Christ’'s Estimate of Sin
A sermoon preached by Theodore S, Atkinson, pastor of the Dxford Presbyterian Chureh, Dxford, PA on
the 23t Sunday after Perdecost, Ootober26, 1986, Soripture Lessons: Zephaniah 3:1-9; Psalm 3;
2 Timothy 4:5-&, 16~13; Lufs 78:5-74,
ln the Hame ot fhe Safhor, aad of fhe Son, and oF the Holy Spirit. 4men.

Christ's estimate of sin seems upside down and 2o unlike ours. Look at
these two men in the parable, the pharisee and the tax-collector. Through
tong Christian tradition we've come to think of the pharisee as the villain;
the self-righteous hypocrite who, of all people, doesn't deserve {o be
forgiven. And we've come to think of the tax-collector as the good quy
whao, unlike those hypocrites at church, freely admi'ts he's a sinner. If we
look at it this way, then we entirely miss the point of what Jesus is

saying. What Jesus is saying is this. Thiz Pharisee really was a good man.
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deserve forgiveness.

1. Let's take a closer look at the pharisee. 74e Fhsrisea sionad snd
préyed taus with #simsealyr. He didn't pray out loud for everybody to
hear. He prayed silently within himself. All of us, I'm sure, have shot up
silent prayers to God that we wouldn't dare pray in public. e see an ald
high-school friend wha's suffering with alcoholism and we pray within
ourselves, "0 God, thank you for preserving me from his fate.” We don't
pray it oul loud because we know it would be insensitive. So this good
pharisee prayed within himself.

and in that prayer 4e {#s04ed Gagd He asked nothing from God. So
often our prayers are "gimme" praders. "Gimme this, gimme that". There's
so little thankegiving in our prayers. And when we get what we pray for,
so often we forget to thank God. Gut this good man hadn't come to church

in arder to get something. He came to thank God.
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The Fherices henied Gad Firsl, Fer greserying hine framy sin
He wasn't sn extariianer, An extortioner is zomeone who geis money
or property fram others by force or deception or some other illegal or
imroral means. He got his money and property honestly snd legally. As
wass 't unfust. He trested and paid his employees fairly. He spoke up for
victirms of injustice. Here was a man, | believe, whose conscience would
pain him if he had money invested in South Africa kecause of the unjust
way Blacks are treated there. He wes concerned for justice. He wasn't
&t soulierar, He was faithful to his wife. He guarded his eyes from
laoking at other wormen lest he might Tust after them. Certainly in an age
of sexus) permissiveness there's something admirable about this man's

cornmitrnent to marita fidelity and sexual purﬁg He wasn'l Jike liis
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tav-caiieciar.  1'd like to believe there was a ‘surge of joy in the
pharisee's heart when he saw the tax-collectar in church. Here was &
sinner reaching out to God. When he noticed him he said to God, "There, but
for the grace of God, go I Thank you, God, that I'm not like this
tax-collector” He knew that only God had preserved him from sin and he
#as truly thankful.

Hea ihanked Gad na? anly Tar préserying fitm fraay 815, byl far
anehiing him la pariari s religions cuiies. He jesled twice &
week, The 01d Testament law required only ane fast in the whole year, on
the Great Day of Atenement. But this man went beyond the God's law. He
fasted twice a week., He practiced self-denial. He gove {iihes af &/7
ihet! he gad. He didr't tithe simply on his take-hore pay but on his total
income. And he tithed, not only his incame, but everything he owned. The
poor would be betier off and the church would lack no maoney to carry out

itz misgion if there were more people like him today.
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He was in dead earnest about his service to God. We can tell whether
aur heart's in something when it touches our stomach or our pocketbook.
Far many of us, this is where cur Christisnity stops. It hasn't affected our
lifestyle at all. It entsils no sacrifice. Fasting, as a religious dizcipline,
sounds fanatical. And the ides of tithing sounds absolutely foolish. But
hot this pharisee. He fosted and sacrificed and lowered his standard of
living for God. There were poor people in Jerussalem who ate because he
fgsted and tithed. The work of God's kingdom was strengthened by his
sacrifice.

He wesg'l ¢ fygocriie He didn't profess one thing and then do
ahother. Some pharisees were like that, but Jesus gives no indication that
this one was. Mar /s Sis preyear necesssrily self-righlacys. Vs no
rmark of humility pretending Lhat we're worse than we are. He was &
gaad msn, the best Judaism had to offer. Den'? jack dawy iy H47s
Fharisae 6ne Lhank Gad thal were nal Jive fim. He weasn't a villain
but rather represents cunplete dedication to cbserving the Law of Moses.
would that all of us emulated this man's 1ife-style of total devotion Lo God
that expressed itself not only in prager and worship but in fiving justly
and praviding, through his tithes and offerings, for the poor and
unfortunsate.

