The Christian’s Attitude Toward Mercy and Forgiveness

Wednesday, November 1, 2000

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy” 

 Matthew 5:5

“Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” 


Luke 6:36

It happened in a little church, in a little town.  Toward the conclusion of the service, a trembling woman came forward and sat on the front pew asking forgiveness.  She had been an absentee for several years.  The woman who sat directly behind her, shocked, grew pale and nervous.  Several in the audience seemed bewildered and wondered if trouble would start all over again; for there had been trouble, lots of it, tragic and heart-breaking – two murders, court trials with opposing families, and one death in the electric chair.

The responding woman was the mother of the murderer.  The woman behind her… it was her husband and son whose blood had been shed.   What will her reaction be?  Will her mercy go unstrained?  Will her forgiveness be big enough to welcome the mother of the man who widowed her and left her bereft of both husband and son?  It was!  She went to her, clasped her hand, and said, “I’m glad you have come back to be with us in the church.”  She later commented, “I feel better than I have felt in years.  Now I feel free.”

In the most recent lesson regarding LOVE, we recognized that love is active --- love is more than a feeling, it spurs us on to demonstrate our love for others.  One strong demonstration of our love is offering forgiveness.

1. Define Forgiveness.

2. Define Mercy.

3. Compare the definitions.  Are they similar?  How are they related?

Inside the Skin of Another Person

The Greek word for merciful goes back to the Hebrew and the Aramaic.  The Hebrew word, which is translated into English as merciful for lack of a more accurate word, really cannot be accurately translated directly into English.  There is no one word in the English language that expresses the full idea of the Hebrew word, which means, literally, “the ability to get right inside the other person’s skin until we can see with his eyes, think with his mind, and feel with his feelings.”

4. A French proverb says, “To know all is to forgive all.”   How can we ever know all until we make the deliberate effort to get inside the other person’s mind and heart? 

5. William Barclay says, “In Jesus Christ, in the most literal sense, God got inside the skin of men”.  Do you agree?   Explain.

Read the story in Matthew 18:23-35.  

6. How much did the servant owe his lord?  How much was he owed?

7. What was his lord’s attitude / actions toward the servant?

8. What was the servant’s attitude / actions toward his fellow servant?

9. After hearing of the servants’ actions, how did the lord feel?  What were his actions?

10. What is the lesson for us?  v.35 Explain.

A Savior Who Gives

When Jesus teaches us that the merciful shall obtain mercy, it does not mean that the Lord is hiring us to be merciful.  He is not saying that when we show an ounce of mercy, an ounce will be weighed out to us in return.  Someone has said it this way, “Christ is not a merchant who sells; He is a Savior who gives.”

A merciful man receives mercy because he is capable of receiving it.  If we show no mercy, we do not have the capacity to receive mercy.  An unforgiving person makes the receiving of mercy an impossibility.  This is true because when God forgives, He creates within the forgiven person a new heart of love.  But God cannot place that heart of love in the bosom of one who clings to the old heart of hate and unforgiveness.  When we refuse to show mercy, then we automatically close the door of mercy on ourselves.

The German poet Heinrich Heine wrote about an unmerciful man:

My wishes are an humble dwelling with a thatched roof, a good bed, good food, flowers at my window, and some fine tall trees before my door.  And if the good God wants to make me completely happy, he will grant me the joy of seeing six or seven of my enemies hanging from those trees.

11. What is the connection between forgiving and forgetting?  How important is forgetting?

No Room for Mercy

During colonial days, Governor Oglethorpe of the Georgia colony became extremely angry when it was learned that one of his servants had broken open and drunk several bottles of the governor’s rare wines.  John Wesley interceded for the frightened servant, and tried to reason with the enraged governor.  When Wesley mentioned forgiveness, Oglethorpe shouted, “Sir, I never forgive!”  Calmly, Wesley replied, “Then sir, I hope you never offend.”  

12. Will God forgive me, if I hold hurt in my heart toward someone else?  Could one circumstance of ill will in my life cause me to lose my soul?  Matthew 6:12, 14-15; James 2:13.

13. What are some reasons why do we not show mercy and forgive others?

14. Thought Question: In what areas of human life is mercy and forgiveness most needed?

