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JAMES HAIRE 
SERMON NOTES 

ST. AIDAN’S UNITING CHURCH, NARRABUNDAH, AND 
WESLEY UNITING CHURCH, FORREST, CANBERRA 

SUNDAY, 24 OCTOBER 2010 / PENTECOST 22 
9.00 AM AND 10.30 AM 

 
READINGS: Joel 2: 23 – 32 
                        II Timothy 4: 6 – 8 and 16 - 18 
                        Luke 18: 9 - 14 
TEXT:            Luke 18: 14 
 
 

1. Nature of the parable.     
 

Παραβολή.   It confronts you.   You cannot be neutral in facing it. 
The parable is again a setting for a dispute about the law:   
 

• vv 9 contempt for others accompanies self-righteousness. 
• vv 12  the Pharisee has exceeded the requirements of the Law in tithing 

(Deuteronomy 14: 22 - 23). 
•  Jesus places the exaltation and humbling in the context of his teaching 

(see too 6: 20 - 36). 
 

 
2.   The World of the First Century AD / CE   

This is a passage about social status.   To understand it, we need to understand 
the world of the First Century. 
 
First, religion, like other social factors, was enmeshed in kinship and politics.   
Membership of a religious community was not necessarily based on religious 
relationships, but on bonds of kinship that gave structure to religious 
associations.   Membership in religious groups was either involuntary or 
voluntary.   Involuntary members belonged to a religion because, for example, 
they were born into a particular family.   Voluntary membership in early 
Christianity stood in contrast to family-based religion.   In the first century C E 
the religion of voluntary members resulted in a newly-created kinship group. 1   
Although it appeared to be similar to, or to look like, any other kinship group, it 
was in fact a created or fictive kinship grouping.    
                                                        
1 THEISSEN, G. The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity: Essays on Corinth (edited and translated by John H 
Schutz). Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982, 27-40. Cf. ESLER, P. F. The First Christians in their Social Worlds: 
Social-Scientific approaches to New Testament interpretation. London and New York: Routledge, 1994, 6 – 12. 
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Second, in such an atmosphere, concern for honour and shame was significant.   
This was because honour determined social standing and was essential for 
social cooperation.   Honour was the outward approval given to a group or an 
individual by others whose honour was not in question.   The honour of an 
individual normally was dependent upon the outward approval given to one’s 
group.   On the other hand, people became shamed when they transgressed 
group standards or when they sought a social status to which public approval 
was not given.   Honour was ascribed, for example, by birth into an honourable 
family, or by it being given or bestowed from honourable persons of power.   It 
was acquired by outdoing others in social interchange.   A person’s sense of 
self-worth was therefore established by public reputation related to that person’s 
associations rather than by a judgment of conscience.  
 

3.  The Position of the Pharisee – Φαρισαιος - separated 
The Pharisees are the followers of a movement in Judaism beginning in the 
second and first century BC / BCE through to the second century AD / CE, 
when Rabbinic Judaism became established and took over the Pharisees’ major 
teachings.   The Pharisees taught the importance of the Torah, which involved 
extending the Temple regulations for purity and ritual observance into the life of 
the home and society.   The Pharisees also taught the importance of oral law.   
In effect, they recognised the importance of interpretation and tradition, as well 
as the importance of written laws. 
 
They were opposed by the Sadducees, who were the followers of a movement in 
Judaism, ending with the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD / CE.   Sadducees 
were traditionalists who strove to maintain the Temple worship and were also 
politically conservative and accommodated themselves to Roman rule as long as 
they could retain control of the Temple.    
 

