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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, our Gospel Reading, including both the parable and 
the bringing of children to Jesus, perhaps summarized best in 
Jesus’ words, “Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, 
but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 This last month, our Gospel readings from Luke have 

focused on faith. Three weeks ago, we meditated upon faith’s 

source; two weeks ago, it was faith’s character; last week, it 

was faith’s persistence or weariness. Today, you might say that 

the focus is on faith’s object or hope. And, for quick 

clarification, there is a difference between the concept of 

faith’s source as opposed to faith’s object. “Source” refers to 

faith’s origin and its ‘supply line’ (in other words, is faith 

‘created by the heart’ or ‘given by God’); “object” refers to the 

person/thing in which faith puts its hope. Even where it can be 

the same person who is both “source” and “object” (and, 

there’s no surprise where I’m going with this – Christ is just as 

much faith’s source as He is faith’s object, and vice versa), 

nevertheless it’s important that we retain the distinction: that 
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which gives faith its birth and power is a different focus than 

that in which faith can hope and trust. It’s that latter focus – in 

what/whom can faith trust – regarding which Jesus teaches in 

our text: 

“He also told this parable to some who trusted in 

themselves, that they were righteous, and treated others 

with contempt.” 

From the get-go, it’s clear: to believe oneself to be righteous 

before God and without the need to repent is to trust in one’s 

self, is to put faith in one’s self, is to see one’s self as the object 

and hope of self’s confidence. Christians are often accused by 

the world as being ‘self-righteous,’ which is an odd claim 

considering that our very confession is that – as Christians – we 

follow and hope in Christ. But, where there may be those 

Christians who believe themselves ‘better than the sinner’, 

more righteous before God than the contemptible, above the 

call to repentance, then perhaps those folks have fallen into 

the same error as Jesus’ target audience in today’s text. And, 

because we can fall into the same error, let’s consider the 

parable: 

Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee 

and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by 

himself, prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like 
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other men – extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like 

this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all I get. 

 
Now, the question here isn’t whether those things mentioned 

by the pharisee are good or bad. It is proper to strive not to be 

an extortioner, unjust, adulterer. It is good Christian discipline 

to fast – say, perhaps in anticipation of the Sacrament that is 

the bread of life – or to give firstfruit offerings, perhaps even by 

the self-discipline of tithing a particular percentage. None of 

those things is bad… as long as they do not become the object 

and hope of faith and its supposed righteousness.  

 That’s Jesus’ point, isn’t it? …as highlighted by the 

Pharisee’s first sentence: “God, I thank you that I am not like 

other men.” Notice the subtlety of Jesus’ inference. “Other 

men” – namely, all men – need to repent. We can focus on the 

pharisee’s refusal to repent, but the more subtle, but perhaps 

greater point is that “repentance” is the need of all men. And 

that universal need does not lessen or wash out or numb the 

acuteness of the need. When the pastor encourages you not to 

be offended by the call to repentance, as if it means you’re 

worse than other men, that doesn’t mean it’s so generic that 

it’s not truly pointed at you.  
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 How out of touch we are with the Lord’s rightful anger 

toward our own sin if we believe that the call to repentance is 

somewhere generically for all men and therefore is really only 

pointedly meant for “other men” and not me!  

 And, we do this all the time, justifying ourselves by the 

rattling off the various ways we have not sinned against God… 

judging ourselves with the lowest bar possible as we list off all 

the ‘big, dark’ sins like “extortioner” and “unjust” and 

“adulterer” – all those things which, specifically because we 

label them as so far greater than my own sin, we are shocked 

to find that (the Lord knows) these sins often entangle fellow 

Christians… and, indeed, our own sins, even if we would 

categorize them as so much less problematic as those, are just 

as condemning before God.   

 And yet, we justify ourselves, standing by ourselves on 

the pedestal of self-righteousness and saying, “Behold, Lord, 

thank you (or, perhaps, You may thank me) that I am so 

righteous.”  

