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Honest to God  Luke 18:9 – 14 
 

'Oh, indeed you must excuse me, Master Copperfield! 
I am greatly obliged, and I should like it of all things, I 
assure you; but I am far too ‘umble. There are people 
enough to tread upon me in my lowly state, without 

my doing outrage to their feelings by possessing 
learnin’. Learnin’ ain't for me. A person like myself 

had better not aspire. If he is to get on in life, he must 
get on ‘umbly, Master Copperfield.  

“I am well aware that I am the ‘umblest person 
goin’” 

 
How easy it is, again, to take parables, like today’s story of the two men in the Temple, 
literally or taking the simplest, surface meaning.  We should not be sent to quotes like Uriah 
Heep in Charles Dicken’s novel David Copperfield, and yet, I read time and again in 
commentaries and reflections that this parable is about humility; being humble in prayer.  Is 
it really?  How can the parable be about humility when we are told at the start that it’s about 
‘those who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and treated others with 
contempt?’  The focus on humility leads us to ridiculous old adages like “the door to heaven 
is so low that you can only enter it on your knees!”  Or people can get the idea that you 
must acquire or achieve humility, putting it on like a mask and all the time building 
resentment.  False humility that shows in the claim to be the ‘umblest person goin’, which is 
of course actually a boast.   
This parable is not about humility, it’s about honesty.  Of all the imagined encounters in 
your life, surely the one person you might meet who requires honesty is God.  How can you 
pretend to be someone you aren’t in the face of God, the one who, as we sang earlier from 
Psalm 139, knows who you really are?  Honesty that recognises our acceptance by God, 
and our relationship with God, is based purely on God and not on anything that we have 
done, are doing, or will do, or by comparison with anyone else.  And honesty that 
recognises our propensity to faults and failures, and our ability to find ourselves in 
compromised positions.    
 
By focussing all our attention on the tax-collector we are missing the declared point of the 
parable – the danger of self-righteousness.   
Before I start talking about what is going on in this parable, I need to talk about the two 
characters that Jesus has chosen.  He seems to have chosen characters to get through to 
the crowd by breaking expectations in that time and culture.  The crowd would have 
expected a Pharisee to be pious and know how to pray properly, not someone obsessed 
with themselves.  They would have expected a tax collector to be parading in the Temple to 
win favour with the Sadducees and build a false reputation, not someone who knows their 
own failings.  I am going to try to avoid those labels, because I think we have been 
conditioned by generations of Christian worship and study to automatically respond to 
‘Pharisee’ as “the bad guys”, and ‘tax-collector’ as one of the potentially “good guys”, an 
outcast that Jesus picks up, like Levi and Zacchaeus.  And it’s that tendency that leads 
people to look to the behaviour of the tax-collector instead of listening to the parable.  Let’s 
neutralise our expectations by thinking of them simply as two people who go up to the 
temple to pray. 
 



The first character in the parable begins his prayer by thanking God but then descends into 
talking about himself and his achievements rather than God’s gifts.  How is that prayer?  
How is that an honest recognition of who God is and who he is himself?  This character is 
even further from God than the rich young man who comes to Jesus asking about being 
right with God and goes away sad because he was more in love with his money than with 
God.  You might even ask why this man was even bothering to go to the Temple to pray 
when he seems to be doing quite alright on his own, without God’s help!  And also, while 
claiming to be righteous, he acts in defiance of the commandment to love your neighbour 
as yourself, by deriding his neighbour – the second character – labelling him as a Law 
breaker along with thieves and adulterers.  Self -righteousness doesn’t just obscure the 
relationship to God, it obscures the proper relationship with other people.  It doesn’t just 
deny the truth of God and the truth of self, it turns self into an idol.  Self-righteousness is 
like a whole new religion that drags people away from God and away from community. 
 
The second character, who we see as being humble, is actually being honest.  Honest to 
God.  Honest about who God is – the source of mercy – and honest about himself – in need 
of mercy.  And, in case we miss the point and still get lost in thinking this parable is about 
grovelling humility and living your life on your knees before God, hear the end of the story; 
the second character returns to his house justified.  We stand before God in the truth of 
God’s grace in and through Jesus the Christ, we don’t grovel in our guilt and regrets.  
Thinking in terms of honesty instead of humility restores our humanity.  We are neither 
perfect self-dependent paragons nor grovelling worms.  We are humans, connected to God 
through God’s grace and connected to everyone else because we are all dependent on 
God’s grace. 
 
Honesty is not just an attribute for coming to God in our prayers of confession.  If we are 
honest before God, it colours our prayers of praise as well; praising God for all those 
occurrences and interactions that we might otherwise consider coincidence or a result of 
our cleverness.  Praising God for what others may consider as their own triumphs and 
successes.  If we are honest before God, it colours our prayers of intersession also; not just 
asking for God to do things but asking for the strength to do the things that we are capable 
of, and to undo things that we have caused.  Honesty in prayer is being honest about what 
we can and cannot do in our walk with God.   
 
Building on last week’s story of prayer, this is another instruction from Jesus about living in 
this time of waiting.  Last week was ‘stay connected’, this week is ‘be honest’.  Honest to 
God.  Honest before God, recognising who God is, and honest before the community, 
recognising who we are.  That is what we are called to, both in our prayer life and our life in 
the community and the world.  Not hard honesty that drags us down in guilt and regret, but 
honesty in the light of the cross and the grace of God that helps us to live into our potential 
and into the possibilities of faith and love.  Amen 
 


