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“Blessed are the merciful, for
they will be shown mercy”

(Matthew 5.7)
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In this fifth Beatitude in Matthew's Gospel we turn to considering our relationships with our
fellow men. It is of interest that there is no equivalent in either the blessings or the woes in
Luke's account but this does not mean that it is not important teaching. At first glance, this
could almost be seen as justifying deeds as a way into the Kingdom! Does it really mean that
if we do many good deeds to others and put their needs ahead of our own that God will be
merciful to us at the time of judgement? Perhaps we need to look at this promise more
closely.

What do we Mean by 'Having Mercy'?

First of all we need to recognise that this does NOT just mean that we need to do good to others - or even to
ensure that we put the needs of others before our own. It is not a spiritual form of 'do-as-you-would-be-done-
by': Jesus teaches us 'If you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners do
that.' (Luke 6:33) So, to 'have mercy' does NOT mean just to do good deeds: it rather means that we are to be
merciful to those who do not deserve mercy ie those who have done something wrong or against the law. Even
when sinners beg for mercy, their expectation is that true justice means that punishment must follow but God's
forgiveness of our sins and his subsequent blessings are totally underserved - which is a definition of true
mercy.

Who are the Merciful?

Mercy as a value to be sought was always seen as a Judeo-Christian virtue. The Romans had four cardinal virtues
- 'wisdom',' 'justice’, 'temperance' and 'courage’ but did not include 'mercy' in any way - they rather despised it.
The Greeks thought that mercy indicated a weakness of strength - Aristotle wrote that pity was 'a troublesome
emotion'.

Even in today's world mercy is not seen as a virtue. Islam sees the Christian values of mercy and forgiveness as
signs of weakness that can be exploited and the North Koreans also despise mercy and any vestige of weakness
and feel that strength is the only value that counts.
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mould our characters, it can be visible to others. Mercy grows in us as a result of our personal experience with
the merciful God.

What is Mercy?

We know that our Lord is a merciful God (Deuteronomy 4:31) and the Psalmist makes many requests to him to
give mercy. In fact James goes even further in saying 'judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has
not been merciful' (2:13). Jesus condemned the Unmerciful Servant (Matthew 18:21-38) who having received
mercy from his master did not show it to others

Proverbs 21:13 cites a practical example of this principle in action: "Whoever shuts his ears to the cry of the poor
will also cry himself and not be heard."

There must be no condemnation of others for their sins if we are truly to show mercy to others. We need to
deal kindly with those in need showing the kind of humility that recognises our own failings and our own need
for mercy from our Father. When we accept that Jesus has forgiven our sins no matter how undeserving we are
and recognise that we have fallen short of all that God wants us to be, our readiness to forgive others should
come naturally and can be a powerful witness of his saving grace. Mercy comes to those who recognise that
they do not deserve it, in the same way as we know that Jesus will deal kindly with us when we repent.

There is a saying that 'all Christians enter the kingdom with a limp' as we have all sinned and been forgiven. We
may aim for perfection but, realistically and in our hearts, we know that we can never achieve it in this life - see
the box for details of an historic group who did feel that they had reached perfection.

The Christian value of Mercy, linked with the giving and receiving of forgiveness, grows in significance to each
one of us as our faith deepens and we experience it for ourselves. It often contrasts strongly with the values of
the world around us but we know that is only in the Lord we can show true strength (1 Corinthians 1:27 and 4:
10). We should rejoice that we have a merciful God who also encourages us to be merciful to others - and are
thus able to reflect more of his glory and power.
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