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† † † † † † † 
In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. The sobering question Jesus left us 
hanging with at the end of last week’s Gospel was: 
“When the Son of Man comes, will He find faith?” To-
day our Lord answers that question by describing where 
and how He actually finds faith – that is, in ways and 
places we would least expect – most specifically in those 
who deserve nothing but punishment, and who are unable 
to do anything at all for themselves. As we see in the tax 
collector from today’s Gospel – and what we also saw in 
the life of the widow from last week’s Gospel – faith is 
persistent in prayer, and so what we learn is that faith and 
repentance are inseparable in the life of the Christian. 
Together they are humble and child-like, exhibiting a 
posture of utter dependency and complete trust. 

When someone is dying, sick, or facing some great 
distress, you’ll likely hear all sorts of things that sound 
very much like the prayer of the Pharisee in today’s Gos-
pel – how they’ve done their best, worked hard, taken 
care of their family, and how they kept their nose clean – 
how they were Sunday School teachers, served on the 
Church Council, or weren’t just “Sunday morning Chris-
tians,” but had “real” faith. And it’s not that any of these 
things are a problem in and of themselves. To be sure, all 
of them are in fact good, right and salutary. The problem 
is in the sinful heart, which concludes that such works 
constitute true righteousness – when in reality all our 
works are nothing more than filthy rags. 

In contrast with the Pharisee – both the Pharisee in 
this text as well as the Pharisee in each of us – the por-
trait Jesus paints of true Christian righteousness is the tax 
collector – this man who is humble to the point of being 
ashamed of himself, repentant, confessing his sins, daring 
to live, pray and come before God only by His grace and 
mercy. Jesus holds this man up as an example, not be-
cause he tried harder, or even succeeded – which he 
didn’t – but precisely because he had come confessing 
his sins and sinfulness, and relied solely on God’s for-
giveness. That’s not to say we ought to emulate this 
man’s sins! Indeed, we all have plenty of our own. But 
we are called to learn from him so that we regularly con-
fess our sins and seek God’s forgiveness. 

If you refuse to humble yourself in this way, be as-
sured that you will still be humbled, for God Himself will 
do it – hopefully in this lifetime, before it’s too late. That, 
you see, is the proper function of the Law. It serves the 

Gospel by calling sinners to repentance. Because it’s of-
ten precisely in those times when you are least aware of 
your sins, feeling safe and secure, that you are most deep-
ly immersed in them – and so captivated that you’re blind 
to the dire reality of your situation. You lose sight of the 
fact that the devil, the world, and your own sinful flesh 
are all masters at making your sin seem like righteous-
ness when it’s anything but! 

That, dear friends, is why you dare not rely upon 
yourself – your thoughts, feelings, standards, expecta-
tions or efforts. None of that will give you an accurate 
picture of what you are really like. Instead, they’ll de-
ceive you into believing that on the last day you’ll be 
able to stand before God and the whole world boasting of 
your accomplishments – even while you’re dying in un-
righteousness and sin – neither justified nor saved. If you 
are to ever to know and confess the truth about yourself, 
you have to measure your life according to God’s Word. 
You must hear the Law of God and take it to heart so that 
it might show you what a great sinner you are, humble 
you, and bring you to true repentance. 

But that Law ought not be the last or final Word, for 
God seeks more than just to call you to repentance 
through the Law. He also desires to forgive and exalt you 
through the Gospel. And so it’s by the Gospel that you 
must also measure and live your life, because it reveals 
another truth about you – that, in spite of your sin, and in 
response to your sin, for the sake of Jesus, God has justi-
fied you and made you righteous in His sight. If it were 
not for the Gospel all you would have left are false as-
sumptions about your condemnation under the Law. But 
you also have these words spoken from the lips of Jesus: 
“I tell you the truth, this tax collector went home justi-
fied.” And Jesus speaks these same words to you, per-
sonally and individually, by the lips of your pastor. In-
deed, that’s a pastor’s primary calling – to forgive you 
your sins and proclaim to you the truth that you have 
been justified by the Cross and Resurrection of Christ. 

But, if you don’t depend on and cling to the promises 
of the Gospel, you will invariably fall into one or the oth-
er of two different traps. Either your repentance will turn 
into despair, causing you to abandon any hope in the 
mercy of God. Or your repentance will become an object 
of pride, boasting and self-righteousness – the very same 
things for which the Pharisee gave thanks here in this 
text. And if I had to choose, I suspect this second trap 



 

would probably be the most common of the two. How 
many times have you heard someone else say – or have 
heard these very same words coming out of your own 
mouth – that they’re confident of their salvation because 
they recognize and have repented of their sins, as though 
repentance were the source of our salvation rather than 
Christ? The fact is that true repentance doesn’t look to or 
take pride in itself, but trusts only in the words and prom-
ises of God in Christ.  

