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Introducing her book, Reclaiming Humility, Jane Foulcher poses a question 
aligned with her concern to recover a conception of humility integral to human 
thriving: “How might we understand humility as foundational for human well-
being and for right relationships?”1 This study composes a footnote to Reclaiming 
Humility by reviewing Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent for insight 
into the centrality—indeed, cruciality—of humility to Christian faith and to 
social life more generally.2 As such, it underscores certain emphases found by 
Foulcher to emanate from the early Christian transvaluation of humility from 
something shameful to something honourable, emphases such as: humility’s 
christological grounding (albeit here in the teaching of Jesus rather than in his 
example); its integral association with divine grace and mercy; and its positive, 
indeed, life-enhancing relational ramifications, especially with respect to God 
but with inherent ripple effects for social life.

Text in translation
Among the parables of Jesus found only in Luke’s Gospel is this parable of the 
Pharisee and the Tax Agent:
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Also, regarding some who were certain among themselves that 
they are righteous and were contemptuous of others, he [Jesus] 
told this parable: “Two people ascended to the temple to pray, 
one a Pharisee and the other a tax agent. Standing by himself, 
the Pharisee prayed these things: ‘God, I thank you that I am 
not like other people—grasping, unrighteous, adulterous—or 
even like this tax agent. I fast twice weekly; I donate a tenth 
of all that I acquire.’ But the tax agent, standing at a distance, 
was unwilling even to lift his eyes toward heaven and instead 
was hitting his chest, saying: ‘God, grant atonement to me, the 
sinner.’ I tell you, this one rather than the other descended to 
his home rightwised; for everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, but one who humbles herself will be exalted.”3

When translating this parable, five points deserve cognisance and consider-
ation. First, ancient Israelites spoke of journeying up to and down from Jerusalem 
and its temple, probably in both literal and symbolic senses. Both the Pharisee 
and the tax agent ascend to and descend from the temple, but only one returns 
home right with God.4 Second, some textual variants suggest that the Pharisee 
prays either to himself or with reference to himself, but both the Pharisee and 
the tax agent address their prayers to God. My translation envisages Luke using 
different expressions to depict the two people in Jesus’ parable as standing apart 
from any others participating in corporate worship within the temple. For the 
pedagogical purpose of the parable, both the Pharisee and the tax agent stand 
out from any crowd. Third, my translation uses the same word family to repre-
sent three instances of the δικ- word group in this passage: “righteous” (18:9); 

“unrighteous ones” (18:11); and “right[wis]ed” or relationally rectified (18:14a).5 
Fourth, for the three nouns used by the Pharisee to differentiate himself from 
others (18:11), I have used cognate adjectives. In connection with the preceding 
point, however, the central category of “unrighteous ones” encompasses those on 
either side. And fifth, the tax agent’s laconic prayer (18:13) is difficult to translate 
so as to capture its full contextual connotations. Unlike the blind man in Luke 
18:35–43, he does not seek mercy, although his request presupposes divine mercy. 
Rather, his plea, ἱλάσθητί μοι (hilasthēti moi), evokes temple sacrifice whose 
effect is expiation or cleansing of sin resulting in reconciliation.6

Contextual considerations
For the parable in Luke 18:9–14 to be meaningful today in such a way as to 
approximate its initial impact, certain aspects of three features of its first-century 
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Israelite context need to be appreciated. All three such features are identified in 
the opening line of the parabolic scenario: “Two people ascended to the temple 
to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax agent” (18:10). Without some aware-
ness of the significance of the temple in Jerusalem, the social standing of the 
Pharisees, and the role and reputation of tax agents in ancient Israelite society, 
the pathos and potency of Jesus’ parable are dulled.7

Regarding the temple in Jerusalem, James Edwards remarks: “The temple 
was the cultic, ethnic-political, and economic center of Israel, and thus the 
epicenter of Israelite worship and prayer.”8 Indeed, many Israelites considered 
the temple to be God’s earthly dwelling place, the locus—and focus—of divine 
presence and protection. In Jesus’ day, the temple was magnificent, even if still 
under refurbishment in the wake of Herod’s visionary reconstruction program. 
For contemporaries of Jesus, the temple was a source of social prestige and 
cultural pride, evident in what Luke records of people’s remarks about it in 21:5.9 
Although the temple and its priesthood were not immune from criticism, even 
Israelites in diaspora paid the annual temple tax and, whenever possible, jour-
neyed to Jerusalem for the major festivals of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles.

