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O, Lord, It’s Hard to Be Humble 
 

Play “O, Lord, It’s Hard to Be Humble” 
     Oh Lord it's hard to be humble 
     When you're perfect in every way. 
     I can't wait to look in the mirror 
     Cause I get better looking each day 
     To know me is to love me 
     I must be a hell of a man. 
     O Lord it's hard to be humble 
     But I'm doing the best that I can. 

Obviously, the theme of the gospel reading today is humility. In the Parable of the 
Pharisee and the Tax Collector, Jesus portrays two very different people. It would seem to 
be a very straightforward story: Pharisee – bad; Tax Collector – good. Go and do likewise. 
Amen. But on closer examination, something seems off. The Pharisee, who sounds kind of 
like the singer in the song, is too much of a caricature of self-righteous religiosity.  

We’re so used to hearing Pharisee used as a derogatory term that we might miss it. But 
consider that in 1st century Judaism, Pharisees were highly regarded. They were the 
progressive reformers. One of their main goals was to have people bring their religious life 
into everyday life. They put particular stress on devotions in the home, on lives of ethics, 
and tithing. They were learned and respected, the equivalent of what we used to call elders. 
They now might be called members of the church leadership circle. But I doubt very much 
that we would ever call Tamara or Debbie or any of our First United leadership Pharisees. 
So how did this name become a pejorative term for these pillars of the Jewish community?  

Once again we have to remember that Luke is writing some time around 80 - 90 CE. The 
Romans had sacked Jerusalem in 70 and destroyed the Temple. Anyone writing after that 
couldn’t help having that devastating event in the background of their work. It would be 
like trying to write about New York City with no awareness of 9/11. 

After the fall of the Temple, Judaism had to figure out its way forward. The Pharisees were 
one of several groups that began to help Judaism organize itself for this new era. One of 
the main things they did was to move the center of their religious life from the Temple to 
the Book (the Torah) – kind of like a “church without walls.  

The Jesus movement (there was no Christianity yet) was another group within Judaism 
trying to find its way. And it would seem that tensions broke out between some of the 
Pharisees’ synagogues and some of the synagogues of the Jesus movement. In an attempt 



to establish its own identity, the Jesus movement engaged in a lot of trash talk against the 
Pharisees. To be fair, there is reason to believe that some of the synagogues, had begun to 
excommunicate followers of Jesus.  

So here we have these two groups fussing with one another, and most New Testament 
scholars today think that what Luke is describing is the church of the post-70 era, retroject-
ing its conflict with the Pharisees into how he told the story of Jesus. Most scholars think 
that what we have here is a family fight: one group of cousins saying to another, "you don't 
live up to the family name." And the rhetoric goes both ways.  

That gives us some insight into the Pharisee in our parable. But what about our pious tax 
collector, the good guy of our story? It must be noted that tax collectors were not the good 
guys, even though Jesus made a point of calling one to be a disciple and included them in 
his ministry. But it was most definitely a name usually said with a sneer of derision. Rem-
ember some Pharisees asking why Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners? That actually 
wasn’t a bad question. Tax collectors were a segment of the Jewish population loathed by 
their fellow Jews. They collected money from their own people and put it in the hands of 
the Romans to pay for their own occupation; in other words they were collaborators. The 
tax collector in the parable is certainly aware of his sinfulness, although we don’t know if 
it’s in regard to his participation in the Roman domination system. In any event, there’s no 
indication that he intends to make any changes going forward. It seems that it would make 
more sense to lift him up as an example of cheap grace than as a paragon of faithfulness.  

But this isn’t a parable about faithfulness; it’s about humility. The bottom line is that 
Luke's Jesus wants us to be humble, as opposed to taking credit for things that we should 
not be taking credit for - even when they’re good things. The hook in the story may be our 
own temptation to identify only with the humble tax collector and not the arrogant 
Pharisee. Our prayer may be: I give you thanks, O God, that I am not like those Pharisees. 
Which, of course, makes us just like those Pharisee. 

But we may also be put off by the tax collector’s chest-beating. Is it a bit too dramatic? Is 
it really sincere? How can he be a model for us just because he comes to church and beats 
his breast? Where’s the life of justice that’s practiced by the Pharisee? Also, such 
declarations of sinfulness can be suspect when uttered by those who’d do better to take 
pride in their gifts and achievements. For some women, especially, but for many men too, 
the mandate of humility is a way to keep them under control, with low self-esteem and low 
expectations of themselves and others. Is this tax collector really our best role model? 

