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     Several months ago I received a phone call from the local funeral home here in Clayton 

asking me if I would be willing to do a graveside funeral service for a family who are members 

of a Lutheran church in Florida, but whose loved one unexpectedly died due to some health 

issues after recently moving to the area.  I agreed to do the service, as I have done some of these 

for the funeral home in the past, but the funeral director was quick to tell me, “Pastor Bill, I want 

you to know that the family requested that I find a Lutheran minister to do the service who had a 

good sense of humor.  So I told them I knew exactly who I would call.”  I don’t know if the 

funeral director considered me a pastor with a good sense of humor, but since I am the only 

Lutheran minister in the county, I don’t think the funeral director had many other options.  I 

called the family and they told me all about their loved one who died, and they explained how 

they didn’t want the service to be filled with sorrow and sadness, but to be a time of joy, 

happiness, and laughter.  They went on to tell me some specific things about this man who died, 

mentioning all kinds of great things he had accomplished in his life and they asked if I could try 

to find some humor in many of the things he did. 

     It is not easy to write a sermon for someone you do not know, and then when the family makes a 

specific request – such as please add some humor to the service, it makes it even more challenging.  

After all, you want to say the right things in order to bring comfort and peace to family members and 

friends.  As I was preparing the message for the graveside service I thought, “If we were to each write 

our own eulogy, what would we want it to say?”  I’m sure we would all like it to say something nice 

or impressive like: “Ron was a great husband, a loving father, a successful businessman, and a 

faithful member of Holy Cross Lutheran Church, who always put the needs of others before his own.” 



But does it really matter what people might say about us when we die? We all want a good reputation 

and we don’t want to embarrass our family and friends, but does it really matter? 

     After all, when you get right down to it what really matters in life is what God thinks of us, 

because when we die, we will have to face Him, knowing we have failed to live our lives 

according to His Word.  Our Gospel lesson for today tells us about a man, known as a Pharisee, 

who didn’t seem to understand this concept.  It wasn’t that he was necessarily concerned what 

others thought of him, it was that he was approaching God based on what he thought of himself.  

As he and a tax collector go to the temple to pray he says in verses 11-12: “God I thank you that 

I am not like other men – extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast 

twice a week and I give tithes of all that I get.”  Sounds like a rather arrogant guy, who is very 

proud of his actions and behavior.  He doesn’t see any need for God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

     But I think there are some good qualities in this man, based on what he is saying, that need to 

be recognized.  First, notice he is thanking God that he is not a robber, an evildoer, or an 

adulterer.  If he is thanking God that he wasn’t like those other people, then it appears that he 

was giving God credit for his life.  In other words, he is acknowledging that the life he is living is 

a gift of God and that’s a good thing.  Second, assuming he is telling the truth, notice what he is 

not – he is not an extortioner or an adulterer, and that’s a good thing.  Those lifestyles or 

behaviors are not to be commended in any way.  Therefore, it appears that this Pharisee was 

trying to live a good, moral life and it seems that he has accomplished that in comparison to the 

many wicked people in the world. 

     However, the problem with this approach is that while he may live a more “moral” life than 

others and thanks God for his “moral” life, it appears he believes then that he has a right to 

approach God based on his own reputation and the things he is doing.  His thinking is that God 



should be very pleased with him, because he was doing all the right things – tithing, fasting, 

living an honorable lifestyle, so he felt worthy to stand before God.  It’s almost like the Pharisee 

is saying, “God, if you need someone to hold up as an example to others, then feel free to use 

me, I’m here to help.”   

     But this is not the way to approach God.  Even though you may not be an alcoholic or a 

cheater or an adulterer, which is a good thing, that does not make you worthy of God’s love, His 

blessings, or a place in heaven.  It doesn’t matter how any of us measure up to other people, even 

if we think we’re better, because we are all sinners. 

     But notice how the tax collector approaches God.  He doesn’t come thinking that God needs 

him, he comes knowing that he needs God.  He is so embarrassed by his behavior that he stands 

at the back of the temple, he doesn’t even look up to heaven, and he beats his breast and says, 

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner.”  He doesn’t feel worthy to come near the altar of God, 

because of his actions, so he stands off at a distance.  Tax collectors in those days often used 

their powerful positions as agents of the government to actually overcharge people for what they 

really owed and as a result they were hated by most people.  But notice who ends up being 

justified and forgiven, notice who is honored and freed from his guilt by God.  Not the Pharisee, 

who was very proud of his lifestyle, but the tax collector.  In verse 14, Jesus says, “I tell you, this 

man (meaning the tax collector) 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.” 

     I mentioned last week that another election is upon us and I think it is hard for anyone who is 

running for an office to be humble, especially when candidates are anxious to promote their 

achievements and people want to hear what a person is going to do for them if elected.  Several 

years ago in a U.S. Senate race in Virginia, two men were running for the office who were very 



different.  One man, the incumbent, was in his early 60s and had served 25 years in the Army, 

which included seeing combat duty in Vietnam; while the other man was in his early 30s and had 

never served in the military.  One day both men were addressing a large crowd and the older man 

said, “My fellow Virginians, I have fought to protect your rights for many years.  I fought against 

the enemy in the Vietnam War, where I slept on the ground and I walked through jungles with 

blisters on my feet in order to protect you – unlike my opponent, who never served a day in the 

military.  I have also fought here in the Senate to insure your Social Security and other benefits 

were never cut, unlike my opponent who has never worked a day in government service.  I want 

to keep fighting for you, but I need your vote.” 

     After hearing this story on numerous occasions, the young man said to the crowd, “My 

opponent has had a great military career, having fought in war with blisters on his feet and 

sleeping on the ground.  He has worked hard in the Senate and has made many sacrifices for you.  

Don’t you think he has done enough for our country?  Let’s send him home now to rest.  He’s 

earned it, so vote for me next week.”  By the way, the young man won the election. 

     Being humble today is not easy, especially when many people seem to be living their lives trying 

to impress others.  Just look at all of the videos people post about themselves on YouTube or Tik Tok 

these days, all trying to get attention.  But I think one of the most humbling things to do in life is to 

admit to God that you are a sinner, which means there is nothing we can do to impress God or earn 

our way into heaven.  We can dedicate our lives to serving God, we can help the poor and the needy 

of society, and we can care for our families as faithful husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, sons, or 

daughters, but none of those things will get us into heaven.  While those are all good things we should 

do as followers of Jesus, Scripture still says that, “all of our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”  

Therefore, when we have this attitude of Isaiah 64 about ourselves, we will realize that our only hope 



is in Jesus and we will definitely feel the need to cling to His mercy.  In other words, a humble heart 

changes everything, and that’s the kind of devotion God loves and desires from everyone. 


