (a Pharisee and a tax collector) went up to the temple to pray. 

V11. The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed by thanking God that he was not like other men 

such as robbers, the unjust, adulterers, or even like the tax collector. 

V12. The Pharisee rehearsed his righteousness to God in prayer: twice weekly fasts and giving 

tithes on everything he gets. 

V13. In contrast, the tax collector stood far away and would not even lift his eyes toward heaven, 

but beat his chest as he pled with God to be merciful to him as the sinner. 

V14. Jesus told his disciples that the tax collector instead of the Pharisee went down to his home 

justified before God, because everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles 

himself will be exalted.  
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3 Exegetical Outline – Luke 18:1-14 (full) 

I. The Parable of the Unjust Judge (vv. 1-8). 

a. The reason for the parable: to encourage disciples to persist in prayer and not lose 

heart (v. 1). 

• V1. Jesus told his disciples so they would always pray and not be discouraged. 

b. The content of the parable: a tenaciously faithful widow gets justice from an unjust 

judge by wearing him down (vv. 2-5). 

i. V2. Jesus began his parable by describing a certain judge in a certain city who 

did not fear God or respect anyone. 

ii. V3. A widow in the same city persistently kept coming to the judge asking for 

justice against her opponent. 

iii. V4. The judge refused to give her justice for a while, but afterward he 

considered how he did not fear God or respect anyone. 

iv. V5. The judge, considering his own disrespectful character, decided to give 

the widow who bothered him justice so she would not exhaust him by her 

continual coming. 

c. The lesson of the parable: if persistence will get results from an unjust judge, how 

much more so will God’s chosen ones get justice by persistently coming to God the 

righteous judge (vv. 6-8). 

i. V6. The Lord Jesus, addressing his disciples, urged them to hear what the 

unrighteous judge said. 

ii. V7. In comparison to the unrighteous judge, will not God give justice to his 

chosen ones who cry out to him day and night, and will he delay long over 

them? 

iii. V8. Jesus assured his disciples that God will give justice to them speedily, but 

even so, will the Son of Man find faith (like that of the persistent widow) on 

the earth when he comes. 

II. The Parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector (vv. 9-14). 

a. The reason for the parable: to rebuke the proud who despise others (v. 9). 

• V9. Then Jesus told another parable, this time to some who trusted in their 

own righteousness and despised others. 
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b. The content of the parable: two men who pray in very different manners, but the one 

who God justifies is a surprise (vv. 10-13). 

i. V10. In this parable, two men (a Pharisee and a tax collector) went up to the 

temple to pray. 

ii. V11. The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed by thanking God that he was 

not like other men such as robbers, the unjust, adulterers, or even like the tax 

collector. 

iii. V12. The Pharisee rehearsed his righteousness to God in prayer: twice weekly 

fasts and giving tithes on everything he gets. 

iv. V13. In contrast, the tax collector stood far away and would not even lift his 

eyes toward heaven, but beat his chest as he pled with God to be merciful to 

him as the sinner. 

c. The lesson of the parable: God justifies the humble, not the proud (v. 14). 

• V14. Jesus told his disciples that the tax collector instead of the Pharisee went 

down to his home justified before God, because everyone who exalts himself 

will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Luke 18:1-14 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: Through the telling of two related parables, Jesus encouraged his 

disciples to persist in prayer (as did the widow) for just deliverance from our opponent since God 

is a righteous judge, but he warned those who pray to God (as did the Pharisee) for self-

affirmation but others-condemnation. 

I. The Parable of the Unjust Judge (vv. 1-8). 

a. The reason for the parable: to encourage disciples to persist in prayer and not lose 

heart (v. 1). 

b. The content of the parable: a tenaciously faithful widow gets justice from an unjust 

judge by wearing him down (vv. 2-5). 

c. The lesson of the parable: if persistence will get results from an unjust judge, how 

much more so will God’s chosen ones get justice by persistently coming to God the 

righteous judge (vv. 6-8). 

II. The Parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector (vv. 9-14). 

a. The reason for the parable: to rebuke the proud who despise others (v. 9). 

b. The content of the parable: two men who pray in very different manners, but the one 

who God justifies is a surprise (vv. 10-13). 

c. The lesson of the parable: God justifies the humble, not the proud (v. 14). 
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5 Theological Outline – Luke 18:1-14 

Theological Proposition: God is a righteous judge, so the righteous should persistently pray 

expecting deliverance from human adversaries; but since no one is righteous before God, do not 

pray to him in pride expecting exaltation—only the humble repentant sinner will be justified and 

exalted before him. 

I. Be encouraged in prayer: God will justify the unjustly oppressed who persistently cry out 

for justice (vv. 1-8). 

II. Beware in prayer: God justifies those who humbly approach, not those who approach to 

boast (vv. 9-14). 
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6 Notes on Luke 18:1-14 

1. Quotation: This is a summary of Luke 18:1-30: “How can people enter God’s kingdom?  

Only with persistent prayer (vv. 1-8), humble repentance (vv. 9-14), child-like dependency 

(vv. 15-17), and the release of any and every possession that gets in the way of following 

Jesus (vv. 18-30). ~ ESV Literary Study Bible, p. 1570. 

