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St. Andrews Lutheran Church, Tallebudgera 
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Luke 18:9-14 

HUMILITY & GRACE 

 There are a lot of negative thoughts and behaviours which come naturally to us as humans, 

or, as we might say as Christians, which come naturally to our sinful human nature; jealousy, anger, 

greed, blaming others, if you keep thinking about it can be quite a long list.  And one of the things 

which will most likely make it to the top of the list of these naturally occurring negative traits for 

many of us, is our tendency to look down on others.  It’s a human trait which the entertainment 

industry has really homed in on recent years with the huge growth in ‘reality television’; a form of 

entertainment in which ‘reality’ is twisted and distorted so that the people we are viewing act in 

ways that we can all respond to by shaking our heads and saying, ‘Unbelievable!  I am so thankful 

that I am not as bad/ shameless/ bitchy/ incompetent/ ridiculous/ (…add your own words) as he/she/ 

or they are.  At this time I would like to tell you about what I think of people who watch reality 

TV, but because I’m talking about judging others as being a negative behaviour I’m going to have 

to try and refrain from doing that (that’s a joke!). 

 Why do we do this?  Why do we find it so easy and natural to judge others, to compare 

them to us, particularly when we do it in a negative way?  One reason is that it makes us feel better 

about ourselves, doesn’t it?  While there might be things about my life, my relationships, my 

situation, my behaviour, which I’m not overly happy about, an unfortunate part of our human nature 

which sometimes raises its head is I can feel better about myself if there is someone out there whose 

situation or behaviour is worse than mine. 

 So often in His teaching, including in the Parables, Jesus addresses aspects of our human 

behaviours and attitudes and relates them to what it means in relation to our being in God’s 

kingdom.  In the Parable of the Good Samaritan Jesus shows how being tied down to religious duty 

and obligation falls short when we consider what it means to love our neighbour.  And the 
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introduction to the parable we have here today is also very straight forward:  ‘Jesus told a story to 

some people who thought they were better than others and who looked down on everyone else’ (9).  

Don’t those people who look down on others really get your goat?  I’m pleased I’m not like them!  

It’s very hard not to think like that when we look at this well-known parable, isn’t it?  As soon as 

we hear in the introduction to the parable that a Pharisee is involved we know he is going to be the 

villain, no twists or surprises in this story, and we know that he will have an attitude and behaviour 

which we can favourably compare ourselves to.  And that’s so often what we do when we look at 

this story, isn’t it?  Whether it is in relation to the Pharisee, or to other people we know or see in 

our lives, our prayer can become something like, ‘I thank God that I am not like that person, that I 

don’t have sinful weaknesses they do, and that my humility is my greatest strength’.  (yes, that is 

sarcasm) 

  The irony of course is that whenever we look at this parable or think about what it is 

teaching us, we can naturally slip into doing what Jesus is speaking against here; comparing 

ourselves to others in a way which lifts us up at their expense.  But we know that’s not what it is 

about.  Instead, we can sum up what Jesus is saying here with these two words; ‘humility’ and 

‘grace’.  But even then there is a trap, because we can make it about our humility and God’s grace, 

rather than about God’s humility in loving us, accepting us, forgiving us. 

 The point about what the Pharisee was doing, and how he was approaching God, is that he 

had an ‘I’ problem; it was about him.  Another way of looking at it is that he was  ‘putting the cart 

before the horse’.  There was nothing wrong with what he was doing, they were all right and devout 

things.  But he uses them to try and put himself in a good place before God, and so he approaches 

God by saying,  ‘God, I thank you that I am not greedy, dishonest, and unfaithful in marriage like 

other people. And I am really glad that I am not like that tax collector over there. I go without 

eating for two days a week, and I give you one tenth of all I earn. (11,12)  His approach to God 

begins with what he has done, not in thanks for what God has done for him.  The things he does 

are good, but they are the imperfect response to God’s love and grace, not the way to earning them. 
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 Contrast that of course with the prayer of the tax-collector, the one who once again Jesus 

sets up as the known sinner who throws himself on God’s love and mercy.   In contrast to the loud, 

public, and self-justifying prayer of the Pharisee, we have the picture of him being off quietly in 

the corner and humbly praying, ‘God, have pity on me! I am such a sinner.’ (13b)  This man comes 

in a humility which in no way focuses on himself, but is wholly focused on God’s love and mercy. 