And that’s why true repentance doesn’t lead to des-
pair, because its confidence is in the Word – which nei-
ther lies or deceives, but always accomplishes what it 
requires. Consider babies who are brought to Jesus in 
Holy Baptism. Our Lord Himself has said clearly that the 
Kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Indeed, they 
have no choice other than to live entirely by grace alone, 
through faith alone, for the sake of Christ alone. They are 
justified because they freely receive the righteousness of 
Christ. They come to Jesus not on their own, but rather 
have to be brought by parents into whose care God has 
placed them. They have nothing to offer – only their utter 
dependence. They can’t even ask for the things they 
need, but it’s given to them by the good and gracious will 
of God because He loves and desires to serve them. 

But as we return to this morning’s text, I want you to 
notice how both the Pharisee and the tax collector are “in 
Church.” They are there for public worship. Hence, the 
contrast between these two men isn’t grounded in wheth-
er or not they attend worship. Rather, the contrast is like 
the difference between each of us who are also here in 
Church today. Would it be safe to conclude that each and 
every one of you, from week to week, have a different 
reason for being here? Jesus described the difference be-
tween the heart of the Pharisee and the tax collector by 
examining the content of their prayers. The Pharisee went 
through all the outward motions of worship, but in his 
heart he was thinking that he had a right to be there 
standing in God’s presence. He had been there longer, 
worked harder, given more, or whatever – not like all 
those others. 

But those whom the Lord has called to repentance and 
faith, have a very different attitude. For when the Lord 
humbles you with His Law, then you see and feel nothing 
in yourself but sin and sinfulness. You think not of your 
accomplishments, but of your failings – not how hard 
you’ve worked, but how often you’ve neglected to work 
– not how much you’ve given, but how much you’ve 
kept for yourself. You don’t look down on others and 
despise them, but you bemoan how little you have done 
to help and be of service to them. 

Through all this – which is nothing more or less than 
true repentance – our Lord has also called you by the 
Gospel to believe and trust in Him – in His mercy and 

forgiveness for Jesus’ sake. So, in spite of your sin, you 
nevertheless have come to God’s house, and so, here you 
are, pondering the ultimate challenge of this text – that is, 
whether or not you will go home today justified. So, take 
care how you respond to the question about which of 
these two men you might be, for both assumptions and 
appearances can be – and are – misleading and danger-
ous. For there may well be some among you this morning 
who will go home smug and confident in yourselves – 
trusting in your own righteousness, yet not justified be-
fore God at all. The key to understanding how this works 
is for you to know that the more sure of yourself you be-
come, the further you will be from the righteousness of 
God. If you cannot bring yourself to confess your sins, 
nor even imagine that you have any sins to confess – if 
all you can think about is trying hard and doing your best 
– and doing it better than others – then you are the Phari-
see in this Parable. You are not justified, but condemned 
by God. 

But if that’s how you see yourself, you also need to 
know that there’s an answer to your dilemma – and it 
isn’t that you must try harder, for increased effort on your 
part is always the wrong approach. Doing that simply 
changes you into yet another version of the Pharisee. The 
tax collector, you see, is anything but proud of himself. 
He doesn’t like who he is or what he does – yet that isn’t 
the reason he goes home justified. The solution to the 
problem of sin, dear Christian, for the both tax collector 
and you, is the mercy of God in Christ – His forgiveness, 
His Righteousness, His Life – nothing in yourself,  noth-
ing you do, nor anything you try to do, but only Christ 
Jesus. It’s when our Lord calls you away from yourself 
so that you just see Him that you go home justified – by 
grace, through faith, for Christ’s sake. 

In other words, everything is entirely in His hands – 
including you. He is merciful toward you. He sacrificed 
Himself upon the Cross as the full payment for all your 
sins. He has forgiven you by His Word of promise. In 
Holy Baptism He dressed you in His own perfect right-
eousness. And now He feeds you here in His House with 
His very own holy body and precious blood. He loves 
you. He will never leave nor forsake you. Thus, knowing 
and trusting that blessed promise of the Gospel, when 
you go home, you go confidently in the knowledge that 
He is going with you – today, tomorrow, and forever – 
walking with you, living in you, and surrounding you 
with His grace and mercy. And all this He does for the 
sake of His Son, in whom you live and move and have 
your being. May it always be so, for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 
faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


