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20th Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ October 14, 2007

Have Mercy on Us!


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Luke 17:11-19, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


In the reading room of the Library of Congress is an interesting sign.  In our day of political correctness it wouldn’t make it there, but it’s there nonetheless: “He hath showed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly and love mercy, and walk humbly with thy God.”  You might recognize this as the King James translation of Micah 6:8.


In this one verse, the prophet sums up the first and second tables of the law—love to God and love to our neighbor.  And he shows us the relationship between mercy and worship.


For a right relationship with God, the Lord requires us to act justly, that is, according to God’s standard of justice as laid out in His law.  Worshiping only God and not idols, trusting in Him alone for all good things is acting justly toward God.  Acting justly to one’s fellowman is treating him fairly.


To love mercy is to emulate the kind of love God shows to us—a forgiving, compassionate love, an unselfish, giving love.  The father of the prodigal son had it; he welcomed his son back with open arms.  Jesus showed this mercy by healing the lepers in our text for today.  He showed that mercy in even greater abundance to the thankful Samaritan as He dismissed the man with His blessing.  


We are also called to “walk humbly with your God.”  God-pleasing humility is found only in the presence of the holy and just God.  When people see themselves as God sees them—as sinners deserving death—then they will humbly seek God’s forgiveness in Christ and gladly seek His help to live godly lives according to His will.  The Samaritan leper, recognizing that he was the unworthy recipient of Christ’s mercy, threw himself at Jesus’ feet and worshiped Him.  


Micah 6:8 is really a summary of both tables of the Law—showing our duty to God and to our neighbor.  Some people like to quote Micah 6:8 to state what they feel are the essentials of religion: Do these three simple things and you’ll earn God’s favor.  But they misunderstand God’s Law and they misunderstand God’s mercy and His call for us to show mercy.

Unless we realize that these requirements of God’s Law are impossible for us to fulfill, we will only end up promoting a religion of work-righteousness.  God’s Law is meant to show us the full depth of our sin and uncleanness, so that we despair of our own efforts and cry out with the lepers: “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.”


As we begin today’s text, Jesus was continuing His journey to Jerusalem, traveling along the border between Galilee and Samaria.  As He was about enter into a village, ten leprous men came out to meet Him.  Observing the strict rule concerning infection, they did not come all the way to Christ, but stood at a distance, crying out: “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”


Some translations have the word, “pity,” rather than “mercy.”  But mercy is a better word.  In a recent Bible study, we discussed the difference between mercy and pity.  We decided “pity is feeling sorry for someone; while mercy is actually doing something about it.”  That’s why it is more accurate to say the lepers asked Jesus for mercy, rather than merely pity.  They knew that not only would Jesus empathize with their plight, but He also had the power to do something about it.

“Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.”  That was a prayer of faith.  The lepers knew Jesus through the wonderful stories that had been told about Him.  The message concerning Christ had worked faith in their hearts.  Their plea for mercy was an expression of this faith.  They realized that they could not buy or barter for the blessings that Jesus brought, but could only beg for it.  They threw themselves at Jesus’ mercy and grace.


And Jesus, seeing them, and fully aware of their miserable plight, simply told them to show themselves to the priests.  It was commanded in the Law of Moses that those who supposed themselves to be cured of leprosy must present themselves to one of the priests on duty at the temple, in order that their condition might be established.  If it was determined they had been cured of their sickness, they were required to bring a sacrifice (Leviticus 13:2; 14:2).  

The sacrifices in the temple would include the shedding of blood, looking forward to the cleansing atonement of the Messiah, who was traveling to Jerusalem to offer His blood as the final, once-for-all cleansing.  Jesus wanted the priests to confirm that the miracle had taken place.  The miracle would confirm that Jesus is who He says He is: the merciful one who cleanses the entire sin of humanity.


In most of Jesus’ miracles, the healing happened instantly.  Here, the cleansing happened while the ten lepers were on their way to the temple.  They went by faith, confident that they would be healed as they followed His command.  And that’s exactly what happened!


Ten lepers had shown faith.  Ten lepers had been healed.  Ten lepers had received mercy.  But only one felt the obligation of thankfulness.  Only one, seeing what a miracle had been done in his case, felt the need of turning back and giving thanks to the Healer, the One who had shown him mercy.


And when this man found Jesus, he fell down on his face before Him, at His feet, signifying his willingness to be the Lord’s servant forever.  And all the while his mouth poured forth words of thankfulness.  He was worshiping Jesus!


The incident made a deep impression upon Jesus.  In a bitter cry over the failure to return of the others, He said: “Were not ten cleansed?  Where are the nine?  Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”

Commenting on our text, Martin Luther wrote: “That is the true worship of God, to come back, to praise God with a loud voice.  That is the greatest work in heaven and earth, and also the only one which we may show God; for of the others He has no need, neither does He receive them: only to be loved and praised by us, that He likes… But that is terrible, that the Lord knows that ten have been cleansed, a fact they had not reckoned with; and He does not hold His peace about it, but asks for them and seeks them: Where are the nine?  O what a terror that will be when at that time they will feel the question and have to answer when they went when they did not give honor to God!”

This question is a very important and serious one for all Christians.  The gifts of God which we have received from Him through the means of grace during our whole life amount to far more than a cleansing from bodily leprosy.  We have received, and are continually receiving, the riches of God’s unmerited love and mercy Sunday after Sunday, day by day.  And yet we are very lackadaisical about the gratitude which we owe to Him in thoughts, words, and deeds.

