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Matthew 5:7

One of the most precious words in the Bible is “mercy.” It is both
the belief of the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament
apostles that our God is a merciful God. Our Lord Jesus also em-
phasized God’s mercy. In Luke 6:36 he says: “Be merciful, even
as your Father is merciful.” Here in this morning’s Scripture les-
son he declares: “Blessed are the merciful for they shall obtain
mercy.” What does mercy mean? Mercy in the biblical sense is
something much wider than letting the offender off his deserved
punishment; it is not subversive of justice or inconsistent with it.
It means compassion, “suffering with”; sympathy, “feeling with”
pity and forgiveness. It means the power to see life from the oth-
er’s point of view. The Hebrew word for mercy is “hesed” which
occurs about one hundred and fifty times in the Old Testament.
Biblical language scholars tell us that this word does not mean
only to sympathize with a person in the popular sense of the term;
it does not mean simply to feel sorry for someone in trouble.
“Hesed” (mercy) means the ability to get right inside the other
person’s skin until we can see things with his eyes, think things
with his mind, and feel things with his feelings. Moreover, it is
not only a matter of the emotions; it means active goodwill or the
kind of emotion that leads to action. Mercy can never stop at feel-
ings, though it includes them. A judge who is merciful is not a
judge who simply lets the offender off his deserved punishment,
but a judge who has the spirit of mercifulness, which enables him
to seek to understand the offender and to assign that kind of pun-
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ishment which will be most for the ultimate good of the wrong-
doer. G. M. Trevelyan, in his book entitled Life of John Bright,
tells a story of Jacob Bright, John’s father. One day, Jacob Bright
was coming up the hill from town to his home, and found a poor
neighbor in great trouble on the road. His horse had met with an
accident and had had to be killed. People were crowding round
the man saying how sorry they were. To one who kept on repeat-
ing this most loudly, Jacob Bright said: “I am sorry five pounds.
How much are you sorry?” And Jacob Bright passed round the
hat to buy the man another horse.

You remember the incident of the woman caught in adul-
tery and brought to Jesus’ presence. Her accusers were hoping
that this poor woman would be castigated by the wrath of Jesus
before she was dragged off to punishment. But the indignation of
Jesus was rather for those pitiless faces than for their cowering
victim. “Let him that is without sin among you cast the first
stone,” he said. And they slunk off one by one. “Neither do I con-
demn thee. Go and sin no more.” This is mercy. And a mercy like
that is redemptive. If there was anything in that wretched wom-
an’s heart to appeal to, the cruel pitilessness of these men would
have crushed it out. But Jesus” way of dealing with this incident
brought forth His redemptive power upon her. We have reason to
believe that henceforth this woman was a changed person, a new
creation. “The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.”

As stated before, mercy in the biblical sense is the power
to see life from the other’s point of view. To be merciful means
to make the deliberate attempt to get inside the other person’s
mind and heart until we can see things with his eyes, think things
with his mind, and feel things with his feelings. If we did make
this deliberate attempt, and if we did achieve this identification
with the other person, it would certainly make a very great differ-
ence to life and to our relationship with our fellowmen.

Sometimes we don’t feel like forgiving because we don’t
see any reason that the party involved should be forgiven. We
don’t understand why he/she behaves in this way. But the fact is
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that there is always a reason why a person thinks and acts as he
does. If only we knew that reason, it would be much easier for us
to be sympathetic and to be willing to forgive. But unless we
make the deliberate attempt to get inside the other person’s mind
and heart, we will never know why he thinks and acts as he does.
If we do make such an attempt, chances are, we shall understand
more and therefore, shall be more ready to forgive.

Another effect it will bring if we make the deliberate at-
tempt to get inside the other person’s mind and heart and to see
life from his/her point of view is to save us from being kind in the
wrong way. It is a common mistake that when we wish to be kind
to a person, the kindness has to be given in our way. Consequent-
ly, the other person has to put up with it whether he/she likes it or
not. I often hear a patient in the hospital say that he/she is ex-
hausted because there have been too many and too long visits
from well-wishing friends and relatives! They meant well, to be
sure, but there have been too many visits, and most of those visits
have been too long! That’s why the hospital officials often advise
visitors to keep their visits brief. To be merciful means to make
the effort to get inside the other person and to see things as he
sees them. If we do make this attempt, it will save us from making
too many unintentional mistakes.

