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Series: For All the Saints
Sermon: William Wilberforce

Luke 18:9-14
To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this
parable: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The
Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers,
adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’

13 “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said,
‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’

14 “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those who exalt
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

Sermon
Generally, the saints that we remember were the common folk.  Small potatoes kind of people.  Who, because of
their faith, made them into superstars of the faith.  Martin Luther King was just a preacher of a small church. 
Mother Teresa was just a nun in a small orphanage.  David Livingstone was just a one-man missionary in the
jungle.  People who were not well known before God used them, who later became famous because of their
work and sacrifice.  This morning’s saint isn’t like that.  He was well known before he found his calling.  In the
late 1700's, England was focused on it’s colonies in the America’s and around the world.  It’s empire was so
vast, that the sun never set on English rule.  The sun was up somewhere.  Whether it was in America or India,
Australia, or on England itself.  It’s rule over the world was dominant.  Back at home, William Wilberforce
grew up in the lap of luxury.  He was becoming prominent in the government of the superpower of the world. 
He was only in his 20's when he began his storied career in the House of Commons.  He had a voice that could
muster command and compassion.  You know those kind of voices, like James Earl Jones, kind of voice, it
makes you take notice.  And his ideas and charisma won him many friends with people in high places.  He was
on the road to power.  Can you think of any politicians who are finding immense popularity in their 20's and
30's?   William Wilberforce was that kind of politician.  He enjoyed the prominence, the hospitality of the who’s
who in England, the fine dining and being the most eligible bachelor in London.  And yet something was
Gnawing at him.  He discovered that the job of the politician, at that time, was to keep getting elected and enjoy
the benefits that the position brought, instead of actually governing.  Anyone with the right marketing could get
elected, but how well did they administer and create government?  Wilberforce fell into the trap himself.  He
said once, “The first years in Parliament I did nothing - nothing to any purpose.  My own distinction was my
darling object.”  He wondered if this was all he would amount to.  He would be the most important person in
England, who didn’t really do anything.  He was also wrestling with a question that most people don’t really
ask.  Or want to know the answer to: “What must I do to become saved?”  How does one find assurance of a
heavenly seat?  Can anyone with the right marketing get saved?  You can get elected by popularity, but on what
merit does God vote you into the kingdom?  How?  With all of the parties and notoriety, it was hard to focus on
finding favor with God, when you’ve certainly won favor with people.  I remember teaching confirmation
several years back and I asked the question, “How do you get into heaven” and the response was a resounding,
“Be a good person.”  No.  Wrong answer.  Being a good person doesn’t get you into heaven.  It’s what God
wants you to be, but that is not the golden ticket to the gates.  William was struggling with this, and his friends
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and family were telling him, “Don’t worry about it.”  You belong to church, you’re a good guy, you’re fine.  But
he was still unsure.  So he went to see his pastor about it.  His pastor was John Newton.  Newton was a slave
trader in his earlier years and became a pastor when he found out that slavery was probably not the right thing to
do.  Matter of fact, he wrote a song about his conversion.  He felt like he was a wretch not worthy of God’s
grace.  Matter of fact, it was grace that told him that he was a horrible man.  But it was also grace that gave him
peace and forgiveness.  Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.  Was blind but now I
see.  Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved.  I think you’ve heard this song
before.  Anyway, William went to see John Newton.  Newton heard William tell about his life, but finding it
empty and in the end, uncertain of his afterlife destination.  And in that conversation, John Newton shared the
story that was shared with you this morning - the story of the Pharisee and the Publican.  And only one prayer
brought forth justification before God.  “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

