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On October 31, 1517, a young friar named Martin Luther posted his 95 theses to the 

university bulletin board of his day—the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany.  

Luther wrote these 95 propositions as material for debate among the professional theologians of 

his day.  At their heart was this practical question: What does it mean to repent? 

When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, “Repent” (Mt 4:17), He willed the 

entire life of believers to be one of repentance.  (Luther, 95 Theses, No. 1) 

Almost 500 years later, here we are on Ash Wednesday and repentance is on our minds 

as another Lenten season begins.  Repentance is on Jesus’ mind too.  Tonight, He teaches us a 

key truth about repentance by teaching us a parable about two men who went up to the temple to 

pray.  As we listen in on their prayers, we’ll come to a better understanding of what it means to 

repent so that we can make our entire lives lives of repentance.  May the Holy Spirit bless every 

one of you with a repentant heart tonight—a heart that Turns to Jesus and Not to Yourself. 

Listen to Jesus’ parable once again: To some who were confident of their own 

righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this parable: “Two men went 

up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  The Pharisee stood 

by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, 

evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of 

all I get.’  But the tax collector stood at a distance.  He would not even look up to heaven, 

but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’  I tell you that this man, 

rather than the other, went home justified before God.  For all those who exalt themselves 

will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  (Luke 18:9-14) 

The Pharisee had plenty to pray about, didn’t he?  But did you notice what the Pharisee’s 

favorite word was?  Lord?  Heal?  Help?  Forgive?  No, it was that ugly, all-consuming word “I”.  

I thank you....  I’m not like other men....  I fast twice a week....  I give a tenth of all I get....  The 

Pharisee was pretty good when it came to thanking God for himself, but he was rather lacking 

when it came to remembering God’s blessings.  He didn’t ask for a single thing from his 

heavenly Father, because he thought he already had everything he needed; worse yet, he thought 

he was everything God wanted!  How lucky God was to have a guy like the Pharisee on His side!  

He wasn’t a robber.  He was a big giver!  He wasn’t a glutton.  He was a disciplined faster!  He 

wasn’t a man of the sinful masses.  No, he was a spiritual cut above the rest!  The Pharisee was 

doing just fine in his own estimation.  Why bother turning to God in repentance if he could turn 

to himself and his own holiness for salvation? 

And then there was the other man: not a Pharisee but a publican, a tax-collector; not a 

man full of himself but a man running on empty; not praying to be praised but praying to be 

forgiven; not bragging but repenting.  He was a man turning not to himself, but to God. 

In a time when most praying took place with heads held up toward heaven, the tax 

collector looked down in shame.  At a time when most praying took place with hands held out, 

this man’s hands were clenched into fists that beat his chest in grief.  And his prayer was short 

and simple: God, have mercy on me, a sinner.  He knew there was nothing that he could do to 

appease the wrath of God against his sin.  No amount of praying, tithing, fasting or anything else 



could never make his sin “right” in God’s eyes.  So he didn’t look to himself, he turned to God—

trusting that God would appease His own wrath toward the tax collector’s sin!   

And that’s why we are here tonight, to commemorate God’s work of appeasing Himself 

through the suffering and death of Jesus.  Our Lenten journey, as we follow Jesus’ great 

suffering and sacrifice, is a yearly answer, no, the ETERNAL answer, to the tax collector’s 

prayer. 

So let me ask you a question: Whom do you see when you look into the mirror?  If you 

give yourself an honest examination, do you identify more with the Pharisee or the tax collector?   

There was a pastor who worked at one of our church’s high schools who had good 

relationship with a lot of the students there.  His rapport with those teens was so good, that many 

of them would come to him with their problems and concerns.  They would even come to him 

after they had been caught red-handed doing something wrong.  They had been caught cheating 

by one of their teachers or cited for under-age drinking at a party they weren’t supposed to be 

at.  A boyfriend and girlfriend had been crossing the line and now she was pregnant.  Frightened 

by impending consequences and racked with guilt over their sin, they turned to this trusted 

teacher and pastor for help.  And he told them, “We’ll deal with what you’ve done, but why do 

you feel guilty now?  Weren’t you already a sinner before this happened?  Didn’t you already 

need to acknowledge your guilt?  Why feel guilty now?”  He got them to realize that they had 

been playing the part of the Pharisee, not taking their own sin seriously and not seeing their dire 

need for Jesus seriously until they were in serious trouble. 

