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Pentecost 22, 2010C
613 “To Thee Omniscient Lord of All”
*419 “Savior, When in Dust to Thee” (Tune: TLH 166)
565 “Thy Works, Not Mine, O Christ”

“God Be Merciful to Me, The Sinner”

9[Jesus] also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and
treated others with contempt: 10“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and
the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that
I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12I fast
twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not
even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14I
tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who
exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”

15Now they were bringing even infants to him that he might touch them. And when the
disciples saw it, they rebuked them. 16But Jesus called them to him, saying, “Let the children
come to me, and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God. 17Truly, I say to
you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.” (Luke 18:9–17)

THE TEXT, DISTINCTIONS IN THE GREEK TEXT

Regrettably, the specific text in question doesn’t show the fine distinction in words that the
Greek text does.  I’m referring to Luke 18:13, where the tax collector prays this way, God, be
merciful to me, a sinner! This is the reading of the English Standard Version, the New King
James Version, and the New International Version, just to name a few.  Most versions read
similar to these.

So what’s the point?  There are two actually.

POINT 1: “THE SINNER”

1) The first point, working backwards, is that in the Greek text, the tax collector does not merely
say, God, be merciful to me, --A--sinner!, as do most of the accepted translations of the Bible.
Literally, the tax collector didn’t claim to be –A—sinner, that is, as an indefinite sinner, meaning
“one sinner among many,” or “just any sinner.”1

Instead, in the Greek text, the tax collector actually says, God, be merciful to me, --THE--
sinner!2 3The tax collector, by calling himself –THE—sinner, thus confesses himself to be the

1 According to Webster’s Dictionary, the letter ‘a’ as an indefinite article can be “used as a function word before
singular nouns when the referent is unspecified (i.e. a man overboard) and before number collectives and some
numbers (i.e. a dozen <eggs>).”   ‘The’ as a definite article can be “used as a function word to indicate that a
following noun or noun equivalent is definite or has been previously specified by context or by circumstances” (
Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (1989), 43, 1222).
2 ~O qeo,j( ìla,sqhti, moi tw/| am̀artwlw/| (Luke 18:13).
3 Young’s Literal Translation, however, has,  “And the tax-gatherer, having stood afar off, would not even the eyes
lift up to the heaven, but was smiting on his breast, saying, ‘God be propitious to me--the sinner!’”
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one responsible for what he does and does not do—the one responsible for his actions, the worst
of sinners—in fact—THE sinner, above all others.

In a similar vein does St. Paul the apostle speak where he writes, This is a faithful saying and
worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I
am chief (1 Timothy 1:15).  Even Paul, an apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ, recognized and
acknowledged that which was true of himself before God.  Before God, Paul was the sinner.

(Other examples: Nathan the prophet confronting David about his sin with Bathsheba and the
murder of Uriah the Hittite, “You are the man!” [2 Samuel 11-12, esp. 12:7])

So too did the tax collector in today’s text recognize and acknowledge that which was true of
himself before God.  Before God, the tax collector was the sinner.  Before God, he stood alone
as the sinner.  There was no one to compare himself with except to God and to His law.  And
God was not the one who was unrighteous.  God was not the one who hadn’t kept the
commandments.  God wasn’t the one who failed to do what was required of him.  To God was
not the sin.

The sin was alone on the tax collector.  This the tax collector, in complete humility before the
mighty God, confessed to be true, for so it was.  Yet the man’s hope was not his confession, but
God, who has mercy towards the sinner, and compassion on those who are in need.

The tax collector’s need was nothing but God’s compassion and mercy.  He had nothing else
upon which to lean.  He was without hope and without help.  The world could do nothing for
him.  He was a sinner, an outcast, a publican—the one that no one wanted to be with or around—
the one that no one wanted to be like.

Yet he recognized and acknowledged his lost condition.  And on the Lord alone he sought help
and pardon and peace for his transgressions—for all that he had done wrong and for all that he
had not done right.  He turned to the Lord alone for forgiveness, entrusting and commending
himself to God’s mercy for salvation from his sin.  And there—and only there—he had it.

The tax collector, Jesus says, Went down to his house justified.  The other, however, the self-
righteous Pharisee, did not.

The self-righteous Pharisee was not at all like the tax collector.  He didn’t even see himself as a
sinner before God, let alone the sinner, as the humble tax collector had.  Instead, he actually
thanked God that he was not like the tax collector.

