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consider to be the most difficult of al the

statements found in the section of scripture we
call the Beatitudes. Itisthefifth of eight virtues Jesus
ascribes to those who belong to God' s kingdom. Itis
the characteristic of being merciful.

Likeall the other virtueswe have looked at so
far, people sometimes confuse the virtue of mercy with
a certain kind of personality or behavior that has
nothing to do with being a Christian.

For example, today it is politically correct to
betolerant of another person’sbehavior. Inthe minds
of many, showing tolerance is the same as showing
love and mercy, and alack of tolerance meansthat you
have no compassion. It means that you are a narrow-
minded person or aracist. If youtakeastandin school
and speak out against certain behavior, you will be
labeled as a person who lacks love and mercy.

But whenwedefinemercy astolerancetoward
sinful behavior, we are not even coming close to the
Biblical definition of theword. The personwho smiles
at sin and saysthat it doesn’t matter may be considered
easy to get along with, but heisnot merciful intheway
Jesus meant when he said, “blessed are the merciful.”

God Himself is described as being merciful.
But God is also described as righteous and holy and
just. God does not compromise justice in order to
show mercy. Likewise, a person who truly shows
mercy does not do so at the expense of truth and law.
So we misunderstand the meaning of being merciful if
we confuse it with a high tolerance for sin, and this
misunderstanding does exist in our society.

But thiskind of mistakeiseasy for meto point
out. The fact that people do make the mistake of
confusing tolerance for sin with mercy is not what
makes this the most difficult of al the beatitudes to
understand. Coming up with a correct Biblical
definition for mercy is not what makes this Beatitude
so challenging. There are enough examples of people
who showed mercy in the Bible that we can, without
much difficulty, come up with a clear picture of what
Jesus meant when He said, “ Blessed are the merciful.”

For example, there is the story of the Good
Samaritan. While on ajourney, the Good Samaritan
saw a man who had been beaten by robbers, so he
stopped and went across the road to where he was
lying. Others also saw the same man. They also had
feelings of pity, but they did not do anything about it.

T his morning we are going to look at what |

But the Good Samaritan was merciful, because he did
something to relieve the situation. He dressed the
woundsand took the man with him and made provision
for him. That was being merciful. Mercy does not
mean only feeling pity; it means a great desire and an
effort to do something to relieve the situation.

The best Biblical illustrations of mercy come
from God Himself. In the Old Testament we see God
looked down upon the suffering of Hispeoplein Egypt.
Hefelt pity for their miserable condition, so Heworked
through His servant, Moses, to save them from their
suffering. Then, in the New Testament, we see God
looking down on al the people of the world in their
pitiful sinful condition. And, having pity, HesendsHis
only Sonto save the human racefromtotal destruction.

Whenwelook at these Biblical examples, itis
not too hard for us to come up with the true definition
of what it means to show mercy. It isnot too hard to
see that showing mercy means taking pity on someone
in hisor her misery and then doing somethingtorelieve
the suffering. It is not difficult to understand that
showing mercy is noticing people who are suffering
from the awful consequences of sin, feeling sorry for
them, and doing whatever possible to reduce their
misery. ComingupwithaBiblical definitionfor mercy
is not hard.

Thedifficulty of thisBeatitudeisnot defining
mercy itself; rather, it isunderstanding the relationship
between mercy and the promise attached to those who
show mercy. The promise is this, “for they shall be
shown mercy.” “Blessed are the merciful, for they
shall be shown mercy.”

The most common, and perhaps the most
natural way of interpreting this statement isto say that,
if I am merciful towards others, God will be merciful
towards me; if | forgive, | shall beforgiven. That isto
say that the condition for my being forgiven is that |
forgive.

There seems to be support for this kind of
interpretation in other sections of scripture.  Fir
instance, we have the well-known statement in the
Lord's prayer that says, “Forgive us our debts, as we
forgive our debtors’ or “Forgive us our trespasses, as
we forgive those who trespass against us.”

Andthenthereisthe statement recorded in the
parable of the unmerciful servant in Matthew 18. The
unmerciful servant was asked by his master to pay back
ahuge debt. The man did not have the money and the
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master decided to forgive him of all he owed. But, as
you remember, this man went outside and demanded
payment fromacertain person under himself who owed
asmall amount. Although that person begged the man
to be patient with him, the unmerciful servant would
not listen. He had the person thrown into prison until
he could pay back what he owed. But when the other
servants found out what had happened, they reported
him to their lord. When the lord heard the story, he
took back his pardon and threw the unmerciful servant
into prison. Then the parable ends with this statement
recorded in MATTHEW 18:35: “This is how my
heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you
forgive your brother from your heart.

Here again it seems that Christ is teaching us
that we are forgiven by God only as we forgive others
and to the extent that we forgive others. But thiskind
of interpretation is wrong for two reasons.

First of all, if our receiving mercy and
forgiveness from God were strictly dependent on our
ability to forgive others, then none of uswould make it
to heaven. With the exception of Jesus Christ Himself,
no human being has ever been
able to demonstrate perfect

direct relationship between receiving forgiveness and
showing forgiveness, between receiving mercy and
showing mercy. And the relationship is that the one
who hastruly repented and realizesthat hisforgiveness
it totally dependent on God will then forgivethosewho
trespass against him. If we have truly experienced al
that God has to offer us in terms of forgiveness and
mercy, then our attitudes toward everyone else must be
completely and entirely changed. This change means
that we no longer see people simply asmen and women
whom we dislike. But we see them as people who are
slavesto sin and to Satan. WE see them as people we
used to belike before wereceived God' smercy. Inour
minds we separate the sin from the sinner. We pity
people, because we see them as slaves of hell and of
Satan. If thisis not our attitude, then we have not yet
truly experienced God' s forgiveness. It isimpossible

to receive God's mercy and not have such a change.
So rather than giving us a condition for
receiving mercy and grace, Christ isteaching usthat the
true and necessary demonstration of receiving
forgiveness and mercy is to be forgiving and merciful
to others. We shall be shown

mercy andforgivenesstowards
hisfellow man. We condemn
ourselves when we interpret
Christ's teachings in such a
strict and legal manner as to
say the only way to receive
forgiveness from God is to
have a perfect record of
forgiving others.

