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Exploring Scripture 

 
Week 6: Slumped in the Shadows 

Luke 18:9-14 

The Parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector 

 

 I again was drawn to a phrase in The Message translation of this 

passage: “slumped in the shadows” (v.13). The tax collector was described 

as someone who slumped in the shadows when he went to the temple to 

pray. Eugene Peterson describes vividly what it looks like when we are 

weighed down by our sins and what our physical posture looks like when we 

are laden with shame, guilt and regret.  

It’s a great visual, especially if we have experienced slumping in 

shadows. We all have a shadow self, a darkness that doesn’t speak truthfully 

to the light within us. We all experience life’s shadows of grief, injustice, and 

oppression, in which the heaviness can literally weigh us down.  

 Even though this seems like a negative image, it’s actually a positive 

one. Verse 14 says, “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all 

who humble themselves will be exalted.” The tax collector was actually 

exalted (lifted up) for slumping in the shadows. He was showing humility in 

his prayer, which is required if we want God to lift us out of the shadows.  

 I wonder, though, if the tax collector is the only one responsible for 

the shadows. When the Pharisee prayed, “God, I thank you that I am not 

like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector” 

(v.11), he throws shade. His self-righteousness casts shadows of shame 

onto “the other people.” Maybe the shadows were not self-imposed after all. 

Perhaps the Pharisee’s judgmental words were what caused the tax collector 

to be shrouded in the shadows.  

Even though the tax collector is looked down upon, he is the one to 

model in this parable. He faces his sins, confesses them, and begs for God’s 

mercy. Jesus uses this character (as well as the widow from last week) as 

examples of how to grow a faith that lasts: Pray humbly and persistently. 



Perhaps Jesus teaches that we can learn a lot from the marginalized, 

especially how to have an authentic faith. 

  The marginalized did not typically rise up from their stations, but we 

see a lot of movement in this parable. The tax collector, considered to be in 

a low position, was lifted up to a new one. He lowered himself before God, 

and God lifted him up. The Pharisee considered himself to be in a high 

position, yet he tried to elevate himself even higher by putting others down. 

By elevating himself for being so pious, he actually lowered himself into the 

shadows of sin.  

What could Jesus be teaching with this movement? That only God can 

lift us up, but it begins with humbling ourselves before God and recognizing 

our need for grace. These are the key components that will move us closer 

to God and grow our faith into a faith that lasts.   

 

Reflection questions: 

How did you interpret “slumped in the shadows”? 

Have you ever felt slumped in the shadows? How did you get out of them? 

Have you ever caused someone to slump in the shadows of shame? 

What do you see as the significance of the movement in the parable? 

Is there an area in your life where you sometimes become self-righteous? 

Where in your life do you need to be lifted up?  


