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Mercy, Mercy, Mercy!          FUPC 

Matthew 9.9-13            Jan. 24, 2016 

 

“Mercy Mercy Mercy, gracious sakes alive!”  I can still hear my Grandmother’s voice as she reacts to some 

unexpected event.  Maybe an old friend showing up unexpectedly on her doorstep, or a phone call bringing 

news of someone’s death.  I’ve never quite figured out what the words actually mean, but the phrase came to me 

this week as I was thinking about Matthew’s party.   When Jesus agreed to attend it, Mercy showed up.  When 

Jesus called Matthew to be his follower, Grace showed up.  I can just hear Matthew exclaiming what my 

Grandmother liked to say at such moments of unexpected news… “Mercy, mercy, mercy, gracious sakes alive.” 

 

Let’s get the definitions on the table first :  Mercy is when we cut someone some slack and withhold a 

punishment or a negative consequence that they deserve.  We’re expecting the sky to fall on us and instead we 

get only sunshine.  We’re expecting a huge bill that’s due yesterday, and instead we get a phone call that says 

we don’t have to pay it after all.   

 

Grace, on the other hand, gives us what we don’t deserve.  Grace hands us a delightful surprise we weren’t 

expecting.  Grace shows up with flowers when all we deserve are thorns.  Grace is being given a second chance 

when we blew it the first time.  We experience grace when we receive something and feel like saying, “But I 

don’t deserve that!  Why me?”   

 

The story in today’s reading is all about Mercy and Grace.  Let’s look at the story, and then let’s see where we 

fit in the picture.  Matthew was a tax collector.  In Jesus’ day, tax collectors were the scum of the earth.   And 

for good reason.   The government collecting the taxes was Rome.  Palestine was occupied territory and the 

Romans were the occupiers.  So here is an occupied country, Palestine, with soldiers patrolling the streets and 

Roman governors in the palace, and various mid-level bureaucrats making life hard for the common people.  

And how are their salaries paid? With the taxes collected from the people whose lives they controlled.   

 

The job of collecting the taxes went to the person who guaranteed the Roman government that he could deliver 

what was expected.  And he had a great deal of freedom to find ways and means to collect his quota.   He could 

be very creative and often ruthless, because the might of the Roman military backed him up.  Never mind an 

appeals court, and you can forget about installment plans or filing late.  The tax collector was powerful because 

he could make your life miserable, and he could keep you poor while making himself rich.  He skimmed a 

percentage of everything he collected, and he could establish arbitrary rates of taxation based on his appetite for 

money on any given day. 

 

And the really ugly truth was that he was a local!  He was one of the people, a Jew.  But he had sold out.  He 

was regarded as a traitor to his own  people, betraying them in order to make himself rich.  You can see why the 

tax collector was hated.  He was not allowed to worship in the Temple because his work brought him into 

contact with non-Jews making him unclean.  He made enemies among both the rich and the poor.  The poor had 

to pay his exorbitant rates and the rich would bribe him to make their rates lower.  Either way he made money. 

 

So this is Matthew.  When we meet him, he is at his desk, reaching into people’s pockets as usual.  Jesus comes 

along on this particular day and that’s when Matthew’s life changes.   In a very simple and straightforward way, 

Jesus invites Matthew to follow him.  What in the world is Jesus thinking?  Why would he want someone like 

Matthew among his followers?  Sure Matthew was literate.  You had to be able to read and write to be a tax 

collector.   That’s probably more than could be said for Peter and Andrew, and some of the other disciples.  Did 

Jesus’ project need some creative financing?  Did he see a nice source of ready cash in Matthew’s allegiance?   

 

Just two words was all it took to pry Matthew from his tax table.  Jesus said, “Follow me.”  It would be 

speculation to guess what it was that made Matthew stand up and leave that table.  Was he tired of being a 

social outcast?  Did his conscience get the better of him?  Did he see some opportunity with Jesus that Rome 
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couldn’t offer him?  Was he spiritually starved and saw in Jesus the possibility of finding God?    For whatever 

unknown reasons, Matthew left his tax table that day and never looked back.   

 

Next thing we know, Matthew is giving a dinner party.  It doesn’t identify him in the Gospel of Matthew, but in 

Luke’s account of this incident, we learn that the party was at Matthew’s house.  He invited all his friends.  

Now what sort of friends do you suppose a tax man has?  Certainly there’d be nobody very respectable.  It 

would have to be other tax collectors, people who had sold out at some level of life, people who had 

compromised with the purity of their values and conscience.  Prostitutes, gangsters, bullies were there.  The 

lame and blind and deaf were there because it was believed they suffered because of some sin they had 

committed.  The people no one else wanted to be around, these are Matthew’s friends, and guests at his dinner 

party.   

 

And Jesus was there.  Think about this decision and try to imagine what it might mean to be seen in the 

company of tax collectors and sinners.  It certainly wouldn’t win you friends in high places.  It wouldn’t lend 

much credibility to your movement if you were trying to win converts.   There are some cultures where who 

you eat with, what parties you attend, who you’re seen with make all the difference in the world.  Jesus lived in 

a culture like that.   It could ruin you forever to be seen in the wrong company.   

 

But that didn’t seem to matter to Jesus.  He accepted Matthew’s invitation and at the appointed day and hour 

showed up for the party.  It was a who’s who of the wrong side of the tracks.  I’m always fascinated at the 

choices Jesus makes about the people he hangs out with.   If he had wanted to shatter some stereotypes about 

God, he’s doing it in grand style. 

