
FCCOE; 7/17/16; Matt. 5:7; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“Oh, Mercy!” 

Introduction: When the girls were younger, and I used to drive them to school, or to one event or 
another, instead of saying (before they got out of the car) “Goodbye sweetheart; have a good 
day,” I would instead say: “Do it to them before they do it to you!” Of course, I didn’t actually 
mean this! In part, it was to see if they were really awake and paying me any attention. But in part 
it was to alert them, in a kind of backhanded way, to the way the world that awaited them 
operated, and of their call as followers of Jesus to live differently. If I got the response, “Daaaad,” 
I knew they stood a chance of being ok!  

Perhaps nowhere is this different more apparent than in the fifth Beatitude of Jesus. For the way 
of the world says, “Blessed are those who look out for and take care of themselves, for no one 
will be able to take advantage of them.” “Don’t get mad, get even” would be the bumper sticker 
of choice here. But Jesus said, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” “Grace 
happens,” might be the operative bumper sticker in this case.   

So, if the Beatitudes reveal what a life looks like—the good life according to Jesus—when 
grabbed hold of by the good news of the arrival of the kingdom of God, how is being merciful a 
symptom that we’ve been so grabbed? Essentially, we want to see that mercy is not simply being 
sympathetic toward another. Rather, mercy is the extension of kindness to one in need, regardless 
of the reason for the need, or the address of the recipient.   

I. At the Heart of God 
 A. Now, mercy is a symptom of the presence of the kingdom of God because it lies at the 
heart of who God is. As Moses was rehearsing the character of God for the Israelites, before he 
led them into the Promised Land, he said: “For the LORD your God is a merciful God; he will not 
abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with your ancestors . . .” (Dt. 4:31). And Jesus, the 
Son who personally reveals this God, is called a “merciful and faithful high priest” (Heb. 2:17). 
Last week I referenced a devotional writer who identified God’s love for us as unremitting and 
irrational. That is, it never slacks off or stops, and many times it just doesn’t make sense. It 
doesn’t make sense because the world would is inclined to say: “I’ll love you if you do this first 
for me.” But God always says: “I’ll love you before you do a thing for me.” To put it another way, 
in his great mercy, God does not give us what we deserve. Instead, he gives us what we don’t!   

B. This, as we’ve seen in other Beatitudes, is a profoundly upside down way of thinking 
and being!  Maybe because mercy is so hard for us to comprehend, Jesus tells a couple of 
parables to help picture for us what the kingdom of God is like, and how his heart operates, and 
thus, how our heart will begin to operate when his heart works its way into ours.  

1. One is known as the parable of the unmerciful servant (Ma. 18:21-35). Jesus told it in response 
to a question put to him by Peter: “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who 
sins against me?  Up to seven times?” Within Judaism, offering forgiveness three times was 
considered sufficient. Peter thought he would be super generous, going double plus one! But, he 
was still seeking a limit! In response, Jesus said, “Í tell you, not seven times but seventy-seven 
times!” In other words, mercy is not about keeping score  

To illustrate, Jesus tells a parable about a servant who had rung up an incredible amount of debt 
with the king whom he served. It was like he responded to every credit card offer he’d received in 
the mail, and had charged up the full amount on each! He had so much debt that the king 
instructed him to liquidate all his assets, including selling himself and his wife and children to 
another master, in order to pay everything off. Upon hearing this, the servant fell in his knees and 
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pleaded for mercy. Astoundingly, the king took pity on him and canceled—forgave—his debt. 
The parable has a second scene which we’ll return to in a minute. For now, simply take in the 
radical, irrational extension of mercy here, in the form of forgiveness, regardless of the reason for 
the need or the address of the recipient. 

2. A second parable about mercy told by Jesus is that of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:25-37). You 
know it well I’m sure. Jesus told it in a response to a question that is still very much with us 
today: “Who is my neighbor?” This fellow knew he was to love his neighbor, but, like Peter did 
with forgiveness, he sought a limit or boundary. It’s worth noting that Jesus tells both parables 
about mercy in response to questioners who wanted to limit their obligations in some way. Best, 
most reason, if neighbor could be limited to people like us, people with a similar address. 

So Jesus told about a man who had set out on a journey from Jerusalem to Jericho. On a difficult 
and deserted stretch of the road, he was attacked, stripped, beaten, robbed, and left for dead. 
Along came two, Jewish religious leaders. Because they were in a hurry, and didn’t want to risk 
ceremonial defilement by touching a naked, beaten, and possibly body, they crossed over to the 
other side of the road and continued on their way. But then along came a Samaritan, one from a 
group of people that didn’t get along with the Jews at all. In fact, they despised one another. But 
this fellow stopped, tended to the man’s wounds, put him on his own donkey, took him to an inn, 
stayed with him for a night to continue to care for him, and then left some money with the 
innkeeper so that his care could continue, leaving with a promise to come back and reimburse the 
innkeeper for any additional expense he might have incurred. 

