
“Lord Have Mercy” 
Luke 18:9-14 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
We’ve had a lot of fun this morning at the expense of the Pharisee in this 

parable.  We can see in the drama just performed an over-the-top 

representation of all the worst things we come to expect from a Pharisee.  

He’s arrogant about his faith, self-centered in his prayer, and he looks down 

on anyone who does not practice religion the same way he does. 

When we listen to this parable about the Pharisee and the tax collector, right 

from the first verse we know the good guy and the bad guy; the one who will 

be right with God, and the one who will not. 

And we identify immediately with the tax collector; we want to see 

ourselves as the one who goes home right in God’s eyes, don’t we? 

I mean, who wouldn’t? 

But if we were listening to this story in the time of Jesus, we’d be rooting for 

the Pharisee—the professional religious guy—not the tax collector.   

You see, tax collectors were sinners.  There was no two ways about it back 

then.  Tax collectors worked for a foreign power—the Roman Empire.  They 

made money by overtaxing the people.  Any money they collected over what 

the Romans wanted was theirs to keep. 

So the more money they could collect from people, the richer they would 

become.  That’s why “tax collectors and sinners” go together in the New 

Testament, frequently in the same breath.1 

                                                
1 “tax collectors,” in Mark Alan Powell, Ed., Harper Collins Bible Dictionary, Revised and Updated, (New 
York: Harper One Publishers, 2011), 1012. 



The Pharisee, on the other hand, was a very religious person.  Pharisees 

believed their faith deeply.  They tried their level best to follow the letter of 

the Jewish Law. 

So when we hear the prayer of the Pharisee in the story, we need to 

understand that he started out doing what was expected of a faithful Jew of 

that time and place: 

- He stood apart in the Temple, by himself, to avoid coming into close 
proximity of sinners, who might make him impure. 

- He held his hands high and looked up to heaven because this was a 
common prayer posture for a prayer of Thanksgiving. 

- Some of what he prayed was what you would expect in a prayer of 
Thanksgiving to God.  We can hear something similar in the Psalms: 
“As for the deeds of men—by the word of your lips I have kept 
myself from the ways of the violent.  My steps have held to your 
paths; my feet have not slipped” (Psalms 17:4-5). 

- He acknowledged his obedience to God’s by fasting and tithing. 
 
From the standpoint of a first century Jew, he really wasn’t such a bad guy. 

In fact, he was doing most everything his faith asked of him.   

But he crossed a line.   

He let his ego get in the way of his praying. 

His problem was that he went beyond being thankful and started to feed on 

his own virtues.  “ God, I am good, aren’t I?  Why, yes I am!” 

His sin is that he held himself up as more holy and spiritual than other 

people, thanking God that he was not like "them."2 

 

There’s a story told about a rich and utterly ruthless business tycoon 
from the 19th century who met Mark Twain, the famous writer.  The 

                                                
2 Paul John Isaak, “Luke,” in Tokunboh Adeyemo, Ed., Africa Bible Commentary, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2006), 1239. 



tycoon boasted to Twain that before he died, he “intended to travel to 
the Holy Land, climb Mount Sinai and read the 10 Commandments 
aloud at the top.”  “I have a better idea,” Twain replied.  “Why don’t 
you stay in Boston and keep them.”3 
 

Contrast the Pharisee’s attitude of prayer toward that of the tax collector: 

- The tax collector stood far away from everyone else.  He did not feel 
worthy to pray near other people. 

- He would not look up to heaven because he felt his shame deep within 
his soul. 

- He beat his chest as if to say "I am not worthy to be here." 
- His prayer was not about Thanksgiving but repentance: “God, be 

merciful to me, a sinner!” 
- The tax collector admitted his sinfulness unconditionally to God.   

 
From the standpoint of a first century Jew, he really was a bad guy.   

His sin is that he had taken advantage of his neighbors through corrupt tax 

collection. 

What’s the difference between the Pharisee and the tax collector?   

- The Pharisee sinned but he didn’t know it, and he saw no reason to 
change. 

- The tax collector knew he was a sinner, and he wanted to change.  As 
one commentator said of the tax collector: “He comes to the gate of 
heaven, which is so low that the only way to enter it is upon one’s 
knees.”4 

 
What we have here are two different attitudes toward prayer: the self-

righteous and the humble.  I think that’s the main reason told this parable.  

                                                
3 “self-righteousness,” SermonIllustrations.com, article on internet, 
http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/s/self_righteous.htm, accessed 25 October 2013.  
4 Ibid. 