  When we look at this parable we normally compare ourselves to the two men here, and ask 

ourselves which one we are like. And of course, we will say that we are like the humble tax 

collector.  That can then naturally lead to us comparing ourselves to the pious Pharisee, so that, 

again, we end up doing exactly what Jesus is teaching against.  As soon as we start comparing 

ourselves to others we focus on what we do, not on what God does for us, as being the starting 

point in our relationship with God. 

  Instead, the better thing to do here is to ask ourselves; how do we, how do I, come before 

God?  Do I come first of all recognising the humility God has shown in sending Jesus to die and 

rise again for me?  Do I come accepting that there is nothing I can do, nothing at all, to earn God’s 

love and forgiveness, but I can simply throw myself on His mercy?  Do I simply come, empty 

handed, placing myself before the all-powerful, justice demanding, but loving and merciful God, 

and ask for His forgiveness knowing that I have no right to do this, but I simply do it because I 

know who He is and what He has promised to me? 

 And then, the follow up is: how does placing myself before God’s humility and grace come 

out in my life?  It’s been said that if we combined the dedication to God which the Pharisee had, 

with the humble and God-centred attitude of the tax collector, we’d have things pretty right.  Being 

human, of course, we’d never get that combo perfect.  In praying, serving God, not being greedy, 

giving to God and helping others, the Pharisee was doing what he is called to do.  But because he 

was doing these things as a way to earn God’s grace, not in response to it, he was never going to 

do them right. 
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 When we come to God in humility, relying completely on His grace, we are called to show 

this grace and humility in how we respond in living our lives.  To show humility and grace in our 

relationships with others.  To use what God gives us to in worship and service to Him and to serve 

others; our gifts and abilities, our time, our money and possessions.  To show God’s love, to show 

God’s acceptance.  A humility which seeks to serve and show grace in anyway it can. 

 It is a very human thing to judge others in comparison with ourselves.  Sometimes we can 

catch ourselves doing it without even thinking about it.  Many times, it’s so natural to us that we 

don’t even catch ourselves thinking about it.  Through the humility and grace which is shown to us 

through Jesus, God invites us to come to Him, to place ourselves on His mercy, and to receive the 

forgiveness and renewal He offers to us all.  In response, we are then called to go out and live and 

share this humility and grace in our lives.  Amen. 

FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION/REFLECTION 

Humility 

➢ Are there any areas of your life in which you find it difficult to show the humility God shows 

to us and calls us to share?  Do you find yourselves often judging others in comparison to 

yourself?  If you struggle with this, pray about it and ask for God’s strength and guidance to 

help you. 

➢ It can be tempting to bring before God the things we do ‘for Him’, to try and earn His love for 

us at least in some way.  Is there anything your pride brings up which prevents you from having 

a full and open relationship with God?  Confess this to Him, and pray for His strength and help 

in overcoming it. 

➢ Consider the humility God shows to us.  Consider how in Jesus He lowered Himself to become 

one of us, died on the cross, and rose again.  How can we show and share this humility in our 

lives so that people can come to know and experience His love in their lives also? 

 

Grace 

➢ ‘Grace’ is a free gift, something which can be neither earnt nor repaid.  Do you sometimes find 

it hard to accept that free gift and all God offers to us? 

➢ That God shows grace to us means we have His unconditional love and acceptance; it’s ours, 

all we can do is accept it with open hands.  What does knowing this grace of God mean to you 

in your life? 

➢ While we can’t earn God’s grace, we are called to both respond to and share it.  Consider the 

people you have in your life, at all levels of relationships:  how can you treat and relate to them 

so that they can be led to know and experience the grace God offers to them also? 
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