£ NMaw, Jei's Jaak & Ihe lak-calleciar The typical
tax-collector worked for the Roman government whose military forces
accupied Palestine in the days of Jesus. During Wwll we'd have compared
hir to & Mazi collaborator. He was @ traitor to his country. He was an
extortioner, blackmailing and cheating his owrn people out of land and
maney. This disgusting behavior constituted the worst imaginable

life-style. He very probably haed all the sins fram which the pharizee
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thanked God that he'd kept himself. We shouldn't idealize this
tax-collector. He wasn't the generous Joe the bartender or Goldie the
gond-hearted hooker, who people now-a-days so often admire for their
hotiest flaunting or their sins and rejection of organized religion. He was
a real scoundrel.

3. Yet it wasz the scoundrel and not the good man that went home
justified.

What did the good man lack? Ae'd missed whet wwes 6t lhe cenlear
ol God's revaletion by Meses, he fnaniedge af &7n He'd attended
puttic warship; he'd seen the continual afferings for sin; perhaps he knew
i @ wal that we're a1l sinners. But he'd missed the whole teaching of the
d Testament which fiked & person's eyes and their faith an the coring
Redeemer: and, having missed it, he returned home from his worship,
unjustified. He thanked God for the good that was in him. And he thanked
Gad for protecting him from sin. But he wesn't able to see the good that
was gal in him, woer the sins WHICH ke fed, Which were hidden.
Anybady who Jooks downward and measures oneself by the weskneszes and
sins of @ neighbor immediately becames proud.

The publican, on the other hand, A#ews he was a sinner. He didn't look
al the pharisee at all. He doesn't say, “I thank you, God, that U'm not s
proud as this pharisee; I'm an extortioner, unjust, and an edulterer. 'm
hurnan. That's the wey humsans are and | admit it. 'rman honest men. |
dor't kid myself, | don't have any illusions abaut myself. I'tm honhest encugh
to admit that I'm a sinner and not hide the fact like that hypocritical,
self-rightecus, do-gooder, pharisee.” Mo, ihe &y calleciar, §tending
far aff, Wawid nat even 177t up Sis ayes lo fhesyean, Ll hesl his

breasi, ssying. Gad, he mrercityl le me & sinser?’ When we really
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turn to God with a burdened conscience we don't think of ather people at
all. wWe're utierly alone with God, We have enough to think about without
thinking about others.

The tag-collector's prayer is a cry of despair. He strikes hiz chest in
despair entirely forgetting that he's in o public plece. He's overwhelmed
by the bitter sense of his distance from God. He and his family are in &
hopeless situation. |f he repents he knows he'll have to quit his job and
change his sinful way of 1ife. He knows he'll have to make restitution of
his ill-gotten gaing shd pay o pensity to the people he's defrouded. He
knows he'll never find & job that pays as well. And who'll want to hire an
ex-lax-collector?

The point of what Jesus was saying is this. God freely justifies
sinners when they sincerely confess their sin This is what the
Reformation was all about. This is Reformation Sunday when we, @5 @
Reformed church remind ourselves of thiz grest truth which Luther
rediscovered. God freely justifies sinners. God does saf justify good
people. Good people dom't need to be justified. Good people don't need
Christ. Good people may thenk God for their goodness, but they don't need
to ask God for anything. |

wWilliam Barclay, the Scottish Mew Testament scholar and writer of so
many popular Bible commentaries ance shared how he had made a journey
by train to England. As he passed through the Yorkshire moors he saw @
little whitewashed coitege and it seemed to him to shine with almost
radiant whiteness. A few deys loter he made the return journey beck to
Scotlend. The snow had fallen and was lying deep all around. He came
again to the little white cottage, but hiis time its whiteness seemed drab

and soiled and slmsot grey in cormparisan with the virgin whiteness of the
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driven snow. It all depends what we compare ourselves with. And when
we set our lives beside the life of Jeaus and beside the holiness of God, all
that is left to say i, "God be merciful to me, the sinner.”
| wonder what the tax-collector was thinking when he went hatne. Did

he ssy to hitnself, "Now | can go on as befare now that I've found out that
God justifies sinners who confess their sin | can go on extorting end
comnitiing adultery and treating people unjustly,”?  Or would he nat
rather have gone eway filled with gratitude for God's immessurable
qoodness and found it simply impossible to give further pain to his Father
in heaven and disapoint him? Would he not go home singing,

“ere the whole realm of nature mine,

That were a present far too small;

Love 20 amazing, so divine

Dermarsds ey soul, my life, my all

Let s pray : Have metey onme, O God, éccbrding o tht; steadfast l-;fe'; _éecor‘:iin_g-’(o thy abundant

rmerey blot out my transgressions, Wash me thoroughly from iy iniquity, and sleanse me from ray sin.
For | know ry transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against thee, thee only, have | sinned,
and done that which is evil in thy sight, so that thou art justified in thy sentence and blameless in thy
judgrnent... Behold, thou desirest fruth in the inward being; therefore teach e wisdorn in my secrst
heart... Create in e a olean heart, O God, and put 3 new and right spirit within me, Cast me not away

from thy presence, and take not thy holy spirit from me. Restora to me the joy of thy salvation, and
uphold me with a jogful spirit.. Amen.



