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Sermon for Ash Wednesday    

 
  

 

Proud Man – Humble Christ 

 
On the surface this parable may seem to be just a little moral 
lesson on pride and humility. As Jesus puts it in his wrap up, 
“Everyone who humbles himself will be exalted and 
everyone who exalts himself will be humbled” (v. 14).  So 
let’s all get a little more humble. Done. 
 
We do that with the parables. It’s sort of like roller-skating 
through an art museum —a little moralism here, a little 
refrigerator door material there.  We stay on the surface, and 
because we’re pretty nice people, we may manage to 
escape a parable unscathed or unchanged. An old proverb 
goes, “Self-praise smells bad.” We get that. The Pharisee’s 
so-called prayer sounds more like an application for the 
Pharisee of the Year Award. It smells bad. This guy suffers 
from first-person-singularitis: “I thank you that I am not like 
other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers or even like this 
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tax collector. I fast twice a week. I give tithes of all I get.”  
Well, la-di-da! 
 
A young executive once invited his boss to his home for 
dinner.  Everything was beautifully prepared, and the dinner 
was going well. Several times, though, the boss repeated, 
“Well, you know, I’m a self-made man! ... You know I’m a 
self-made man.”  He said it once too often, and so the young 
exec’s eight-year-old daughter who was sitting at the table 
finally blurted out, “Daddy, if he’s a self-made man, why did 
he make himself that way?” 
 
This Pharisee was a self-made man, but why in the world did 
he make himself that way? The answer is that he made 
himself that way because he believed that fasting and tithing 
and not being like those other people left him impressive to 
God. 
 
And that’s what had to make this story so amazing when it 
was first told. The guy popping his buttons was by every 
definition in his culture a good man. He was exactly who he 
claimed to be. And the tax collector? He was exactly who he 
said he was, too—a dirty rotten scoundrel, a collaborator, a 
crook, an IRS scandal in the flesh, an unclean sinner. Yet 
Mr. Pharisee of the Year turns out to be the bad guy, and the 
terrible sinner turns out to be the good guy. What an 
incredible reversal it was for Jesus’ listeners! 
 
Humility in our culture, though, is a cherished virtue. 
Garrison Keillor for years has asked the question “How can 
you tell an outgoing Minnesotan?” His answer has been: 
“The outgoing Minnesotan actually looks at your shoes when 
he’s talking to you, not his own.” And we like that. We like 
the person who somehow maintains a humble shyness. We 
like Jesus’ ending to his parable.  
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We do a disservice to Jesus and his parable, though, if we 
keep it on this surface level.  As Luke puts it, Jesus told this 
parable to “some of them who trusted in themselves” (v. 9).  
In other words, the issue here is not just pride vs. humility 
but how we expect to be right with God. Jesus comments 
that only one of these two went home “justified” (v. 14). So 
what if Jesus is doing theology here? There’s a thought.  
 
What if the parable has something to say about God?  
Something like: If you want to be justified before God, God 
will have to do it for you. The Pharisee’s prayer never asks 
God for anything, certainly not to make him just. The tax 
collector, though, needs God for everything. He falls on 
God’s mercy like a dying man, like the dead man he is. 
That’s what Jesus is saying. We need God if we want to be 
right with God. And the place where that begins is just where 
we die to our pride and beg for mercy. Truth is, these two 
men are dead men standing, one dead in his own self- 
righteousness, and he doesn’t know it, the other dead in his 
sin, and he knows it, and he pleads for mercy. 
 
For us so busy in things of the soul, so immersed in things 
holy and good, Jesus reminds us that we are not justified by 
the hours we put in at church, our spiritual pedigree or 
maturity. We’re right with God because God has made us 
right in Jesus Christ. 
 
So we come on Ash Wednesday, repenting. We spend a 
season in deep repentance. And crucial to our repentance is 
a firm and steadfast trust in the perfect righteousness of 
Jesus Christ, God’s Son, who sacrificed himself for us on the 
cross and came through death victorious in his resurrection. 
Our repentance has always been a matter of trust. God can 
be trusted to provide what we need to be right in God’s eyes. 
This need for God’s sheer mercy levels us all.  


