
               SERMON “Lord Have Mercy on a Humble Sinner” 

                  (Luke 18:9-14 Preached at MPC on October 23rd, 2016) 

You have probably heard about the scoundrel who died and went to heaven to claim his 

reward.  He was terrified at the prospect, because he had been a drunk, a womanizer, 

and a host of other things he wasn’t proud of in his life.  Much to his surprise, when he 

got to the Pearly Gates, St. Peter welcomed him with open arms.  Seeing the startled 

look on the man's face, Peter said, "Don't worry.  We don't keep records here.  You are as 

welcome as anyone." 

Peter then escorted the man through the golden streets to his mansion.  Occasionally, 

they would pass a group of people who looked very unhappy.  One of them would bend 

over, and the other one would kick him.  They seemed to be taking turns.  The new 

arrival asked Peter what was going on.  Peter said, "Oh them!  Those are all the religious 

people.  They also thought we were keeping records."  My guess is that we will find 

Pharisees in heaven—and they may take turns kicking each other. 

In our Gospel lesson today, we find a Pharisee of the kind of legalism and record 

keeping that gave Pharisees a bad name—not all Pharisees were bad but this one was 

proud as a peacock and self-righteous to the core.   Just listen to his prayer—if you can 

call it a prayer.  "God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of men, extortionists, 

unrighteous, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week.  I give tithes of 

all that I get" (v. 11-12). 

Did you ever know anyone like that?  Thank God that I am not like other people! Thank 

God that I am better than other people!  Thank God that I am management instead of 

lowly unskilled.  Thank God that I don't have to associate with ordinary people! Thank 

God that I am a member of the "right" church!  Many of us know people like that.  If 

there is anything we don't need, it’s someone who needs to think that he or she is better 

than everyone else—a person who exalts him or herself and humbles others by making 

them feel bad! 

I am reminded of a child of a past acquaintance.   The boy was bright, attractive, but 

absolutely poisonous!  He loved building himself up by tearing other children down—

winning by making other kids lose!  Announces in a loud voice that he has won—and 

that the other child has lost!  We feel sorry for him.  Unless he changes, he will have a 



hard life.  He will make his family and neighbors miserable.  He will make her co-

workers miserable—And he will be miserable.  The Pharisee is that child all grown up. 

God, I thank you that I am not like other people. I thank you God that I am not like the 

guy across the way! I thank you God that I am one of the pillars of the community.  

Other people are part of the problem; I thank you, God, that I'm part of the solution.   I 

thank you, God, that I do more than my share—that I carry my part of the load and 

more.  I thank you, God, that I pay my taxes—that I don't live off welfare—that I give 

more than I take. 

 I thank you, God, that I'm not in prison—that I haven't broken any laws—that I'm a law

—abiding citizen—that I respect the police—that I support their good work—that I 

contribute to their benevolence fund and put their sticker on my car.  I thank you, God, 

that I contribute to my church.  I know that church is important, God, and I am glad to 

do my part.  If all the church members did as much as I do, Lord, just imagine Lord, I 

would appreciate it if you would get those other people to do their part so I wouldn't 

have to carry the whole load. 

I thank you, God, that I can drop a few dollars into the Salvation Army basket at 

Christmastime.  A little something for the widows and orphans!   I don't have to do that, 

Lord, but I do.  I thank you, God, that you have put a burden on my heart for the 

unfortunates of the world—although they probably brought their problems on 

themselves.  But we can be generous at Christmastime, can't we, Lord! 

 I thank you, God, that I'm a good neighbor—that I keep my lawn looking good—that I'm 

not like the people across the street who let the weeds grow.  Last week, Lord, they 

didn't even bring in their garbage cans after the truck came.  They let the cans lie there 

by the curb for two days.  That makes the whole neighborhood look trashy, Lord.  I sure 

wish that I had better neighbors, Lord.  I thank you that when I was a kid, I wasn’t like 

the kids in the restaurant last night.  Boy, were they out of control!  I can't understand 

why their parents don't do something about them, Lord.  I guess that the acorn doesn't 

fall far from the tree!  Garbage in, garbage out! 