It’s a good thing that mature Christian adults don’t think like that, isn’t it?  Surely, we 

wouldn’t play the role of the Pharisee day after day without even realizing we were doing it!  We 

wouldn’t look at other members of the body of Christ and wonder why they can’t sacrifice an 

extra hour for worship tonight, or an extra day or two each year to help out with the work of the 

church.  We wouldn’t open up our newspaper or watch the evening news wondering how people 

could stoop to such violence and filth.  We wouldn’t paint ourselves into some category of top-

notch believers in contrast with those other “sub-par Christians” or other people in general.  And 

we certainly would never think to ourselves, “I thank you God that I’m not like other people.” 

Except we do, don’t we?  The truth is when you look into the mirror you can probably 

see both of the attitudes from our parable looking back at you.  On the one hand, you are a 

redeemed child of God.  And the faith God has worked in your hearts brought you here this 

evening to confess your sins before Him and plead for His mercy.  And yet also inside you there 

is still that sinful human nature that falls prey to one of Satan’s oldest tricks and finds comfort in 

saying, “Thank God I’m not like those sinful people.”  And so Jesus tells us today that we need 

to trade in that comfy security blanket of self-righteousness for genuine repentance.  Why?  

Because turning to ourselves for vindication isn’t just sinful; it’s nonsensical!  Is God comparing 

you to the people who are less regular church goers than you are?  Is He comparing you to the 

bigots, rioters, or terrorists you hear about in the news?   Is he comparing you to people who 

have a less firm grasp on Scripture than you do?  Isn’t God, instead, comparing you with His 

holy self (Mt 5:48)? 

Could it be, just maybe, that God has a right to be sick and tired of us turning toward 

ourselves for vindication rather than turning toward him for salvation?  And so, He rips that 

security blanket of self-righteousness from our sinful fingers and says, All those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted. 
The tax collector in Jesus’ parable was humble.  And so the Lord exalted him.  He knew 

and confessed his sin, and God forgave him.  How?  Because of Jesus’ role reversal.  Because 



the almighty Son of God—whom we just saw beaming forth in glory on the mountain of 

transfiguration—became the Suffering Servant so that the Father’s wrath against sin could be 

appeased, not by ignoring sin, but as He exacted the punishment our sin deserved on Jesus. 

That is the only way in which God’s wrath over sin is appeased.  Through the cross of 

Christ.  The goodness of your works is not good enough to appease God.  The earnestness of 

your prayers and the zeal you have for the Lord’s work are not earnest or zealous enough to 

appease God.  The love and commitment you have for your family, your church, or your country 

is not loving or committed enough to appease God, not when the standard He sets is His own 

perfect goodness, earnestness, zeal, commitment, and love.  You cannot appease God for your 

sins.  You will get nowhere by turning to yourself. 

So if you’d like to give up something for Lent, give up that sinful pride which turns 

inward for vindication, and turn to Jesus!  And not just for Lent either!  Jesus taught as Martin 

Luther reminded us in those 95 theses that a Christian’s entire life is one of repentance—a 

lifelong turning away from ourselves and our works to Jesus and His work. 

Jesus and only Jesus can appease God’s wrath over your sin.  Jesus has appeased God’s 

wrath over your sin.  His sacrifice for sin saves you!  Repent!  Turn to Jesus!  Tonight, 

repentance is on our minds as we begin another Lenten season.  Repentance has two parts.  The 

first is contrition: we humbly confess our sinfulness to God acknowledging that there is nothing 

we can do to appease Him for them.  And so we pray, “God have mercy on me a sinner.”  The 

second part of repentance is faith: having confessed our sins before God, having turned to Him 

and to His mercy and grace, we believe that our sins are forgiven.  We believe it, because that is 

what Jesus went to the cross to do and having risen victorious from His death on the cross, that is 

the assurance He now gives us in His Word. 

Turn to Jesus, not to yourself.  Turn to Him.  Only Him.  Always Him.  Amen. 


