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Welcome those of you who are here for the first time or you're here to celebrate the baptisms. 
What a clear picture of God's mercy and love for us. We will join you in prayer and helping to 
raise your daughters to know and love and follow Jesus. 
 
We're in the midst of this series on the Beatitudes. Something that I have loved about this 
series in particular and you know this should always be true for preaching but it has just landed 
in my life is when you spend hours and hours working through powerful words in something 
like the Beatitudes. It's hard to avoid being confronted by the very things that you're trying to 
teach. This is just going to be a petty example but the other day we were in a meeting here at 
the church. We plan our worship services because that's what we do for five days a week, we 
just talk about a worship service all week. 
 
So, we're in this meeting and the Beatitude for that Sunday, the theme was meekness. So, 
we're talking about blessed are the meek and for some reason I'm strolling into this meeting a 
little bit hot. It's just been one of those days, the opposite of meekness is what I'm feeling as I 
come into this worship planning meeting. I was just tired, or afraid, or something I was dealing 
with, and at one point in the meeting we're talking about who's going to do what in the worship 
service. You know, kind of going through assignments. Charlie Dunn, one of our pastors, love 
Charlie, he says, "You know, I'd like to do the Benediction in this service." 
 
I sort of had in mind that Charlie was going to do something else in that service and so I said, 
"You know, Charlie, thank you for saying that but if it's okay would you mind being willing to do 
the Call to Worship so that I can do the Benediction in this worship service?" It was just kind of 
like “bring it on” from this point. Those of you who know Charlie, you know that he is the most 
kind, not in-your-face person on the planet. But, he said, "Well, I hear what you're saying, thank 
you for sharing that but I was actually really looking forward to doing the Benediction on this 
particular Sunday, in that service and I'm actually not very comfortable doing the Call to 
Worship." 
 
I was like, "Wow, okay I really appreciate your honesty about reluctance to call people to 
worship, and I think you should still do it." So, this just start escalating and it's back and forth, 
back and forth. We just dug in on our sides and we're around this table and everybody else, all 
the other pastors are like, we don't know what we have just stepped into. This has never 



happened before. You've got two people, two pastors arguing over the Call to Worship and the 
Benediction on a Sunday for the sermon on meekness. 
 
It was amazing. Later that day we reconnected in the hallway and we looked at each other and 
we were like, where did that come from? I mean what happened and what's wrong with us? It 
was in that moment that we realized okay, God is at work in us. That's where it begins and 
we're so thankful for that. Just to be clear, Charlie, if you never want to give another Call to 
Worship again at Highland Park Pres., you don't have to, okay? Blessed are the meek. Except for 
next Sunday you're doing the Call to Worship! It's already established. 
  
So, Matthew Chapter 5. We've been walking through Beatitude by Beatitude and encouraging 
one another along the way to memorize these. How's that going for you? We come today to 
Matthew 5:7. I want to put this up for all of us to see. In fact, why don't we read this out loud 
together? 
                                "Blessed are the merciful for they will be shown mercy." 
 
In some ways, this is the simplest of all the Beatitudes. It's the only one where what's blessed is 
the same as what's promised. There's a symmetry to it. It's also the most measurable, right? 
More than other things like pure in heart or poor in spirit, which are just by nature difficult to 
discern or see outwardly. Mercy is worn on the sleeve and it comes to life in action. 
 
But then, when you really think about what this means, to say, "Blessed are the merciful, for 
they will be shown mercy," at least for me, this quickly becomes the scariest of all the 
Beatitudes. "Blessed are the merciful, for they, and only they, will be shown mercy." 
 
What does Jesus mean by that? Well, Jesus was a master story teller and one of the ways that 
he communicated, taught and invited people to understand his heart and what he was trying to 
invite them into, was by telling stories. There is one story in particular, later, in Matthew 
Chapter 15, where he brings us to the heart of what it means to be merciful.  
 
Bill Hybels retold the story in a more modern setting and I want to adapt a little bit of that for 
us here today. One day the CEO of this large corporation that he had founded, called together 
his entire executive team. Every vice president in that company was called together because it 
was tax time in the Roman government. The CRS, Caesar's Revenue Service, had been auditing 
their books and they found something that was kind of fishy. During that process it was 
discovered that there was a senior vice president in the company that for a long time had been 
sort of cooking the books. He had been slowly stealing a significant amount of funds for 
decades to fund his lavish lifestyle. Now the truth has been exposed and he owes an 
unthinkable amount of money. 
 
