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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 oh 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’m 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. 
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The readings this week: 
◦ Joel 2:23-32 ◦ Psalm 65  
◦ 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 ◦ Luke 18:9-14 

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. 
 

~ Melissa Bane Sevier, Stewardship of Life 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=285
https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2010/10/18/justified-through-life/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Joel 2:23-32 
 

What are some of the things for which God’s people are 
to “rejoice” and “be glad”? As you think about your own 
circumstances, what are some similar blessings for which 
you should be glad? Have you expressed this gladness to 
God lately?  Reflect a bit more on the great promises that 
God extends to His people in Joel 2:26-27. While these 
words were written to the people of Judah (or “Israel”) in 
the Old Testament, how might these verses apply to those 
of us who follow Jesus Christ today as part of His body, 
the church? What should our response be to these 
promises?  Topeka Bible Church 

 
____Psalm Reading: Psalm 65  

What is the symbolic meaning of Zion?  When do most 
people spend more time in prayer?  When David says our 
sins, what is he trying to say?  How far away is David's 
sin from him?  Who is possibly the best example of God 
choosing someone? Who is salvation offered to?  Verse 4 
takes us from our calling to where?   What is the name 
that only the children of God can call Him? What does 
verse 7 remind us about Jesus?   When will there be peace 
among the nations?  When does the church grow the 
strongest?  What makes a seed grow into a plant? How 
long will there be seedtime and harvest on the earth? 
What does the author believe to be the real beauties of the 
earth? Discover Revelation  

___3rd Reading: 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18  
 

“I have fought the good fight.” What does this mean? 
When does the Christian faith seem like a fight to you?  
How can we make sure we fight the “good” fight in life?  
Reflect on any “races” you have finished (literal or 
figurative). What did it take for you to finish?  When you 
think of the Apostle Paul’s life as a race, what milestones 
did he reach along the way? What milestones do you want 
to reach before you finish the race?  Have you ever 
struggled to keep the faith? What helped you through it?  
When you think of Jesus awarding you a crown, how does 
that make you feel? What would you like the crown to 
represent?  What might stir a little more longing in you?  
What is the “great hope and promise” of verse 8?  Harbor 
Trinity Church 

 
____4th Reading: Luke 18:9-14 

 
With whom do you identify in this text: the Pharisee, or the 
publican, or perhaps the audience?  In what ways might we 
be tempted to believe in our own accomplishments and in 
our deserving of what we have received?  How do you 
think you would have reacted if you had been in the 
audience listening to Jesus that day?  Who are those, in our 
churches, in our denomination, in our society, from whom 
we stand apart when we pray?  What does it mean to you 
to go home from church "justified"?  Weekly Seeds 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Lord, 
thank you so much for your faithfulness to us in the 
difficult times. 
Help each of us to run with perseverance 
the race that you set before us 
and to finish that race well with your help. 
Help us to keep the faith 
and the teaching that you have entrusted to us 
and pass it on faithfully to those in the next 
generation 
who can teach others also. 
We know you will be with us to the end. 
We know that your grace is sufficient. 
In Jesus' name, we pray. Amen. 
 

~ Ralph Wilson, Jesus Walk 

My first teacher of prayer was a Roman Catholic nun 
adept at Jesus Prayer. She taught me to breathe in the 
words Lord Jesus Christ, son of God. And breathe 
out have mercy on me, a sinner. Long breaths might 
take on an expanded variation: Lord Jesus Christ Son of 
the Living God on the in-breath and have mercy on me 
a miserable sinner on the out-breath. Breathe in the 
divine and breathe out that which is not yet divine. She 
taught me to pace my footsteps with the Jesus prayer: 
right foot - Jesus, left foot - Mercy. And so I 
walked, Jesus, Mercy, Jesus, Mercy, Jesus, Mercy. 
 

The prayer deepens, she told me, so that the very heart 
beats JesusMercyJesusMercy. Eventually the prayer 
continues while you sleep. And thus you pray 
continually, she said.  

You don't have to be a great sinner to love this prayer. 
Repentance simply means change. I'm willing to 
change, throw off my cloak, humble myself to see 
through the chimera my ego makes to obscure my core 
being. 

I no longer practice the Jesus Prayer, but it comes back 
spontaneously in times of stress - in physical pain, 
during white-knuckle turbulence on airplanes. I'm 
happy for the Gospel text this week, bringing me back 
to this old way of loving God. 

~ an excerpt, Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 
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