 It’s undeniable, isn’t it, what the ground of faith is 

there… it’s Me; it’s my purity; it’s my exalted state. Now, to be 

fair, very few if any of us would actually pray in as silly a 

manner as the pharisee. But Jesus’ hyperbole is making the 
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point, isn’t it? How often do we claim faithfulness to God, while 

actually hoping in and trying to justify ourselves by our own 

standards? In fact, at least the pharisee prayed! How often 

would we – when confronted with our sin – simply walk away 

from calling upon the name of the Lord! Indeed, how easily do 

we make ourselves the pharisee by looking down upon the 

pharisee: “Thank you, Lord, that you made me more faithful 

than the pharisee.” Really? So faithful that we nod our head 

that we are sinners, but we grow numb to or put up our 

defenses against the call to repentance?  

 You see, it doesn’t matter how pious one acts before 

God; the Lord knows the heart. So, faith’s repentance is not 

about acting as sorrowful as one can; it’s about being honest 

that you stand before God naked in your sins. You know them. 

He knows them. He knows them more intimately than you 

know them. And, when we realize that, we embrace the words 

of the tax collector: “God be merciful to me, a sinner.” 

 Now, there are a few details about this confession on 

which we ought meditate. First, the Greek word translated “be 

merciful” is used only one other place in all the New 

Testament. In Hebrews 2, we read that Jesus was made the 

high priest in the service of God “to make propitiation for the 
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sins of the people.” In other words, for God to be merciful, 

Christ must propitiate God (win the favor of God) as the means 

of erasing our sins. 

 In short, the parable’s tax collector – life’s sinner – 

knows that the only way to find favor in the sight of the All-

knowing is in Christ, by His righteousness, His spilt blood, His 

sacrifice. Because of Christ, I need not posit vain proofs of my 

own righteousness; I need not pretend that I’m not like “other 

men” who get entangled in sin, but I somehow don’t. Because 

Christ’s righteousness has earned God’s favor, I may hide in 

Christ. And, as Christ is the object and hope of faith, faith may 

plead for forgiveness not despairingly, but confidently before 

God.   

 Thus, when you read the phrase, “God be merciful to 

me, the sinner”, or as we sang it repeatedly in the sermon 

hymn, “O God, be merciful to me”, that phrase may truly be 

one of contrition, but it’s also one of hope and trust and even 

joy that – on account of Christ crucified, faith’s object – God 

will hear your penitential plea and freely forgives you! 

Therefore we can echo the words of the psalmist in our 

Introit, “When I am afraid, I put my trust in you.” What is that 

meditation really about? Is it really about being afraid of the 
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dark, or my enemy, or wild beasts? No, it’s the beautiful 

paradoxical truth that when my sins give my conscience every 

legitimate reason to be afraid of God, I can nevertheless put my 

trust in Him… for, on account of Christ, He is merciful and just; 

just in that he will not punish me when punishment has already 

been borne by the Christ in whom I hide and, therefore, (He is) 

merciful because He bestows upon me (in real-time) the 

forgiveness that pours forth from Christ’s cross. 

Indeed, that’s the next detail of the text we would do 

well to notice. When Jesus says the tax collector went down to 

his house “justified,” we tend to read that as a status (which, it 

truly is a resulting status… you are justified before God), but it’s 

a resulting status from very specific divine actions. The use of 

the word “justified” in the text is a passive participle… meaning, 

the tax collector “was that day proclaimed justified and 

therefore, the resulting status, is justified.” 

This is true for the sinner still today when he comes 

before God in the safety of Christ Jesus. That sinner is, that day, 

that hour, declared justified (we often refer to it as being right 

there and then “forgiven”)… and, having been forgiven in that 

hour through the divine acts and gifts bestowed in that hour, 

goes home to his house with the status of ‘justified’… a status 
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the penitent may always hide in, a baptismal status we may 

hide in, for we know not the despair, but the confidence and 

joy of running to the temple of God to confess our sins and 

receive his declaration and gifts of forgiveness. 