2. Vv1-14. Both parables feature strong and contrasting characters.  The persistent widow and 

the unjust judge (vv. 1-8); the Pharisee and the tax collector (vv. 9-14).  Jesus is a shrewd 

judge of human character, a skill revealed in his story’s characters and how they are perfectly 

described for the needs of his audience.  Jesus has a way with words too.  For example, the 

widow is boxing the unjust judge in the eye every time she pesters him for justice, and the 

Pharisee prays to/about himself.  His parables must have delighted and infuriated his various 

listeners! 

3. Vv1-14. Considering the literary context, these two parables about prayer are not 

fundamentally concerned with technique (persistence, penitence), but with relationship to the 

God who delays in coming.  The persistent widow shows disciples they must keep on asking 

God for justice to escape oppression while the Lord tarries.  They must persist in relationship 

with him, believing that he will answer them speedily.  The Pharisee and tax collectors show 

disciples a personal relationship with God is necessary to be justified before God.  The 

Pharisee’s relation to God is commercial.  He does things for God expecting his just reward.  

The tax collector’s relation to God is covenantal.  He repents before the Lord his master 

pleading for undeserved mercy, and receives a righteous man’s reward because the Lord of 

the covenant has promised to reward his humble children according to his great mercy. 

4. Vv1-8.  The preceding context (Lk 17:20-37) indicates that persistence in prayer to God for 

justice is a lesson that Christians must keep in mind as they wait for final justice to arrive 

when Jesus comes again (the eschaton).  Thus this parable on persistent prayer is the 

concluding application to the teaching on Jesus’ second coming, and also a bridge to the next 

parable on prayer.  We must persistently pray for the coming of the kingdom when justice 

will come in its fullness.  This is the specific truth.  The general truth is that persistence in 

prayer applies to all things in life.  Christians must not lose heart in praying fervently for God 

to give them justice when they face trials, and must wait for it with patience, humility, and 

persistent prayer (cf. Lk 18:9-14). 

5. Vv1-8. Jesus tells a parable about prayer that argues from the lesser to the greater.  The lesser 

is the unjust judge.  The greater is God the just judge.  Jesus argues that if the unjust judge 

will finally give justice to the persistent widow, how much more God will give justice to 

those who ask him persistently.  If the first is true, how much more will the second be true?  

Jesus is not saying God is like the human judge in his capricious sense of justice.  The 

comparison is only at the level of position: both are judges who are able to give justice to 

complainants.  The parable is built rather on the contrast of the unjust human judge and God 

the righteous judge. 
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6. Vv1-8. Lessons from this parable. (1) It is both an exhortation and promise.  An exhortation 

to persevere in patient prayer.  A promise that God, on the last day when he comes, will 

vindicate his people who offer continual prayers seeking justice. (2) That God will bring 

justice is good news because it establishes his law and accountability in this world.  No one 

will escape God’s righteous judgment.  Those who experience injustice in this life may hope 

in the certain justice of God. (3) Faithfulness while the Son of Man tarries is persistence in 

prayer and diligence in service to God. (4) Our prayers often include personal needs of 

finances and health, for a friend/relative who is not a believer, for missionaries, for national 

leaders, victims of natural disasters.  But we need to pray also for the vindication of our 

Christian testimony in the world and for our full and final redemption in God.  We need to 

“wear God down” in prayer for this kind of vindication, that God would show his powerful 

presence in our ministry. 

7. V1. In the Jewish custom of Jesus’ day, prayers were prescribed for three times daily as the 

maximum (on the model of Dan 6:10).  In this parable Jesus goes beyond the custom, 

assuming that his disciples will always pray, and teaching them to not lose heart.  He means 

continual prayer, not continuous non-stop prayer.  What would cause disciples to be 

discouraged in prayer?  Jesus had just taught them that the Lord’s return would be sudden 

(Lk 17:20-37).  But it might be a long way off.  So this delay must discourage disciples from 

praying with persistency to God.  In this introduction to the parable, Luke guides disciples in 

its proper interpretation.  Persistent prayer, never giving up hope, is the proper response to 

the delay of the parousia Jesus spoke of in Luke 17:22-37. 

8. Application: How often do we have to pray before this verse can truthfully describe us?  This 

is probably the wrong question.  Persistent prayer is not about long prayer sessions or endless 

repetition (Mt 6:7-8).  To pray without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17) means that we always keep our 

requests before God and we follow him every day, believing that he will answer our prayers.  

Persisting in prayer this way will not physically or mentally wear you down, but will build 

you up in character, faith, hope, and love as you patiently wait on the Lord’s timing and 

answer. 

9. V2. NET sn. The judge here is apparently portrayed as a civil judge who often handled 

financial cases. 

