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Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful 

 

Genesis 45:3–11, 15 

Psalm 37:1–11, 39–40 

1 Corinthians 15:35–38, 42–50 

Luke 6:27–38 

 

Text: Luke 6:35-36 

But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your 

reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to 

the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. 

 

Introduction 

“How to work smarter in 2022” was the title of an e-newsletter from the TED 

network (Technology, Entertainment, and Design).  A talk by behavioral scientist 

Ashley Whillans was being recommended, offering ‘3 rules for better work-life 

balance;’ practical tips to reclaim your free time, set boundaries and get the most 

out of an “out of office” mindset.  In my reading of Jesus’ teaching I don’t see a 

place where ‘work-life’ balance was a pressing concern.  His saying, “But strive 

first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be 

given to you as well,” may touch on the subject. (Matthew 6:33) And I am not 

saying that ‘work-life balance’ isn’t a legitimate concern.  In Marks’ gospel he 

recounts a time when crowds were so great coming to see Jesus, such that Jesus 

and his disciples didn’t have time to even eat. (Mark 3:20).  But you can’t sustain 

that pace over the long haul—Jesus did take time to draw aside from the busyness 

for rest with his disciples.   

 

We read today a portion of a sermon Jesus preached—in Luke’s gospel it is a 

sermon preached from ‘a level place.’  You hear parallels in Matthew’s sermon on 

the mount.  Luke tells us that Jesus is addressing his disciples.  In the section we 

read, Jesus begins, ‘but I say to you that listen.’  It is followers of Jesus that listen 

to him.  In all that he says Jesus’ central concern is regarding the believer’s 

relationship with God this is to characterize all of life.  When I think of ‘work-life 

balance,’ I wonder what the purpose of ‘balance’ might be.  It seems to me Jesus is 

addressing the purpose of all we do when he says, “Be merciful, just as your Father 

is merciful.”  Similar to saying, ‘Strive first for the kingdom of God his 

righteousness.’  We are to live out the character of the One we worship in all 

events of life. 
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I invite to you to consider that at the heart of all that Jesus says here about love of 

enemies, doing good to those who hate you, turning the other cheek, lending while 

expecting nothing in return, is this admonition, “Be merciful, just as your Father is 

merciful.”  In other words, what Jesus has to say about these various actions in life 

are each an application of, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”  Is this 

not, in fact, how Jesus lived himself?  Jesus lives what he commends, for he is the 

one human who lives rightly related to the Father in life and in death.  I believe 

Jesus is commending this same ‘rightly-related’ living to us when he says, “Be 

merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” 

 

This right-relatedness that Jesus commends comes into plain view when he said, 

“But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your 

reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to 

the ungrateful and the wicked.”  As you do these things you reflect the kindness of 

the Father as a child of his, according to Jesus.  Think with me for a moment about 

that much-loved sentence from Psalm 37, “Take delight in the Lord, and he will 

give you the desires of your heart.” Compare that with what Jesus says in our 

gospel reading.  “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful,” and “your reward 

will be great.” Put the Psalmist’s and Jesus’ sayings side by side.  Write Jesus’ 

saying, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” beside the Psalmist’s “Take 

delight in the Lord.” Similarly write, “your reward will be great” beside “and he 

will give you the desires of your heart.” The parallels are striking.   I suggest to 

you that these sayings are two angles of vision on the same reality.  If we ‘take 

delight in the Lord’ doesn’t that mean we would take delight in his mercy?  

 

1. “But I say to you that listen,” begins our Lord, “Love your enemies, do good to 

those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.”  

Does God love his enemies? 

 

We have noted on other occasions that, according to the gospel, the gravest threat 

confronting sinners is God.  God is the sinner’s gravest threat.  God is the 

implacable foe of sinners.  To say it another way, we sinners are God’s enemy.  

