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God has many wonderful attributes.  It would be pretty difficult to say one is more important than the others.  But if I had to choose one, I think it would have to be His marvelous grace in forgiving our sins.

I want to talk to you about two men who are described in Luke 18.  Although they differed in some respects, they were alike in others.  Their likenesses were seen in that they both went up to the temple to pray.  Thus, they were both in the temple, standing before God, seeking fellowship with Him.  The real impact of the parable is not the likenesses of these men, but their differences.

The Pharisee was a churchman, well respected by a certain class in his community.  He was influential and strongly religious.  He belonged to a group that was attempting in every way possible to preserve strict adherence to the law of God.  According to the usual standards of goodness, this man could fit into such a category.  Luke 18:11 gives strong evidence of the Pharisee’s goodness.  Listen to him as he prays: God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican.  No one could accuse him of being unfair in his business practices.  He was also very careful in his relationships with those of the opposite sex.  With a desire to increase his piety, he fasted at regular intervals.  Furthermore, he gave what he considered to be a fair share of his income to God.  He tithed everything he received.

Morally speaking, the other man Jesus talked about in this chapter could not, in any sense of the word, compare with the Pharisee.  He was a publican, and the publicans were despised by the people because of their unfair business procedures.  The Romans had a well-organized tax system, but they did not send out national collectors.  Rather, contracts were let out to local citizens in particular areas, and these citizens did the collecting.  A sum was agreed upon as to the needed amount of tax from a particular location.

The collector was responsible for getting that much from the people.  But anything he could collect over that amount was his.  Many of those who collected taxes became notoriously dishonest, for they amassed huge fortunes while charging the people exorbitant tax rates.  Consequently, the people despised these tax gatherers.

Thus, in the story Jesus told and recorded in Luke 18, there are two principles: one is an honest, law-keeping citizen, while the other is a selfish, dishonest publican.  If it were up to you and to me to decide which man would have the favor of God at this point, probably there would be no doubt as to our unanimous decision.

But as we listen to their prayers, we are forced to see the situation in a different light, for it was obvious that the Pharisee was a self-righteous, egotistical, selfish man who had no concern for other people.  He thought only of his so-called good works.  His prayer offers no confession for sin, in fact, just the opposite, for he prayed I thank Thee that I am not as other men are.  His whole prayer seemed to say, “God, you ought to be thankful that I am on your side.  You certainly have a wonderful person in me.”  This kind of praying is meaningless.  It produces nothing for the petitioner’s life, or for the life of anyone else.

In contrast, consider the publican’s prayer.  Verse 13 informs us that the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to me a sinner.  Another translation of these words reads, God be merciful to me the sinner.  The meaning seems to be that this man realized that he was much worse than anyone else.  He zeroed in on his own sin.  As he came before God, he sensed what he really was and desired above all else sincere help from God.  This was not true of the Pharisee when he prayed.  There was nothing to suggest that the Pharisee was coming to God for help.  He was merely boasting of his greatness. 

Let us consider the outcome of these prayers.  What happened to the publican?  Verse 14 says this man went down to his house justified rather than the other.  God forgave him because he was repentant and asked forgiveness.  The Pharisee on the other hand, asked for nothing, confessed nothing, and got nothing.  Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall the Bible says in Proverbs 16:18).  

What is the lesson Christ wants all of us to learn from this narrative?  Simply, that it isn’t what we do that will get us to heaven, it is our admission of the fact that we have failed and come far short of God’s glory, and that we sincerely want Him to work in our lives.  If you want God to work in your life, you must approach Him on His terms and not yours.  His way is to repent and turn from your sins to the living Christ.

Don’t tell Him how great you are.  Humble yourself in His sight.  Receive His Son, and then daily confess your sins to Him and live in the power of His forgiving grace.  Maybe you are wondering if God will forgive you after all the things you have done.  His Word, the Bible, says He will.

But let me tell you about Edward Curran, whose life had been one of sin, disgrace, crime, sorrow, and misery from its very beginning.  For years, Edward Curran could be found sitting at a bar, consuming alcohol with regularity, a practice which eventually led him to crimes of cheating, stealing, robbing, assault, and infidelity.  He was a common drunkard, a thief, a con man of the worst nature, cheating innocent men and women.  Like many criminals, he boasted of his ability to get by, being too smart for the law to catch up with him.  During this time, however, he never resisted the opportunity to curse the Maker of heaven and earth.  It was no surprise, finally, when he found himself facing the courts, receiving a long prison sentence due to a lengthy police record.

An officer of the court, realizing Edward Curran’s pitiful circumstances, gave him a Gospel of John and urged him to read it.  Later, he brought him a booklet on Isaiah, requesting that he study this, along with the Gospel of John, and urged him to turn to the Lord.  One evening, Edward Curran read the words of Isaiah 53:3-6.  He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from Him; He was despised, and we esteemed Him not.  Surely He hath born our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem Him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.  But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon Him; and with His stiripes we are healed.  All we like sheep have gone astray: we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord hath laid on Him the iniquity of us all.
The Spirit of God reminded Edward Curran that all that the prophet was saying here was about the Lord Jesus Christ and His great sacrifice.  Curran fell to his knees on the hard cement floor in that cold, dingy cell, as he poured out the story of his horrible past to Jesus Christ and begged forgiveness.

Did Christ hear Edward Curran?  Did Christ forgive him?  Ah yes, what a glorious experience that was.  The love of God flooded his heart and soul.  The Lord Jesus Christ reached down into the filth of that lawless life and raised him – body, soul, and spirit – out of sin, into a thrilling new birth of blessed salvation.

For two and a half years, Edward Curran remained in prison.  But they were happy days because the joy and peace of God was in his heart.  Despite ridicule and opposition from some of the other inmates, Curran found power in Christ to defeat all evil.  He served Christ faithfully, witnessing to his wonderful salvation for many years to come.

God’s forgiveness avails for all who will receive it through Jesus Christ our wonderful Lord.  It may be that you are in similar circumstances to those of Edward Curran.  You may even be in worse circumstances.  The grace of God is sufficient.  God loves you with an everlasting love.  If you will put your faith and trust in Christ, He will save you at this very moment.  Do it, friend.  Christ is waiting.
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