10. V2. This unjust judge was not a “respecter of persons”.  In fact, he did not respect anyone!  

What a rotten judge!  The two most important attributes a judge must possess are love of 

justice (fear of God) and compassion for people (2 Chron 19:6-7).  This judge didn’t have 

either quality.  Like a lazy tenured professor who won’t retire, this judge did not do his job at 

all but he still firmly held the power to judge.  One who does not fear God would lack the 

wisdom to judge fairly (Prov 1:7; 9:10).  The picture of an ancient Near East judge is not one 

who sits in a courtroom in a building, but a man who sits in a tent where he holds court.  

Such judges would move around the community on a circuit to settle cases in neighborhoods 

and towns. (Would Jesus’ audience have pictured the widow following the judge from town 

to town?)  A judge would only try the cases of those approved and accepted by his assistants.  

This is where a bribe was useful—to call the judge’s attention to a particular case. 
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11. Quotation: “It is not strange if those that have cast off the fear of their Creator be altogether 

regardless of their fellow-creatures; where no fear of God is no good is to be expected.  Such 

a prevalency of irreligion and inhumanity is bad in any, but very bad in a judge.  Instead of 

doing good with his power he will be in danger of doing hurt.” ~ Matthew Henry 

12. V3. A widow is a woman whose husband has died.  The Bible counts widows as some of the 

most vulnerable people in ancient society (along with orphans and foreigners), and requires 

us to provide them assistance (Ex 22:22-24; Isa 1:17; 1 Tim 5:3; Jas 1:27).  Widows have a 

particular claim to justice in Israel (Dt 10:17-18; 24:17; 27:19; Ps 68:5; Isa 1:23; 10:2; Jer 

22:3; Ezek 22:7; Amos 5:10-13; Zech 7:10; Mal 3:5) and in the church (Acts 6:1; 9:39, 41).  

A true widow (one that deserves the material provision of the church) is a widow who is 

unable to marry, to provide for herself, and without family to provide for her (1 Tim 5:3-16).  

Widows in ancient cultures often had three strikes against them.  First, they were women, and 

women did not possess much of any standing before the law.  Second, they were husbandless, 

so they lacked the legal advocate married women enjoyed.  Third, they were often poor and 

thus could not afford to pay a bribe to a judge in order to “grease the wheels” of justice.  It 

was common for widows to essentially be helpless apart from the judge’s action.  Thus the 

widow in this parable is a character who is oppressed, poor, and needy.  She is a figure with a 

righteous cause who wants justice, not special favors or revenge.  This widow was persistent 

to the point of annoyance in her calls upon the judge for justice against her opponent (i.e., an 

adversary in court).  Perhaps her complaint was financial, and the judge was holding out for a 

bribe which she could not afford to pay.  If this is the assumption (remember it is a parable, 

not a historical narrative), then persistence is her only option. 

13. V4. The judge refused to give the widow justice—for a while.  We can expect injustice in this 

world for a time, even for longer than is comfortable for us.  This is the way the world 

functions.  But Jesus says keep praying for God to deliver you.  Even the supremely unjust 

judge, who neither cares about God or people, may eventually wear down by your 

persistence and reconsider. 

14. V5. That is exactly what happens in this story.  The unjust judge breaks down because of the 

widow’s continual coming.  He’s sick of hearing her, so he gives her what she wants just to 

send her away!  This is the only way he knows to escape his sense of being beaten down.  

The Greek uses an idiom for the woman’s beating the judge down that literally says “she is 

striking him in the face/eye”.  Obviously she is not actually giving him a black eye, so 

English translations render the idiom figuratively.  But the Greek idiom is comprehensible in 

English.  Better to translate as “I will give her justice so that she will not box me in the face 

by her continual coming!” 

15. V6. NET sn. Listen to what the unrighteous judge says! The point of the parable is that the 

judge's lack of compassion was overcome by the widow's persistence. 

16. V6. Amazing!  Jesus draws our attention to the words of the unjust judge.  Listen to the 

judge’s words since they are the key to understanding the parable.  Again, the judge’s 

character is contrasted with God the judge.  The unjust judge finally gives in to the persistent 

widow out of annoyance.  However God the judge gives his elect justice because he loves 

them. 
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17. Vv7-8.  The question that should arise from the parable is not whether God will give justice 

speedily to his chosen ones (“Is God like the unjust judge by delaying and leaving us without 

justice?”).  Rather the question should be whether faithful believers will persevere in prayer 

through trials, persecution, and injustice before the Son of Man comes to bring justice.  Don’t 

lose hope!  You will not be disappointed, since when God does come to bring justice, it will 

be swift and final, and your suffering will seem short-lived compared to the glory to follow. 

18. V7. NET sn. The issue of delay has produced a whole host of views for this verse. (1) Does 

this assume provision to endure in the meantime? Or (2) does it mean God restricts the level 

of persecution until he comes? Either view is possible. 

