
April 13, 2008
Isaiah 58, Luke 18:9-14

ÒResting in Grace, Praying for MercyÓ

Intr oduction:  Learning to listen.

Who or What are you Confident in?

 The intent or audience of this parable is clear, for Luke says Jesus was addressing, Òsome 
who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else,Ó 
Selfishness and self centeredness is the root of all sins, often in subtle ways such as self 
righteousness or pride.  Why do we slip into this?  Insecurity.  If  we know who we are in the 
Lord, we can learn to rest and to trust in His grace, not because of what we have done, but 
because of what Jesus has done for us on the cross.  The key here is that our humility and 
honesty leads to our awareness of our great need for God and His gracious forgiveness.  
Ultimately, we must make a very basic and very eternal decision:  who or what do we trust in 
and have confidence in?  Ourselves or God?  

 Although the Pharisees have a bad reputation today, back then, they were the epitome of 
holy living.  The word for Pharisee stems from the idea of being separate, reflecting how the 
Pharisees sought to separate themselves from others in their over the top adherence to the 
Law.    Notice that the Pharisee talks to God, but only about how great he is, not about how 
great God is.  The Pharisee praises God, not for who He is, but for how he is not like others.  
The arrogance and the egocentricity of this approach can be seen here.  It is important to 
note too that he is bragging about religious practices that go beyond what is required by the 
Law.  For example, Israel was only required to fast once a year, on the Day of Atonement.  
Also, tithing was not expected on everything that was acquired, but only on what was 
earned.  So, this Pharisee is absorbed in self, in self congratulation.

 This Pharisee shows us the absurdity of being self-righteous, or being confident in self.  
Jesus reminds us in Matthew 5, ÒAnd when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they 
love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by people.Ó  
Instead of caring about what others think of us or how they view us, we should instead focus 
on our relationship to God, to actually hearing from Him, rather than just talking about 
ourselves all the time.  We need to learn to listen to ourselves as we pray: are we seeking 
what we think is best, or are we telling God what we think is best, or are we praying, Òthy 
kingdom come, thy will  be done.Ó   C.S. Lewis tells us, ÒWhenever we find that our religious 
life is making us feel that we are good or above all, that we are better than someone else-I 
think we may be sure that we are being acted on, not by God, but by the devil.  The real test 
of being in the presence of God is that you either forget about yourself altogether or you see 
yourself as a small, dirty object.Ó
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Praying for Mercy

 Jesus provides us with a contrast in the prayers of a tax collector.  We know that in the time 
of Jesus, as now (since we are near to April 15) that tax collectors were not the most popular 
people in society.  At that time, they would have been viewed as being Òno good, money 
grubbing cheaters and Roman collaborators.Ó  Such a tax collector would have been the 
highest bidder for his services, and would have extorted as much money as possible from his 
fellow citizens.  Their problems with greed were so strong that Tacitus once remarked in 
wonder of seeing a monument built for an honest tax collector.  Tax collectors would have 
been viewed as enemies of God.

 Kenneth Bailey, a Middle Eastern scholar, says that the beating of oneÕs breasts is more 
commonly associated with women in that region.  It is then an indication of the deeply felt 
feelings and humility of the tax collector.  The cry of have mercy, is the word, hilasterion, 
which is the same root as that of the Mercy Seat on the Ark of the Covenant.  Once a year, 
on the Day of Atonement, blood from an animal sacrifice was poured on this mercy seat, as 
an offering of atonement for the sins of the people.  The tax collector then is well aware of 
his sin, and thus of his deep need for the mercy of God.  Bailey also tells us that the tax 
collector is not offering a generalized prayer for mercy, but a highly personal one.  In fact, 
the word here is not a but the.  He describes himself as the sinner, thus as the one who most 
deeply needs grace.

 Jesus says that the tax collector was right with God, a term that means justified, a legal term 
suggesting both reconciliation and propitiation, that is, that someone else pays the cost for us 
to be made right with God.  The Reformed emphasis is that we are justified only because of 
faith in the grace of God, as seen on the cross of Christ.  We cannot earn God's favor or 
forgiveness.  Martin Luther tells us, that Òjustification is the chief article from which all 
other doctrines have flowed.Ó  Christianity is not about self esteem, it is about relationship, 
about radical self awareness and honesty about the twisted nature of our souls that only God 
is big enough and loving enough to cleanse.  We are justified only by what Christ has done 
for us.  Knowledge of God and self are powerfully interlinked, for we can only revel in the 
grace of God when we face up to our own sinful nature.  God is holy and we are not; we 
need Him, we need His mercy.
 

As the author of Hebrews tells us in 4:14-16, ÒTherefore, since we have a great high 
priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith 
we profess.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but we have  one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are-yet was 
without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.Ó   Praise God that Jesus has done 
for us what we could never do.  We are saved and set free by His mercy; we can rest and 
revel in His mercy and grace. Praise God and thank God!
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