Rather than humble himself before God and demonstrate a true faith by seeking God’s
compassion and mercy according to His Word and promise (for this is what true faith does), the
Pharisee instead demonstrated crass unbelief and idolatry by rejecting any need for forgiveness
or further kindness from God.  It was as if the Pharisee believed that God was to thank him for
being as he was, that God should reward him  for what he did, that he himself was God’s gift to
the world.
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Oh did the Pharisee thank God alright, but such self-centered thankfulness as the Pharisee had
nothing to do at all with true faith!  True faith demonstrates itself by humility, humility both
before God and before men.  The Pharisee was humble before neither.

Even before God, the Pharisee saw himself as righteous.  And he despised the tax collector for
not being like him.  This is not love toward neighbor at all.  Love rather bears and helps others in
their need.  It doesn’t condemn, but seeks to give aid.  This the Pharisee certainly did not do.  He
was concerned with himself and not really with God at all.

The tax collector, on the other hand, was only concerned with God and His verdict.  Nothing else
mattered!  Not even how he looked to others mattered to him, shown by the posture he took
when he went to pray.  He stood far off, the text says, and Would not even lift up his eyes to
heaven, but beat his breast.  He didn’t care if others noticed him or not.  He sought God’s
mercy.  And this alone was of utmost importance, for without this, he had nothing.

Is this also how it is for you?  Do you approach the Lord with nothing to bring, but only upon
Christ to cling?  Do you, like the tax collector, come to the Lord seeking God’s help and mercy?

Or do you, like the Pharisee, come to declare to God how good you are, how better than others
you are, what kind of good person you are, and how many good things you’ve done, as if you
can even claim any of these things before the righteous judge?

Do you come to the Lord having compared yourself to God and to His Word, and being
burdened by your sin, seek the only comfort and hope for sinners—Christ Jesus, who freely
forgives sins and gives you peace with God?

Or, do you come to the Lord merely comparing yourself with others, and being puffed up by
your own worth, seek to mock God and despise His forgiveness by rejecting it and saying, “No
thanks,” it’s not for me?, or “I don’t need your forgiveness?”

Essentially, this is what the self-righteous Pharisee in today’s text was saying.  And this, in
essence, is what all who are self-righteous do—they don’t seek God’s mercy and forgiveness in
Christ.  They think themselves to be above Christ, not needing Him at all for the Savior that He
is, and they fabricate their own.  They think that they themselves are worthy of God’s praise and
thanks.  They look down and despise God’s Word.  They believe themselves to be better than
others, though they themselves fail to look at the perfect law of God.  They want to limit God’s
grace and forgiveness to others because they don’t believe others deserve it (as if they
themselves do).  They believe that they are better than everyone else, and this they show by their
actions and words and deeds.

There is such a Pharisee in all of us.  We judge by appearances—by how a thing looks.  But God
judges the heart.  He looks at what’s inside.  Before God, we are all naked and without shelter.

Should you clothe yourself with your own righteousness and with your own goodness—should
you consider how things are between you and God according to your own opinion or your own
thoughts, then you are truly like the self-righteous Pharisee.  And should you remain in such a
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state, that is, in your own righteousness, so too, like the Pharisee, will you not go home as good
in God’s sight. You will go home condemned, not having God’s favor, and truly unworthy of
God’s grace and forgiveness.

On the other hand, should you come humbly before God as the tax collector had, with nothing to
bring to God except your sin, “a poor miserable sinner;” should you consider how things are
between you and God according to His Word, then you are truly worthy of God’s grace and
forgiveness, then you truly will go home as good in God’s sight, as you believe His Promises in
Christ—not because you did anything, but because God declares you FORGIVEN.

You only receive what God declares.  And because of Christ, God declares you, a sinner,
forgiven.  But whoever refuses to be a sinner before God according to His Word, to such a
person does God declare—condemned.4

This is the difference between what is called a penitent sinner and an impenitent sinner.  The
penitent sinner is sorry for his sin (like the tax collector).  The impenitent sinner is not sorry for
his sin (like the Pharisee).  God forgives only the one, not the other.5

POINT 2: “BE PROPITIATED TO ME”

The first point I wanted to make concerning the Greek text, which most translations don’t show,
is that the tax collector in today’s text uses the word “the” to identify himself as “the” sinner, not
only “a” sinner before God.  He hadn’t compared himself to others before God.  Before God, it’s
just him and God.  And to him alone, the repentant sinner tax collector, God shows mercy.