19. V7. Jesus calls those who are God’s people his “elect.”  They are God’s chosen ones.  How 

do we know them in this parable?  They give evidence of their election through their 

persistent prayers.  According to Jesus, at least in this passage, God knows the elect as his 

praying people.  A person who never prays, or who has given up on the power of prayer, has 

no evidential basis to consider himself chosen by God. 

20. V7. Unlike the human judge in the parable, God loves people and justice.  God will certainly 

care for his elect more than did the unjust judge.  He will give them justice when they are 

right (Dt 32:36; Ps 34:17-18).  God’s elect are the “apple of his eye” (Dt 32:10; Ps 17:8).  

They cry out to him day and night—in other words: always (cf. Lk 2:37; Acts 9:24; 20:31; 

26:7).  “Always” is prescriptive, not necessarily descriptive.  God’s chosen ones whom he 

loves ought to pray to him without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17; cf. Rom 1:9-10).  What kind of 

justice ought we to pray for?  Luke has in mind God’s rescuing his people from the suffering 

and injustice they experience in this world (Lk 1:68-74).  God will not delay long over the 

cries of his people who seek relief and justice. 

21. V7. Some reasons why God may delay in answering our prayer for justice. (1) That we might 

learn patience, faithfulness, perseverance, and other virtues that are fruits of the Spirit. (2) To 

make our thanksgiving sweeter when God finally answers (i.e., delayed gratification). (3) 

God may have a greater blessing for us.  Our prayer may be good, but he may will something 

better for us. (4) God may have reasons that lie (at least partly) outside the realm of human 

experience (cf. Job 1:6-12). (5) God may have a reason that he decides to finally keep from 

us, hidden in his mind.  To remind us that he is sovereign, and does not owe us any 

explanation for his actions. [From William Hendriksen, Luke, NTC, 822] 

22. V7. Note that the contrast is between the unjust human judge and God the righteous judge.  

The contrast is not between the poor widow who seem to have no advantage but her 

persistence and God’s chosen who have every advantage as God’s children.  This idea says, 

“Even this unimportant widow received human justice only through her persistence; how 

much more will God’s elect get justice from their Lord!”  To believe Jesus teaches this 

contrast is to think Jesus believed that widows actually have no advantage in God’s kingdom.  

But the opposite is true.  God has a special place in his heart (and in his kingdom) for widows 

who call on him for justice.  God especially loves those whom the world despises (1 Cor 

1:26-31). 
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23. Application: Note when God does delay answering our prayers, he always has a good reason 

for it.  Perhaps he waits to give us justice to strengthen us in the difficult discipline of 

persistent prayer.  Perhaps he waits to give opportunity to repent for those whom believers 

are praying. 

24. Application: Make a list of all the things you used to pray for but stopped for various reasons.  

Make a list of those reasons you stopped praying.  Doubted God would answer you.  Got 

tired of praying the same petition. Stopped believing in the power of prayer.  Stopped 

believing in the compassion and goodness of God as your Father.  Stopped believing in the 

power of God to fulfill prayer requests. Concluded that a delayed answer must mean a final 

no.  Became angry at God who seems distant.  Grew ashamed of your sin and therefore 

stopped praying.  Concluded that God’s no was due to your sin.  Figured God was ignoring 

you.  Wondered if God could really hear you.  Wondered if God really answers prayer.  

Wonder if God is really there.  Some of you need to examine the reasons why you have 

stopped praying for certain things, for certain people.  What’s going on in your heart?  Is 

there unbelief that I need to repent of?  This is the diagnostic part of the application.  But 

don’t miss Jesus’ point in his parable.  Eventually you have to take your eyes off yourself and 

look to God.  This is the cure for your unbelief.  To focus on God faithfulness and goodness 

and not your lack of these.  Look to the many ways God kept his OT promises in the coming 

of Christ.  Look to the many OT and NT promises God will keep in the second coming of 

Christ.  Then consider that you live right in the historical center of God keeping his promises. 

25. Application: Christ-centered conclusion. Note that Christ is the answer to the widow’s plight.  

Jesus gives value to women, listening to them, teaching them, saving them, loving them.  

Christ is the bridegroom of his bride, the Church.  God’s people will never be widowed 

because we have a husband who has already passed through death, never to die again.  Our 

ever-living husband is our continual advocate before the throne of God in heaven.  We must 

care for widows because Christ cared for us. 

26. V8. NET sn. Will he find faith on earth? The Son of Man is looking for those who continue 

to believe in him, despite the wait. 

27. V8.  The Son of Man is a common title Jesus used for himself.  It was a less controversial 

title than “Messiah” or “Son of God.”  The Son of Man is (among other things) a reference to 

the messianic Savior in the book of Daniel (Dan 7:13-14). 

28. V8. The justice from God may not always seem to come speedily to God’s elect, but from 

God’s perspective his response in giving justice is speedy (2 Pet 3:8).  Precisely because 

God’s justice may seem delayed from the human perspective, we must be persistent in prayer.  

