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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

As you probably know, this week there was a horrible tragedy not far away, in Minneapolis. 

On Wednesday, a deranged man who hated God and thought he was a woman shot the children of a 

Catholic school, right through the church windows, during their morning chapel. Two children died, 17 were 

injured. 

I can’t help but think of our own parochial school, and our own dear children, who gather weekly in this 

sanctuary for Matins. Defend us, O Lord, we pray, from all violence and from the hatred of this world. 

And we should not be ashamed to pray for the families of the victims, and even to pray for our enemies. 

The mayor of Minneapolis denounced our prayers as futile and empty, but as Vice President Vance rightly said, 

“We pray because our hearts are broken. We pray because we know God listens.” 

So pray for the grieving, that they would believe the comforting words of the apostle Paul, in 1 Corinthians 

15, our epistle text. This is of first importance, “that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, 

that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.” Our only true comfort 

is found in the death and resurrection of our Lord. Since he died for our sins and was raised again, all who are 

buried with him through baptism into his death will also be raised with him. 

But how similar is this awful murder in Minneapolis, how similar it is to the Old Testament reading today. 

The story of Cain, the first murderer. Cain hated God and killed his own brother out of jealousy. Abel, on the 

other hand, believed in God, like those children in Minneapolis. And because of his faith, his offering to God was 

acceptable. But Cain did not have faith, nor did he come before God in humble repentance. And so his offering 

was rejected, and in his jealousy, he lured his brother out to the field, to kill him. 

Grant us faith, O Lord, faith to come before you in humble repentance! Let us never be jealous of your 

mercy toward others. And keep us from all hatred, hatred that leads to murder. For your Son has warned us that 

to even harbor hatred is to commit murder in our hearts. We know that sin is always crouching at our door, O 

Lord, and we are not strong enough on our own to master it. So lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from 

evil. 

But here’s the point. Here’s what we need to learn. All of us are sinners. We’re all descended from Adam 

and Eve; we all inherit original sin. So the truly scary thing about Cain is that we each share his wickedness. 

We’re infected with his same original sin. Not just Cain, not just the Minneapolis shooter, but even you and me. 

We all harbor the same evil in our hearts. 

Jesus reveals this truth today, in the story of the pharisee and the tax collector. Because Jesus praises how 

the tax collector acknowledges himself as a sinner, the worst of sinners. But he sharply criticizes the Pharisee, 

who thought he had no sin. 

“O God, be merciful to me, a sinner” – our English translation does not do justice to the prayer of the tax 

collector. Truly, it’s the most beautiful prayer of faith in the whole Bible. Because in Greek, the tax collector 

doesn’t merely call himself “a sinner,” but “the sinner.” In his mind, he’s the only sinner in the world. He 

compares himself to none; he knows he’s the worst. In fact, he cannot imagine any other sinner but himself. What 

beautiful humility. 

Moreover, the tax collector knows what he deserves for his sin, for his greed, for robbing the helpless by 

his bribery and cruel tax collecting, skimming off the top and hoarding mammon for himself. He knows God’s 

law. He knows he deserves to die, to burn in hell forever. 

But thanks be to God! By his word, God has convicted this sinner, and now he repents! And there is more 

joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. 

The Pharisee, on the other hand, brags about his righteousness before God. He actually believes he’s 

righteous, that he can come before God in his temple, not to repent and seek forgiveness, but to thank God – of 

all the hubris – to thank God for making him so good. 

So he actually prays, in perhaps the most evil prayer of the entire Bible, “God, I thank you that I am not 

like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of 
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all that I get.” How awful. 

So learn from the wonderful, penitent prayer of the tax collector. Learn from his humility, and his 

repentance, that he knows his sin. He knows where he stands before God. Guilty. He knows his wretchedness, he 

makes no attempt to hide it. He doesn’t compare himself to others. 

And we shouldn’t compare ourselves to anyone else either. Not to Cain, not to that transgender murderer. 

We should never think, “At least I’m not a sicko who shoots innocent children while they’re praying.” Instead, 

we should think of ourselves like the tax collector. We must each confess that I am the sinner, the sinner of 

sinners, the chief of sinners, the worst and only one. 

So our English translation does not do justice to the tax collector’s prayer. It’s not, “a sinner,” but “the 

sinner.” But there’s more. 

For another thing, in the great prayer of the tax collector, “God be merciful to me, the sinner,” the word 

translated “merciful” is not the usual Greek word for mercy. Just a few verses later in the same chapter, in Luke 

18, a blind beggar cries out with the usual word for mercy, “Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me!”  

In that case, the word the blind beggar uses is eleieson me. But here in the temple, the tax collector does 

not say eleieson, but hilaskomai. The words have different meanings. Eleieson has to do with pity. Eleieson 

means, “Look at my pathetic condition, and do something to help out of the kindness of your heart.” But 

hilaskomai runs deeper. Hilaskomai involves a payment, an exchange, an atonement. The tax collector is really 

saying, “God, atone for me, the sinner.” 

“O God, atone for me, the sinner.” This man is confessing that his sin cannot merely be overlooked. God 

is a righteous judge, and he knows it. God cannot overlook sin, lest he violate his own law. So the tax collector is 

not just pleading with God to just forgive his sins out of pity; he’s pleading with God to make a payment for his 

sins, an atonement. He’s begging God to send someone, something, to somehow appease God’s wrath. 

But then, how does the story end? Oh what joy! Jesus says that the tax collector went down to his house 

justified. The word is dikaiao: to set right, vindicate, declare righteous. The tax collector was vindicated before 

God, counted righteous by faith. God declared him Not Guilty. 

Because God answered his prayer. He atoned for his sins. He offered his only begotten Son as the 

propitiation, the hilasmos, to appease God’s wrath. You can hear how that word hilasmos is related to hilaskomai, 

the hilasmos for our sins. And not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. As it says in 1 John 4:10, 

“In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation, the 

hilasmos, for our sins.” 

God did it through the saving death of Jesus, the Son who was made like his brothers in every respect, so 

that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation, hilaskomai, 

for the sins of the people. 

Christ did it in the heavenly temple, through the sacrifice of his own blood, becoming for us the true mercy 

seat of God, the hilasterion – another related word. He became our mercy seat, like the lid of the ark of the 

covenant, the hilasterion, which stood between the two tablets of the Ten Commandments underneath, and the 

throne of the righteous God above. The atoning blood of Jesus covered our guilt and came between the law and 

our judge. The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world stood as our great High Priest, to offer his own 

body in the Most Holy Place, once for all, to atone for the sins of the world. 

Therefore, for those who are in Christ, God does not see their sin. No, he sees the righteousness of Jesus. 

Jesus covers us. He makes the payment. He propitiates God’s wrath, and he bears the penalty, all in our place, for 

our atonement. 

As Romans 3 so clearly teaches, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified – 

dikaiao – by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 

propitiation, a hilasterion by his blood, to be received by faith.” 

So yes, I am a sinner, the sinner, the chief of sinners. “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from 

this body of death? But thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” Jesus has delivered me, he has made 

atonement. “And there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” 

So put your hope in Jesus, who died to atone for you, who baptized you into his death, that you might live 

in him. Come before him in humble, repentant faith. Trust that his blood covers all your sin. You are forgiven. 

You are set free from slavery to sin, without fear of death, without fear of the attacks Satan or the world, free to 

live by faith, through the Spirit, in holiness and righteousness forever. Amen. 