Am I laying it on a little too thickly?  I hope so!  I hope that none of us know people like 

that.  I hope that none of us is like that.  But we are always tempted to think more highly 

of ourselves than we ought to think.  More to the point, we are always tempted to think 

more poorly of our neighbor than we ought to think.  It is so easy to judge—and so hard 



to walk in the other person's slippers.   

Stephen Covey, author of the popular book, Seven Habits of Successful People tells of 

riding a subway in New York City. All the passengers were reading or sleeping or sitting 

quietly until a man got on with several children. The children were unruly beyond 

measure. They were fighting and throwing things.  One of the children grabbed a 

newspaper from the hands of one of the passengers!  The father was doing absolutely 

nothing. While the children ran wild, the father just sat there staring off into space. 

Covey finally decided to take action.  He went to the father and said, "Sir, we need your 

help. Your children are bothering people. Could you do something about it?" 

The man awoke as if from a daze and said, "You're right. I guess I should do something 

about it. We've just left the hospital.  Their mother just died.  I really don't know what to 

think, and I guess they're not handling it too well either."  If we could only know the 

burdens that other people are carrying, we would be more sympathetic. 

In our Gospel lesson, Jesus tells about a Pharisee who thanks God that he isn't like the 

tax collector that he sees across the way.  The Pharisee doesn't really know this 

particular tax collector, but he knows about tax collectors.  Surely this tax collector must 

be one of the bad ones.  This tax collector, however, was praying.  The Pharisee should 

have noticed that.  If he had realized that the tax collector was praying, he might have 

seen that as a hopeful sign.  A tax collector who is open to prayer might also be open to 

repentance.  A bad man who seeks God's presence might not be all bad. 

Indeed, the tax collector wasn't all bad.  He was bad, no doubt about that, but his sins 

troubled him.  He had collaborated with the Romans.  He had cheated his neighbors. He 

had hurt more people than he could count.  Now he wanted something different from 

life—maybe not badly enough to quit his job or to refund the stolen money—but badly 

enough to come to the temple to pray.  That's a first step, isn't it!  This bad man came 

looking for God—And you never know what might happen when a person comes looking 

for God. 

In his shame, the tax collector would not even look to the heavens, as people usually did 

when they prayed.  He just stared down at his shoes and prayed, "God, be merciful to 

me, a sinner" (v. 13).  Not much of a prayer!  No offer to change his ways!  No offer to do 

better!  Just a plea for mercy!  Why should God be merciful to a person who hasn't even 



promised to do the right thing?  But Jesus said:  "I tell you, this man went down to his 

house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, 

but he who humbles himself will be exalted" (v. 14).  Now that sounds crazy, but it is 

really Good News!  It is obviously Good News for the humble person, because God 

promises to help the humble person.  But it is even Good News for the proud person—

the person who always tries to be better than everyone else.  Jesus' words imply a threat 

to the proud person, but they also offer a gift.  Jesus tells us that we can quit the rat-

race.  We can get off the treadmill.  We don't have to run faster than everyone else.  We 

don't always have to win.  We don't have to make the other person lose.  We can, 

instead, ask God for guidance, the topic of our Thursday night Alpha class.  We can ask 

God for strength—or deeper faith—but especially for God’s mercy.  We can step back and 

let God be God.  We can give God all our anxieties, all our fears—all our insecurities.  We 

can rest in the assurance that God will always do the right thing—and that God will help 

us to do the right thing. 

That doesn't mean that we should no longer pursue excellence.  We should always do the 

best we can with what God has given us.  But Jesus is telling us that the key to life is not 

to be found in our own personal achievement but in God's mercy—we should always 

take a humble attitude when we pray “Lord have mercy on a humble sinner!”   