So what do we have here? We have a story that denigrates Jewish leaders and exalts tax 
collectors who confess their sins but give no other sign of new life, which runs contrary to 
the gospel, which promises God's love to all and commands that justice be done to all. But 
this story that denies God's love to the Pharisee (who lives a life of justice) and affirms 



God's love for the tax collector but expects no justice on his part. It’s hard to see the sense 
of this story. What’s Luke doing here? And does it have any good news for us, today? 

Luke uses this story to do two things. First, it discredits the Pharisees. Luke doesn’t see 
them as an authentic spiritual force in the 1st century. The line I left out of the text in the 
bulletin is very important because it says that these are people who "trusted in themselves." 
The church of Luke's time was in a conflict with the synagogue, and this story is a way of 
saying, "Look at the Jews; they’re like this Pharisee." Secondly, Luke wants to reminds us 
that even tax collectors receive God's grace and are welcome in the church.  

In one way, Luke was wrong. Like political cartoonists today, Luke created a caricature of 
the Pharisee for the purpose of getting the members of his community to believe that the 
Pharisees were empty shells, braggarts, no longer God's friends. But this isn’t right – 
neither with respect to the Pharisees nor to God. And reading the story as if were a true 
representation of the Pharisees and of God's attitude towards Jews, we’ll propagate a lie. 
There’s no need for us to stand far off and keep our eyes downcast and beat our breasts. 
But we do need to change the way in which we talk about the Pharisee in the story and the 
way we talk about Jews in the world of the 1st century.  

But in another way, Luke got it right. God does still welcome tax collectors and sends 
them home justified, that is, in right relationship with God. Of course, we have to add that 
all who accept God's justification will want to live in just ways. The promise of God's love 
carries within it the command of God's justice. And what we do with our lives flows forth 
from our relationship with God. This is the good news. And yes, it is for everyone, even all 
the sinners of our day, including you and me. This is grace: God still welcomes tax 
collectors, and God welcomes me - even me. 

And yes, grace is also for the Pharisees, those good church people who sometimes cross 
the line into smugness and self-righteousness, leaders who work so hard to uphold the 
institution that they miss the point, faithful people who become judgmental when others 
don’t measure up to their standards – those Pharisees of our day, including you and me. 

I see in this parable the necessity of keeping a balance between these two characters who 
live within us and of finding a truly humble spirit that is grounded in the recognition of the 
grace we have received from God. And in our recognition of both characters within us, we 
are better able to grant grace to others ourselves – although that is not always easy. My 
inner Pharisee looks down on behaviors and lifestyle choices – sins, if you will – of others 
and judges them accordingly.  

But grace doesn’t depend on our own actions. We can’t take credit for our standing before 
God. All we can do is simply recognize that we are recipients of a profound gift. If, when 
looking through the eyes of grace, we can see everyone else in a similar vein, we’ll see 
people that God has also created and loves. Love, in fact, is the key. Think about it: we 



don’t remain in relationship with people based on their perfect behavior but rather out of 
love. (And let’s not forget that those most important to us also remain in relationship with 
us despite our many shortcomings.) Grace initiates and maintains relationship. 
This may seem like a purely theological exercise, but it’s of great importance in our every-
day life. Many people work hard to be righteous – that is, do well in their various 
responsibilities as parents, employees, friends, children, church members, citizens, and 
volunteers.  
 
And that’s all to the good. But it’s important to be reminded that our worth doesn’t depend 
on our accomplishments! We’re beloved children of God, of infinite worth, and we are 
free to do our best in the variety of our responsibilities - not in order to be deserving of 
God’s love but because we already have it. 
 
Of course this runs contrary to our cultural stress on the need to justify ourselves through 
our accomplishments, wealth, or possessions. What use, we might ask, is grace to the self-
made man or woman that our culture honors? But the goal of being self-made, self-
sufficient, and impervious to need is a lie, one that is a crushing burden to carry and is 
routinely exposed by any illness or loss. We are dependent, vulnerable, finite creatures and 
as difficult or painful as that may seem to admit, the moment we do – perhaps at times in a 
flash of desperate insight not unlike the tax-collector’s – we’re freed from the burden of 
self-righteousness, free to see ourselves as beloved of God and recipients of an amazing 
gift, and sent forth to love and care for all those around us. 
 
