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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Here’s the hard truth: you aren’t special.  You’re no more gifted than anyone else and your life is not worse or more difficult than anyone else’s.  And yet, our lives are spent constantly thinking one or the other of these things about ourselves.  Either we elevate ourselves and think that we actually lead pious, God-pleasing lives, conveniently skipping over the mountain of sin that shows us who and what we really are, or we make sure that everyone knows how bad off we have it, trying to convince everyone around us that our lives are worthy of their sympathy. 

Bragging and complaining are really the same thing, the flip side of the same coin.  We want to be noticed.  We want people, and God, to pay attention to us.  We feel we need to announce to the world just how selfless, humble, kind, and generous we are, or how much we have sacrificed, how unfairly we are being treated, or how painful and full of sorrow our life is.  This is the way of Cain and it is the way of the Pharisee.  Cain and the unnamed Pharisee both desperately wanted God to take notice of them, to say “You’ve done well.”  

But God is not impressed.  God is not impressed with your fasting, your tithing, your volunteering or anything else you have done or suffered.  The reason Cain’s face fell and he took Abel’s life is the same reason the Pharisee went home condemned – both of them tried to go before God on the strength of their merits.  Cain believed that because he was the firstborn of all men, he was special and for that reason God should be pleased with him.  But God did not receive Cain’s offering.  God rejected Cain’s offering because Cain trusted in his offering rather than in God’s promise of mercy for repentant sinners.  Abel’s sacrifice was received because Abel, in humility, trusted that God would be faithful to His promise of mercy despite Abel’s own unworthiness.  Similarly, even though the Pharisee could rattle off many things he had done that the world would be impressed with, he still went home condemned because the only reason he did them was to try and save himself.  And there is no more impure reason to obey the Law than to think that by obeying it you can save yourself.  Do not follow the example of Cain and the Pharisee.  Do not place any trust in what you have done or what you have endured.  Do not believe that God will be impressed with who you are or what you have done.  Repent.

Repent and be humbled as the tax collector was.  The tax collector was justified because having been crushed by the hammer of God’s Law, he was driven to confess his sin and seek God’s mercy.  He did not try to hide his sin, make light of them, or make excuses for them.  He knew he needed God’s undeserved mercy.  The Law had done its work.  God, in His mercy, had brought the tax collector to repentance.  And it wouldn’t be the last time for the tax collector, thanks be to God.  Like you and me, the tax collector needed to be reminded daily that he was full of sin and that only the mercy of God could sustain Him.  Not so that he should walk around all day feeling like garbage, but so that his trust was always and only in the pure, free, and glorious Gospel – that Jesus Christ had died for him and freely forgave him for all his sin, and demanding nothing in return.  Baptism forgives the sin of our Old Adam, it does not get rid of him.  He still goes everywhere with us, even here, driving us to do the things we know we shouldn’t do, desire the things that we know we shouldn’t even think about, say things about others that does anything but build up their reputation, and trust in things, people, and emotions rather than God.  This is why the Law does and must have a constant presence in your life.  This is why we review the Ten Commandments every day – so that we can distinguish between the will of God and the will of our sinful flesh and be reminded of our need for mercy. 
In today’s Gospel, we see the second of three ways in which the Holy Spirit uses the Law on us – as a mirror.  It shows us that we have disobeyed God, that we have ignored God’s Word and decided instead to indulge the sinful desires of the flesh.  This is the one that hurts when it strikes us.  It cuts deep, just like it did to the tax collector.  It exposes us like the surgeon’s scalpel exposes the deadly tumor.  It forces us to confront all the skeletons in our closet.  It kills or better yet, it shows us that we are already dead in our sin and our trespasses as St. Paul says.  And this is not a one time occurrence because your sin is not a one time occurrence – it is a condition and daily problem.  It happens daily because your Old Adam works against you daily and needs to be put to death with all his sins and evil desires because he is trying to lead you to hell.  And you can’t simply temper or tame your Old Adam.  He must die.  It is this working of the Law that drove the tax collector to cry out for God’s mercy and it is meant to do the same to you – to constantly turn your eyes away from yourself and toward Jesus Christ, hanging on the cross, dying to forgive that which now terrorizes your soul.  What Jesus has done for you is certain.  It can’t be changed, undone, or taken away from you.  Your sins are forgiven!  You can’t add to that precious fact o subtract from it, no matter the depth of your sin.  Jesus reigns victorious over your sin, over death, and hell for you.
Do you know and feel your sins?  Does it hurt or does it make you angry when I tell you that aren’t special because of either your achievements or because of your suffering?  Good.  Thank the Lord that he has not allowed you to grow cold and indifferent to the great weight of your sin and its consequence because when you have, you have grown cold to your need for salvation and forgiveness – you grow cold to your need for Jesus, because that is what He has come to bring you.  Who has more cause to rejoice in God’s gifts that bring forgiveness and salvation – the one who thinks that he has heard enough of about his sin or that his sin is not so great or the one who knows all too well just how sinful he is and who experiences the fear of having invited God’s wrath and punishment by his disobedience?  Hunger and thirst for the things which God gives stem only from experiencing the truth of what God says about the devil, the world, and our sinful flesh.  A true theologian is formed by suffering, being confronted by our weakness, sin, and inadequacy so that we are made to see that our only hope is in Christ.  Then a person begins to understand God and His great love.  If it doesn’t matter to you whether you receive communion this week or not, if you have grown cold to the words of absolution spoken by God through the mouth of His called servant, if you don’t give a second thought to the words that are spoken to you and by you in the liturgy and hymnody of the Divine Service – that is the time to be afraid because you have lost sight of your need for forgiveness.  Satan has blinded you to what the tax collector had been brought to see and what everyone must be brought to see if they are to understand their need for Christ.  And it is not a need that diminishes over time.  Truthfully, it is a need that age often heightens because with age comes a greater experience of what life is really like and the frailty of our flesh and our abilities.  
This is why our children find it difficult to understand why the Divine Service, Confirmation, Bible Class, or even prayer matter – by the grace of God, most of them haven’t had to deal with death and the hard consequences of their sin other than maybe a paddling, but they will.  This is why it is important for parents to teach children about sin and death and even more about what Jesus Christ has done for them by His death and resurrection, through their baptism, through confession and absolution, and through the Lord’s Supper.  They may not understand now, but you are preparing them for the very difficult, hard reality that you know lies ahead of them.  You cannot save them from these things but you can prepare them for them.  But if you wait, it will be too late.  You can instill in them the peace that passes all human understanding that comes from knowing that they are God’s children, forgiven, and redeemed and that through every cross that will be laid upon them, their Lord will provide for them and never stop loving and caring for them. 

