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Jesus tells a parable, in which a Pharisee was heard to 

say, “I am not like the rest of men…like this tax collector here, 

and I fast and I pay tithes”. The publican, however, bowed 

down, not daring to raise his eyes to heaven, beat his breast. 

He kept saying, “O God, be merciful to me, a sinner”. You have 

heard now the accusation of the Pharisee against the 

publican, and you have heard the confession of the accused—

the publican admits his guilt. Now, hear the sentence of the 

Judge.1  Jesus says: 

Believe me, this man [the publican] went home from 

the temple justified but the other [the Pharisee] did 

not. 

The Pharisee, by all appearances, is living a good life.  It 

is true that he is not grasping or greedy, that he is not 

crooked, or adulterous.  And, indeed, he is not like this tax 

 
1 See St Augustine, Catena Aurea. vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1843), 

605. 

collector, who is, in fact, a public sinner.  Besides all this, the 

Pharisee tithes on all that he owns, and he keeps religious 

observances, like fasting.   

The Pharisee possesses a certain righteousness, that is, 

good behavior. The publican, however, has a marked lack of 

righteousness.  He is a tax collector for the Roman 

government. The Romans ruled over the Jews and were often 

quite brutal, to say the least.  Tax collectors were particularly 

irksome to the Jews because they were, themselves, Jews. 

Zacchaeus was one such Jew who was a tax collector for the 

Romans, and we see just how much he was despised.  In any 

case, tax collectors where notoriously corrupt.  Jesus puts 

them on a par with prostitutes.  Speaking to the Pharisees, he 

says: 

Amen, I say to you, tax collectors and prostitutes are 

entering the kingdom of God before you (Matt 21:31). 
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In the Pharisee, there is righteousness (i.e., good 

behavior) together with pride.  In the publican, there is 

unrighteousness (i.e., bad behavior) together with humility.  

Although the publican was unrighteous, he left the temple 

that day justified, but the righteous Pharisee did not. Between 

these two men, we see, on the one hand, that humility 

exceeds righteousness, while on the other hand, we see that 

pride reduces righteousness to nothing.  The goodness that 

might have been to the Pharisee’s credit came to nothing 

because of his boasting. He attributes righteousness to 

himself, as if he has gained it by his own merit. 2  In doing so, 

he denies that God is the source of all goodness.  Such pride is 

a rejection of God.3  

 
2 See Pope Gregory, Catena Aurea. vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 

1843), 603. 
3 See Theophylact, Catena Aurea. vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1843), 

602. 

As for the publican, he had no righteousness over 

which he might have boasted. It was not righteousness that 

saved him; it was humility. Listen to what St. John Chrysostom 

has to say about the publican and the Pharisee. 

If humility… added to sin [that’s the publican], has 
made such rapid advances, as to pass by pride united 
to righteousness [that’s the Pharisee], how much 
swifter will be its course when you add [humility] to 
righteousness? It will stand by the judgment-seat of 
God in the midst of the angels with great boldness. 
Moreover, if pride joined to righteousness [has the] 
power to depress it, unto what a hell will it thrust men 
when added to sin? 4  

What Chrysostom is saying is so very important for us 

to take to heart. It comes down to this: In the face of our 

sinfulness, humility is our salvation. If you really believe this, 

then, your sins will never lead you into sadness of heart, into 

despair or discouragement. Only pride drags us down to such 

 
4 St. John Chrysostom, Catena Aurea: vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 

1843), 606. 
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a dark place.  If you are tempted in this way, remember the 

good thief and what happened to him as hung next to Jesus 

on the cross. 

One of the criminals who were hanged railed [Gk. 
slander, abusive language] at him, saying, “Are you not 
the Christ? Save yourself and us!” But the other 
rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you 
are under the same sentence of condemnation? And 
we indeed justly; for we are receiving the due reward 
of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong.” 
And he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come in 
your kingly power.” And he said to him, “Truly, I say to 
you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Lk 23:39–
43). 
 

