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10.23.2022 Pentecost 20                                      Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Jeremiah 14:7-10; 19-22; Psalm 84:1-7; 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18; Luke 18:9-14 

“Fight the good fight, run the race, keep the faith” 

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

   The psalm refrain that we just sang, “Happy are the people whose strength is in you,” suggests 

the deep sense of happiness and peace that come from God’s never-failing strength. “Happy are the 

people whose strength is in you.” These words of Psalm 84 have been on my mind as I have 

meditated on Jesus’ parable about two people going up to the temple to pray.  

  Luke tells us quite openly the reason Jesus told the parable in today’s gospel: It was because 

“some trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” Luke’s 

description of humanity reveals that we haven’t changed very much – we can still be pretty good at 

pointing out the defects of others, while maintaining our own self-righteousness. Jesus’ parable is, 

of course, a study in contrasts. Jesus is contrasting sinful human pride and the humility that comes 

from repentance.   

Every Sunday, we begin worship with confession and the forgiveness of sins. Like the tax 

collector in the parable, we confess our sinful distance from God and from our neighbor. We don’t 

draw near to God, saying, “Thank you, God, that I am not a transgressor like those other people.” 

We don’t point the finger at others, but rather, at ourselves. I won’t name “who” the other people 

are, but invite you to examine your own list. We, unfortunately, each have one.  

We cannot draw near to a holy and merciful God, while pointing our fingers at the sins of others. 

The words of 1 John are familiar to any who know the order of confession from the Lutheran Book 

of Worship: “If we say we have no sin, the truth is not in us. But if we confess our sins, God who is 

faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

If we say we have no sin, the truth is not in us. The tax collector, spoke the truth about himself. 

During this season of stories, speaking the truth about ourselves is part of our story. The story of our 

own sinful separation from God and neighbor is also a story about relying upon God’s strength over 

and over again in our lives. This is also our faith story: “Happy are the people whose strength is in 

you.” Speaking the truth about ourselves frees us, allowing God’s grace to work in our lives. 

  The Pharisee, however, never spoke the truth about himself. Rather, he arrogantly attempted to 

make a transaction with God. “I’m fully paid up, God. I’ve kept your commandment to fast; I’ve 

even paid my ten percent. Thank you, God, that I’m not a sinful person like that tax collector.” All 
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the Pharisee has done is given himself a spiritual massage – a big pat on the back – telling himself a 

story that is untrue. This is what the theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, referred to as “cheap grace.” It 

is cheap because we bestow it upon ourselves. The Pharisee was so full of pride that the truth was 

not in him. 

  In contrast, the tax collector recognized that he was so full of sin that only in emptying himself of 

his sin, could he receive God’s grace. Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this “costly grace.” It is costly 

because it costs us something; it requires our own self-denial. Only in confessing our sinfulness do 

we create room for Christ to dwell in us, recreating and justifying us. Only in humbling ourselves, 

are we lifted up and exalted by God’s grace and mercy.  

  The story Christians have told about themselves has always involves telling the truth about 

themselves and about God’s grace. Since the early church, Christians have been very aware of their 

need to confess their sins – before approaching the Lord’s table. Paul wrote of this in 1 Corinthians 

11, saying, “Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup.” Paul reminds 

us that as we examine ourselves – as we tell the truth about ourselves – a merciful God judges us 

with grace. A repentant heart means the less quarter you give yourself before God, the more God 

will help and forgive you. “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble 

themselves will be exalted.” 

  The tax collector stood at a distance, beating his breast, and speaking the truth about himself, 

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” So great was his humility, so great was his need for forgiveness, 

he could not imagine approaching God’s presence. Unlike the Pharisee, the tax collector’s prayer 

was a truthful plea for God’s mercy and forgiveness. He pointed his finger at himself, calling 

himself a sinner. 

  Human pride blinds us to being able to see ourselves in need of mercy and forgiveness. The 

Pharisee did what all of us have done, point our fingers at the transgressions of others. We speak the 

truth about others, or our perception of it, rather than about ourselves. “If we say we have no sin, the 

truth is not in us.” 

  Paul’s words today help us to see that our struggle with sin is a lifelong struggle. Sin is not 

simply doing bad things. Sin is our utter separation from God that only God can heal. Sin is our 

empty cup that only God’s love can fill. Paul writes, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished 

the race, I have kept the faith.” The good fight and the race describe our lifetime struggle and 

journey of looking to God for mercy and strength. Trust in God’s mercy and love lead us, like the 
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tax collector to say, “God be merciful to me, a sinner.” The good fight is a battle with ourselves and 

a race against our limited time as human beings. Like us, Paul knew what it felt like to be 

abandoned and alone, the fingers of others pointing at him. Paul wrote, “But the Lord stood by me 

and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed.” 

  Our struggle against sin, is a lifetime-struggle to tell the truth about ourselves, so that over and 

over, God’s grace might strengthen us, working through us for others. “For all who exalt themselves 

will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

  In a few moments, we will hear Jesus’ words for each of us in his holy supper, “This is my body 

given for you.” This is costly grace; it is costly because Jesus gave himself for you. Jesus comes to 

us in his holy supper giving you his very body and blood to forgive and free you from sin. The Lord 

stands by you and strengthens you. 

In the Eucharist, Jesus says, “Do this for the remembrance of me.” We remember the mercy of 

God, and we tell the truth about ourselves, so that through each of us, Christ might proclaim a 

message of forgiveness and love for all people. Through the grace of Christ’s presence in the bread 

and wine, we become the means of grace for others.  

  Fight the good fight, run the race, keep the faith, always looking to Christ to forgive and free you. 

Tell the truth about yourself and God’s grace. Jesus Christ is at the center of your story. Amen. 

 

 