As persistent as the widow who did not give in or give up until she received justice.  At the 

end of this verse, Jesus includes a peculiar comment that seems out of place. “When the Son 

of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?”  The implied answer is Yes, there will be 

believers, but not every person will believe.  The comment is meant to encourage persistent 

prayer and faithful watchfulness in disciples during a time of spiritual decline and 

persecution.  So when Jesus returns, he will be looking for those who are always in prayer 

and watching for his coming—not with a sense of idleness or otherworldliness, but living as 

disciples in the midst of the world.  This must be true since otherwise the parable’s details of 
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widow with a worldly opponent crying to a careless judge would not apply to a disciple’s 

situation in the world.  Will Christians remain faithful through the trials that come before the 

Son of Man comes (Mt 24:10-12; 2 Thess 2:3; 1 Tim 4:1)?  Continual prayer will insure that 

a community of faithful people will still be waiting when the Son of Man returns to the earth 

(v. 1). 

29. Application: Note that it is much easier to begin a habit of prayer than to keep a habit of 

prayer!  Lots of things may cause a person to begin crying to God.  Fear of death, excitement 

about the subject of prayer, sense of loss, danger, or despair.  But to pray in a continual 

manner requires faith.  Our weak nature leads us to become weary and to give up because we 

doubt prayer is useful.  But this is surely what Satan wants—that we stop praying.  He wants 

us to rush through our prayer, to shorten them, to pray carelessly, which will lead us to cease 

praying.  But prayer is where true faith begins, flourishes, and declines.  It is like breathing.  

Without it a person’s spiritual life will soon wither and die.  Jesus urges and encourages us to 

keep on praying and not to lose heart. 

30. Vv9-14. Jesus tells another parable about prayer, emphasizing the acceptance of the outcast.  

Rather than emphasizing the goodness of God the judge and encouraging believers to pray 

with persistence for God to act, this parable is a warning to approach God in humble prayer.  

In this sense it is not disconnected to the purpose of the previous parable.  Disciples who 

learned the lesson that God desires persistent prayer, now learn on what basis to approach 

God in prayer.  Not on the basis of their own morality and sense of superiority compared to 

others, but on the basis of God’s mercy.  The first parable is about getting justice from God.  

The second parable is about getting justified by God.  In other words, pray for justice from 

God the judge with humility, and don’t seek to exalt yourself or your cause.  Pray for mercy, 

relief, and justice in order to live humbly and in repentance before God the judge. 

31. Quotation: “God is always ready to receive the unrighteous when they call to him, but he 

closes his ears to those whose pride in their religious practices and good works makes them 

feel self-sufficient.” ~ I Howard Marshall, New Bible Commentary, p. 1009. 

32. Vv9-14.  “Two Went up into the Temple to Pray” by Richard Crashaw. 

 Two went to pray? O rather say 

 One went to brag, th’other to pray: 

 One stands up close and treads on high, 

 Where th’other dares not send his eye. 

 One nearer to God’s altar trod, 

 The other to the altar’s God. 

 

[Chapters into Verse. Vol. 2. pg. 148.] 

33. Vv9-14. Quotation: “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 
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we share.  Pride turns up its nose; humility offers an open and lifted-up hand.” ~ Darrell 

Bock, Luke, NIVAC, 464. 

34. V9.  The sin Jesus confronts is self-righteousness.  This is not a sin that a subset of people 

struggle with.  J.C. Ryle observes, “We are all naturally self-righteous.  It is the family-

disease of all the children of Adam. From the highest to the lowest we think more highly of 

ourselves than we ought to do. We secretly flatter ourselves that we are not so bad as some, 

and that we have something to recommend us to the favor of God” (Prov 20:6; Jas 3:2; Eccl 

7:20; Job 15:14). 

35. V9. Once again, Luke provides the parable’s interpretive guide as a prelude to the parable 

itself.  It is significant that the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector follows the 

parable of the Persistent Widow.  What kind of person would likely respond in self-

justification to the first parable?  The person who prays much and who has a reputation for 

praying much.  Without the following parable, the self-righteous religious person who is 

impressed with how much he prays and obeys God in his praying “day and night” might be 

confirmed in his pride.  But Jesus is too clever to let this kind of person off the hook.  Jesus’ 

audience is likely the Pharisees.  In this parable he means to subvert their view of themselves 

as the real prayer warriors compared to all the others who they don’t see praying as often as 

they do.  These full-time pray-ers had an unrealistic sense of their position before God.  They 

thought their efforts at holiness and prayer made them better than other people, so they 

naturally looked down on others whom they saw as spiritually beneath themselves.  Not only 

did the Pharisaical folks look down on “less spiritual” people, they acted on this belief and 

treated others with contempt.  Their religion and morality had become ugly to behold. 