To remind us that effective prayer is not so much the words we use as the 

attitude we bring to it.  We need humility.  

We know we want our attitude toward prayer to be like that of the sinful tax 

collector, but we have to be careful.  The self-righteous Pharisee can creep 

into our prayer life. 

Here’s a quick prayer attitude check: 

- Do we despise sinful people, or do we pray for them, that they might 
come to repentance?  That doesn’t mean just the sinful people 
mentioned in the Gospel: thieves, rogues, adulterers, tax collectors.  It 
means today’s sinful people: bullies, drug dealers, human slave 
traffickers, online pornographers.  I’ve gotta admit it’s been a long 
time since I prayed for some of these folks.  But God does not despise 
sinners.  God loves them and wants them to change.  Shouldn’t we 
want what God wants? 

- Do we know that God actually does forgive sinners?  There’s a line 
from a hymn “To God be the Glory” that goes like this: “The vilest 
offender who truly believes, that moment from Jesus a pardon 
receives.”  God is willing to pardon all sins of people who are truly 
repentant.  God receives them back into right relationship with God.  
Are we willing to accept them too? 

 
Or have we already passed judgment that we want nothing to do with “those 

people?”  Because if that’s where we are, then we’re just praying the prayer 

of the Pharisee. 

But let’s come back to the prayer of the tax collector.  What does he have to 

offer God? 

Absolutely nothing.  That’s what makes his prayer acceptable to God.  

Because he knows he is sinful.  And he knows he is helpless and has 

absolutely nothing to offer God except to pray from his helplessness. 

That tax collector must have known the secret of why we pray to God.  



We don’t pray because it changes God; we pray because it changes us. 

God is ever the same, unchanging, slow to anger and with a heart full of 

boundless love, mercy, grace, and compassion for all God’s Creation.  That 

will never change. 

But we can; and we must.   

We must pray.  We must pray because: 

- Prayer brings us closer to the heart of God.  To love and to feel the 
joys, and the pains, of a fallen world as God does; to rejoice with 
God’s people in good times; and, to grieve with God’s people in bad. 

- Prayer aligns us with God’s will, which seeks more than anything else 
to recover what was lost to God on account of sin. 

- Prayer changes us from self-centered people to being other other-
centered.  When we put the needs of others ahead of our own, we 
share God’s concern for recovering the least, the last, and the lost ones 
among us.5 

 
Self-righteousness and humility—two different attitudes of prayer modeled 

in today’s parable.  All of us struggle with these attitudes from time to time.  

I wrestle with these attitudes in my prayer life.  I often start out praying for 

God’s world and for God’s people but before too long, I find myself coming 

back to me and my issues.  And when I’m not careful, I slip into the prayer 

of the Pharisee—“Boy am I glad I’m not like THOSE sinners.”  If you’ve 

experienced this in your own times of prayer, then know that you are not 

alone. 

But there is good news in today’s parable: the role of the tax collector is 

available for all of us.  We can adopt an attitude of humility in our prayers 

by praying like the tax collector. 

                                                
5 “Luke 18: 9-14,” GBOD, Lectionary Planning Helps, article on internet, http://www.gbod.org/lead-your-
church/lectionary-planning-helps/twenty-third-sunday-after-pentecost1, accessed 25 October 2013. 



Fortunately, Christians throughout the ages understood the risk of falling 

into the prayer of the Pharisee.  We recognize that our human weakness 

means that we can, and we will, fall into this sin. 

Here are two short prayers I want to give you that have been used by 

Christians and Jews over the centuries.  (I didn’t get them into the bulletin 

but I will post them on the website and on the Weller FaceBook page this 

week, and print them in the newsletter). 

They are prayers that humbly seek God’s forgiveness. 

The first is from Psalm 51, verse 10:  

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit 

within me.” 

The second prayer is known as the Jesus prayer.  It has been prayed by 

Christians for centuries, often as a breath prayer where you pray the first part 

as you inhale, and second part as you exhale.  It goes like this: 

“Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.” 

These prayers, and others like them, play a key role in humbling us before 

God.  They are powerful because they deliver us completely into the love 

and mercy of God, and in the righteousness of Jesus Christ. 

We are all sinners, but we are also beloved children of a gracious God who 

loves us desperately and will do anything—everything—to reach us.   

Even die on a cross to save us from our sins. 

For that is the heart of our faith.   

Amen. 


