
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Sunday closest to  October 26
Proper 25

Year C RCL

2 Timothy 4:6-8,16-18
Psalm 84:1-6
Luke 18:9-14

Almighty and everlasting God, increase in us the gifts
of faith, hope, and charity; and, that we may obtain
what you promise, make us love what you command;
through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and
ever.
Amen.
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Psalm 84:1-6

Quam dilecta!
1 How dear to me is your dwelling, O LORD of hosts! *

My soul has a desire and longing for the courts of 
the LORD;
my heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God.

2 The sparrow has found her a house
and the swallow a nest where she may lay her 
young; *
by the side of your altars, O LORD of hosts,
my King and my God.

3 Happy are they who dwell in your house! *
they will always be praising you.

4 Happy are the people whose strength is in you! *
whose hearts are set on the pilgrims' way.

5 Those who go through the desolate valley will find it 
a place of springs, *
for the early rains have covered it with pools of wa-
ter.

6 They will climb from height to height, *
and the God of gods will reveal himself in Zion.
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2 Timothy 4:6-8,16-18

I am already being poured out as a libation, and the 

time of my departure has come. I have fought the good 

fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 

From now on there is reserved for me the crown of 

righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will 

give me on that day, and not only to me but also to all 

who have longed for his appearing.

At my first defense no one came to my support, but 

all deserted me. May it not be counted against them! 

But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that 

through me the message might be fully proclaimed and 

all the Gentiles might hear it. So I was rescued from the

lion's mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every evil 

attack and save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him 

be the glory forever and ever. Amen.
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Luke 18:9-14 (From the Amplified Bible)

He also told this parable to some people who trusted

in themselves and were confident that they were right-

eous [posing outwardly as upright and in right standing 

with God], and who viewed others with contempt: 

“Two men went up into the temple [enclosure] to pray, 

one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.The Phar-

isee stood [ostentatiously] and began praying to himself

[in a self-righteous way, saying]: ‘God, I thank You that

I am not like the rest of men—swindlers, unjust (dis-

honest), adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast

twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax 

collector, standing at a distance, would not even raise 

his eyes toward heaven, but was striking his chest[in 

humility and repentance], saying, ‘God, be merciful and
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gracious to me, the[especially wicked] sinner [that I 

am]!’ I tell you, this man went to his home justified 

[forgiven of the guilt of sin and placed in right standing 

with God] rather than the other man; for everyone who 

exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles 

himself [forsaking self-righteous pride] will be 

exalted.”
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SERMON

As our passage opens, Jesus is speaking to a group 

of people who 

“trusted in themselves and were confident that 
they were righteous [posing outwardly as up-
right and in right standing with God], and who 
viewed others with contempt: ”

 The audience is important because Jesus is about to

puncture some well-loved balloons enjoyed by this 

group. Every congregation has well-loved balloons. The

new preacher generally has to be careful where he 

treads lest he step on one. Unless you are Jesus. Jesus 

seeks out well-loved balloons to show us that all is not 

as it might seem. There is nothing more important than 

to keep in mind that however pretty the balloons are 

there’s nothing but hot air inside. 

Jesus' message is about good guys and bad guys, 

and this audience is not going to like where he comes 
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down on the issue, for it is one of their well-loved bal-

loons. To see why, I want to revisit Matt Dillon again. 

Last Sunday I said:

Matt is the living embodiment of decency, 
but, oddly, he is about to engage the bad guy,
not upon principles of decency, but upon the 
bad guy’s own turf – violence as the ultimate
resolution of conflict. Killing people is a bad 
thing to do, but somehow Matt’s goodness 
means he can do badness and still be good.

This is the myth that lives within each of us – that 

we can grant righteousness to ourselves, and, once 

granted, we can somehow do bad stuff and still be 

good. It's one of our well-loved balloons, and we don't 

like it trifled with. The teachings of Jesus are wonder-

ful, ideal ways for us to live with one another, we tell 

ourselves, but when push comes to shove, the real 

world isn’t ready for such an ideal approach, so we, the 

righteous, are forced by the evil in the world to shelve 
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Jesus’ teachings for the time being and address the bad 

guys in the only language they can understand. You can 

grant yourself a lot of slack if you are one of the good 

guys, but who are the good guys and who are the bad 

guys? Jesus’ parable introduces us to one of each – a 

Pharisee and a tax collector– and his account of each is 

surprising.

The Pharisees get a lot of bad press from contempo-

rary Christians, much of it undeserved. Paul, remember,

was a Pharisee, and Jesus, himself, spoke favorably of 

their teaching:

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disci-
ples, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit on 
Moses’ seat; therefore, do whatever they teach 
you and follow it1

The Pharisees viewed themselves as separate from 

those who interpreted the Law differently than they did.

1 Matthew 23:1-3 NRSV
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Jesus’ audience would have recognized them as the 

good guys. For them, the Pharisees were super Jews.

