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Today, the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee, is the first of the preparatory Sundays 
before Great Lent.  I discussed about the publicans, or tax collectors, in last week’s sermon.  
To recap, the tax collectors, also known as publicans, were notorious for being unscrupulous 
thieves who overcharged the people when collecting taxes.  They pocketed the difference and 
grew rich on the money that they stole.  Today’s Gospel is a parable spoken by our Savior 
about a publican and a pharisee who are praying in the temple.  The Pharisees were an ancient 
Jewish sect, distinguished by literal and strict observance of the traditional and written law.  
They were known for thinking that they were superior to others and considered themselves to 
be very holy.  

     The first lesson in preparing for Great Lent, explained by today’s parable, is about humility.  
Humility is the foundation of the spiritual life.  All spiritual growth and true repentance starts 
with humility.  The opposite of humility, pride, is the father and source of all sin.  It is because of 
pride that Adam and Eve disobeyed God, which resulted in the Fall of mankind.  It is through 
pride that Lucifer, the brightest of all the angels, wanted to replace God.  Lucifer rebelled 
against God and as a result fell from the heights of heaven to the depths of Hell.  From a bright 
and shining star, he turned into the the evil, dark and ugly creature that we commonly know as 
Satan, or the Devil.  The Pharisee is a personified example of pride, and the Publican is a 
personified symbol of humility.  Let us compare their behavior and examine how they pray in 
the temple.  The Pharisee stands in the front and lifts his nose up to God.  The Publican stands 
in the back.  The Publican’s gaze is lowered and he beats his breast.  The so-called prayer of 
the Pharisee is to boast about all of his good deeds — i.e., that he pays the tithe and he keeps 
the prescribed fasts.  He thanks God that he is not a sinner like this Publican.  The Publican 
does not even dare to lift his eyes to God.  He is sorrowful and has remorse for his sins and 
transgressions.  He beats his breast and prays, “God be merciful to me a sinner!”  Already in 
their behavior we can see a major contrast.  Was the Pharisee wrong to pay the tithe and to 
fast?  Of course not.  We are all called upon to generously and properly support the church.  
We are all called upon to keep the prescribed fasts and other traditions and practices of the 
church.  So what was the problem with the Pharisee?  His problem was the disposition of his 
heart and his inner intentions and feelings.  We do not perform good deeds in order to boast 
about them or to seek the praise of men.  The whole purpose of doing what is right and good is 
in order to help us to see our sins and in order to repent for them.  In the Lives of the Saints we 
see how the saints would flee from the praise of men and scrupulously avoid any situations 
that may tempt them to succumb to pride.  The good deeds of the Pharisee were all for 
nought, for instead of leading him to humility and repentance, they instead swelled and filled 
his heart with pride.  The Publican, on the other hand, was painfully aware of his sins.  We do 
not know how scrupulously he kept the Law and the traditions of the faith.  The Publican 
suffered greatly in his conscience and in his heart because of his sins.  He begs God for mercy.  
The etymology of the word “mercy” means love, forgiveness, soothing of pain, and comforting 
of sorrow. 

     Concerning pride, St. John Climacus, the author of “The Ladder of Divine Ascent,” says that 
pride is:  denial of God, an invention of the devil, vainglory, madness, the source of anger and 
hypocrisy, the reason for lack of pity and compassion, and the source of why we gossip and 
judge others.1  St. John, in the same book, speaks about humility in this manner2:  Humility is 
to consider oneself to be the last and least of all and the greatest sinner of all, a contrite soul, 
meekness and humbleness of heart, hatred of all human glory and praise, the banishment of all 
irritation and anger, regarding all the good deeds that we have accomplished as nothing, 
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modesty, the cleansing of all impurity, the destroyer of the passions, and the constant 
mourning and repentance for our sins.

     Great Lent is a time of strict fasting.  This week we do not fast.  This is to remind us that 
when the time comes to fast, we will fast with the humility of the Publican, and not with the 
pride of the Pharisee.  This is the first and great lesson that we learn today.  In the Gospel of 
St. Matthew 5:3 it says “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of God,”  And 
poor in spirit means to have humility.  Amen. 

_______________________________________________________

1. “The Ladder of Divine Ascent” by St. John Climacus, Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 

Brookline, Mass. 1978.  See Step 23, page 138, “On mad pride, and, in the same Step, on 
unclean blasphemous thoughts.


2. Ibid.  See Step 25, “On the destroyer of the passions, most sublime humility, which is 
rooted in spiritual perception,” page 150.           
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