4. The Position of the Tax Collector – Τελώνης 
The tax collector was in a very negative position: 
 

a.  He was a Jew working for the Roman authorities – tending towards 
being like the position of the Jewish kapos working for the Nazis in the 
concentration camps of Europe.   He worked for the occupying enemy. 
 

b. He dealt in filthy lucre.   Jesus to the Pharisee on the question of money: 
“Open your hand!”   They were to use the sacred Tyrian coinage of the 
Temple.    That was what the money-changing in the Temple was about. 
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c. He was engaged in a corrupt system, where the Jewish population were 
the victims.   Tax-collection was outsourced, and then sub-contracted, so 
that many more times tax was raised that was needed.   Corruption in the 
system was rife. 
 

5.   Theological Implications for the Christian Community 
 
Over against these factors, Jesus summons Christians to new social roles.   They 
are based on mercy, peaceable conduct and reconciliation in a culture where 
expressions of corruption seem to have been normative.   The call for 
transformation now means new expressions of group identity.   No longer based 
on kinship or ethnicity, group identity nevertheless seeks to retain the intense 
cohesion of former groups.   Jesus’ community members bind themselves 
together in Christ.   This metaphor is poignantly suitable in a society where self-
awareness arises from group association rather than from individual worth.   
The ideals of honourable and shameless conduct are altered in that they are not 
primarily derived from society outside.   Rather, enhanced honour for the 
community derives from its incorporation into its risen Lord.   Patterns of social 
co-operation are modified as a result.   A new communal identity in Christ is 
thus reinforced.    
 
The other factors in the transformation include cohesiveness within the group 
based on an understanding of God’s action from outside.   For that reason, 
attitudes of peaceful harmony are central to the community’s identity.   
Moreover, no other identity marker (ethnicity, gender, class, or status) may be 
accepted as absolute.   Honour derives from the faith-life of the community, 
originating from beyond.   The original groupings are transformed by the new 
ideal of a central awareness of their relationship with God.    
 
We thus see the radical way in which Jesus and later the Early Church took hold 
of Greco-Roman categories of group identity, and then applied to them new 
metaphors, including that of the body of Christ, so as to create in them a totally 
new identity.   Present-day individualism makes it difficult for us to see the 
significance of the dynamism of Jesus’ total transformation of a received 
aggressive culture.  
   

6.   Implications of this 
Hugh Mackay has written “What makes us tick?” in which he makes ten 
points regarding our desires.   He speaks of: 

1. Desire to be taken seriously 
2. Desire for ‘my place’ 
3. Desire for something to believe in 
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4. Desire to connect 
5. Desire to be useful 
6. Desire to belong 
7. Desire for more 
8. Desire for control 
9. Desire for something to happen 
10. Desire for love 

Christ enters into this world of desires, but gives us meaning within and even 
despite them. 
  

7. Theological implications - Christ becomes for us like the tax collector. 
 

This parable is very similar to Paul’s argument in Romans 3. 
 
We come with nothing in our hands.   We are all in absolute and total need of 
salvation.   That does not mean that God despises our social status, for Christ 
becomes like the tax collector for us.   He is quite ambivalent about our social 
status.   But we have no meaning in life apart from the salvation given by 
Christ, who enters into the depths of humanity for us.   Therefore, we need to be 
dependent on his compassion and salvation for us.   If we see ourselves along 
with the despised, then he gives us our status.   Our status is in Christ, who has 
gone through the depths of depravity and death for us.   Any other status we 
may have is meaningless.   So our only true meaning in life is being identified 
with him who has gone through all for us.   As Calvin points out in relation to 
this text, the tax collector, “relying on no merits of works, obtained 
righteousness solely by imploring pardon, because he had no other ground of 
hope than the pure mercy of God” (“seulement en confessant sa faute, et 
demandant pardon”) 2.   So, in everything which it does, the church must only 
and always point to Christ and not to itself.   In this is salvation for you and for 
me.   Our lives too are to have meaning in, and be solely related to, Christ.   We 
can thus easily identify with the morally despised. 
  
 

                                                        
2 CALVIN, J. Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke (translated from the Latin, 
and compared with the Frebch, by W. Pringle). Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1845,  206; cf. BARTH, 
K., Church Dogmatics IV/1. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956, 772. 


