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Grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  Mercy is not receiving that which we do.  We 

printed that phrase as the Call to Meditation this morning, and will do so again next week, 

because our Lenten journey into this topic of forgiveness will focus, for the next two weeks, on 

what is really two sides of the same coin.  After our first couple of weeks looking at forgiveness 

as judgment and then forgiveness as love, this week and next we will look at forgiveness as grace 

and mercy, and we will come back, again and again, to that juxtaposing pair of definitions.  

Grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  Mercy is not receiving that which we do. 

 

Today, it’s the first half of that phrase as we consider forgiveness as an act of grace! 

 

To start, however, we need to acknowledge the fundamental reality that we are a merit-based 

society.  Now, as soon as we get into such conversations people will quickly don their red and 

blue political jersey and start throwing around buzz-words like entitlements and socialism and 

the conversation will derail into arguments over the good and bad of the bootstrapping mentality 

that stands behind much of our social construct.  I want to steer clear of that today.  The point is 

not to argue about the pros and cons of a merit-based culture, but to simply acknowledge that we 

are one! 

 

Right or wrong – for good or for bad – the core thesis of the American Dream for a century was 

that the individual had the ability to create the future they envisioned. 

• Want to pursue a certain career?  Get the degree, go through the training or enroll in 

whatever apprenticeship paves the path for that career. 

• Want a better job?  Show us that you deserve it. 

• Want a raise?  Prove that you’ve earned it! 

• Want to get into that excusive restaurant or club?  Show us that you’re important enough 

to be there. 

• Want to be a part of that class, group, program, trip, party, meal, or whatever else?  Show 

us that your worthy our attention. 

 

There is no getting around it.  Since as early as elementary school, our kids have been regularly 

made aware of the importance of setting themselves up for the college admissions process.  From 

academics to activities, schools are constantly talking about what it takes to get into college.  
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And then, as you graduate, you apply to those programs and the colleges tell you, in a form 

letter, whether or not you have succeeded.  As you end your high school career, you learn very 

quickly whether or not you have earned the right to path you are seeking to pursue. 

 

Now, again, the point is not to argue whether that is good or bad.  I would contend that, as in 

most things, it’s probably a little of both, but that’s not the purpose for today.  The point is to 

acknowledge that we have a merit-based mentality that weaves its way into much of our daily 

living, and that this merit-based mentality very quickly makes its way into our understanding of, 

and approach to, forgiveness in our lives.  And that’s what brings us to that parable from earlier – 

one of my favorites – the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector. 

 

Now, there’s a lot in that parable about humility, judging others, and much more.  For our 

purposes today, however, I think it’s the juxtaposition of these two characters that really stands 

out.  On the one hand we have that picture of the Pharisee puffing himself up at the altar.  

Remember, the Pharisees were the legal scholars of the Jewish community.  They were the ones 

that interpreted the Law of Moses and helped to articulate what it means to live according the 

law.  It’s easy for us to become somewhat dubious about his claims of living to the letter of the 

law, but the truth is that he was quite possibly being entirely honest here.  The Pharisees were 

people who were respected and righteous in the eyes of the faithful.  He very well may have been 

as faithfully diligent as he was proclaiming to be.  The validity of his claims of righteousness 

was not the concern – it was the spirit with which he stood before God that was the problem.  

The issue was not whether he was telling truth about how he lived, it was the fundamental 

assertion that he had somehow earned…deserved…merited…the Godly reward. 

 

All the while, we have tax collector hovering in the distance – refusing to as much as come close 

to the presence of God in the temple.  Contrary to the perceived righteousness of the Pharisee to 

which the faithful would have aspired, the tax collector was anything but.  Tax collectors made 

their money by dishonest and devious scheming – it really is that simple.  They were despised by 

the people around them – seen as the lowest of the low.  And there he was, cowering in the back 

of the temple, begging for God’s forgiveness.  And in Jesus’ story it is he, not the Pharisee, who 

goes home justified in the eyes of God.  Why?  Because it was never a question of who earned it.  

It was never a question merit?  Why?  Because grace is receiving that which we do not deserve. 

 

All too often – both as the forgiven and the forgivers – we tend to view forgiveness through the 

prism of our merit-based mindsets.   

