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20th Sunday after Pentecost October 23 2022 

Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22; Luke 18:9-14 
 

Seeing plays an important role in the Gospel of Luke as a key component of Jesus’ 

ministry.  Jesus sees the woman bent over (13:12) and raised her up.  He saw the 

men with leprosy (17:14) and acted to heal them.  Jesus sees people and things 

which others would overlook and so is able to bring healing and restoration to 

them.   

Now only God has that kind of insight into others, but we can have that sight in 

ourselves.  When we hear the Word of God which will open our eyes to the truth 

within us.   

This parable is told to those who have confidence in themselves, that they are in 

right relationship with God.  Jesus tells the story of the Pharisee and the tax 

collector praying and informs us that the tax collector is the one who goes home 

in right relationship with God. 

I cannot help but read this parable through the lens of our Lutheran Christian 

theology.  To see in the Pharisee a practitioner of what Martin Luther called a 

theology of glory and in the tax collector a theology of the cross. 

A theologian of glory always leaves us in control.  They trust good works done in 

obedience to the divine law.  A theology of glory says that sin is a minor defect in 

us, that we can work to remove by listening to God, doing what God says.  In fact, 

the more you do the more it is removed!  

To be a theologian of the cross calls a thing what it is.  Speaks the truth of 

something even when it hurts.  And it does hurt, especially when the theology of 
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the cross forces us to see the truth of ourselves and to acknowledge the 

difference between what we thought we were and what we truly are. 

And we’re good at that, aren’t we?  Good at papering over, not looking squarely 

at, or ignoring things that we don’t want to acknowledge because it hurts too 

much.  We break the lamp and blame the cat.  We keep our eyes locked straight 

ahead at the off ramp, so we don’t look at the person panhandling there.  We 

avert our gaze from behavior we just don’t want to deal with because it is a 

hassle, or because it will hurt an organization or idea I’m in favor of.  We ignore 

warning signs in our own health, or the house, or the world because to respond 

would mean we’ve been complicit in the damage and/or it will cost us something. 

Theologian Gerhard Forde likens our reality to that of addicts.  Addicts know 

something about not seeing the truth of a thing.  “I got it under control”.  How 

denial can, at least for a time, insulate us from the truth.  They also know the 

painful power of seeing the truth that we are in bondage and cannot free 

ourselves.  That only by looking the truth in the eyes can they say the words, “I 

am an addict” and name that thing which really controls their lives.  Only then can 

they begin to think about going through the painful process of being torn from 

the grips of their addiction and finding freedom.  Freedom won by seeing the 

truth.  

The parable is a warning to those who “trust in themselves that they are in right 

relationship with God.”  Now, to be fair, The Pharisee is indeed righteous 

according to Jewish belief.  He tithed of everything he had. Jewish law required 

tithing only from what you earned from your crops or business.  He fasted twice a 

week. Jewish law required only one fast a year, and that was on the day of 
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atonement. But he fasted 104 times a year. He didn’t break the Commandments.  

And most of all, he was not a tax collector 

Tax collectors in those days took the job for one reason only; they loved the 

money. The Roman tax collecting system was set up to encourage corruption and 

greed. Rome required only a certain amount of tax revenue from a given region, 

and tax collectors could use any means to threaten people into paying as much as 

they could get from them. Anything over what Rome had asked for, the tax 

collector could keep. So, tax collectors were often seen as traitors to the Jewish 

people since they were working for Rome (the occupiers of Palestine), and the 

money they collected went first to Rome to sustain its power, and the rest went 

into the tax collector’s back pocket. 

Jesus is not saying tithing, fasting, and following the 10 Commandments are 

wrong.  He is also not saying cheating others for gain is right.  He instead points us 

to what is going on within each of these men.  The Pharisee trusts in himself and 

that he is in right relationship with God because he has done x-y-z, yet he is not 

the one who comes away justified- in right relationship with God.  Because 

ultimately his reliance is not upon God, but upon himself and what he has done.  

He does not see the truth of himself.   

Our first reading reminds us that the God we worship is also a God who is bringing 

justice and the frightening thing is we are probably not the ones who God is 

bringing justice to, but rather are in the way of that divine justice and deserving of 

God’s consequence. 
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To see that- to look that reality right in the eye is what Luther called a theology of 

the cross.  One that says, “We’ve met the enemy, and they are us.”  It is the truth 

spoken by the tax collector, “God be merciful to me, I am the sinner.”  He knows 

darn well what he is and what that means for his relationship with God and his 

fellow human beings.  That realization and speaking the truth of it is his cross.  A 

moment of death when any illusions drop away, and he realizes that he is all of 

those things and deserves what is coming.  Knowing that his only hope lies not in 

a just God but a merciful God.  That like the people of Judah he can lament his sin, 

earnestly confess, appeal to their shared history of God being their savior.  And 

God, who is just, will be implacable in the face of our reasoning.  God’s judgment 

is deserved and our only hope.  Our last glimmer of hope lies in the merciful 

action of God for us, who are sinners.   