While our works and worship do not merit our salvation, the Lord will think kindly of us for any show of appreciation, as He showed in this instance.  For He dismissed the Samaritan with the words: “Rise and go your way: your faith has made you well.”  

Jesus did not refer to the faith of the others, which seems to have been lost in the excitement of their newfound happiness.  He praised only the faith of him that remained faithful.  Those who forget His mercy He also forgets.  Many a person has come to faith, had the beginning of faith in his heart, learned to pray in trouble, to trust in God for help; but later the same person, by thoughtless ingratitude, has suffocated that young spiritual life.  Faith for a time, followed by backsliding, results in the loss of faith and also of the mercy of God.  Only lasting, grateful faith will provide lasting help and will save a person in body and soul.

So much for the ten lepers in our text.  How about we lepers who are gathered here today?  We are poor, miserable sinners, who are sinful and unclean.  We don’t deserve to come into God’s holy presence, but justly deserve His temporal and eternal punishment.  We can only cry out, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”

This mercy comes to us as we gather for worship.  Have you ever noticed how frequently the word “mercy” surfaces in our worship service?  

In the confessional prayer, we implore:  “O almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess unto Thee all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended Thee and justly deserved Thy temporal and eternal punishment.  But I am heartily sorry for them and sincerely repent of them, and I pray Thee of Thy boundless mercy and for the sake of the holy innocent, bitter sufferings and death of Thy beloved Son, Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me, a poor, sinful being.”  Jesus responds with mercy, cleansing us with forgiveness through His called and ordained servant.  

The Kyrie is an extended prayer for mercy: “Lord have mercy upon us.  Christ have mercy upon us.  Lord have mercy upon us.”  In the Gloria in Excelsis we pray for mercy: “O Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father, that takest away the sin of the world, have mercy upon us.  Thou that takest away the sin of the world, receive our prayer.  Thou that sittest at the right hand of God the Father, have mercy upon us.”  


In the Agnus Dei we will again plead for mercy as we come to eat and drink of Christ’s testament: “O Christ, Thou Lamb of God, that takest away the sin of the world, have mercy upon us.  O Christ, Thou Lamb of God, that takest away the sin of the world, have mercy upon us.”  Then, having received these blessings in the bread and wine through faith we will speak of this mercy in The Thanksgiving: “O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good.  And His mercy endureth forever.”


Mercy is the way that God works.  To the people of Israel, He declared Himself: “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6).  So, Israel would appeal to the sure mercy of the Lord in prayer and supplication, as we see in many of the Psalms.  

In the New Testament, Jesus is shown as the merciful King who comes to save, so a Canaanite woman calls out to Him for mercy (Matthew 15:22), as does a blind beggar (Mark 10:47), and the ten lepers in our text (Luke 17:13).  St. Peter tells us that it is by God’s fatherly mercy that we have been born anew to a living hope, through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (1 Peter 1:3).  

All of Scripture declares: God is merciful, and He bestows mercy on sinners.  God gives and we receive.  That is the pattern of the worship service.  That is the pattern of our daily Christian life.

Martin Luther scribbled a note that was found in his pocket upon his death on February 18, 1546.  It read, in part, that we are all beggars before God.  Indeed, we are all beggars before God.  We are all unclean lepers who do not deserve His love and mercy.  We do not deserve to even come into His presence and bow at His feet.  But the God in whose presence we stand is the Lord who delights in showing and doing mercy.  

We hear it in His merciful words that withhold from us punishment that our sin merits and, instead, bestows pardon and peace.  In His mercy, God has saved us and given us a new identity as His chosen people, a royal priesthood, people who have received mercy. 

God’s mercy in Christ Jesus is also the source of our vocation, our calling in life.  We are called by His mercy, from unbelief to faith, from darkness to light, from death to life.  Faith alone receives God’s mercy.  Love hands on the mercy that faith receives.  Those who receive mercy now show mercy.

Having been cleansed and forgiven of our sins, we don’t need to go to the priest.  We’ve already been in the presence of God.  We’ve already praised Him and thanked Him and worshiped Him.  So He sends us out to serve: “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well.”  Go out and live your lives, showing mercy in your daily vocation, the various callings that God has given you.
We see this movement of mercy illustrated in the post-communion collect: “We give thanks to Thee, Almighty God, that Thou hast refreshed us through this salutary gift; and we beseech Thee that of Thy mercy Thou wouldst strengthen us through the same in faith toward Thee and in fervent love toward one another.

This collect reminds us that a Christian does not live in himself, but in Christ and his neighbor.  We live in Christ through faith, and in our neighbor through love.  While our old sinful nature was curved in on ourselves, thinking only of our own needs and wants, our new man lives outside of ourselves, in Christ through faith and in our neighbor through love.  

Faith is active in love and so takes on flesh and blood in service to our neighbor, just as Christ became incarnate not to be served, but to give Himself in service to the world.  That’s why the post-communion collect has such a pivotal place in the liturgy.  It is the hinge that connects God’s service to us in the sacrament with our service to our neighbor in the world.    

We are called by the mercy of God to saving faith, and that same mercy is now channeled through us to the need of our neighbor.  Having received His mercy in the forgiveness of our sins, we now are freed to live mercifully toward one another, bearing the burdens of the weak and needy, feeding the hungry and bringing hope to the hopeless—for in serving them we are serving Christ.  

Mercy moves full circle from Christ to us and from us back to Him as He hides behind the mask of our neighbor to receive our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving.  From start to finish, it is the mercy of God.  

So, as Jesus said to the ten lepers, I now say to you: “Rise and go your way: your faith has made you well.”  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