Like the publican, the good thief admitted his sinfulness, and 

humbly turned to the Lord for mercy. We make this same 

appeal; we say the same prayer each Sunday, before Holy 

Communion – “Remember me O Lord, when you come in your 

kingdom.” When you say these words, do you mean it, like the 

good thief meant it? And if so, do you truly believe what Jesus 

said to the good thief?  “…you will be with me in paradise.” 

Before Holy Communion, we also pray the prayer of the 

publican: “O God, be merciful to me a sinner.”  And so, we 

take the place of the tax collector and the good thief.  The tax 

collector, confessing his sins is justified, and the good thief, 

hanging on a cross, is promised paradise. 

Can we see now, that humility, as it were, draws the 

Lord and His mercy to us? Indeed, without humility, we have 

no hope.  Without humility, we will never confess our sins and 

ask for the Lord’s mercy.  We will not admit that we are 

sinners. In his first epistle, John says this: 

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and 
the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is 
faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not 
sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us (1 
John 1:8–10). 

Pride is the greatest of all sins. It was pride that led to 

the fall of Adam and Eve.  It was the pride of the Pharisees 

that held them bound to their sins (Jn 9:41).  Pride throws us 
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down, like so many great weights flung around our neck.  

Pride thew Lucifer down. As our Lord said, “I saw satan fall like 

lightening from heaven” (Lk 10:18). Satan was the greatest of 

angels, resplendent in beauty, but in an instant, became the 

least of all God’s creatures, taking on the horrid ugliness of 

evil. Pride has thrown down satan forever. 

Humility, however, such as that of the good thief, 

sends us upward like a catapult or like a shooting star across 

the night sky.  Look how quickly the good thief went from the 

dregs of evil, to the gates of paradise. His humility gained him, 

in an instant, the promise of heaven: “Today you will be with 

me in paradise”.   

This does not mean that righteousness is of no 

account, that we don’t need to avoid sin, and struggle against 

it, or that we do not need good works. Who would believe a 

humility that did not resist sin and strive to keep the 

commandments?  Nevertheless, if humility can so powerfully 

propel us heavenward, despite our sins, think of how much 

more humility, together with righteousness, will burst open 

the gates of heaven for us.  

We must struggle against sin and constantly turn to 

the Lord in humility.  And so, we may suffer a great deal, but 

Jesus came to embrace this suffering of ours; He bore our sins 

on the cross for us and he bids us to come with Him, to pick up 

our cross and follow in His footsteps (Matt 16:24). Our life on 

this earth is a battle, but we are more than conquerors (Rom 

8:31–39), if we humbly acknowledge our sinfulness and turn 

to the Lord for His mercy. 

Suppose we find ourselves to be righteous, to be living 

a good life, a life of good works and a life free of serious sin.  If 

this describes you, then, be very careful, be on your guard. Do 

not boast over it, lest your good deeds and Christian way of 
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living become your condemnation.  If you find yourself, 

however, with a life that is troubled by bad or immoral 

behavior, all is not lost. Remember humility. No matter your 

sins, no matter how great they may be, confess them and cling 

to humility and the Lord will embrace you and raise you up.  

We have reason for great joy here.  So, utterly reject every 

temptation that leads to sadness.  Rebuke the voices of 

discouragement and despair. Such voices are not from God, 

but from the devil. He is a liar (Jn 8:44); do not listen to him. 

He will say anything to close off to you the way to God.5  You 

cannot be defeated by him, by anyone or anything, if you cling 

to humility.  

 
5 See St. John Chrysostom, Catena Aurea. vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry 

Parker, 1843), 605. 

Remember that salvation is not a gift given to the 

proud or the sinless, but to the humble who seek His mercy.6  

Let us, then, with great confidence, confess our sin and seek 

the mercy of God.   Let us heed the words of the Apostles 

James: 

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and 
he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and He will 
draw near to you (Jas 4:8). 

 

 
6 See St Augustine, Catena Aurea. vol. 3 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1843), 

602. 
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