 We do our children a grave disservice, as well as ourselves, if we hide the reality of life from them and even more so the means by which God promises to see us through that reality.  You can be sure that, just as you do now, your children will walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  Will you arm them with emptiness which will only fail them, or will you take the time and effort to teach them the Word of God and the Catechism?  Will you give them hymns that even in their darkest hour will come back to their minds to shine the bright light of Jesus Christ and Him crucified by word and music or will you commit to their memory music that really says nothing about God and even worse teaches them to be little Cains and Pharisees?
Be glad that God has graciously removed the blinders of pride and vanity and joyfully lay your sins out before God, because Jesus only died for sinners.  If you want real evidence of faith, that’s it – a broken and contrite heart that has been brought to know the depth of its guilt and has no other option than to cry out to God for mercy.  Rejoice that, unlike so many, you can now clearly see that you have been arrogant, angry with God, and jealous.  Repent and throw yourself on the abundant mercy of God in Christ Jesus.  That is why you are here.  That is the essence of all prayer and all true worship of God, it is the Divine Service – the penitent sinner seeking and receiving God’s undeserved mercy.  And while you have no right to lay claim on God’s forgiveness, you have done nothing to deserve it, you are also no worse than the tax collector – and he went home justified.  And so do you because God is merciful.  You can walk out of those doors at peace and rest because you were surrounded again by God’s Word of forgiveness and the gifts through which He gives you nothing less than the joy and certainty of your salvation.  He has heard your crying in the night, he has listened intently as you struggled with your guilt, with the mess that surrounds you on all sides.  He has wept with you and for you.  He is the one who has brought you to this point so that you can know how great His love for you truly is, how much you are in need of what He offers you, and how blessed you are to be here receiving the very things that bring you peace, comfort, and salvation.  You are forgiven and truly alive in Christ because Jesus has laid down His life for you.  And being washed in the waters of Holy Baptism, your life is now hidden in His and there is nothing that this world or even hell can do to take that away from you.  
This is why Jesus directs our attention to the tax collector – the true model of Christian faith, worship, and prayer.  The tax collector received mercy from God because God is merciful and sent Jesus to rescue us from the devil, our own sinful pride, and the terrors that threaten our conscience.  All your boasting then should be in the Lord because you are forgiven.  You haven’t had a Damascus road experience or have a great conversion story?  Good for you.  Boast in the Lord, who has quietly and unimpressively made you His child through Baptism and there made you an heir of His kingdom.  You haven’t become famous or wealthy, no one knows you except your family, people find you average and dull?  Good for you.  Boast in the Lord who knows your needs and meets them before you ask and who is so deeply interested in you that He has numbered the hairs on your head, and who has promised you an inheritance with Abel, Abraham, David, Paul, Mary, the tax collector and all those who have gone before you in the faith.  Have you not done great things in the kingdom, is your church not bursting at the seams, are you not jumping up and down out of your excitement about Jesus, have you not converted bunches of people, is your house a mess?  Good for you.  Boast in the Lord.  You are forgiven.
And if you really want honor, find it in those who stand on your right and your left around the Lord’s Supper.  Can there be any more honor than to be received at the Lord’s table and be joined to Christ, your heavenly bridegroom, and stand next to God’s saints and beloved children as family members, as the very bride of Christ?  If you want to see the great saints and holy angels of God, just look around you.  These people, gathered here, are God’s saints.  And then look in the mirror.  The Lord notices and finds great pleasure in that person too.

In the Name of +Jesus.  Amen.

