
Holy Trinity 27 Oct 2019                                                                                       Luke 18:9-14, Micah 6:6-8 

May I speak in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

 I had a rant the other day! Sorry, yep. A doctor rang me to discuss my blood pressure 

– just the thing to lower it, I thought. AND I have spent far too much time on the M25 of late 

being invited to go 60 while all around is stationary or go at 40 when there is a clear road. 

AND, of course I am now driving a horrid polluter that I was advised would be oh-so-green 

11 years ago. AND whatever I voted in 2016 I was wrong, stupid or half-a-dozen other 

errors! BAH! 

However, on reflection  

 St Paul suggests our bodies should be temples of the Holy Spirt, so it would be as 

well to look after it. And while I could not find a Bible verse about doing 100 miles an hour 

on a crowded motorway, I think that if we are to Love the Lord our God etc… then we will 

not want to mess-up his creation. 

BUT, BUT 

Consider the parable we have just heard.  

This is the picture. We can assume that it is either dawn or 3 o’clock in the 

afternoon. The two men are going to one of the two daily atonement offerings. With the 

benefit of our hindsight we can enjoy that Jesus, the Lamb of God, is using the occasion 

when a lamb is sacrificed to introduce us to the concept of real righteousness. 

 So we have the tax man – the hero, we are used to this with Zacchaeus, Matthew 

(tax gatherer becoming disciple) and the man in our story who went home “justified”. BUT 

tax gatherers were most likely nasty pieces of work… They would buy, bribe or hustle their 

way to have the franchise to gather tax in an area then they’d work the system, ramp the 

tolls or just send the boys round. Jesus is not using our hero to illustrate the virtues of caring 

or campaigning for worthy causes, but of calling upon God for salvation.  

Actually in other translations he asks for absolution1, a much stronger word. He does not 

just stand there and pray. He stands apart; he knows that those around will think of him as 

unclean and that contact with him will defile them; he beats upon his chest. This is an 

extreme action for a man in those days. The only other time this action is mentioned in the 

Bible is when the crowd witnesses Jesus’ death upon the cross. In general only women and 

probably at tragic funerals beat upon their chests, for a man do this is quite something. 

The unclean sinner gets his absolution. 

 Meanwhile the Pharisee. Well we are conditioned to think of Pharisees and scribes 

and chief priests etc as baddies. But this man is not bad. The law requires fasting on the Day 

of Atonement – our chap does it twice a week. The law required tithing food stuffs – he 

tithes all of his possessions.  

 
1 (hilaskomai) 



But look at his prayer. “I thank you that I am not like other people”. As he is standing apart 

he may well have been praying aloud as was customary. How would he look today – does 

virtue signalling come to mind? Would he be campaigning and telling riff-raff like me how to 

behave? Perhaps? He certainly had some choice things to say about the tax-man. 

His clear mistake is to rely on his own goodness and not upon the grace and power of God. 

This is not an isolated parable. It is a common theme of the Gospels – we do not earn our 

way into the Kingdom of God, but receive it through grace. 

There were plenty of issues for Jesus to have taught his disciples to campaign about 

– Roman rule, lovely people like Herod who chopped off John the Baptist’s head, tax 

gatherers and so on – plenty to virtue-signal on. BUT Jesus’ focus is on a right relationship 

with God being the basis of righteousness, not a virtuous goodness of self-declared self-

righteousness. 

The prophets Isaiah, Hosea, Amos and (from the reading we heard today) Micah 

were calling this over 700 years earlier. 

Micah – provides not only our first reading today but also ends our prayer of confession. 

Contrast the gentle poetry of “Do justly, love mercy and walk humbly with our God” with 

the angry intemperate discourse of today. 

This is what is “required”. Required – this is not an imperial command form an Almighty God 

but rather the yearning from a mother or parent … that we “Do justly, love mercy and walk 

humbly with our God” 

DO justly! We are not called to act as bewigged judges. No, Jeremiah explains: “Thus 

says the Lord: Do justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the 

oppressor him who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the resident 

alien, the fatherless, and the widow”. To do justly would mean then to look after the 

widows and orphans that came way down the list in a patriarchal society, to care for the 

alien, to love your neighbour. Do justly is DOING not parading virtue like the Pharisee. 

Loving mercy – Well of course we know that our assumptions are right. We are not 

unwashed. We are not like the tax-gatherer. Actually loving mercy is not standing apart or 

aloof but being compassionate, respecting [and] forgiving. 

Walking humbly is not to deny our skills and talents but rather hoping that as we 

walk through life people will see God’s footprints in the path we have trodden rather than 

our own virtue. 

 This a time to hold up a mirror to our attitudes – our attitudes to the wrong, the less 

educated, the selfish, the plebs – the tax gatherers of today’s age. This is a time to take St 

James’ advice as we pray to God or declaim to the world – to guard our tongue and the 

tongue of our emails, the tongue of our social media (including what we link to). This is a 

time to …… 

renew our prayer to cultivate a right relationship with God, to be truly righteous –  to 

do justly, to love mercy and walk humbly with our God.                 Amen 