II. The Nature of Mercy  
A. As we think about the nature of mercy from this parable, notice what the Good 

Samaritan did not do. He did not ask the man how he had gotten into his troubled state. We 
assume he was an innocent victim, but maybe not. Maybe he had offended someone and the 
mugging was an act of revenge. Maybe he had insulted or taunted his assailants in some way, 
causing them to strike out at him. Or maybe he was just being plain stupid by walking on this 
stretch of road alone. Certainly we like to come up with reason why we shouldn’t offer help to 
someone. But as Jesus paints a picture of mercy for us, the “why?” doesn’t matter. Mercy extends 
kindness to the needy regardless of the reason for their need. 

B. The Good Samaritan also did not check out the man’s address (nationality or social 
status) before deciding to help him  We can’t be sure the beaten man was a Jew, but the fact the 
one who helped him was not, and the one’s who didn’t help him were, leads us to believe he 
might well have been. It would certainly go along with the shocking and subversive nature of this 
parable, and the nature of God’s mercy. Giving the man no particular identity leaves room for us 
to wonder. Had Jesus told the parable today, well might he have had the beaten man be a Jewish 
settler and the merciful one a West Bank Palestinian. Or maybe he would’ve told it with the 
beaten man a Christian. The two who passed by would’ve been members of his church and the 
one who stopped to help would’ve been a Muslim. Or maybe Jesus would have put Donald 
Trump in the place of the beaten man. The fellows who refused to help could’ve been members of 
the Republican Party and the fellow who did help would be an undocumented, Mexican 
immigrant. In any event, the irrational, upside down nature of mercy is that it extends kindness to 
those in need regardless of the reason for the need or the address of the recipient. 

C. This parable also suggests that offering mercy involves being willing to take a risk and 
to be inconvenienced. The muggers could have been hiding, waiting for their next victim. More 
travelers could have come by, assumed the Samaritan had done it, and made a citizen’s arrest. The 
innkeeper could have thought the same thing and called the police. At the very least, the Good 
Samaritan’s journey was delayed at least a day, and it certainly cost him no little amount of 
money, neither of which (time or money) he would likely get back. And who knew if the man 
would actually be grateful, once he learned who had helped him? But mercy extends kindness to 
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the needy, regardless of the reason for the need, the address of the recipient, and regardless 
of….and Jesus invites us to fill in the blank. And then he says, “Go, and do likewise.” 

III. A Virtuous Cycle  
A. Now, one other puzzling aspect to this Beatitude is its second half: “Blessed are the 

merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” It’s puzzling, is it not? Do we not get mercy from God 
unless we extend it to others? The same kinds of questions come up in the Lord’s Prayer with this 
petition: Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive others. Mercy can’t be something we merit, can 
it? No, it cannot. So a couple of things to keep in mind as we wrestle with this.  

B. First, mercy always begins with the king, as the first scene of the parable of the 
unmerciful servant highlights. Second, we know that we understand mercy and how precious it is 
to us as we are called to extend it to others, to go and do likewise. We see this in the second scene 
of the parable of the unmerciful servant. What we find there is that this servant who’s been 
mercifully forgiven and set free from an unpayable debt, is now seeking out one of his fellow 
servants who owed him a bit of money. Shockingly, instead of extending mercy to him, he putts 
him in a choke hold and demands repayment! When the fellow servant gets on his knees and begs 
for mercy, the forgiven servant refuses and has his friend thrown into prison. Outraged, the other 
servants, who must’ve heard of the king’s great mercy, report this shocking turn of events to him. 
“Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?” the king asks the 
unmerciful servant. To help him think about it, he puts him in “timeout;” he has him thrown in 
jail.  

C. The problem with the unmerciful servant was that he wasn’t really yet living within 
the kingdom of God. He hadn’t truly understood where he was or fully received what the king 
had done for him. It was like he was sawing off the branch on which he was sitting. You see, 
when we “get” the kings mercy for us, it throws a monkey wrench into the vicious cycle of 
vengeance and revenge, and puts us into the virtuous cycle of grace. The more we experience, the 
more we extend, and the more we extend, the more we experience. I think that’s what Jesus has in 
mind here in the second half of this Beatitude. And certainly, as we ponder the question, “Who is 
my neighbor?” extending mercy will go a long way toward helping us live together with those 
who are different from us. As well, it can begin to reveal the presence of the kingdom of God that 
has broken into our world. 
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