Now, I want to tell you, this story disturbs me.  It’s all wrong, all wrong.  Jesus doesn’t know what he’s talking
about.  Let’s take a look at the story.  Jesus liked to teach in Parables.  It was a way of getting to the heart of the
matter without pointing fingers.  Matter of fact, chances are that you would see yourself in the story and make
your own conclusion without someone telling you what to believe.  In this story, there were some confident
people, convinced of their own righteousness and they were the snooty kind of folks.  And Jesus told them this
story.  Two men went up to the temple to pray.  One was a Pharisee.  That’s a bible kind of word, Pharisee. 
They were a group of guys who tried to do right by the law.  What is everything that I’m supposed to do, asked
the Pharisee.  Now, this Pharisee prayed to God.  And his prayer went as follows: “God, I thank you I’m not like
other men - robbers, evildoers, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of
all I get.”  Let’s look at the Pharisee for a moment.  He was the kind of guy who always did what was right. 
Constantly in prayer.  He never did anything wrong.  He gave his tithe faithfully.  He is the epitome of
everything we hope for in a person.  He doesn’t beat his wife.  He contributes to the life of the community.  He’s
good with kids, pays his taxes, coaches little league, volunteers at the city mission kind of guy.  Granted, they
didn’t have little league back then, but he would have.  Of anyone I know, that’s the kind of guy who should get
to go to heaven.  The best of the best, the cream of the crop.  No one else is as deserving.  Ah, and let’s look at
the second guy.  The tax collector.  This isn’t your typical IRS agent.  No, a tax collector in those days were
treasonous fellows.  They kept a portion of the taxes as their finder’s fee.  They would stick it to the poor and let
the rich go free.  It was better to be a murderer than a tax collector.  I’m not making that part up!  A few years
later, at the Crucifixion, when Pontious Pilot asked if they should release anyone, they asked for Barabbas, a
murderer.  Not a tax collector.  Tax collectors - despicable despisable kind of guy.  Maybe some still think so. 
We still got them kind of folks around here, don’t we?  The drive by shooting kind of guy.  We got that here,
don’t we.  The drug dealer kind of guy.  We got that here, don’t we.  The kind of guy who throws nails on the
street kind a guy.  We got that here, don’t we?  Someone who burns down the Gorge kind of kid.  We got that
here, don’t we?  And let’s look at his prayer.  “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  And I want to say, “That’s
right!  You are!  Despicable!  Boy, are you going to get it!”  And if we could watch from God’s judgement seat,
we would see justice at it’s best.  The good guy gets rewarded and the bad guy gets it in the end.  But Jesus gets
the story all wrong.  All wrong.  The tax collector goes home justified, while the hero of the story, the good guy,
gets nothing.  This isn’t fair!  If the bad guy doesn’t get punished, what kind of lesson is that teaching to other
bad guys out there?  The good guy is everything that he should be and more, and the bad guy is one of the most
despicable men out there.  What kind of God administer’s justice like this?  And that is when we learn the truth
behind the story.  The Pharisee was the good guy, but he was comparing himself to others as merit enough. 
Getting into heaven isn’t a comparing game, which is precisely what we do when we say that “good” people get
into heaven.  Heaven was never based on points or awards or good deeds or being a nice guy or girl.  But from
the publican’s prayer we learn what it takes.  God, have mercy on me, a sinner.  If the Pharisee would have
prayed that, he would have been fine.  But he was comparing his righteousness to others around him, and that
doesn’t get you anywhere except a one way ticket to prideville.
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That scripture lesson smacked William Wilberforce with such intensity that his life changed dramatically.  In
Newton’s office, he bowed his head, the tough politician who was to be a great leader in England, and prayed,
God, be merciful to me, a sinner.  Soon after, he was at a dinner party where one distinguished lady asked him
point blank - William, how do you feel about the issue of slavery?  He looked around the English Empire and
for the first time, noticed how it came to be.  On the backs of slaves.  And no one, but the slaves, seemed to
care.  Now, when we think of slaves, we think of the darker skinned variety.  But England had black slaves,
Asian slaves, White slaves.  Slavery wasn’t bound by the color of your skin.  Matter of fact, we get the word
slave by the region that was once the haven of slaves, the slavic regions of Europe.  Those of us with Czech in
our background probably have some slaves in our family tree.  William wasn’t a stranger to the slave trade, he
knew bits and pieces from his government work.  He also knew the economic forces that kept the slave trade in
place.  Most, if not all, of the gentlemen in Parliament had a vested interest in keeping the status quo, slavery
was good for them.  William put his popularity aside and fought, in parliament, to abolish slavery.  This was in
the 1780's!  During the Revolutionary War in America!  And he sought to cut out from England the slave labor
that made much of it possible!  He wasn’t invited to parties anymore.  He was vilified in the press.  He gave up
most of his prideful perks of office in exchange to fight the impossible task of ending state-sanctioned slavery. 
But William learned at an early age, don’t compare yourself to others.  You and you alone will stand before God
someday.  And God won’t listen to someone saying that they were better than somebody else, or that there were
worse people out there.  Your own conscience is all you have.  William was guided by his conscience, no matter
what other people said.  Or even if the task seemed impossible.  His victory came years later, in 1807, when
both the House of Commons and the House of Lords voted for the Abolition of the Slave Trade.  It would take
many more years for the law became a reality.  On his deathbed, William was finally able to hear the words,
“Slavery had been abolished throughout the entire British Empire.”  Some historians say that without
Wilberforce, slavery would have continued indefinitely.  He was the one voice in the Empire.  He was the force
that also began the abolition movement in America.  Without Wilberforce, slavery still might be around today in
America.  Maybe, maybe not.  But when it’s your conscience, whatcha going to do?  Look around at others and
think, I’m not so bad.  Or will you close your eyes and tell God those magic words, Show Mercy, on me oh God,
a sinner.  One man can change the world.  Some can do it better than others, but I do know this: Every man and
woman can change their heart.  God, have mercy on us, sinners in a world that needs your grace now more than
ever.  Amen.
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