
 
 

 
 

5. The Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee 
(Luke 18: 9-14) 

 
 

In the holy Church, we live by the liturgical calendar. Just like the regular year has seasons (as 
Spring follows Winter), our church year has seasons. We have the season of Advent, the Nativity Lent, 
and then we feast at Nativity! Then we have Theophany and we bless the waters, and then we take a 
little rest. The next season to come will be Great Lent, and then Holy Week, and then Pascha! The 
seasons repeat every year, and we always have the same gospel readings and prayers and hymns each 
day, repeating again and again every year. After many years in the Church, you will probably know 
where we are in the year by hearing what this Sunday’s gospel reading is, because you’ll have heard it 
on that Sunday every year, year after year. 
 

The season of Great Lent will begin in a few weeks, and of course that is the beautiful season 
when we prepare ourselves for Holy Week and Pascha. The prayer book with all of the readings we use 
in church for Great Lent and Holy Week and Pascha is called the Triodion. During that whole 
wonderful season, we’ll read from that book in church. Interestingly, we don’t actually start using this 
book on the first day of Great Lent -- we actually begin three weeks earlier, to get ourselves ready for 
Lent! So on the day when we start using the Triodion (which is three weeks before Great Lent) we like 
to say that we are now in the Triodion period, because this is the period of time when our readings come 
from the Triodion book. 
 

The first Sunday of the Triodion is always the same reading: it’s the Sunday of the Publican and 
the Pharisee. When you hear this parable read as Sunday’s gospel reading, you know that you are just 
three weeks away from the beginning of Great Lent! Over the years, you might even get excited when 
you hear it, because you know that you have a beautiful Lent and a glorious Pascha ahead! As we 
consider this parable today, we might ask ourselves why it is the Church’s choice to give us this 
particular parable as we get ready for Great Lent. 
 

When Jesus tells The Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee, St. Luke tells us that He was 
talking to a very specific audience:  “He spoke this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous, and despised others” (Luke 18: 9). What does he mean? Have you ever heard of the idea, 
“put your trust in God”? Here we see that these people “trusted in themselves” -- they are proud; they 
think that they are important, and aren’t thinking about God. They “trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous”, so they judge themselves righteous. Who is our judge? God! But they are trying to be 
their own judge, and they’ve decided that they’re doing just fine. While a humble person might be 
aware of their flaws, a prideful person doesn’t even see their own sins, and they judge themselves 
righteous. 
 

The parable is very simple: Jesus describes two different people, both entering the temple to 
pray. One is a pharisee: this is a well-respected religious man, and like the people He is teaching, he 
judges himself righteous. He is proud, while the other man is humble: The other man is a publican, 
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which is a tax collector. As you may remember from Zacchaeus, tax collectors collect the money for the 
government, but they also collect extra for themselves, and their cruelty and greed is well-known. 
Where a Pharisee is respected in society, a Publican is hated by the people.  
 

The parable goes, 
 

Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
 
The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other 
men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give 
tithes of all that I possess.’ 
 
And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat 
his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 
 
I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who 
exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” 

 
(Luke 18: 10-14) 

 
So the first man is the Pharisee, a very well-respected religious man. Jesus says that he “stood 

and prayed thus with himself” -- wait, he prayed with himself? We pray to God. Jesus says he prayed with 
himself, kind of like he is “full of himself”, meaning that he’s prideful. He thinks he’s just great, like the 
audience -- they judge themselves to be righteous. They put themselves in God’s place, becoming their 
own judges and praying with themselves. This proud man’s prayer is a prayer of thanksgiving -- “God, I 
thank You that I am not like other men -- extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector.” 
He is technically thanking God, but he’s really just saying that he is better than everyone else. He lists 
proof of his goodness: “I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all I possess.” He is doing a good job of being 
a religious man, technically: he is in the temple praying, he fasts, he gives his money as he should. He 
follows all the rules and does the right things. And yet, he is a prideful man. 

 
The second man is the Publican, the tax collector. He doesn’t walk proudly to the front, toward 

the altar, but stands “afar off”, as if he is shy or does not feel worthy to approach too close. He “would 
not so much as raise his eyes to heaven” -- again, he feels unworthy. Whereas the first man marched up 
and literally declared his own worthiness, this man kept his head down and “beat his breast”, which 
means that he is upset and feeling very strongly about the prayer he offers: “God, be merciful to me, a 
sinner!”  