Few today would accept being labelled as a “Pharisee” positively, but to 
perceive Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent in proper perspective, 
one must appreciate that Pharisees were generally respected among their first-
century Israelite peers. Josephus and probably also Paul express pride in their 
Pharisaic credentials, and in Acts 5:34 Luke introduces the Pharisee, Gamaliel, 
as someone “esteemed by all the people.” So, although the prayer of the Pharisee 
in Jesus’ parable grates on current sensitivities, he should be taken at his word. 
Representing first-century Israelites who were Pharisees, the Pharisee in Jesus’ 
parable could in all probability expect others to see him as he saw himself. He 
knew the Torah, he cared deeply about the traditions of Israel, and he was con-
cerned to encourage conduct that conformed to the will of God as expressed in 
biblical commandments. Knowing, obeying, and applying God’s revealed will in 
daily practice provided Pharisees with their raison d’être. As a result, Pharisees 
enjoyed honourable status, even if many fellow Israelites disagreed on this or 
that question of Torah observance and walked a different path.

By contrast with Pharisees, tax agents were generally ill regarded, especially if 
they were fellow Israelites like the character in Jesus’ parable. As Snodgrass explains,

Tax collectors bid for and purchased the right to collect taxes 
for a specific region, and various kinds of taxes were levied: poll 
taxes, land taxes, toll charges on travel and the transportation of 
goods from one region to another, sales taxes, and inheritance 
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taxes. What tax collectors and toll collectors raised beyond 
their contracts was sheer profit. At least in Judea, Jewish tax 
collectors—and the tax collector in the parable is certainly 
Jewish—were considered traitors because they had contracted 
with the ruling powers to collect taxes and tolls or were under-
lings hired by such people to make the actual collections.10

This description is further refined by what one learns about tax agents from 
Luke’s Gospel. Apart from the episode in Luke 19:1–10 featuring Zacchaeus, identi-
fied as a wealthy chief tax agent, Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent 
is the final occasion in which a tax agent features. Early in his Gospel, Luke alone 
refers to tax agents who come to John for baptism and moral advice (3:12–13; cf. 
7:29–30!). The description in Luke 5:27 of Jesus’ invitation to Levi to leave his toll 
booth to become a disciple provides a picture of one kind of tax agent, and the 
sequel to that incident in Luke 5:29–32 illustrates how tax agents were perceived. 
The expression, “tax agents and sinners” (5:30; cf. 7:34; 15:1), composes a natural 
association, if not an instance of hendiadys. Even so, the picture Luke paints of 
tax agents is of a group maligned by respectable Israelites yet open to change.

Turning from historical to narrative context, the parable of the Pharisee 
and the Tax Agent is placed late in Luke’s lengthy central section concerned with 
Jesus’ meandering movement toward Jerusalem (9:51–19:46), during which he 
teaches his disciples and others decisive dimensions of life lived in accordance 
with divine reign. Luke’s unique account of the twelve-year-old-Jesus in the 
temple (2:40–52) may indicate that he maintained his family tradition of travelling 
annually to Jerusalem for Passover, but within Luke’s Gospel Jesus has yet to set 
foot in the temple since the beginning of his public mission. Only at the end of 
his (final) journey to Jerusalem does he enter the temple, which then becomes 
his daily teaching forum (19:47–21:38). So, shortly before Luke’s repeated sign-
posting of Jesus as drawing ever nearer to Jerusalem (18:31, 35; 19:1, 11, 28, 29, 37, 
41, 45), he has Jesus look forward to the temple by using it as the setting for the 
penultimate parable in his central section. Like the Pharisee and the tax agent 
in his parable, Jesus is shortly to ascend to the temple to pray—something he 
does at crucial junctures in his public mission, as recorded by Luke (3:21; 5:16; 
6:12–16; 9:18, 28–29; 11:1–13; 18:1)—which is confirmed by what Jesus says on 
finally arriving at his intended destination while evicting sellers from the temple 
precincts: “It is written, ‘My house will indeed be a house of prayer,’ but you have 
made it a hideout for bandits” (19:46).
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Formal features and narrative function
The literary form of Luke 18:9–14 is not left to readers’ or hearers’ imaginations. 
Luke introduces this passage by explicitly identifying it as a parable of Jesus, 
told with a particular social group in mind—those confident about their own 
righteousness and right-standing, both before God and in the eyes of others. 
More specifically, this parable is a brief contrastive narrative parable, an imagi-
native fiction that sketches a realistic depiction of characters in a setting both 
familiar and important to first-century Israelites.11 In effect, this parable of Jesus 
correlated sufficiently closely to his audience’s lived experience that it evoked 
salient dimensions of that shared socio-religious experience and also provoked 
reflection on what constitutes genuine spiritual insight and practice by displaying 
character types to serve as positive and negative examples.12