36. V10. There are two characters in Jesus’ parable.  A Pharisee and a tax collector.  The Pharisee 

represents people who trust in their own righteousness to impress God.  The Pharisee appears 

respectable, living an honest and upright life.  The tax collector represents people whom the 

Pharisees look down upon and treat with contempt, yet are closer to God through their 

humility.  They are the widow of the first parable, not the Pharisees!  Note that in Jerusalem 

people literally went up to the temple since it was at a higher elevation than the rest of the 

city.  Ancient people usually built temples on hilltops or mountaintops, since such a location 

conveyed nearness to the heavens where God resides.  Hence the people going to the temple 

to pray are going up nearer to God to talk with him.  People were able to pray privately in the 

temple any time during the day, not just during worship services (periods of prayer arranged 

during the daily morning and evening sacrifices: 9:00am and 3:00pm).  God is not only 

available to hear your prayers during a corporate worship service, he is always listening. 

37. V10. It is worth noting that not all Pharisees were men who would pray like this.  There were 

certainly good Pharisees who sought the Lord in sincerity and humble faith, so it is unfair to 

lump all Pharisees together, except that we recognize that the “Pharisee way” was especially 

prone to the dangers of self-sufficiency, pride, and arrogance.  The legalistic “religious way” 

is the same today.  But Jesus knew the stereotype of a proud Pharisee was generally true.  

Jesus knew his audience included Pharisees like the one in this parable.  Note also there are 

extant Jewish sources that record prayers like the one Jesus put on the lips of the Pharisee in 

this parable (cf. Talmud, Berakhoth 28b; cited in Leon Morris, Luke, TNTC). 
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38. Quotation: “The Pharisee came to the temple upon a compliment, the publican upon 

business; the Pharisee to make his appearance, the publican to make his request.” ~ Matthew 

Henry 

39. Vv11-12.  The Pharisee’s prayer (if it can be called that!) is more of a boast.  There is no 

petition or confession in his prayer.  He doesn’t think he needs God, so he prays like an angel 

not a sinner.  He essentially asks God to be impressed with him.  “I thank you God that I’m 

so great!”  One wonders if he went to pray loudly so that all within earshot could hear how 

good he was.  Was his “prayer” even for God at all?  Or was he really announcing his 

righteousness to other worshipers?  If the more difficult Greek reading is right (tauta 

following pros heauton), then the Pharisee is not “standing by himself and praying,” but 

“standing and praying to/about himself.”  Either way he despised his neighbor and suggested 

to God that there was nothing he himself needed.  The sum of his “prayer” is that he is a 

lawkeeper (not an extortioner, not unjust, not an adulterer), he glorified God with his body 

(fasted twice weekly) and his estate (tithed on everything he acquires), and he is thus better 

than others at being good. 

40. Application: How to avoid becoming a Pharisee?  Measure yourself rightly.  Not by 

comparing yourself to other people, since you’ll always choose less moral folks to build 

yourself up.  But by comparing yourself to God’s standard, the requirements of his perfect 

law. 

41. V11. NET tn. If p ro .j  e à ut o,n is taken with the verb, then two different nuances emerge, both 

of which highlight in different ways the principal point Jesus seems to be making about the 

arrogance of this religious leader. (1) "prayed to himself," but not necessarily silently, or (2) 

"prayed about himself," with the connotation that he prayed out loud, for all to hear. Since his 

prayer is really a review of his moral résumé, directed both at advertising his own 

righteousness and exposing the perversion of the tax collector, whom he actually mentions in 

his prayer, the latter option seems preferable. If this is the case, then the Pharisee's mention of 

God is really nothing more than a formality. 

42. V11. The Pharisee stands, which is the normal posture of prayer (Mt 6:5; Mk 11:25).  Since 

he is contrasted with the tax collector who stands far off, the implication is that the Pharisee 

stands up front (a place at the temple to be seen).  Another hint that he tries to do everything 

in his religious life “by the book.”  But he actually prays about himself, seeking to exalt 

himself.  This is opposite of what true prayer is.  This is why God gives him the opposite of 

what he expects.  Notice the 5 times the Pharisee refers to himself (5 “I”s).  His prayer is an 

ego trip.  It is an exercise in spiritual narcissism.  His prayer begins with the words, “God, I 

thank you…”  This is an excellent way to start a prayer.  He was in a position to thank God 

for all the many ways God has been good to him, has blessed him, has forgiven him, and has 

answered his prayer by grace.  But the Pharisee never prays this way (at least not from the 

heart), unless he is praying “by the book” in order to merit God’s approval!  Instead the 

Pharisee launched into a prayer boasting before God about his own moral purity and 

righteousness compared to other men, even the man praying nearby.  Jesus is painting for us 

a picture of spiritual arrogance.  Only those who have a false sense of their own self-

righteousness look down on others with contempt. 
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43. V12. The Pharisee fasted twice a week, although only required in the OT law to fast once a 

year on the Day of Atonement (although see Lev 16:29-34; 23:26-32).  Voluntary fasting 

could accompany prayer, doing penance, and mourning (Ps 35:13; 1 Kgs 21:27; 2 Sam 1:12).  