 
We pray this prayer today -- we don’t pray, “Lord, have mercy on me, the best person ever” but 

“Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner”. Why do we pray like the Publican? 
 
As the parable ends, we find that the Publican “went down to his house justified” but the 

Pharisee did not. This means that when they left the temple and headed home, the Publican had 
forgiven and set right with God, but the Pharisee had not. “For everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” While every one of us is wonderful and is loved 
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by God, it’s important for us to know who we truly are: God is the one in charge, the one who judges 
and who is truly righteous, and we are His creation, lower than Him, and we aren’t perfect like Him. 
We struggle to do the right thing, and we make a lot of mistakes along the way. When we really know 
who we are, we are humble, but when we think we’re like God, judging and righteous and perfect, then 
we aren’t seeing our true selves, and we’re prideful. So the one who exalts himself, who thinks he is the 
best, will be humbled when he realizes that he is weak and he needs God very much. On the other hand, 
the one who humbles himself will be exalted, because he sees things as they really are, and God will 
embrace his humility and raise him up to heaven.  

 
When we think about sin, we generally think of doing bad things. Hitting people, lying, stealing 

-- these are sins. We don’t think about the kinds of things the Pharisee does, fasting and almsgiving, as 
sinful, and they aren’t. Those are very good things to do! So we need to ask ourselves: what exactly is 
the problem with the Pharisee? Well, he’s too prideful. St. John Climacus tells us, "Pride is the 
annihilation of virtue". The Pharisee may have done many good and virtuous things, but his pride 
actually kills the virtue, the goodness.  

 
As we enter into Great Lent, the Church prepares us by reminding us that the fast will not be 

just about following the rules: it’s not just praying, fasting and almsgiving. We can do all the right 
things, but if our hearts are filled with pride, it will all be useless. Humility is so important that doing all 
the right things without humility is nothing, and yet doing all the wrong things but being humble is 
much, much better. Now imagine how wonderful it is if we do all of those good things, AND we are 
humble! 

 
 
Kontakion (Tone Four) 
Let us flee the proud speaking of the Pharisee and learn the humility of the Publican, and with groaning 
let us cry unto the Savior: Be merciful to us, for Thou alone art ready to forgive. 
 
 
 

 
 
QUESTIONS: 
 
In the “seasons” of the Church year, what is the “Triodion period”? Why is it important? 
 

- The Triodion is the prayer book full of the readings we use in Church to get ready for Great Lent, 
during Great Lent itself, and throughout Holy Week and Pascha. On the day when we start using the 
Triodion (three weeks before Great Lent) we are in the Triodion period, because our readings come 
from the Triodion. 

 
Describe the two men in this parable, who came to the temple to pray. What are they like? 
 

- One is a Pharisee, a well-respected religious man, who is proud to consider himself and those he 
teaches to be righteous and holy. The other man is humble. He is a Publican, which is a tax collector 
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so he may have cheated others and they probably don’t like him very much at all. The Pharisee is 
respected in society, but the Publican is likely to be hated. 

 
How are the two men’s prayers different from each other? 
 

- The Pharisee is praying “with himself”, listing off to God all the good things he does, as though God 
doesn’t know them yet and needs to be reminded. His prayer is a proud, braggy prayer. But when the 
Publican prays, he knows that he’s done things that are wrong. He doesn’t brag about his life or his 
works: he just begs God for His mercy. It is a completely different, very humble kind of prayer. 

 
 
FOR DISCUSSION:   
 
The Pharisee is too prideful, isn’t he? And St. John Climacus reminds us that "pride is the annihilation of 
virtue". That means that pride actually kills all the good that could come through virtue. The Pharisee’s pride 
basically wipes out all of the good things that he’s done. Pride is strong, and can really hurt our soul! Have 
you ever seen pride mess up something good? Tell about it. 
 
Think to yourself about a time when you were really proud of something that you did. Maybe you won a race, 
did something really kind for someone who needed it, or finished a very hard project. Now think about how 
you handled it afterwards. Did you brag about this good thing that you did, and kill off all of the good that 
could have come from it? 
 
We’re coming up to Great Lent, when we will pray more, fast more, and give more alms. Talk about how 
today’s parable helps you to think about doing these right things in the right way. Will you brag about your 
long church services, hard fasting, and almsgiving? Or will you just humbly do them, and pray for God’s 
mercy?  
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