Although the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent is often treated as 
one of three parables on prayer found only in Luke’s Gospel,13 the focal feature 
of this particular parable is not prayer per se but rather hope for—and the basis 
of—status reversal or flipped fortunes. Prayer is a prominent motif in Luke 18:9–14, 
which features prayers by both central characters, so this parable undoubtedly 
reflects Luke’s interest in prayer, as evidenced throughout Luke/Acts.14 What 
differentiates the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent from the other two 
parables with which it is often grouped, however, is that it is concerned with 
two contrasting attitudes, one which counts for nothing and one which makes 
all the difference to the God of Israel.

The literary structure of this contrastive narrative parable is simple.15 After 
an introduction that identifies a specific audience for the parable (18:9), the parable 
proper begins with an introduction of two different characters who ascend to 
the temple for the same reason—to pray (18:10). Then follow descriptions of the 
Pharisee and the tax agent’s contrasting postures and prayers (18:11–13). The 
passage concludes with Jesus’ pronouncement on which of the two characters 
found atonement with God, along with a restated saying of reversal that provides 
the basis for his pronouncement (18:14; cf. 14:11). The peculiar pathos of the 
parable is produced by the presentation of what the two principal personages 
do and say, perhaps to the point of presaging the tale teller’s eventual evalua-
tive pronouncement.

Although not unique to Jesus, parables were certainly a distinctive dimension 
of his teaching practice. Jesus clearly attracted people’s attention and engaged 
their imaginations by telling parables of various kinds—from simple analogies 
to more developed scenarios. As Luke depicts the movement of Jesus’ mission, 
Jesus tells occasional parables during the period focused on Galilee (4:14–9:50), 
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as well as two parables after his arrival to Jerusalem (19:47–21:38). But a sig-
nificant majority of Jesus’ parables—and indeed many of his most memorable 
parables—are found in Luke’s central section as Jesus journeys toward Jerusalem 
(9:51–19:46). Within this section, parables punctuate the storyline to reinforce 
critical thematic concerns. Some provide glimpses into the operation of God’s 
royal rule, others provide a window into Jesus’ understanding of divine priorities, 
several warn against the corrupting influence of wealth, a few sound warnings of 
various kinds, and a couple illustrate important points about prayer. The parable 
of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent complements others that evince Jesus’ incisive 
insights into what counts in divine perspective, for example, the parables of the 
Compassionate Samaritan (10:25–37), Pride of Place (14:7–11), and Finding the 
Lost (15:1–32).

Rightwising humility
It would be possible to focus on any number of points raised by the parable of 
the Pharisee and the Tax Agent, but the δικαιοῦν/ταπεινοῦν (dikaioun/tapeinoun) 
correlation in Jesus’ concluding pronouncement provides a suitable focus for 
reflection. Although it is a stretch to maintain that the tax agent’s prayer cites 
the opening of Psalm 51,16 one may affirm that his prayer echoes the penitence 
expressed in this psalm and evokes the hope of the humble, perhaps even the 
humiliated, articulated in Psalm 51:19: “True sacrifice to God is a contrite spirit; 
God, you will not despise a contrite and crushed heart” (JPS). Perhaps the tax 
agent in Jesus’ parable dares not hope for reversal in his relationship with the God 
of Israel, but his prayer of humble access is only explicable in light of an under-
standing of God whose identity and character are displayed in righting wrong, 
elevating the downtrodden, and reversing status. Snodgrass rightly affirms that 

“humility is an essential aspect of true prayer,”17 but such humility is premised 
on right recognition that the God who is inherently righteous—and who thus 
constitutes the norm for what counts as being right—is intent on righting the 
wrongs of the world, especially relational rupture that brings further fracture 
in its wake.