When Jesus tells this story to his audience, he comes up with the largest number that was 
available in that language and then he just makes it plural. It's like he says zillions or bazillions, 
as you know my kids would say right now. That's how much money this guy owes to his 



company and to the owner, the CEO. Jesus is making a point here, there is no way this guy 
could ever possibly repay the debt that he has amassed in what he stole. 
 
Now, to make matters worse, the senior VP hasn't been stashing this money away in off shore 
accounts, he has spent every single dollar. So the day comes when he is called to stand before 
the founder, owner and CEO at the annual stock holders meeting. Everyone is there. This 
embezzler is called to come before the man who had given him his shot, believed in him, 
trusted in him, he has to come to terms with his failure and the fact that he lied, cheated and 
violated trust to all these people.  
 
I mean these were his best friends. Imagine what it must've been like, the fear and trembling. 
This reckoning moment. No hiding, no excuses. He's ashamed and embarrassed in front of 
everyone he knows and he knows what's coming. He'll be thrown into prison for the rest of his 
life or, more likely he'll be sold off into slavery to repay his debt. However, it’s not just him 
because it's such an unthinkable sum of money that his entire family will be sold into slavery. 
Not just his kids, but their kids, and their kids for generations to come, all because of his sins.  
 
So, this man stands before the CEO and before his peers and he awaits his sentence and it's 
read out loud. He must sell everything he owns, they will sell him into slavery, his wife, his 
children, his children's children, until the debt is paid in full. Nobody's surprised, they expected 
this to happen, and it was a fair penalty in that day for what he had done. But, something in his 
heart, in this moment, I mean he's done a terrible thing but he has this reaction. Maybe it was 
strategic, maybe it was manipulative, more likely it was just instinct, but out of nowhere 
standing before the owner of this company and all his peers, he falls to the ground and he cries 
out for mercy.  
 
He says, "I know what I've done, I deserve this but please, please would you show me mercy? 
Give me more time and I will find a way to pay it back." Now everyone who's listening to Jesus 
tell this story, they know that there's no possible way this guy could ever pay back what he 
owes. I mean it's billions of dollars! Their world was a lot like our world when it comes to 
unpaid debts. People tend to get pretty uptight about these things. We tend not to forget. 
There's even a term we use to describe a certain category of people who are employed at 
coming after you and convincing you to pay the debt that you owe, right? 
 
It's an aquatic metaphor, we don't call them loan dolphins or loan guppies, right?  They're loan 
sharks because this is serious business. So, imagine being in that room, watching this unfold 
before you. I mean it's almost, if you're a friend of this guy, it's almost embarrassing as this 
humiliated man begs for mercy. He has lost all sense of his own self-righteousness before 
others. All those years of lining his pockets, he knew this day would come, he's getting what he 
deserves plus as he sort of begs for mercy. They know this CEO too well. They know that he's 
not a doormat and that he didn't get to where he was in his industry by letting people walk all 
over him. He doesn't forget this stuff.  
 



But then when they look over at their boss, they see something that totally shocks them. He's 
all choked up. He's emotional, he's, he can't get the words out. The employees are all looking at 
each other like he's not really going to fall for this, is he? As the CEO looks down at this man 
who is face down kneeling before him, he begins to think about this guy’s family and his kids 
and he just starts, he loses it. He starts to weep. The word that Jesus uses in this story as he 
tells it is, he had compassion on this man. To everyone's shock the CEO walks away from his 
sort of prideful place as the owner of the company standing before everyone else and he comes 
down and he kneels beside this man who's stolen from him for years. 
 
He puts his hand on the man's shoulder and he raises up to his feet to stand face to face with 
him and he says to him, "You can go free." You could hear a pin drop in that room because this 
man know won't go to prison, he won't be a slave, he won't lose his family. Then the owner 
says to him one more thing before he walks any further away, he says, "Your debt is forgiven. 
It's gone."  
 
Now, this is a really important moment and I think we can easily miss, I can miss, what Jesus I 
think, is trying to tell us about the heart of his father God. When the owner and CEO forgives 
that debt in this story, does it mean that the debt just sort of disappeared? No. There's the loss 
of a vast fortune that still has to be accounted for and atoned for.  Who is it in that moment 
who absorbs the debt? It's the owner. It's the CEO. When he forgives the embezzler, it's not like 
this petty act of mercy. His grace comes with a price that nobody else in that room fully 
understands in his way that he does himself. 
 
So, this convicted felon walks away a free man. He runs to his wife, he hugs her in a way that he 
never thought he would be able to again. He tells her the news. He hugs the children that he 
thought he might never see again. They won't be slaves after all.  
 
