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Justified Through Life 

 I catch the television news in snatches, when I’m 
getting ready for work or for bed.  Often, there’s a 
video of somebody who’s accused of (or has been 
convicted of) doing something bad.  It’s not uncommon 
for this person to have his head covered with a jacket, 

or to be holding a briefcase in front of her 
face.  Shame?  Embarrassment?  Fear?  On more than 
one occasion I have smiled to myself and had a snarky 
thought like, “Well, I might have been snippy with my 
husband this morning, but at least I am not walking 
around on camera with a jacket over my head!”  

Pharisees were good people.  Tax collectors were not.  

This Pharisee prayed “God, I thank you that I am not 
like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even 
like this tax collector.” 

 Nice prayer. 

No, none of us would ever say such a prayer in public, 
but we have probably had similar thoughts. 

The Pharisee felt he not only kept the Law, he 
surpassed it. The Law required fasting once a year; this 
guy fasted twice a week.  Here was a man who tried 
very hard to be good.  And he felt good telling God 
about it (and letting others listen in on his 
goodness).  He doesn’t sound like a bad person.  He 

approached God with a pride of having done good 
things.  The fire that burned in his heart was zeal for 
making sure he was good in the eyes of others and 
himself, and for exposing those who weren’t so good. 

Then there was the tax collector.  Even his body 
language was different.  He stood apart from everyone 

else, his eyes cast down, not up in the customary 
attitude of prayer.  He was overwhelmed by his need for 
God and his struggle to be forgiven.  He had cheated 
and lied, and made a living from those things.  He was a 
sinner in anyone’s definition.  And now here he was in 
the temple.  Who let him in?  As someone in a “sinful” 
profession he wasn’t supposed to be there.  He knew 

that in order to be forgiven he must pay 

restitution.  How would he afford to pay back all those 

he has cheated over the years?  How would his family 
survive?  Would he ever be accepted and trusted in his 
own community again, after what he had done to his 
neighbors?  The fire that burned in his heart was for 
wanting to be changed. 

Why did Jesus prefer the one over the other, or at least 

the prayer of the one over the prayer of the other?  

God is not an auditor who keeps accounts of good and 
bad deeds to see how our lives add up. 

            God is life. 

Sometimes we think we are made right with God by 
being good, or at least being better than “those other 
people” we see on the news–or anywhere. 

            But God is life. 

When we come to worship, or pray in private, we are 
made right with God not because we are able to pray 
just right or because we’ve done all the right things; it 
is because God is life.  The tax collector’s prayer 
seemed to reflect this, asking for grace.  Unlike the 

Pharisee he seemed to understand innately that God 
could receive his pain and shame and turn it into 
life.  Not that it would be easy—he had a lot of things 
to make up to his community and family.  

I’d like to think the tax collector left the temple not 
only justified, but resolved to do something 

different.  To imagine how he might make a life that 
was just and fair and good, rather than continuing in 
the practices that brought ill to himself and others. 

I’d like to think both men eventually learned that God 
is life-giving,  That the fire of God’s heart and life can 
purify us from the 

sins that are visible, 
and the ones that are 
harder to see. 
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Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Joel 2:23-32 
 

According to 2:28-31, what signs will precede the 
"coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD"?  
When you think of the Lord's return, what images come 
to mind?  Peter claimed Joel's prophecy was fulfilled on 
the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:17-21, 38-40). How then 
does Joel's promise of the Spirit and salvation apply to 
us?  What has Joel taught you about preparing for the day 
of the Lord?   What steps do you need to take to be 
prepared?  Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity Press 

 
____Psalm Reading: Psalm 65 

 
What is it like for you to receive a gift or a compliment? 
What is it like for you to be on the receiving end of 
someone else's gratitude?  God's great power is 
acknowledged in this psalm. How is God's power a gift to 
us?  In verse 5 God is called "our Savior, the hope of all 
the ends of the earth and of the farthest seas." In what 
ways is God the hope of all the earth and seas?  The 
psalmist mentions several of God's awesome deeds in 
verses 6 and 7. What other awesome deeds might you add 
to the list?  Verse 8 offers a picture of the fears and joys 
common to all people of the earth. How do God's 
wonders cause us to experience fear?  How do God's 
wonders call forth songs of joy?  What implications does 
God's care for the earth have for the ways in which we 
treat the earth?  What personal value does expressing 
gratitude to God have for you?  Quiet Time Bible Study, 
InterVarsity Press 

____3rd Reading:  
 

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18  
 

Paul is seeing a big part of 
what he labored so hard to 
build under God's power 
dissolve. How can he still feel 
such satisfaction about his 
life?  What does it mean to 
have "fought the good fight" 
or "run the good race"? What 
does it take to "finish the race 
(course)" God has designed 
for you? What does it mean to "keep the faith"?  What does 
the "crown of righteousness" represent? To whom is it 
given? On what basis is it awarded?  What life tasks do 
you need to finish in order to share Paul's satisfaction?  
Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity Press, Jesus Walk 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

____4th Reading: Luke 18:9-14  

What would you say are important things to practice when 
we pray – our attitude, our posture, our words?  Who does 
Luke list as the audience of this parable? Why might we be 
tempted to take ourselves out of this audience?  Describe 
the Pharisee’s prayer. What is his attitude? What is his 
purpose in praying? What do his words accomplish?  How 
does Jesus contrast the two – how differently does the tax 
collector pray? What is his purpose, and what does he 
accomplish?  What is Jesus’ analysis of the prayers? Were 
both men heard? Which one seems to get the better 
outcome… and why?  This is such a wonderful parable 
because it’s like a two-edged sword. In what ways does 
this parable tempt us to do the very thing it warns against?  
What methods might we use to make sure our prayers stay 
focused in the proper direction?  Faith Element 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

 Father, we want to run the Christian race 
wholeheartedly testifying to the gospel of Your 
grace all the days of our life. We choose to fight 
the good fight, finish the race, and keep the 
faith.  It’s not the one who runs the swiftest, nor 
the one who runs for a day, but the one who 
endures to the end who shall be saved. We 
anxiously await the rapturous moment when we 
cross the finish line from mortality into 
immortality, from death unto life eternal, when 
we will hear Your wonderful commendation, 
“Well done, good and faithful servant.”  
 

~ Daily Encouragment.net 

“Why must people kneel down to pray? If I really 
wanted to pray I’ll tell you what I'd do. I'd go out 
into a great big field all alone or in the deep, 
deep woods and I'd look up into the sky—up—
up—up—into that lovely blue sky that looks as if 
there was no end to its blueness. And then I'd just 
feel a prayer.”  
 

~ L.M. Montgomery, Anne of Green Gables 

“Piglet noticed that even though he 
had a Very Small Heart, it could hold 
a rather large amount of Gratitude.” 

                      ~ A.A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh  
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