
Sermon 3rd Oct - The Merciful 
Mark 10: 46:52,   Mathew 5 1:12 

Today we are continuing our look at what we call the Beatitudes, those fundamentals of Jesus’s early 

teachings to the disciples on what God finds in life as being worthy of his particular blessing. We are 

doing this by considering and learning from some working examples of life to be found elsewhere in 

scripture. The bit we are looking at specifically today is mercy and being merciful. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

I want to start with a question on a bit of general knowledge. 

What happened in the UK in 1969 relating to mercy in English Law? 

Abolition of the death penalty for murder. Suspended in 1965. Last hanging in 1964 – well within the 

lifetime of many of us here today. For a limited number of crimes relating to treason and piracy 

remained on the books till 1998, but never used. 

A common understanding of the word ‘mercy’ is still dominated by the rather cinematic and 

dramatic cliches surrounding the pronouncement of the death penalty up to that period. The judge 

sitting on his bench would don his black cap (a square of black cloth like this one) and pronounce the 

terrible words of the death sentence 

The sentence of this court is that you will be taken from here to the place from whence you came and 
there be kept in close confinement until [date of execution], and upon that day that you be taken to 
the place of execution and there hanged by the neck until you are dead. And may God have mercy 
upon your soul. 

This was so wrong on so many counts in understanding what God means by mercy. The mercy that 
he wants us to know ….and practise ourselves.  

When we came in, we were given a small piece of black cloth to take away to remind ourselves that 
calling on God to show mercy when we won’t, should never happen. It’s the only give away that you 
should never use - not just in relation to the death penalty but in the myriad of lesser everyday 
occurrences that we all face and where we are inclined to pass judgement and want people to be 
punished. It’s a negative giveaway based on black representing funerial custom and death and we 
will turn it into a positive statement later. 

In common usage outside of church when we talk about mercy, the word has heavy overtones of 
punishment withheld. Key words we may relate to it are, Retribution, Bullying, Judgement, Pardon, 
Forgiveness. It’s all about power, legitimate or not, power that someone decides not to exercise. 

A bully or hooligan decides not to thump you when you are cowering on your knees. 

The bank manager decides not to call in the overdraft. 

The boss decides to give you another chance after a serious mistake and doesn’t sack you. 

Even in church and in scripture this meaning can be found. For many, God’s mercy is that we are not 
punished for our sins. We hear pleas for God to be merciful in the context of I have done wrong or 
been found lacking and almost deserve to be punished. Or stop punishing me. 

Certainly in Old Testament times there was a belief that illness and misfortune could be attributed 
aa punishment for sin, or even worse as the sins of the fathers being visited on their offspring. 



Jesus was asked that precise question by his disciples in John’s Gospel chapter 9, when he saw a man 
who was blind from birth.  

Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind? 

We might also note that Jesus himself, when healing the man with paralysis in Mathew chapter 9, 
did so by saying, 

Take heart Son, for your sins are forgiven 

But, and it’s a very big ‘but’, both these have big back stories. In the case of the Blind man whose 
blindness was attributed by the disciples to his or his parents’ sins, Christ’s answer was, 

Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but this happened so that the work of God might be 
displayed in his life. 

In the case of the man with paralysis Jesus engaged in healing because he saw the faith of those who 
brought him and was actually making a point to the sceptical teachers of the law around him who 
doubted his authority as God’s Son. 

Which is easier to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or to say ‘Get Up and Walk’ 

The point was actually, ‘As God’s Son I have authority to forgive sins’. 

We need to be clear; in scripture God’s mercy is found in the forgiveness of sin and the withholding 
of punishment for failing to meet his standards for us. But this is only one expression of a much 
larger experience of what God means by mercy. 

We must go beyond praying that he does not put on the Black Cap of punishment. 

Actually we have a much more positive story to tell the world about Mercy. God is so much bigger 
than the negative and we find this not only in the story of Bartimaeus but throughout the Bible – old 
and new testaments. 

When so many of the Psalms refer to mercy, they use a word that in Hebrew means Kindness, or 
loving kindness. Other Old Testament words for mercy translate as ‘to be graciously inclined to’, ‘to 
love’, to ‘pity’. 

When reading scripture try inserting the word kindness or love instead of mercy and somehow a 
completely new meaning can become apparent. 

When we get to the beatitude in Mathew 5, what is the alternative translation of the Greek word 
used for mercy – eleoo 

to be kind or beneficent (doing good, actively kind).  

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

Becomes much more positive-sounding: 

Blessed are the actively kind, for they shall be shown kindness 

So we can look at the story of Bartimaeus with different eyes. 



In our reading from Mark we learn so much more about the expression of God’s positive mercy and 
how we should both personally experience it AND relate, explain and share it with the largely secular 
world around us.   