Here is the object of faith – Christ crucified and his 

divine gifts for our regular forgiveness and sustained status as 

‘justified’ before God… indeed, our sustained status as baptized 

children of God. 

Ah yes, we know this scene of Jesus’ receiving little 

children. We know it from the rite of Holy Baptism. In the 

Gospel accounts, Matthew and Mark record it after Jesus’ 

teaching on marriage and divorce; Luke records it here after 

the teaching of faith’s humility and hope in God’s mercy in 

Christ.  

Wherever it is ‘placed’, the scene teaches the divine 

truth: God’s plans create children that they might receive His 

kingdom. In creation, God makes man and wife not only for 

themselves and their own marital benefit, but also – as He sees 

fit – for the procreation of and raising up of children, to be 

pointed to Christ Jesus. In the new creation that is the Church, 

God makes the child of darkness to be a child of his light; He 

makes the “Orphaned on account of Sin” to be the “Adopted 
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into Salvation”… and in Holy Baptism, the sinner is brought to 

Christ Jesus, who there is both faith’s source and object. 

You see, it’s no coincidence that Luke records Jesus’ 

reception of little children, even infants, right on the heels of 

the parable of the self-exalting versus the humble. You can try 

and live your days in the self-righteousness of the independent 

adult, convincing yourself you’re above the need to repent, 

wiser than the silliness that hopes in God’s mercy in the divine 

gifts of the crucified Christ (and often that self-righteousness is 

not an outward arrogance, but an inner self-assuredness that 

says repentance or even “the life of faith” is for “other men”)… 

but such self-exaltation will never receive the kingdom of God.  

No, the kingdom of God is only for those willing to 

confess themselves as children… and it takes humility by us 

prideful men and women to claim a title that belongs to the 

supposed least among us. 

But it is children who are not too proud for faith’s 

convictions. It is children who hear – rather than suppress – 

their guilty conscience before the Law. It’s children who – as 

our Collect prays – desire forgiveness regarding those things of 

which their conscience is afraid. Adults rationalize that sin is 

the justifiable way of the ‘real world’, that everybody does it, 
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that – because everyone has the title ‘sinner’ – no one really 

needs to actually be pricked at the heart over sin. But, it’s the 

littlest of children who feel deep regret over their sins, and thus 

– ironically – it’s the children who need not be talked down to 

in childish ways, because they long to grow up into the things 

of God. It is children who rejoice in the preaching of the cross 

and in the name of Jesus. It is the littlest of children who – far 

from being eager to spread their wings and prove themselves 

apart from God – rejoice in and find comfort and safety in the 

Father’s throne, at the feet of which the children long to 

gather. And, if Jesus is ascended on high and has the place at 

the right hand of the Father, then to be lifted upon the lap of 

Christ – or, shall we say, to be exalted in forgiveness to share all 

things with Christ – is to be seated at the highest place around 

the throne of God.  

You see, when we believe we’re done with the things of 

God, we expose the fact that we’re no longer as humbly wise as 

the little children who rejoice to be noticed by Christ. 

Therefore, may we never be too self-reliant to claim that 

repentance is for “other men, but beneath us no matter how 

precisely accurate and penetrating is the Law of God.” But also, 

may we never be so despairing so as to believe that the clear 
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conscience of forgiveness is for “other men, but not for me” – 

for Christ died for you, too. Yes, dear baptized child of God, 

Christ died for you, too. Long after you’ve outgrown the littlest 

children’s Sunday School classes, the divinely profound truth 

rejoiced in by the little children is still yours…the crucified 

Christ is still for you.  

Thus, in every day of life, as we always live before the 

all-seeing eye of the all-merciful Lord, we may with the psalmist 

cry to God, “When I am afraid, I put my trust in You.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
October 23, 2022 