As in some of Paul’s letters and in the Gospel according to Matthew, the 
δικ- word family plays an important role in Luke’s Gospel, especially the adjec-
tive δίκαιος (dikaios) and its antonym ἄδικος (adikos) but also the verb δικαιοῦν 
(dikaioun). The adjective δίκαιος qualifies conduct that conforms to a moral 
norm. In Luke’s Gospel, people identified as δίκαιος are those whose conduct 
conforms to divine commandments found in Israel’s scriptures. One who is δίκαιος 
is morally righteous and treats others fairly; by contrast, one who is ἄδικος is a 
sinful wrongdoer bereft of moral integrity.
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Within Luke/Acts, the verb δικαιοῦν is used seven times, five times in 
the Gospel and twice in Acts 13:38–39.18 In his Gospel, Luke’s four earlier uses 
of δικαιοῦν in 7:29, 35; 10:29; and 16:15 convey the sense of vindication, either 
acknowledgment of another being in the right (as in 7:29, 35) or seeking to be 
perceived as being in the right (as in 10:29 and 16:15). Crucially, none of Luke’s 
five usages of the verb δικαιοῦν occurs within a forensic framework; rather, the 
first four instances occur within social settings—the court of public opinion, so 
to speak, rather than that of the lawcourt—and the fifth instance in Luke 18:14 
occurs within a cultic setting. Commenting on the point of Jesus’ parable of the 
Pharisee and the Tax Agent, Snodgrass asserts: “‘Justified’ (from the verb dikaioō) 
is legal language which means ‘shown to be in the right,’ ‘acquitted.’”19 Although 
a sizeable body of scholarly opinion stands behind this unqualified judgment, it 
is belied by Luke’s usage of the verb δικαιοῦν, which never occurs in a judicial 
setting. Indeed, were God’s “justification” of the tax agent to be regarded as the 
heavenly judge’s verdict of vindication or acquittal, such a verdict would con-
tradict the tax agent’s own appraisal of his moral conduct and standing before 
God. By throwing himself on God’s sin-expunging mercy, this self-aware sinner 
is neither judged to be innocent (vindicated or acquitted) nor transformed 
morally (made righteous or upright). More plausibly, within the cultic context 
of temple worship—reinforced by the tax agent’s use of ἱλάσκομαι (hilaskomai) 
when appealing to God—God responds to the tax agent’s humble penitence and 
request for expiation by righting or restoring his relation to God. Relational recti-
fication rather than juridical justification is the meaning of δικαιοῦν in Luke 18:14.

The rationale for Jesus’ declaration that the tax agent rather than the Pharisee 
returned home rightwised by the God of Israel is that, within the providence of 
this God, “everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but one who humbles 
herself will be exalted.” Within Luke’s Gospel, as early as the Magnificat of Mary 
(1:46–55), the life-saving work of God in the world is recognized as upsetting 
the mighty to lift up the lowly.20 The God of Israel, the God of Jesus, honours 
the humble and humbles the haughty. This God, as envisaged in Jesus’ parable 
of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent, reverses cultural codes of value and esteem, 
perhaps in part because all human institutions invariably inculcate and entrench 
honour/shame distinctions that serve the interests of those with means at the 
expense of those without, those humbled and all too often humiliated by oppres-
sive cultural codes and social structures. Perhaps Stephanie Harrison takes things 
too far by arguing, on the basis of this parable, that “Luke’s view of justification 
has as much to do with our social location and our willingness to show mercy 
as it does with an inner attitude of humility or of being right with God,”21 but 
she rightly foregrounds social dimensions of rightwising humility. Humility is 
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integral to right perception of God’s counterintuitive way in the world, intrinsic 
to alignment of one’s disposition in accordance with divine priorities, and hence 
inherent to acceptance by God and initiation into participation in the missio Dei. 
This is not to say that humility somehow manipulates God’s mercy; insofar as 
God’s ways are reflected in this parable of Jesus, however, humility corresponds 
to God’s rightwising initiatives in and for the world.

Seen this way, the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent does not 
present a full picture of rightwising humility. Although the tax agent returned 
home in right relation to God, the parable does not indicate how that relational 
rectification rippled out socially in restorative ways. Within the broader sweep 
of Luke’s narrative, however, there are clues about how one whose relationship 
to God has been restored might “pay forward” such rightwising in social terms. 
Baptized tax agents who seek John ben Zechariah’s advice are told not to use 
their livelihoods to line their money belts (3:12–13), and in Luke’s soon-to-follow 
story about a chief tax agent, Zacchaeus responds to his encounter with Jesus 
by making the commitment to share his wealth with the poor and to provide 
generous restitution to whomsoever he may have defrauded (19:1–10).

Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Agent correlates humility with 
acceptance by God. It teases its audience toward the conclusion that whatever 
might count in social arrangements makes no claim on God. Au contraire, what 
counts in God’s estimation is humble honesty about the true character of the 
human heart, at which point divine grace and mercy overturns the calamitous 
consequences of human defiance, restoring right relationship at the divine-
human level and reversing status in social terms. Reclaimed, the perspective of 
this parable has the potential to contribute to a comprehension of humility as 
constitutive of right relations and human well-being.
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