The idea is this man sees himself as going way beyond the call of duty.  Required to fast once 

a year?  He fasts 100 times a year!  In the intertestamental period, the Jewish oral tradition 

added religious fasts that many pious observed (Mondays and Thursdays according to the 

traditions of the Pharisees; cf. Taanith 10a, 12a).  Fasting is like any other spiritual discipline 

of which the Bible approves (Lk 5:33-35; Acts 13:2-3).  Although good in itself, fasting can 

be abused and can be the occasion for sin.  If a person fasts to merit God’s approval, then it 

becomes a filthy-rag work (cf. Isa 64:6).  If a person puts on a fasting show for a spiritual 

display, then Jesus says the fast is worthless, even offensive, in God’s sight (Mt 6:16-18; cf. 

Isa 58:1-6). 

44. V12. Moreover, he tithes (gives a tenth portion to the Lord) of everything he acquires, not 

only on what he earns which is what the law required (Lev 27:30-33; Num 18:21-26; Dt 

14:22).  This was typical of first-century Pharisees.  He meticulously tithes of all his income 

(not just on certain crops which was required, but also on garden herbs) to meet the letter of 

the law, and then tithes on all he gets that is exempt from the law.  Because he tithes of 

everything he acquires, he is in this manner going above and beyond the call of duty.  One 

gets the impression that this Pharisee thinks he is doing God a favor, some special and 

unique, an extra work of piety, for which God owes him thanks and reward.  On the other 

hand, there is not a sense that he gives any more than the tithe (no overflowing generosity), 

but rather a sense of rigorously giving exactly 10% of everything.  Admittedly this is reading 

between the lines, but generosity is certainly not highlighted. 

45. Quotation: “If humility toward God and compassion for neighbor are excluded, the Pharisee 

possessed an impeccable life-style.  But humility toward God and compassion for neighbor 

are the essence of true piety.” ~ Robert Stein, Luke, NAC, 449 

46. V13. By comparison, the tax collector’s prayer is only 7 words long (6 words in the Greek).  

Whereas the Pharisee seems to stand as close to God as possible (to be seen and get 

approval?), the tax collector stands far off in the temple.  He comes into God’s presence, not 

to present himself before God for approval, but to humbly ask for mercy.  The Greek word 

hilasthēti is associated with propitiation, thus the tax collector is pleading with God for a 

mercy that pours out the wrath which he deserves from God on to someone/something else.  

He is asking for God to forgive him, to atone for his sin by turning his wrath away and be 

satisfied with his plea for mercy.  The tax collector will not even lift up his eyes to heaven.  

There is nothing inherently wrong with praying with your eyes open toward heaven.  But this 

tax collector is too stricken with his sin to be comfortable lifting up his eyes toward God.  He 

is in the position of a subject bowing before his sovereign.  He beats his chest in self-derision 

(perhaps continuously as the imperfect form of the verb suggests), pleading for God to show 

him mercy.  He even sees himself as “the” sinner, not just “a” sinner.  Ironically, like the 

Pharisee, he puts himself in a class by himself, but how striking the contrast!  Beating his 

chest was a sign of sorrow and contrition (Lk 23:48).  His prayer seeks God’s mercy.  It is a 

simple sinner’s prayer, a model of requesting forgiveness through pardon (Pss 25:11; 51:1; 

65:3; cf. Lk 6:36).  God will not despise this kind of prayer (Ps 51:17).  At this point, the 

audience has heard everything they need to understand the vast difference between the 
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humility of the tax collector and the exalted pride of the Pharisee.  This illustration is key to 

understanding the punch-line (central point) of the parable in verse 14. 

47. V14.  We should not be shocked by the reversal of expected outcomes, but often we are.  

First, Jesus says, “I tell you” indicating that he knows the mind of God regarding who is 

justified.  This was shocking because only the Son of God would know this!  Additionally, 

Jesus’ audience would have been shocked, since they regarded Pharisees as righteous and tax 

collectors as wicked.  At first glance, the Pharisee does a lot of good things.  His 

righteousness according to the law is recounted.  He says his prayers.  In his own estimation, 

he is not an extortioner, unjust, an adulterer, or like tax collectors (v. 11).  He fasts 100 times 

more than the law required and doesn’t steal any tithes from God.  Many people who look at 

the Pharisee would pronounce him good but not nice.  He’s a prideful lawkeeper.  He is the 

stereotypical religious person who does the right thing but not in a winsome way.  Pride is so 

dangerous because it can cause us to disdain others and cut us off from God.  The tax 

collector, however, seems to have nothing going for him.  He is an immoral beggar who 

doesn’t deserve any kind of praise for what he is or does.  But Jesus doesn’t see them that 

way.  As the Son of God, he comes to inform us that God views the Pharisee as an unjustified 

sinner, and the tax collector as a justified sinner.  Because of the humility of the tax collector, 

he goes home justified in God’s sight, whereas the Pharisee goes home only justified in his 

own eyes.  The Pharisee has a lot to brag about, but he hasn’t figured out that it’s not enough.  