There was a man who worked as a representative for the federal government going door 

to door gathering information about people and the communities they worked in—it 

wasn’t the most satisfying of jobs especially today in the heat of August— it was hot and 

this rep had to wear a tie.  “Hello. My name is Bob Perks and we are doing a survey in 

this neighborhood…” “I’m not interested! Good bye!” …slam, lock.  You can’t imagine 

how many times Bob heard that. Finally, he caught on and began with “Before you slam 

the door, I am not selling anything and I just need to ask a few questions about yourself 

and the community.”  The young woman inside the doorway, paused for a moment, 

raised her eyebrows as she shrugged her shoulders confused by my rude introduction. 

“Sure. Come on in. Don’t mind the mess. It’s tough keeping up with my kids.”  It was an 

older home in a section of the valley where people with meager income found affordable 

shelter. With the little they had, the home looked comfortable and welcoming.  Bob 

continued “I just need to ask a few questions about yourself and family. Although this 

may sound personal I won’t need to use your names. This information will be used…” 

She interrupted me. “Would you like a glass of cold water? You look like you’ve had a 

rough day.”  “Why yes!” I said eagerly.  Just as she returned with the water, a man came 



walking in the front door. It was her husband.  “Joe, this man is here to do a survey.” I 

stood and politely introduced myself.  Joe was tall and lean. His face was rough and 

aged looking although I figured he was in his early twenties. His hands were like leather. 

The kind of hands you get from working hard, not pushing pencils.  She leaned toward 

him and kissed him gently on the cheek. As they looked at each other you could see the 

powerful love that held them together.  They may not have had material wealth, but 

these two were richer than most people I know Bob thought.  They shared a kind of love 

that keeps your head up when things are looking down. “Joe works for the borough.” she 

said. “What do you do?” I asked.  She jumped right in not letting him answer.  “Joe 

collects garbage. You know I’m so proud of him.” 

“Honey, I’m sure the man doesn’t want to hear this.” said Joe.  “No, really I do.” I said. 

“You see Bob; Joe is the best garbage man in the borough. He can stack more garbage on 

the truck than anyone else. He gets so much in one truck that they don’t have to make as 

many runs.”, she said with such passion.  “In the long run,” Joe continues, “I save the 

borough money. Man hours are down and the cost per truck is less.”  There was silence. 

I didn’t know what to say. I shook my head searching for the right words.  “That’s 

incredible! Most people would gripe about a job like that. It certainly is a difficult one. 

But your attitude about it is amazing.” I said.  She walked over to the shelf next to the 

couch. As she turned she held in her hand a small framed paper.  “When we had our 

third child Joe lost his job. We were on unemployment for a time and then eventually 

welfare. He couldn’t find work anywhere. Then one day he was sent on an interview here 

in this community. They offered him the job he now holds. He came home depressed 

and ashamed. Telling me this was the best he could do. It actually paid less than we got 

on welfare.”  She paused for a moment and walked toward Joe.  “I have always been 

proud of him and always will be. You see I don’t think the job makes the man. I believe 

the man makes the job!”  “We needed to live in the borough in order to work here. So we 

rented this home.” Joe said.  “When we moved in, this quote was hanging on the wall 

just inside the front door. It has made all the difference to us, Bob.  “I knew that Joe was 

doing the right thing” she said as she handed me the frame.  It said: If a man is called to 

be a street sweeper, he should sweep the streets even as Michelangelo painted or 

Beethoven composed music, or Shakespeare wrote poetry. He should sweep streets so 

well that all the hosts of heaven and earth will pause to say, “Here lived a great street 

sweeper who did his job well.”  Martin Luther King.   “I love him for who he is. But what 

he does he does the best. I love my husband, the garbage man!” 



Friends, last week I asked you to think about PUSHING your persistent prayers as Jesus 

calls us never give up—Pray Until Something Happens.  This week let us push our 

prayers asking for God’s mercy and forgiveness—let us pray to remain humble and pray 

for those people who have contempt for other people—Let us pray for a right heart to 

love our neighbor—Let us always pray, “Lord Have Mercy on a Humble Sinner.”  Amen!   


