Sermon for the 11th Sunday after Trinity
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

And the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to me a sinner. I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen. 

HOMILY:


All people need God to help them, some of them just don’t know it yet. Some, sadly, think they have everything under their own control and that they need no intervention from God or anyone else.

In fact, however, all humans are sinners, and all are in need of the intervention of God to save them.


That moment of insight – when we realize that we need God’s help and ask Him to forgive us, accept us and save us – is what many in the protestant faiths call being “born again.” It is a whole life re-set in which we move from reliance on ourselves to reliance on God.


Most of us can identify a moment at which we realized that our self-sufficiency was flawed and foolish – and turned instead to God. For some that shift in the focus of our lives was a long process that took years, for others a change made in a blinding flash of insight.


Some, unfortunately, never see the truth. While they may go through their lives self-assured and self-reliant – theirs is a foundation of the most unstable kind – that of human vanity. They truly build their house on shifting sands, and in the time of trouble, when judgment comes, they will be shaken to see their carefully-constructed house of cards crumbling.


The person who realizes that he is not self-sufficient in and of himself, on the other hand, relies on the builder of the entire universe to construct his foundation.


As the Psalmist realized, “In God is my salvation and my glory: the rock of my strength, and my refuge, is in God.” 
 


That rock cannot be moved, cannot be shifted, cannot be shaken, and cannot be disturbed. It is a sure refuge and foundation upon which a solid life can be built.


As Jesus said to His Apostles, “Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock. And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it.”
 

Indeed, Jesus said He built His very Church upon the rock of Faith in His Word. “And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”
 


The publican in today’s parable – a tax collector – understood his own fallibility and sinful state, and therefore called not on his own righteousness, but instead upon the mercy of God for his salvation. He made no pretense about his own conduct, but instead simply called upon the Lord for mercy and forgiveness. He thoroughly understood his own need for God.


The Pharisee, on the other hand, was so full of his own self-reliance and importance, that he honestly felt he had no need for God’s mercy.


The Gospel says he prayed WITH himself, but it might well be said that he in fact prayed TO himself, for clearly he had made himself his own God. “The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican.”
 He went on to brag of his own acts, and never once gives credit to God, nor asks for His help – because clearly he thanks only himself for who and what he is.


Jesus makes it clear what will become of the two – based on their own conduct. 

“I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.”


This message is clear and is repeated in various ways throughout the scriptures.

“Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.”


“A man's pride shall bring him low: but honour shall uphold the humble in spirit.”

But t perhaps no more forcefully or eloquently stated than by our Lord Himself in the Beatitudes: “Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.”

Let us pray.

Remove from us, O Lord, every instance of pride and vain glory. Remind us always of our need for Your Grace and forgiveness, and that we are always subject to You in all things. Let us always acknowledge our sins and errors, and so receive forgiveness of the same, through  Christ our Lord. Amen.
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