 

Consider, if you will, those two narratives that we shared based on Luke’s gospel this morning.  

When we look at that story of the centurion, we see both mindsets creeping in.  It begins with 

this official of the Roman army sending his underlings off to Jesus to make the case on his 

behalf.  They tell Jesus of all the wonderful things this man has done.  They speak of his 

generosity and spirit.  ‘He even built our synagogue!’ They proclaim.  They are, in every way, 

trying to express to Jesus why this man has earned the aid he was seeking, but the scene quickly 

shifts as that centurion comes rushing to Jesus and drops to knees begging for Jesus’ help.  ‘I’m 

not worthy of you coming to my home.’  He says.  ‘Simply speak the word.’  He pleads.  And it 

was in that moment of humility that grace was discovered. 
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In our other story, we don’t see that hemorrhaging woman proclaim her worthiness as did the 

centurion’s servants, but the issue is there, for sure.  She battles through that crowd just to get a 

grasp of Jesus’ cloak.  As she feels that healing rush over her body she is momentarily relieved, 

but her relief quickly turns to fear, as she sees that Jesus has stopped and taken note that 

something has happened.  Terrified, she cowers at Jesus’ feet.  Why?  Because scared that she 

didn’t deserve this healing and she’s afraid that her relief might last but only those few moments.  

And, once again, it was in that instant of humility that grace was discovered. 

 

I could go on and on with these.  It is the recurrent narrative that plays out again and again in the 

ministry of Jesus.  We could look at Zacchaeus being called out of that tree.  We could explore 

that sinful woman anointing Jesus’ feet with oil and drying them with her hair.  We could even 

picture those children running to Jesus on the street while the disciples try to shew them away.  It 

happens over and over.  The disciples… the onlookers… the Jewish leaders… even the 

recipients of the grace themselves… Over and over someone tries to bring merit into the 

equation, and over and over Jesus always has a contrary response.  No matter the circumstance – 

no matter the person – the response from Jesus is never one of merit.  The response from Jesus is 

never a question of, ‘What have you done for me lately?’  The response from Jesus is, always 

and forever, one of unconditional love. 

 

Why?  Because forgiveness is an act of grace, and grace is receiving that which we do not 

deserve! 

 

More and more in my time in ministry I have come to firmly believe that forgiveness, at its heart, 

is the unmerited gift of a loving God to a broken people.  Let me say that again…forgiveness is 

the unmerited gift of a loving God to a broken people.  Think back to week one of this series, 

where we explored the unavoidable truth that the heart of forgiveness is judgement – that the 

very essence of being forgiven means we’ve done something to necessitate it.  The relationship 

that existed is broken and we are among those who broke it!  Then, think back to last week, 

when we explored forgiveness as love – that forgiveness is a decision that one’s love for another 

will trump any offense or harm that’s been done.    When you put all of that together with this 

concept of forgiveness as grace, you end up with that truth…that forgiveness is the unmerited 

gift of a loving God to a broken people.  The truth is that there is no earning it – and that never 

matters – because it’s a never question of what we’ve earned, but always one of the grace that 

God offers. 

 

The question that does beg, however, as we consider ourselves not only as the forgiven but as the 

forgivers…  If we look to those words from Colossians in which we are reminded that we are to 

forgive as God has forgiven us… 

• What are we saying when one of the first considerations is whether or not another 

deserves our forgiveness?   

• What are we saying when one of our first thoughts is what another has done to earn it?   

• What are we saying when our merit-based mentality creeps into our minds and our first 

questions are about whether or not the other is worthy of the forgiveness we might offer? 

 

In the end, there will be some cases where we feel as though they have, and others in which we 

think they have not.  I would contend, however, that it really doesn’t matter.  Why?  Because 



Page #4 

forgiveness is an act of grace, and grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  As children 

of God – as the forgiven – that grace is ours in the forgiveness that is the unmerited gift of a 

loving God to a broken people.  As the forgiver, however, we need to try to consider the same.  

As the forgiver, we need to try to set aside that merit-based mentality and ask, less and less, 

whether or not the other has earned our forgiveness, and instead focus more and more on 

whether or not we are willing to give the very gift of grace that we ourselves have already 

received. 

 


