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Printed sermon for distribution October 23, 2022 

“God, Have Mercy on Me, A Sinner” + Luke 18:9-17 

20th Sunday after Pentecost 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 Life is full of surprises.  You think you have something figured out, and—

wait a minute—it turns out to be just the opposite of what you thought.  You go 

to a dealer and pay big money for what you are told is expensive art or a costly 

piece of jewelry.  You shell out the big bucks for it and then you bring it home 

and try to show it off only to have someone point out that it really is quite 

worthless.  On the other hand, if you have ever watched a show like the 

“Antique Road Show” you know that there are people who pay practically 

nothing for an old piece and come in and have it appraised and find out that it 

is incredibly valuable.  Once I saw an episode where a guy on the way to the 

place where the show was recorded found an old chair out on the side of the 

road—someone had put it out for garbage pick-up.  He brought it in and found 

out it was an extremely desirable piece worth thousands of dollars! 

 Jesus describes a surprise in the parable today.  Things run counter-

intuitive to a sinful person’s mind.  The religious guy is rejected by God, but the 

despicable sinner is the one who is counted righteous before God.  He is the one 

who prays, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (v.13).  To really understand 

and appreciate what the Lord is saying to us here, let us, first, take a look at the 

Pharisee, and, second, look at the tax collector. 

-- I -- 

 First, let’s take a look at the Pharisee.  Jesus said that when he went up to 

the temple to pray, he was “standing by himself” (v.11).  When he prayed he 

went in the presence of other worshipers, stood up in front of them, and prayed 

out loud.  He took a position just to be noticed by other worshipers.  Notice also 

that he talks a lot about himself:  “God, I thank you that I am not like other 

men…I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.”  He was not concerned 

about the kind of things about which the Lord taught us to pray:  God’s name, 

His Kingdom, His will, forgiveness, temptation, etc.  All he can think about is 

himself and how good he is—or thinks he is.  Neither does he pray for the 

benefit of his neighbor.  The neighbor is only mentioned in contempt.   



Page 2 
 

 The text tells us that this parable is told “to some who trusted in 

themselves that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt” (v.9).  

This Pharisee is just such a person.  People like to justify themselves.  There is a 

tremendous temptation from our own sinful flesh to trust in ourselves, to think 

and act in such a way that we make ourselves look to be okay.  We may even 

dare to think that what we have done will count for salvation when we stand 

before God one day.   

 The Pharisee uses two strategies that are all too common among us.  The 

first is that he compares himself to other people and thinks that he has come 

out on top:  “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, 

unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector” (v.11).  What a strategy!  It 

seems we can always find someone who is in some way worse than we are.  We 

may take comfort in the fact that our sins are quiet and private, while the sins 

of other people—why, we read about them in the paper under the “Courthouse 

News” or they are the talk of the town.  At least we are not like them.  But what 

difference does it make?  It will not make a difference before God.  It is like 

having an open casket or a closed casket—it doesn’t matter, you are still dead.  

None of us has the credentials of a life that is acceptable to God. 

 The second strategy is that he begins to list the religious duties that He has 

fulfilled:  “I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get” (v.12).  No doubt we 

could make our own list of outward things that we have done in the practice of 

our religion.  Indeed, sometimes we make the mistake of believing that these 

outward things are, in fact, what makes a person a Christian.  Someone has 

said that the financial problems of the churches would be solved if we would not 

let people off the hook so easy and would lay it on each one’s conscience that 

they are to give a tenth of everything to the Lord.  But here was a man who 

gave a tenth of all that he got, and yet he was not accepted by the Lord.  The 

outward giving was not reflective of a heart that trusted in the Lord.  His 

offering was no more acceptable to God than the offering of Cain. 

 Note here that the Pharisee does not ask God for anything.  Even his 

thank-you prayer is all about himself.  He simply thanks God that He is not like 

other, more despicable, people.  He does not think that he needs anything from 

God.  He is totally satisfied with the way that he is.   
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 What was the result of the prayer of this highly religious man, this one 

that many other people admired and wished they could be like?  He was not 

justified.  His sins were not forgiven before God.  He was lost until or unless he 

acknowledged his sin and received the gift of the forgiveness of sins. 

-- II -- 

 On the other hand, we have the tax collector.  Tax collectors were 

notorious for cheating other people by collecting more than was required and 

keeping the extra themselves.  Other Jewish people despised them because they 

collected money and gave it to the Romans.  They would have been considered 

ceremonially unclean because of all their doings with Gentiles.  What is his 

prayer?  Outwardly, it seems pretty pathetic.  He stood far off, hoping that no 

one would see him, and would not even so much as lift up his eyes to heaven.  

Instead, he beat his fist on his heart and kept on saying:  “God, have mercy on 

me, a sinner.”   

 But surprise!  This was not a pathetic prayer at all.  This was the prayer 

that was accepted by God.  This was the man who went home justified—that is, 

forgiven.  Whereas the Pharisee trusted in himself, the tax collector knew that 

there was nothing in himself upon which to lean.  His trust was solely upon the 

grace of God.  The word that he uses here is not the typical word for “mercy”—

that is, not the sympathy or kindness of the heart from God toward the sinner.  

The word that is used here is a technical word that has reference to the system 

of sacrifices in the temple.  Every day at the temple there was a morning and 

evening sacrifice, whereby a year-old male lamb without defect (Numbers 28:3) 

was offered up for the sins of the nation.  It was said that the sacrifice atoned 

for the sins of the people.  When the tax collector prays, “God, have mercy on 

me, the sinner” he is literally saying, “Be propitiated toward me, O God, the 

sinner.”  That is, “In view of the sacrifice that is being offered on my behalf, let 

Your fierce anger against my sin be turned away.”  The only other time in the 

New Testament this technical word is used is in Hebrews 2:17, where it says, 

“Therefore He had to be 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 for the sins of the people.”  Another translation says, “So that He 

might make peace with God for their sins” (God’s Word Translation).   
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 About whom is that passage speaking?  It is, of course, speaking of our 

Lord Jesus Christ.  He is like us in every respect, a genuine human being, 

except that He is without sin.  With His holiness and righteousness, He could 

stand in for us before God, not only with His perfect life, but also with His 

sacrificial death.  And the place where He made sacrifice for our sins was on the 

cross.       

 We know that the only basis of prayer is the atonement to which all those 

other sacrifices pointed:  the atonement that our great Mediator, Jesus Christ, 

accomplished for us.  He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world, the perfect, spotless Lamb of whom all those other lambs were but a 

shadow. 

 This is the theme of the Great Reversal.  The humble are lifted up, but the 

high and mighty are brought down.  Jesus Himself is the greatest example of 

this principle:  “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ 

Jesus, who, though He was in the form of God, did not count equality with God 

a thing to be grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, 

being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, He 

humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a 

cross. Therefore God has highly exalted Him and bestowed in Him the name 

that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:5-11).  Christ was 

made the lowest of the low.  But He was raised up in glory on the third day and 

sits at the right hand of God. 

 That is the surprise that the Lord Jesus has for those who trust in Him.  

On earth we may seem pretty pathetic.  Our weaknesses and sins may be well 

known.  We may grieve daily at our flesh and our inability to conquer it.  But 

when we come before God with this simple, heart-felt, prayer “God, be merciful 

to me, a sinner,” we are the ones who are forgiven in His eyes.  Amen. 
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