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SERMON for Sunday October 23, 2022,   Year C     Susan St.John 

Who Does God Love? 

Jesus has just given us a series of illustrations of what he means by faith, and twice announced that he will die 
and rise again … 

Listen, perhaps close your eyes and imagine the scene, as we walk with the Word of God to guide our lives...  

Luke 18:9-14  

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others 
with contempt: "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The 
Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, 'God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, 
rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.' But the 
tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, 'God, 
be merciful to me, a sinner!' I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all 
who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted."  

WE REST, IN GRATITUDE FOR THE WISDOM OF THE WORD OF GOD 

 
We know that Jesus has said some pretty stinging things about Pharisees, but this time, he seems to be 
presenting a Pharisee that is a good man.  He is not a crook. He takes nothing he hasn’t honestly earned, he 
gives everyone he knows fair and full measure, and he is likely faithful to his wife, patient with his children and 
steadfast for his friends.   
 
Not at all like the Publican … the TAX COLLECTOR.  (pew)  This tax farmer who is the worst kind of crook … a 
legal one, a big operator, a mafia-style enforcer working for the Roman government on a cool franchise that 
lets him collect – from his fellow Jews, mind you, from the people whom the Romans might have trouble 
finding, but whose whereabout he know and whose language he speaks, - all the money he can bleed out of 
them, provided only he pays the authorities an agreed flat fee.  He has been living for years on the ream he 
has skimmed off their milk money. He is a fat cat who drives a stretch limo, drinks nothing but Chivas Regal.   
 
The Pharisee is not only good, he is religious. And not hypocritically religious, either.  His outward uprightness 
is matched by an inward discipline.  He fasts twice a week, and he puts his money where his mouth is:  ten 
percent off the top for God … event though everybody knew that you could easily skip the ’ten percent’ on a 
bunch of your income.  Most churches right now would be pretty happy to have a few of these people in theii 
congregations.   
 
AND the Pharisee thanks God for his happy state … he is appropriately grateful.  BUT then he slips … slips 
when he is grateful that he’s not like that horrible guy.   This, Jesus says, is ‘exalting himself; seeing himself as 
better than that other guy.   This good Pharisee is grateful to God, but he KNOWS - is totally self-satisfied - that 
it’s his own actions that got him to this state of goodness.  The horrible Tax Collector KNOWS – is dismally 
aware - that his only hope is God.  He is making a mess of his life.   
 
The Tax Collector releases their hold, releases control so that God will act for him;  the Pharisee holds on to 
their human control, “I got this, God, take it easy over there where you are”, closing the door on God. 
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One is self-righteous, one is righteous only through God.  
 
Jesus says that God is the only path to justification or righteousness or getting it right. 
 
Jesus declares, “seek only God’s justification”.  Do not seek human justification; do not attempt to be self-
reliant, rely only on God.  But you can see why we might be a bit confused by this because our culture tells us, 
“God helps those that help themselves”.  Our culture has a lot to say.   
 
Here are some possible aspects of justification by humans, stemming from our culture, that may be 
untrustworthy and unhelpful.  
 
1. Humans believe in right and wrong.  Often the only right is the right that each of us sees as right.  We even 

like to gather in groups where we think of our right being THE right.  This way we can agree that we are 
right.   

 
Then, humans judge each other based on our opinion of right and wrong.   If those other people were right 
like us, they could join us in our rightness.  Because they don’t join us, they clearly see some ‘other right’ and 
are therefore wrong.  We especially feel this way when we disagree on the right behaviour, the right way to 
live, the right way to earn money, right way to treat other people.  All very valid, yes? 
 
The problem with our love of the duality of right and wrong is that right and wrong changes over time.  Often, 
right and wrong are founded in the culture of the day.  We make agreements to maintain our communities, 
but these agreements can be time-limited.     
 
Today, we struggle in our interpretation of sacred scripture to understand the culture of two thousand years 
ago.   Today, we struggle to justify the murderous, terrorizing actions of conquering warriors fifteen hundred 
years ago.  Today, we struggle to accept the behaviour of people one hundred and fifty years ago as the 
Europeans settled into North America with the people had been here for generations.  We struggle and we 
compare our world today, justifying ourselves, grateful to God that we are not like THOSE people.  Judging 
those people for their horrible behaviour standing firm in our conviction that we have finally got it right.  They 
were bad and we are good; they were wrong and we are right.  Thank God.  
 
Humans judge based on a current, time-limited awareness of right and wrong.   And we expect that as we 
move in time, become more ‘woke’, we behave better.  We rest assured that we are right NOW.   
 