The second point I wanted to draw attention to is the first part of the tax collectors confession,
where he says, God, be merciful to me.  This is an accurate translation.  And again, like before,
most translations use these same words.  But these words are not to be understood as if the tax
collector is asking God to hear his prayer, like when we pray, “Lord, have mercy” in our prayers.
When we say these words, “Lord, have mercy,” we’re asking the Lord to hear our prayers for
Jesus’ sake.

But in today’s text, the Greek word is not the same word for “mercy” that we’re accustomed to.
It’s not the Kyrie Eleison of asking the Lord to be kind toward us.

4 “God is indeed unmerciful and an enemy to sinners, to those who do not want to be sinners, that is, those who do
not fear the wrath of God, but who yet continue in their security and do not wish to be punished.  Again, God will be
merciful to poor sinners, who feel their sins, and confess that they are condemned before the judgment of God.  Thus
here all is turned about according to the word and judgement of God, just as the persons are; so that the ten
commandments gains this interpretation, and they pass sentence upon those who wish to be holy, or do not want to
be accuses as sinners, and never think that such judgment strikes them.  But the Gospel and sentence of grace and
comfort pass upon those lying in the terror and fear of death.” [Sermons of Martin Luther, the Church Postils, Vol 4
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books), 367-368]
5 What is the Office of the Keys?* The Office of the Keys is that special authority which Christ has given to His
church on earth to forgive the sins of repentant sinners, but to withhold forgiveness from the unrepentant as long as
they do not repent.
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The more literal translation of the word that the tax collector uses is, “be propitiated.”  Thus, a
literal translation would be, “God, be propitiated to me, the sinner.” 6

This word technically has to do with sin, and having that sin covered, forgiven, no more held
against the sinner.  Even more so does it have to do with the Who through whom God forgives
sins.  The tax collector knew that something needed to be done.  And it wasn’t of himself to do
it.  He desired to be reconciled with God, to be right with God, to have God’s wrath appeased.

He couldn’t do this himself.  No man could help him, as also the Psalmist prayed, Give us help
from trouble, For the help of man is useless (Psalm 108:12).

The tax collector had gone to pray for nothing less than peace with God.  This is what he sought.
This is what he was looking for.  And this he found—because God is such a merciful God who
forgives sinners.  He doesn’t deny them, but He takes them in.  He doesn’t condemn them.  He
pardons them.

God is this way to sinners—because of Christ.  He is this way to you—because of Christ.

St. John writes in his first epistle, If anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus
Christ the righteous. And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only
but also for the whole world (1 John 2:1-2).

God made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of
God in Him (2 Corinthians 5:21).

On the cross, Jesus bore your sins upon Himself (Isaiah 53:12).  And there, on the cross, Jesus
made atonement for your sins.  There, He covered your sins with His blood.  Thus, through His
death, Jesus has reconciled you to God.

Things between you and God are right—because Christ has fulfilled all righteousness (Matthew
3:15).

Therefore, as through one man's offense judgment came to all men, resulting in
condemnation, even so through one Man's righteous act the free gift came to all men,
resulting in justification of life. For as by one man's disobedience many were made sinners,
so also by one Man's obedience many will be made righteous. Moreover the law entered
that the offense might abound. But where sin abounded, grace abounded much more, so
that as sin reigned in death, even so grace might reign through righteousness to eternal life
through Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 5:18-21).

CONCLUSION

What a different a word makes!

6 ~O qeo,j( ìla,sqhti, moi tw/| am̀artwlw/| (Luke 18:13).
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The Word of the living God—FORGIVEN—means a clear conscience before the holy and just
God.  It means pardon and peace with Him who rightly passes judgment upon sinners, and who
has no reason to look with favor upon us because of who we are or because of what we do. It
means going home justified, like today’s tax collector.  And what a blessed state this is.

If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered
Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things? Who shall bring
a charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. Who is he who condemns? It is Christ
who died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also
makes intercession for us (Romans 8:31-34).

Unlike the self-righteous Pharisee, we have nothing to boast of before God—only Christ.

All who do boast before God of anything else other than Christ will not receive His mercy.
Rather, God will humble them, that they repent; and if they will not, they will be humbled in
hell.

The few, who come before the Lord, not in their pride, but in true humility, like the tax collector,
they will receive nothing but God’s kindness and favor.  They come humbly before God, trusting
His Word and promises, and these God will exalt in heaven.  Amen.


