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The famous actor Gregory Peck was waiting for a table. 
The restaurant was jammed and he and his friend were in for a long wait. 
His friend urged 
Why don’t you go tell them who you are? 
And Mr. Peck answered him… with great wisdom… 
If you have to tell them who you are… then you aren’t. 
 
Apparently the Pharisee in the gospel reading never learned that lesson 
He may have gone to the temple to pray 
But his prayer… wasn’t a prayer at all 
It was a boastful rendition of his own human greatness 
If it was a prayer at all… it was a prayer to… himself! 
If you have to tell them who you are… then you aren’t. 
 
While the tax collector… extortionist and thief…  
Because that’s what tax collectors were in the ancient world 
Knew exactly who he was… and he knew that God knew who he was… 
There was no pride in his prayer 
Only deep heartfelt confession 
If they know who you are… then you don’t have to tell them. 
 
So who are we… really 
 
Several years ago I worked with a development director (fund raiser) 
serving large medical centers around the country 
 
His biggest issue wasn’t what actually took place in the hospitals 
But the perception of what took place 
The doctors, nurses, technicians and administrators did marvelous things 
But when malpractice led the 6:00 news… thousands suffered 
His primary objective was shaping perception…  
Rather than revealing truth 
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Today, he would be called a spin doctor…  
But what happens… 
When people accept perceptions… as truth? 
 
A lie is still a lie 
And truth is still truth 
And if we want to truly justify our behavior 
We need to rely on truth… not perception… 
 
Let me give you an example 
 
This letter was supposedly sent to a congregation by a job seeker  
 
I understand your church is looking for a pastor.  
I should like to submit my application.  
I am generally considered to be a good preacher.  
I have been a leader in most of the places I have served.  
I have also found time to do some writing on the side.  
I am over fifty years of age, and while my health is not the best,  
I still manage to get enough work done to please my congregation.  
As for a reference, I am somewhat handicapped.  
I have never served in any place more than three years,  
and the churches where I have preached  
have generally been pretty small,  
even though they were located in rather large cities.  
Some places I had to leave  
because my ministry caused riots and disturbances.  
When I stayed,  
I did not get along too well with other religious leaders in town  
which may influence the kind of references these places will send you.  
I have also been threatened several times and been physically attacked. 
Three or four times I have gone to jail for expressing my thoughts.  
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Also there are men who follow me around undermining my work. 
Still, I feel sure I can bring vitality to your church.  
If you can use me, I should be pleased to be considered. 
 
And it was simply signed… Paul 
 
We know him as Saint Paul 
The man who wrote much of the New Testament 
Letter to the Romans, the Colossians, the Ephesians… 
The Thessalonians, the Corinthians, The Galatians… 
And the letter to Timothy… which we heard today 
 
If those first century Christians accepted the perception of Paul 
We might not truly know the love of God in Christ Jesus… truly 
 
That word… truly… is important 
Jesus said truly… 86 times in the bible 
It was one way he urged people to ignore their perceptions 
And seek the truth 
 
So how do people go off the rails so easily? 
Well the reading from Luke begins… 

Jesus told this parable  
to some who trusted in themselves  
that they were righteous  
and regarded others with contempt 

 
So we have two things working here… 
Self-righteousness and contempt for others 
Just in case you were wondering… 
Both are sins… 
Neither are virtues… 
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In the parable, the tax collector, the true bad guy in the story 
Says nothing about his own self worth 
Although tax collectors were usually quite wealthy 
 
He came to the truth 
That his ill gotten financial gain 
Was worthless in the sight of God 
And that sizing up that Pharisee was unimportant 
He needed God 
He needed forgiveness 
He needed peace 
And the truth that sets you free  
does not come from within 
It only comes from God 
And the sooner we come to know understand and believe that 
The sooner we can have lasting peace… 
 
And we can’t do it from the sideline 
We have to take action 
We can’t just be observers 
 
An old man asked a little boy  
What does your father do? 
The boy answered, He watches. 
You mean he is a night watchman? 
Oh no, He just watches. 
Well, what does he watch? 
I don't know if I can tell you everything, but I can name a few things.  
By all means, tell me 
He watches TV, he watches Mom do the housework,  
he watches for the mail man, he watches the weather,  
he watches the computer, and I think he watches girls, too 
He said that with an impish grin. 
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He watches the stock market, football games.  
He watches Mom spank us, and he watches us do our homework.  
He watches us leave to go to Church and PTA and shopping.  
He watches Mom write letters and me play with my dog.  
He watches Mom pay the bills.  
But mainly, he just watches. 
 
My brothers and sisters… watching is not doing 
 
When I worked at First Baptist Church of Orlando 
A man called Pastor Jim Henry to do his wife’s funeral 
He said he was a member, but they could find no records of him 
Then he told them how he watched the TV show on Sunday 
And he sent in checks now and then 
So therefore he was a member 
 
Watching others worship… is not worship 
Watching others pray… is not prayer 
Watching others come before God … is not being in God’s presence 
 
Confessing you sins 
Turning back to God 
Asking for mercy 
That’s how we wipe out self-righteousness 
One transgression at a time 
Over a lifetime 
 
Near the end of his life, Paul wrote letters to Timothy 
Kind of a final swan song to the faithful 
 
I have fought the good fight,  
I have finished the race,  
I have kept the faith.  
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From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness,  
which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on that day,  
and not only to me but also to all who have longed for his appearing 
 
There is no way any of us are passing through the gates of heaven  
On our own merit 
 
The only way any of us will see a smiling Jesus face to face 
Is by giving up self centeredness 
And by opening our hearts to each other 
 
So like Paul 
Let’s get go racing 
Let’s fight the good fight 
Let’s all keep the faith 
And when we are called home 
We can pick up the crown of righteousness 
And wear it forever. 