He will never have enough to impress God, to put himself in a position that God must justify 

him.  No human righteousness is enough to please a God who requires perfection (Mt 5:48; 

cf. Isa 64:6).  The tax collector, instead of relying on something good he might have found in 

himself, relies on God’s mercy.  And God was pleased to give it.  The tax collector is exalted 

by God because he rightly humbled himself.  The Pharisee is humbled by God because he 

wrongly exalted himself (Lk 1:52-53; 6:21, 25; 10:15; 14:11; 16:19-31).  In this parable it is 

as if the prodigal son and elder brother make a second appearance (Lk 15:11-32).  The tax 

collector plays the part of the prodigal; the Pharisee the part of the elder brother. 

48. V14. What does it mean to be justified?  Basically, that God declares us righteous on the 

basis of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross for our sins (Rom 3:19-4:25).  WSC 33: “What is 

justification?  Justification is an act of God's free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, 

and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, 

and received by faith alone.”  Justification comes when we believe God, not just “believe in” 

God.  Abraham believed God’s promise and it was accounted to him by God as righteousness 

(Rom 4:3; cf. Gen 15:6).  A sinner is justified freely by God’s grace to forgive his sins and 

see Jesus’s righteousness wrapped around the sinner.  It is never ever, no not ever, of works!  

The end result is a new identity.  The tax collector is not just forgiven, God declares him as 

one of the righteous!  He now stands in a new relationship with God.  Justification means a 

sinner stands before God who propitiated his wrath.  The tax collector’s moral perfection or 

even moral character are not a factor in his receiving justification.  Rather he is justified by 

God’s free grace. 

49. Application: The person who does not believe in justification by grace alone, of free 

forgiveness, of pardon for sins, will necessarily take one of two roads straight to hell.  Either 

he will turn to self-righteousness, doing his best to be very good in order to earn approval 

from God or men, assuming he must only go just a little farther down the road he walks to 
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find God’s approval.   Or he will turn to despair, giving up the hope of ever getting rid of his 

guilt.  The first turns to man-made religion, moralism, or some form of activism to assuage 

his guilt.  The second turns to atheism, hedonism, or suicide to heal the pain of his guilt. 

50. V14. Notice how God is able to bring good out of evil.  Jesus used the tax collector character 

in his parable because such were known to be great sinners.  They were extortioners, unjust, 

and perhaps especially subject to adultery because of their wealth.  Yet the tax collector’s 

humility before God led to his being justified.  The Pharisee did well to avoid extortion, 

injustice, and adultery, and to attend to fasting and tithing, but Satan and his own heart made 

him proud of his good deeds, to his ruin. 

51. Quotation: “The best way up is down, and the quickest way down is to lift oneself up.” ~ 

Darrell Bock (paraphrasing many a preacher), Luke, NIVAC, 462 

52. Quotation: “Humility, [Jesus] would evidently impress upon us, is among the first and 

foremost graces of the Christian character. It was a leading grace in Abraham, Jacob, Moses, 

David, Job, Isaiah, and Daniel. It ought to be a leading grace in all who profess to serve 

Christ. All the Lord's people have not gifts or money. All are not called to preach, or write, or 

fill a prominent place in the church. But all are called to be humble. One grace at least should 

adorn the poorest and most unlearned believer. That grace is humility.” ~ J.C. Ryle 

53. Conclusion: Pray persistently, but pray humbly.  Don’t justify yourself, but seek God’s 

justification.  Let him who boasts, boast only in the Lord (Ps 34:2; 2 Cor 10:17-18). 

2 Corinthians 10:17-18   "Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord."  For it is not the one 

who commends himself who is approved, but the one whom the Lord commends. 
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8 Sermon References 

2 Chronicles 19:5-7  He appointed judges in the land in all the fortified cities of Judah, 
city by city,  6 and said to the judges, "Consider what you do, for you judge not for man 
but for the LORD. He is with you in giving judgment.  7 Now then, let the fear of the 
LORD be upon you. Be careful what you do, for there is no injustice with the LORD our 
God, or partiality or taking bribes." 

Luke 17:24  For as the lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the 
other, so will the Son of Man be in his day. 

1 Timothy 1:15   The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost. 

“Two Went up into the Temple to Pray” by Richard Crashaw 

 Two went to pray? O rather say 
 One went to brag, th’other to pray: 
 One stands up close and treads on high, 
 Where th’other dares not send his eye. 
 One nearer to God’s altar trod, 
 The other to the altar’s God. 

Romans 3:21-25a  But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from 
the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it--  22 the righteousness of 
God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction:  23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,  25 whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. 

2 Peter 3:8-10  But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is 
as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.  9 The Lord is not slow to fulfill 
his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any 
should perish, but that all should reach repentance.  10 But the day of the Lord will come 
like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies 
will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be 
exposed. 

Romans 3:10b-12  "None is righteous, no, not one;  11 no one understands; no one 
seeks for God.  12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one 
does good, not even one." 

1 John 4:10-11  In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and 
sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also 
ought to love one another. 