2. We believe that we can ‘pull ourselves up by our bootstraps’ that we can become better people by the 

sweat of our brow, our own hard work, our own ingenuity.   We can be educated and learn, we can 
meditate and grow in spirituality, we can get up early and catch the ‘early bird worm’.  And we can, thanks 
be to God.  But then we judge other humans when they do not become the wonderful humans that we 
have become.   

 
As I read commentaries of this scripture, many suggested that the horrible publican, having opened his heart 
to God, would, having repented and had his ‘God experience’ would behave better, become less greedy, be 
more just and fair.  But, Jesus doesn’t tell us that at all.  Jesus knows that the Publican can go right back his 
greedy, sneaky, mean living and God will still love him. 
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My brother in law was a super guy with a great sense of humour.  He died a few years ago and I miss his brand 
of ‘funny’ all the time.  He injected humour into lots of occasions and nobody could stay upset long when he 
was around.  He was born a Catholic but he didn’t practice his faith formally.  He, like so many of us, had a few 
questions that had riled him all his life.  One was this ‘instant’ forgiveness thing.  He was upset that somebody 
could be a real so-an-so, nasty and greedy; and on their death bed say ‘I’m sorry, God” and receive God’s 
compassion.  Some how, that just doesn’t seem fair! 
 
Just think how irritated the Pharisee would be about that!  Oops, JUDGEMENT!  We are all just a step away 
from sinning no matter how self-righteous we have decided we are. 

Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians explains, that  

“true love is patient, kind, does not boast, is not proud, does not dishonour others, is not self-seeking, is 
not easily angered, keeps no record of wrongs, does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth, always 
protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres and never fails.”  

Humans are fallible at TRUE love, so we need to seek God because God never stops being God.  God always 
loves, God’s grace is for all of creation and for all time.   

3.  Humans are tied up in our timelines, and the sooner the better.  Or at least STICK TO THE PLAN!  We are 
not patient … our vision is far too limited.  God is patient with us.   

2 Peter 3: 9 reminds us 

The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead he is patient with 
you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. 

The objective is repentance.  John begins Jesus’ story with “Repent!” 

We need to repent, we want to repent, we pray to repent.  But the thing is, before we can repent, we need to 
realize what it is we are doing that is not God’s way.   

I’ve been thinking a lot about this lately.  I was reading a very good book called The Neighbours are Real and 
Other Beautiful Things.  I read a line about living in fear, then I read it again and again and I realized, “I’m doing 
that!”  Thank God for that book with the sentence, phrased in just the right way, to let me see how I was 
sinning by living in this fearful way.   

The point is, we often don’t know what it is we are doing that is not helpful, sinning, needing to be released 
and repented.  We’re pretty good folks, but we have long-held behaviours and beliefs to release.  But FIRST we 
need to notice them, and notice them for what they are … barriers to the Kingdom of God. 

So, in our lesson today, we can know for sure that our behaviour needs adjustment when we judge others, 
even in kindness … “There but for the grace of god go I”, or when we assure our selves of our righteousness in 
our generosity to those “poor people over there”, or when we exclaim of the homeless person “they should 
just ….”, or when we even wonder why people steal, or hit their spouse, or scream at their kids.  

And let’s know for sure that even as we judge the settlers to this land for their horrific behaviour to our 
indigenous population, which sadly was appropriate within the culture of the time, we are very likely doing 
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things right now that will be judged horrific in the future of humanity.  Only seek God’s compassion and grace 
knowing that how wonderful we think we are, we are still full of misconceptions and misunderstandings and 
mistakes.   

WE judge each other, but GOD does not judge … God’s love is constant.  God’s assessment of us is that we are 
a perfect creation. 

God loves everyone always  --  
No matter what we believe – Whether we’re Baptist – southern or northern, or Budhist, or Communist 
No matter how we behave … Whether we are well mannered, or kind, or angry or mean or judgemental 
No matter how we live our lives - Whether or not we agree with, or even understand all the versions of ‘living’ 
that people exhibit on this planet.  Whether preppers, or punks, or monks, married to the same sex or 
divorced from the other sex. Whether we are smart, or dim-witted, happy or depressed, quiet or chatty, 
healthy or ill, obese or thin, gay or straight, homophobic or affirming. 
 
So NOW it is time to repent our judgements because we will NEVER look into the eyes of a person that God 
does not love.   

PRAYER 

Lord, help us understand that our understanding of each other is so very flawed because our scope is so 
limited.  Help us come to you for forgiveness and right setting when we judge each other and when we begin 
thinking that we can manage this life by our own deeds and not simply by your unfettered, constant, 
unjudging love. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