And there is another

Blessed are the merciful, for
they shall be shown mercy.

Matthew 5:7

mercy at the last judgment,
not because we have first
shown mercy to others, but
because God has first shown
mercy to us. Because we
recognize His mercy and
gracein our own lives, weare
merciful to others, and that
becomes proof that we have
aready receive mercy and
will receive mercy at the last

reason for us to serioudy
guestion this interpretation.
The interpretation that our forgiveness is conditioned
by our ahility to forgive others cancels the whole
doctrine of grace. EPHESIANS 2:8-9 says, “for it is by
grace you have been saved through faith—and this not
fromyourselves, itisthe gift of God—not by works, so
that no one can boast.” ROMANS 3:28 also states the
doctrine of grace very clearly. It says, “For we
maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from
works of the Law.” Now if we maintain that man is
forgiven based upon his ability to forgive others, then
we make nonsense out of these and many other
passages of scripture found in the New Testament.

We cannot allow ourselves to interpret this
beatitude in a way that will contradict the rest of the
Bible. Theteaching of the Bibleisthat weareforgiven
whenwearetruly repentant of our sinsand ask God for
Hisforgiveness. For meto betruly repentant meansto
realizethat | deserve nothing but punishment, and that
if  anforgivenitisentirely because of God'sloveand
mercy and grace, and nothing else.

Now with that said, | still believe there is a

judgment. The virtue of
being merciful is evidence of
achangein our lives. It isevidence of the fact that we
have eterna life. It is not a condition for going to
heaven.

The very order given to these Beatitudes also
supports the truth that mercy flows from grace. Jesus
deliberately placed thisvirtue as number fivein aseries
of sevenvirtues. Thefirst threevirtuesall focuson our
sin problem. We are poor in spirit when we realize we
havefailedinthelight of God' s perfect standards. We
mourn when we are sad about our failure. We respond
meekly when otherstreat usharshly, becauseweresalize
we ourselves are deserving of death. As we do all
these things, we are confessing our sad condition
before God and man. And then we seek God's
forgiveness and righteousness with all of our hearts.
Asaresult, God usesHismercy and graceto cleanse us
and fill uswith Hisrighteousness. From that point on,
we become changed people, and the first evidence of
that change is our ability to show mercy to others.

Christ deliberately placed these virtuesin the
order we find them today. He did not place showing
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mercy to others prior to receiving mercy from God.
Instead, the order strongly suggests that this virtue of
showing mercy aong with the next two that follow,
flow out of alife that has been filled. They are the
necessary response to he filling that comes as a result
of hungering and thirsting after righteousness. They
are the evidence of that filling.

When Jesus died on the cross, God extended
His mercy and graceto al people, but only those who
are truly repentant will actually be able to experience
God' smercy. Inthe parable of the unmerciful servant,
that servant was never truly repentant in thefirst place.
He regretted his situation and was happy to be free
from his debt, but he never fully appreciated the mercy
hereceived. If he had, it would have affected the way
he looked at others. Since he would not forgive the
servant who was under him, the unmerciful servant
never understood forgiveness and what his master had
done for himin the first place. Therefore, he was not
forgiven.

In contrast, the apostle Stephen, while being
stoned to death had pity on the very people who were
killing him. He fell to his knees and cried out, “Lord
do not hold thissin against them.” Stephen was a Jew
who had experienced God' smercy. Heknew very well
that if it were not for God's mercy, he would be no
different from those who were taking hislife. Evenin
his physical suffering, he was able to see that the
people killing him were trapped by their own sin. In
the final analysis, they would be the ones who would
truly suffer. Stephen realized what the consequences
of their sins were doing to them, and he felt pity for

them. So Stephen did what he could to reduce their
pain. He prayed for them.

But Stephen’s experience is meant to be the
experience of every Christian. |s it our experience?
Do we feel sorrow for people who show from the
expression on their faces the bitterness and the anger
they feel? They areto be pitied. Notice the thingsthat
cause them to be angry, revedling that their whole
central spirit iswrong. They are so unlike Christ, so
unlike God who wants to forgive them of everything.
We should feel sorrow for them. We should pray to
God for them and ask God to have mercy upon them.
We proclaim whether we have received forgiveness or
not by whether we forgive or not. If | am forgiven,
then | shall forgive.

So this Beatitude should cause us al to
examine ourselves. None of us by nature has a
forgiving spirit. And if we have one, it is for one
reason only. We have seen what God has done for us
in spite of what we deserve.

Are we merciful? Are we sorry for every
sinner, even if thesinner isoffending us? “Blessed are
the merciful, for they shall be shown mercy.” WE are
merciful, because we have already obtained mercy. In
the last judgment, on that day when all the things we
have done wrong will be made plain, we will all need
to be shown mercy. But in order to obtain mercy then,
we need to experience it now. And thetest of whether
or not we are experiencing it now is our ability to be
merciful. This is the test that our Lord Jesus Christ
givesto us: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall be
shown mercy.”
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