The children’s story Old Turtle and the Broken Truth gets at this nicely. “Once in a 
beautiful far away land that was somehow not so very far,” it begins, “where every stone 
was a teacher and every breeze a language," into this far and lovely land there fell a truth.” 
But as it fell it broke in two. One half – that we are special and deserve to be loved – gives 
strength and happiness but over time leads to arrogance and disregard for others. Only 
when we discover the other half – that so also all others are also special and deserve to be 
loved – can we live into the peace and goodness of the universe.  
 
This is the heart of grace, the empowering love that frees us from insecurity and despair 
and then frees us again to share that same good news and love of God with others.  
 
Amen  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Joel 2:23-32      
This promise by one of Israel's minor prophets became the focus of the earliest Christian 
gospel when Peter quoted it as the only possible interpretation of what happened when the 
Holy Spirit came upon the apostles on Pentecost. Based on what God had done in 
providing for Israel in the past, the prophet assured his fellow citizens that God was with 
them now and that God would be with them come what may. 
 
It is written . . . 
 
Rejoice, Children of Zion! Rejoice!  
Be glad in YHWH your God, who sends you rain –  
the autumn and spring rains as of old – and a new spring crop. 
The threshing floors will be heaped with grain;  
the vats will overflow with new wine and oil. 
 
I will repay you for the years that were eaten away 
by the locust swarm, the winged locust, the scavenger locust, 
and the bark-stripping locust - my great army, which I sent against you. 
You will eat your fill and be satisfied,  
and praise the name of YHWH your God, who has dealt wondrously with you!  
My people will never again be put to shame. 
You will know that I am in the midst of Israel,  
and that I, YHWH, am your God, and there is no other.  
My people will never again be put to shame. 
 
After that I will pour out my Spirit on all humankind.  
Your daughters and sons will prophesy, your elders will have prophetic dreams,  
and your young people will see visions. 
In those days, I will pour out my Spirit, 
even on those in servitude, women and men alike.  
I will show signs in the heavens and on the earth,  
blood and fire and pillars of smoke - 
the sun will be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood – 
at the coming of the great and terrible Day of YHWH. 
 
But everyone who calls on the name of YHWH will be rescued.  
For there will be a remnant on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem – 
This is YHWHs promise. 
Anyone who invokes the name of YHWH will be among that remnant. 



 
 
 
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 
There is good reason to believe that this latter part of the so-called “Pastoral Letters” to 
Timothy and Titus may be a brief note from Paul himself. It speaks of Paul's own struggle 
to keep the faith. It also identifies several friends who knew and worked with him. Paul 
may have been in prison, but his faith had broken through its walls. Following this 
example, the letter says, faith is the only positive way to face unknown crises and dangers 
that may lie ahead. 
 
It is written . . . 
 
As for me, my life is already being poured out like a libation. The time of my dissolution is 
near. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Now a 
laurel wreath awaits me; on that day our God, the just Judge, will award it to me – and not 
only to me, but to all who have longed for Christ’s appearing. At my first defense, I found 
myself alone and without a single witness! Pray that they not be punished for it. Christ 
stood by my side and gave me strength, so that through me the proclamation might be 
completed and all the nations might hear the gospel. That’s how I was saved from the 
lion's jaws. Christ will continue to rescue me from all attempts to do me harm, and will 
bring me safe to the higher realm. To Jesus Christ be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 
Luke 18:9-14 
Jesus addressed this parable to those who believed in their own self-righteousness while 
holding everyone else in contempt. It would have had a varied response from those who 
first heard it. The Pharisees were devoutly religious, meticulous in keeping ritual laws, 
increasingly politically powerful and unsympathetic toward those less committed. Even 
less popular were the tax collectors. Jesus revealed a delightful and devastating sense of 
irony in comparing the two at worship. The parable catches everyone. It holds a mirror up 
before us describing and judging what we are like - sometimes one, sometimes the other. 

  
It is written . . . 
 
Jesus also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and 
regarded others with contempt: 
Two men went up to the Temple to pray, one was a Pharisee, the other a tax collector. 
The Pharisee stood and prayed like this: “I give you thanks, O God, that I am not like 
others - greedy, crooked, adulterous - or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I 
give a tenth of all my income.” 
The other one, however, kept a distance, not even daring to look up to heaven. In real 
humility, all the tax collector said was, “O God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 



 
Believe me, the tax collector went home from the Temple right with God, while the 
Pharisee did not. For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, while those who 
humble themselves will be exalted. 
 
 