The gospel isn’t good news because it alleviates depression or despair or 

frustration; the gospel is good news in that it spares us condemnation at God’s 

hand.  The gospel, simply, is God in his mercy saving us from God in his 

condemnation. God is the sinner’s enemy and therefore the one the sinner is to 

fear; and finally, God is the sinner’s saviour and therefore the one we are to trust, 

love and obey. 

 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 3 20/02/22 

In the cross, God, the implacable foe of sinners, has executed his judgement upon 

them; and then, in his incomprehensible mercy, has absorbed that judgement in 

himself and thereby rendered himself the undeflectable friend of sinners. When 

sinners provoke God’s just judgement upon them, God’s judgement is just and 

there is nothing sinners can do to relieve themselves of it.  Yet the breathtaking 

news of the gospel is that in the Son whom God has brought forth in our midst: in 

him, on Good Friday, the just judge visits his judgement on the Son who has 

identified himself with sinners, even as the just judge, the Father, one with his Son, 

absorbs his judgement in himself. If the just judge has exercised his judgement 

upon us only to absorb it in himself, what is left you and me? – mercy, pardon, 

acquittal, acceptance. 

 

In Jesus’s day he would have knowledge of the Hebrew Bible and a Greek 

translation of that Hebrew Bible known as the Septuagint.  In Hebrew the word for 

the steadfast love of God was ‘chesed.’  In the Greek translation of the scriptures 

the word ‘chesed’ is translated, depending on context, with the Greek word for 

mercy, ‘elehos’; in many places it is translated with the Greek word for love, 

‘agape,’ the word the New Testament takes over to speak of the self-forgetful, self-

giving of God at the cross. The gospel claims that when God’s love meets our sin it 

issues in mercy.  Jesus is the mercy of God.  

 

One day Jesus was teaching his disciples about persisting in prayer; he wanted to 

underline the open-handedness of God’s love.  Jesus had noted that when a child 

asks for an egg no parent who loves the child gives them a scorpion instead.  “If 

you then,” Jesus continued, “who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your 

children.”  To his disciples he said, “If you then, who are evil…he said it so 

matter-of-factly as a kind of observation so obvious that it went without saying.  

And our Lord said to these same disciples, while on the way to the Garden of 

Gethsemane where he would be betrayed, “I have called you friends.”  

 

The believer understands that there is nothing special about himself that causes 

Jesus to call him, evil as he is, his friend.  The follower of Jesus does not stand 

above others as if she possesses superior morals.  The posture of the believer is like 

the man who went up to pray and bowing said, ‘Lord, be merciful to me a sinner.’  

It is upon this foundation of the incomprehensible mercy of God, that found me 

and brought me into his fellowship, that I hear and heed Jesus’ teaching, “Be 

merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”  Just as Jesus taught us that our forgiving 

is patterned after God’s, so too mercy.   
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2. What does ‘love of enemy’ look like?  The mercy God shows in kindness to the 

ungrateful and the wicked, how are we to manifest this in our lives?  Jesus comes 

at this on a number of fronts, “do good to those who hate you, bless those who 

curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer 

the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even 

your shirt,” and so on. Several things need to be pointed out here. 

 

First, Jesus is not commending being abused as if being abused was a sort of 

spiritual high ground.  The Bible, however, is realistic about the nature of the fallen 

world in which we live.  Believers will experience hostilities.  When Jesus says 

that God is kind to the wicked, it is, at the same time, an acknowledgement that 

there are wicked people in the world who seek to do harm.  Being a Christian does 

not shield us from this reality. 

 

When Jesus’s says that we are to love the enemy he assumes that enemies are just 

that, enemies.  We are to understand things this way—an enemy isn’t a friend you 

haven’t met yet.  Those who hate you, do not want good for you, those who curse 

you would deny you any blessing, those who abuse you intend harm, the one who 

strikes you on the cheek wasn’t just being clumsy with their hands.  To love our 

enemy means we don’t seek their harm, we don’t curse them, we don’t wish hate 

upon them.  Jesus loved his enemies but he did not trust himself to them; Jesus 

didn’t go looking for abuse.  Neither should we.  Jesus is commending how to 

respond when confronted with such things. 