In his second letter to the Christians in the Church of Cor-
inth, the apostle Paul writes these words: “Blessed be the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of
all comfort, who comforts in all our affliction, so that we may be
able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort
with which we ourselves are comforted by God.”

Here we see the effect of being able to see life from the
other’s point of view, namely, being able to render an effective
service to those who are in need. There is a story about Queen
Victoria of Great Britain. It is said that Queen Victoria was a
close friend of Principal and Mrs. John Tulloch of St. Andrews
University, Scotland. Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s husband,
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died and Victoria was left alone. Some time later, Principal Tul-
loch died and Mrs. Tulloch was left alone. Queen Victoria came
to call on Mrs. Tulloch when she was resting on a couch in her
room. When the Queen appeared suddenly before her, Mrs. Tul-
loch struggled to rise quickly from the couch and to curtsey. The
queen stepped forward, and said: “My dear, don’t rise. I am not
coming to you today as a queen to a subject, but as one woman
who has lost her husband to another.” Indeed, words of sympathy
and comfort offered by a person who has had a similar kind of
sorrow or suffering are usually more effective than those offered
by a person who has never had any kind of experience of deep
sorrow in life. This is one of the reasons why God came to us in
Jesus as a man to suffer and die. This is also one of the reasons
why God allows sorrow and suffering come to us as part of our
life’s experience.

The reason why Jesus calls us to be merciful is not only
because we can render better service to and make better relation-
ships with our fellowmen if we have mercy in our hearts; it is also
and primarily because our God and our Father is merciful: “Be
merciful, even as your Father is merciful.” Real religion means
becoming like the God you serve. It means getting His spirit into
your own lives. True fellowship can only exist between the parties
who have the same interest. Fellowship with a merciful God is
impossible except for the merciful. Moreover, we all need and
hope for mercy from God. And yet, it is a clear teaching of our
Lord Jesus that unless we be merciful to our fellowmen, unless
we be ready to forgive those who trespass against us, we cannot
expect mercy from God, and we cannot hope for God’s for-
giveness. The story of the unforgiving debtor challenges us once
again (Matt. 18:23ff.). The hand of the wicked servant on his
brother’s throat destroyed the servant’s own forgiveness. The king
said to him, “T had mercy on you; why had you no mercy on your
fellow servant? I rescind my forgiveness of your debt!” “So like-
wise,” warned Jesus, “shall my heavenly Father do also unto you,
if you from your hearts forgive not every one his brother their
trespasses.”
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I often thank God for the fact that there are lots of people
in this country who are truly merciful. They are willing to help
those who are in need. They are ready to do works of mercy. But
it is also an undeniable fact that many a time our consciousness
seems to have become numb because there have been too many
pitiless brutalities and too much suffering in the world. Just a
week ago, in the Sunday paper of the Pittsburgh Press, 1 read an
article written by John Troan entitled, “Nobody Seems to Care”
with the subtitle, “Have We Lost Our Conscience?” In that article
Mr. Troan mentioned the tragic situation in Cambodia, especially
in her capital city Phnom Penh. And he deplored the fact that no-
body in this country seems to care. There is no cry of national
outrage in face of such brutality and barbarism. I do not pretend
to have the wisdom to suggest what to do. But I cannot believe
that it is the will of God to say that we should stand by and watch

p brutality bat-
ter the weak
i ~—._and destroy
' ’2"% the liberty of
= millions of
— defenseless
# people! Our
Lord Jesus
for the sake
of love and
mercy died on the cross. His reward of being merciful is not to
receive mercy from men, but who can say that his death has been
in vain? It may be that in today’s world, if we Christians are to
endeavor to be merciful, we should prepare to receive the same
fate as our Lord Jesus had received—not to obtain mercy from
men, but to magnify God’s mercy in sharing with human suffer-
ing and the suffering of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you would like to purchase
Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy Chow via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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