The tax collector, however, was an entirely different

kettle of fish. He was a Jew in cahoots with Rome and 

his cahoots involved taking money from Jews who did-

n’t wish to pay it in order to give it to people the Jews 

did not wish to have it. It was common understanding 

that tax collectors cheated, collecting more than was 

right and pocketing the rest. 

We now have our quintessential good guy and bad 

guy. The Pharisee is a religious person, who exceeds the

demands of the law in his zeal. The tax collector is a 

crook, in league with the occupying forces. Pretty clear 

which is which, but Jesus' account will switch these two

roles. That kind of thing throws us off balance. Nice, 

clear roles are much easier to deal with. Bad guys do 

bad stuff; good guys do good stuff (or bad stuff for 
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good reasons so everybody can feel good about it).

Of course, somewhere in the back of our minds, we 

know that real life is more complicated than that. Bad 

guys don't do bad stuff just to further the cause of bad-

ness in the real world. The CEO of Mylan didn't raise 

the price of Epipens from $57 to $600 just to imperil 

people's lives. She did it because she thought that would

benefit the company's bottom line, and she views man-

aging the company's profits as what a good CEO does. 

She is thus defining herself as one of the good guys and

good guys, like Matt Dillon, can do bad things and still 

remain good. You can get away with a lot of stuff if you

appoint yourself as judge of righteousness.

Enter our friend the Pharisee. Externally, the Phar-

isee is a pretty balloon, living a religious life but when 

Jesus lets us hear his internal thoughts they are anything

but admirable. He asks nothing of God. His faith is in 
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his own righteousness and he has worked hard at it. 

With all his good works, he reasons, God needn't enter 

the picture at all. His prayer is one of thanksgiving, but 

it is a self-serving prayer, thanking God that he is not 

like other people – exactly like the audience Jesus is ad-

dressing. 

The tax collector, who has done much bad, cheating

and colluding with Rome, brings an entirely different 

sort of prayer. His prayer pleaded with God to  cleanse 

a soul that was one dark blot. Each man described him-

self, and neither lied. The Pharisee was righteous by 

common tests. Conversely, the tax collector was a 

grafter and a crook. Each man told what he thought of 

himself, but what a difference! For the Pharisee the key 

word was I: it repeats over and over. He thanked God 

but actually his thoughts were on himself. The tax col-

lector, on the contrary, dared not lift his eyes to heaven, 
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kept smiting his breast, and offered a cry rather than a 

prayer. It's quite a contrast. The good guy, at his core, is

bad, and the bad guy, at his core, is humble and repen-

tant.

Where in the world do we go from here? The good 

guy, the guy everybody admired for his inflexible com-

mitment to his understanding of God’s requirements for

him is making this awful prayer, lifting himself up to 

God as an example of a righteous man, but the tax col-

lector, the bad guy, was the one accepted of heaven’s 

grace. The Pharisee’s center of the world was himself, 

the tax collector’s was God. The Pharisee regarded God

as a corporation in which he had earned a considerable 

block of stock, so that at any moment he might be invit-

ed to become a director. His “prayer” told God that he 

was waiting for well-deserved honors. God owes him. 

The publican saw God as burning holiness, yet of such 
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love that even a tax collector could be pardoned. What 

we think of ourselves and our neighbors stems from 

what we think about God.2

If we are to embrace the understanding that all have 

sinned and fallen short, we are going to have to aban-

don our certainty that there are good guys and there are 

bad guys and the good guys are the privileged ones, liv-

ing within God's grace. We have to learn the meaning of

living for God in all we do.

In A.D. 67, Paul was imprisoned in Rome. He knew

he was to be martyred, but his focus was on his disciple,

Timothy. His letter, which we know as 2 Timothy is the 

last letter written by Paul, a sort of last will and testimo-

ny. It is more personal in tone than First Timothy and 

shows us how very pitiable was his plight in these last 

days.  Here is a portion of what he wrote:

2 Interpreter’s Bible
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I am already being poured out as a libation, and 
the time of my departure has come. I have 
fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I 
have kept the faith. From now on there is re-
served for me the crown of righteousness, which
the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on 
that day, and not only to me but also to all who 
have longed for his appearing.

At my first defense no one came to my support, 
but all deserted me. May it not be counted 
against them! But the Lord stood by me and 
gave me strength, so that through me the mes-
sage might be fully proclaimed and all the Gen-
tiles might hear it. So I was rescued from the li-
on's mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every
evil attack and save me for his heavenly king-
dom. To him be the glory forever and ever. 
Amen.

External righteousness is a pretty balloon filled only

with hot air. We are to pursue the words of the Psalmist:

How dear to me is your dwelling, O LORD of 
hosts! 
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My soul has a desire and longing for the courts 
of the LORD;
my heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

The Lord bless you 
and keep you; 
the Lord make his 
face to shine upon 
you, and be gracious 
to you; 
the Lord lift up his 
countenance upon 
you, and give you 
peace. 
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider
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