There was Bartimaeus sitting by the road, begging. Here is a man who not only has the serious 
disadvantage of no sight, but who is reduced to a perilous begging dependence on others. How 
often are we and others at a disadvantage in life and dependent on others. It could be in ill health, 
infirmity in old age, physical or mental disability, impossible debt, loneliness, being bullied at school 
or work. 

Bartimaeus had every reason to feel crushed. That feeling is not limited to Bartimaeus, it is alive and 
well in our society today. 

Then there is a chance encounter with Jesus, not one-to-one but sitting on an edge of a large crowd 
of disciples and others crowding round him. Sort of brings a fresh dimension to ‘I want to see Jesus’. 
No sight, everyone else in the way, peripheral to the occasion. I bet he really did want to see Jesus. 

But what Bartimaeus did have was persistence, possibly learned from experience as a beggar, but 
also a knowledge that Jesus was claiming to be someone special to the people of Israel. He had 
heard about him and most probably his healings, but he did not know him.  

So he cried out ‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me’. 

What do you think he was saying here? Was it forgive my sins? or please be kind to me……...? I 
suspect it was neither; I think it was ‘I want my sight and you might be able to do it.’ 

And he was told to shut up by many around him. 

Is that today the experience of many people who are disadvantaged and are shouting for help – that 
they are told to shout up or are not listened to. 

He persisted, and Jesus did hear him and stopped. ’Call Him’; Jesus asked those around to go and get 
him and bring Bartimaeus to him. It’s an interesting side thought, but is Jesus asking us today to 
bring someone shouting for help into his presence or place of help – or do we just leave them to 
sightlessly find Jesus and help on their own in the middle of the crowd. A point for prayer and action, 
who and how. 

I love the next bit of the story because it all seems a bit mundanely human. Cheer Up, have a cup of 
tea, you’re on the list to see him …. and Bartimaeus jumps up and throws off his coat to 
enthusiastically seize his moment. 

What follows is probably a good example for us to follow in prayer when we meet with God. It starts 
from the startingly simple question from Christ – what do you want me to do for you?  

Bartimaeus’s answer shows the directness and simple candour of the street and the disadvantaged.  

Rabbi, I want to see 

Those few five words as translated in English, in a nutshell show Bartimaeus acknowledging Jesus’s 
authority over him whilst being quite clear what he wants. There’s no flowery religious/church 
language, no ‘ifs’ no ‘buts’ no ‘justs’, no ‘seeking favour’. 

Rabbi I want to see 



Jesus responds to Bartimaeus’s act of faith in him by an act of kindness. Kindness that is a healing. 
Mercy perhaps but mercy that goes beyond the meaning we often give it.  

But what does all this mean for us today as Christ’s followers in a largely secular society? 

Firstly, that God’s mercy is active kindness going well beyond a restraint on exercise of power, 
particularly in relation to sin and punishment. Our God is much bigger that. 

Secondly the beatitudes tell us that we can’t opt out and leave it to God. We are actually part of his 
expression of mercy, of active love  

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

Blessed are the actively kind for they shall be shown kindness. 

This is an active participation in bringing and being God’s kingdom on earth now - just as we say in 
the Lord’s prayer – forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us. 

Being a follower of Jesus is to copy him in our lives. 

When we think of mercy, we cannot adopt the black cap model of ‘May God have mercy on your 
soul’ and exclude ourselves. WE have to change that symbol. So we can take those pieces of black 
cloth you were given, those mini black caps of condemnation, of leaving mercy to God; we can use 
the pattern on the back to change them, we can turn that black cap into a black heart shape 
representing active kindness. Get out our scissors, just as I’m doing now. Why not take it home as a 
piece of homework, cut out the heart shape, put in on a fridge or mantlepiece as a reminder of the 
positive nature of God’s mercy and our participation in it. Perhaps use it as a form of prayer while 
you do so, for God to reveal how we might be part of his loving kindness.  

Finally, we have to look at the story of Bartimaeus and see the relevance of Christ’s mercy or loving 
kindness to address the needs of our society. We have to hear the cry and directness of those who 
are in ill health, infirmity of old age, physical or mental disability, impossible debt, loneliness, being 
bullied at school or work. WE have to be sure that we are not the ones who are saying ‘shut up’ but 
that we find active, practical ways of playing our part in God’s true and positive mercy, and bringing 
them to him. Bartimaeus should not be begging friendless by the side of the road. 

 

Let me conclude with the opening verses of Psalm 105. 

Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name: 

Make known among the nations what he has done. 

Sing to him, sing praises to him 

Tell of all his wonderful acts, Glory in his holy name 

Let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice 

Look to the Lord and his strengths, seek his face always. 

Amen 