 

To the Pharisees who believed they spoke for God, everyone at Matthew’s house belonged in hell.  Nobody at 

the party deserved their respect or approval.  No one associated with Matthew was worthy of their friendship.  

They wouldn’t have been caught dead in such company.   And anyone who attended deserved to be shunned as 

if they were one of the losers themselves.   

 

That’s why this is a story about Mercy and Grace.  The Pharisees possessed neither.  Jesus overflowed with 

both.  The heart of God was filled with these dispossessed people, the marginalized, the condemned, the 

“losers” of the time.  Given a choice between attending a party at a Pharisee’s house and Matthew’s house, 

Jesus would always choose Matthew’s party.  Maybe the food was better, probably less kosher.  Probably the 

conversation was livelier and louder, certainly more fun.  It was real people talking about real problems, sharing 

their real failures, identifying with each other’s real loneliness and isolation.   They found solace in each other’s 

presence.  It was a company of the wounded.  It’s where Jesus always wanted to be. 

 

So Jesus extended Grace to Matthew.  He offered him the opportunity to be a disciple, a learner, a follower.  

According to the values and judgements of the day, Matthew didn’t deserve it.  If anything, he deserved to be 

shunned and excluded for his betrayal of his own people.  But that’s what Grace is… undeserved blessing, love 

for no good reason.   

 

What did Jesus see in Matthew that drew him?  Did he see beyond the man who cheated people out of their 

money to a heart that could be transformed and enlivened to contain the presence of God?   Grace came 

unexpectedly.  It always does.   

 

Jesus also extended Mercy to Matthew.  For all the exorbitant tax levies and dishonest inflation of tax liabilities, 

Matthew deserved rejection and punishment.  Instead, Jesus blessed Matthew by attending his party.   Jesus 

withheld judgement, withheld punishment and retribution and instead drew close looking for friendship.  What 

a gift mercy is, when we’re expecting the worst, knowing we deserve every bit of what’s coming to us, and 

instead, we hear words of compassion, hope and forgiveness.   
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The Pharisees were indignant and angry.  How could Jesus do this?  He claims to be a teacher come from God, 

but look at him!  He’s eating with tax collectors and sinners.  He’s rubbing elbows with people who ought to be 

run out of town.  Imagine!  He deserves only disdain, he is not worthy of our devotion or attention.  What will 

become of us if Jesus’ values start to rule our world?  People should pay for their sins!  People should take 

responsibility for their choices.  We need to get rid of this man before he corrupts the whole nation.” 

 

So they began to plot his death.  And in their questions to Jesus about his association with this house full of 

sinners and outcasts, they heard this reply…”The healthy do not need a physician but those who are sick.”   Was 

Jesus mocking the Pharisees by calling them “healthy”?   They thought they were healthy but they were full of 

disease.  It was the disease of spiritual pride, judging others, pious arrogance, prejudice, hypocrisy.  On a scale 

of health and ill-health, they would qualify for ICU.  But they didn’t know it and that was their sickness.  They 

didn’t know that they were the sick ones and that they were just as offensive as they people they condemned in 

Matthew’s house. 

 

But the difference was this:  the guests at Matthew’s party had no illusions about themselves.  They knew that 

they had made some poor choices.  They knew that they were broken and hurting from life’s battles.  They 

weren’t pretending to be something they were not.   And God loved them for who they were and for who they 

could become. 

 

When someone extends mercy to us, we can only smile in mystified wonder.  There’s no rational explanation 

for it.  It’s a gift of withholding the punishment our choices deserve.   A father has his six kids in the car coming 

home from a long trip.  He is tired, the kids are cranky, they are hungry, and he can’t get home fast enough.  In 

the rear view mirror, he spots the flashing light of the State Highway Patrol.  He was speeding.  The officer 

approaches the window, the man knows he deserves a ticket because he was doing 70 in a 55 mph zone.   The 

officer looks into the car, sees six squirming kids, looks at the Dad and says, “Are all these your kids?”  “Yes, 

they are.  We’re just coming back from a 7 hour trip and I can hardly wait to get home.  Sorry, I know I was 

going too fast.”  The officer hesitates for a moment, writes out a warning and hands it to the Dad with these 

words, “Slow down, you’ve got some precious cargo back there.  I want you to arrive home safely.  No ticket 

this time.  Have a good evening.”  I was the Dad.   The kids are my six kids.  “Mercy! Mercy!  Mercy!  

Gracious sakes alive!” 

   

I see a child who accidentally tipped over his mother’s favorite vase.  It is damaged beyond repair.  He awaits 

his punishment, probably a good spanking.  He’s feeling so low, so awful, so fearful.  The mother sees the look 

on his face, her heart is squeezed with compassion, and she takes him in her arms.  The child is me, the arms are 

my mother’s.   “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy!  Gracious sakes alive!”    

 

Is there someone in your life – to whom you may show mercy?  They blew it badly, they disappointed you, they 

hurt you and you have been captive to their failures and meanness?   Showing mercy is a way to reclaim our 

own lives.  It’s a way to release the hurt and the bitterness.  When we decide NOT to seek revenge or settle the 

score… we are acting showing mercy.  Its not easy, but it is an important part of our spiritual, emotional and 

relational health.   Jesus said, “Blessed are the merciful for they shall receive mercy.”  That’s a promise to live 

by.  A promise to hang on to when life gets ugly and anger leads us to vengeance.  Amen. 
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