A theology of the cross assumes there is no cure for the addict on their own.  And 

to even imagine so is dangerous.  When we come before God, “bustling with self-

confidence in our own accomplishments, enjoying ourselves in our works” this is 

when those good works are really deadly sins, because our works get between us 

and God.  Because we trust ourselves and what we do, not God and what God 

does.  We look at what we want to see, and not what is.   

And.  That is the key word to our Lutheran theology.  Theology how we describe 

humans, God, and our relationship with each.   

We are in bondage to sin, and it is not a bothersome cold but a fatal disease.  One 

we cannot cure. 
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And.  When we despair of ourselves, our logic, our actions.  When we see the 

truth of ourselves, give up the fight and merely state the obvious, “God be 

merciful to me the sinner.” 

Then.  Then we are on our cross and lo and behold, meet Jesus there.  And 

encounter the power of God.  For it is only when we are dead to ourselves.  To 

our pride – that we see the truth that only God can truly resurrect us.  Make us 

alive again.  Place us into right relationship with God and our fellow human 

beings. 

This is the God who reaches down to us through the waters of baptism and pulls 

us out of sure death into new life.  Who breathes the Holy Spirit into us, God’s 

own breath, animating our very being.   

A theologian of the cross knows the limits of our human abilities- even with the 

help of this Holy Spirit.  It does not mean that we don’t act, but we do so seeing 

clearly that it will be imperfect.  Sinful.  People will be hurt.  And so, we go ready 

to make amends.  We act not to make ourselves feel good, or to mark our faith 

passport, but because the breath of God in us moves us to do so.  To love others 

as God has loved us.  To see others as Jesus saw them- in their pain and disease, 

and bring healing and restoration.   

And each night we go to bed with these words on our lips, “God be merciful to 

me, the sinner.”  And we sleep confident in the fact that God through Jesus Christ 

on the cross has shown us that boundless grace and mercy that is not deserved 

one iota.  Has saved us from certain death.  And brought us back into the life that 

truly is life!  And we cling to Jesus because only in him is there any hope for us at 

all.   
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People have said this is such a depressing way of looking at things.  But I have 

found it to be accurate.  That in all of us- there lies the Pharisee- doing things that 

look awful good on the outside, but ignore the truth of the inside.  That in all of 

us- there is the tax collector- whose actions hurt our neighbors, but who also 

knows the depth of their sin.  It is only when I despair of myself that I am truly set 

free. 

This is the strange and fearful and glorious God who we worship.  And faith is 

trusting that this God- creator of all that exists is, at the end of it all, merciful.  

That God’s final answer to us is, “Yes”.   

I proclaim a hard word today, but how many of us here this morning or watching 

online are the Pharisee?  Checking the list of what God calls us to do but avoiding 

looking at the truth.  What is the thing in your life that is like a pus-filled boil that 

you just ignore because going there will hurt too much?  That you just look past or 

ignore.  

Leave it unlanced it will kill you eventually.  And it is getting in the way of your 

relationships right now- with God and with those around you.  I can guarantee 

that those things exist in us all.  It does in me.  And it’s why I hang with the 

Lutherans.  Because we take seriously both the power of sin in our lives… 

And. 

We take seriously the power of God’s mercy.  God is just, but God is even more 

merciful.  When the vision of Jesus becomes our vision and we look at those 

places we don’t want to see.  That is when healing comes.  Restoration to a fuller 

relationship with God and with others.  That is when we enter into life that truly is 
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life.  It is not perfect, because we recognize our imperfection, but it is holy 

because we see how the mercy and love of God covers over those imperfections.  

I love this parable because I see myself in it- both in the Pharisee- looking for all 

the world like one who is righteous- but knowing like the tax collector that I come 

before God begging for mercy, because I am a sinner.  And I hear in Jesus the 

good news.  That in that clarity of vision, in meeting Jesus on the cross, I am 

placed in right relationship with God and with my fellow human beings. 

May the Word read, proclaimed, and sung this day open your eyes to the truth of 

the tax collector within you- so that you may experience the freedom and joy that 

comes through the extravagant mercy and love that God in Jesus Christ brings 

when we see with his vision. 

Thanks be to God.   

 