 

I note as well that Jesus becomes angry when he sees defenceless people abused, 

but he doesn’t become angry when he’s abused himself.  Jesus becomes angry 

when he sees vulnerable people manipulated, but he pleads forgiveness for 

assassins who are nailing him to the wood.  Too often I find that I am the 

opposite—exploding over being slightly pricked yet unmoved at huge  injustices.  

 

I also point out that Jesus, in some instances, uses hyperbole to make a point.  A 

clue to hearing Jesus is to look at the teachings of the Apostles.  When it comes to 

this business of turning the other cheek, for example, nowhere do the Apostles say 

that Christians are known by the bruises on their cheeks.  When Jesus says, “from 

anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt,” he is evoking 

the image of a law court where you are being sued.  The coat is the outer garment 

people wore and the shirt refers to the inner garment.  To give both away is to be 

naked and Jesus is hardly recommending nakedness to his people.  His disciples 

get the point—don’t cling to possessions.   
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In all these things Jesus points to the mercy of God that is being extended.  To act 

towards others in this way is to be a doer of the mercy of God, both the mercy of 

the gospel by which we were reconciled to God and the mercy of gospel-command 

by which we behave toward others as Jesus Christ first behaved toward us.   

 

4. “If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you,” asks Jesus.  And yet 

he commanded his followers to love one another, “just as I have loved you, you 

also should love one another.” Is Jesus contradicting himself?  No.  The difference 

is that in this sermon Jesus is talking about love that is motivated by self-interest.  

We are in it for what we get out of it.  The world is full of that.  In his command 

for believers to love one another the nature of that love is ‘as Jesus loved us;’ self-

forgetful, self-giving.  Love that is focused on the other.  The mercy of God is 

characterized by this self-forgetful self-giving. 

 

5. I invite you to reflect with me about rewards.  In offering such mercy towards 

others Jesus said, “Your reward will be great.”  The Psalmist said if we delight in 

God, “he will give you the desires of your heart.”  On the surface there does not 

seem to be much of an upside for us in doing good to those who hate us, in 

blessing those who curse us, in praying for those who abuse us, in turning the other 

cheek, etc.  What reward does Jesus have in mind and will we trust God that the 

reward will be great? 

 

We read today of the older testament story of the reunion of Joseph with his 

brothers.  The brothers had done a despicable thing to him—hating him enough to 

sell him into slavery just to rid him from their lives.  Joseph went from his 

favoured position in the family to being dragged behind a caravan of traders 

hoping that they bought low so they could sell high.  In Egypt, far from home, 

Joseph lived the non-person status of a slave ending up in a prison falsely 

accused—ancient cancel culture.  And yet he trusted God and he came to that 

second-in-command leadership position in all of Egypt against all odds. 

 

The reconciliation with his brothers was awkward and took time to fully work out.  

And, of course, things would never be the same as if the hateful act of his brothers 

had never occurred.  Yet things restored sufficiently that God preserved his people 

through this reconciliation and the whole family came to Egypt.  Friends, we may 

never see the outcome that God is weaving in our acts of mercy, we may see a 

partial recovery in this life as it was for the brothers in this story.   

 

We know that Jesus remained faithful to showing mercy in life and in death.  On 

the cross he prays for forgiveness for his abusers.  And God raised him from the 
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dead.  Only Jesus can bear the cross that is his.  But we each have our own.  And as 

we show mercy to others the mercy of God flows through us—it isn’t our mercy, 

we simply aren’t to put a kink in the hose. The Apostle Paul tells us of the glorious 

resurrection future that awaits the believer; “What is sown is perishable, what is 

raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory.”  When I 

consider the rewards we experience here out of God’s mercy in partial restorations 

from hurts and hostilities in our still sin-riddled world, this future where sin is no 

more must be glorious. 

 

Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. 