I want to pause here for just a moment. We're going to come back to this story because there's 
a second act. Just to be a little bit more practical about what mercy and forgiveness might look 
like for us in our lives I'm going to use mercy and forgiveness somewhat interchangeably over 
the next few minutes. By the way, there is a woman in our church, Nan Brown Self. I'm not sure 
if she's in this service today, but she has written a great book on forgiveness called 
“Forgiveness.”  Just this week she was told that she was nominated to receive the National 
Literary Award for 2018 for her book so way to go Nan! If you want information about that 
book, come find me and I'll help you get a copy. 
 
So, let's be clear first what mercy and what forgiveness is not. This is from a guy named Louis 
Smeeds. He was a long-time Professor at the School of Psychology at Fuller Seminary. He said, 
"First of all forgiveness, or forgiving is not the same thing as excusing.” We excuse a husband 
who's speeding down Northwest highway because his wife is going into labor or we excuse a 
five-year-old boy who drills you in the face with a football because he's still working on depth 
perception. Not that that recently happened to me but we excuse that kind of behavior. That's 
not the same as forgiveness. In fact, when an action is excusable it doesn't need to be forgiven.  



Okay, second, forgiveness is not the same thing as forgetting. Let's not confuse forgetfulness 
with some kind of a moral virtue. When I forget where I parked at DFW, I'm not to be 
commended for that. I just forgot. It is true that it says in the Scriptures God is sometimes 
described as forgetting our sins. That's not because he's got too much on his mind or there's 
too many bad people to worry about. It just means that our past sins become irrelevant to his 
present treatment of us. Forgiving is not the same thing as forgetting.  
 
Forgiving is required for precisely those things that we cannot forget. It's not excusing, it's not 
forgetting and then thirdly, forgiveness or mercy is not the same thing as reconciling. We were 
talking about this last week as pastors. We had a little gathering and Josh Peck made this very 
point. You know, sometimes when forgiving we think it means that two people have to be fully 
reconciled with one another and that's just not always possible.  
 
If your business partner has cheated you out of a deal and refuses to acknowledge what he did 
wrong and what it takes to make it right, well then reconciliation may not be possible but 
forgiveness certainly is. Forgiveness takes place within one human heart. It can happen even if 
the other person doesn't ask for it or deserve it.  
 
So, it's not excusing, it's not forgetting, it's not always the same thing as reconciling. What does 
forgiveness look like? A guy named John Ortberg who's a pastor but also a clinically trained 
psychologist, he's written extensively about this. He talks about three stages to forgiving and 
mercy. I want to walk you through this. The first stage is this, it is choosing not to inflict an 
equal amount of pain on those who have wronged you.  
 
It's about giving up this right for equal payback. It means I say no to the desire to see someone 
else suffer for what they've done. I will no longer daydream or think or fantasize about bad 
things happening to them. That's the first step of forgiveness. It is giving up this desire to get 
even. Just out of curiosity, does that bother anyone else in this room as much as it bothers me? 
Giving up that right to get even because these are all my favorite stories, these are all my 
favorite movies in life, Braveheart, Gladiator, Taken, one, two and three. I don't know how 
many there are but all of them. Mulan, right? Just one of the great revenge classics. 
  
Can you imagine Liam Neeson chasing down the bad guys for an hour and a half and then, at 
the end of it all and all the destruction, he's like, "Look, I know I get a little carried away at 
times, can we just call it even?" That would probably be the end of the series. The first stage of 
forgiveness, of mercy, it's choosing. It's willingly letting go of this desire, this need for 
vengeance.  
 
That is not the same thing as letting go of justice. Justice will always come with God's kingdom 
and we can take hope and find hope in that. For God's people pursuing this justice is at the very 
center of who we are and why we exist. We who are made in the image of a just God. I'm real 
excited about this. Next week we're joining with hundreds of churches around the country for 
something called “Freedom Sunday.” We've done this for more than a decade. International 
Justice Mission has been a ministry partner of ours leading us to the ends of the earth. They are 



on the very front lines of seeking justice for some of the most vulnerable children and women 
and communities on our planet. All because justice has to do with the right ordering of power. 
They do all of this in Jesus name and we're going to talk about this next week in the context of 
the Beatitudes. It's going to be a powerful Sunday. I hope you can be with us. 
 
Letting go of revenge does not mean letting go of justice, right? A criminal may be forgiven by 
his victim but he still needs to pay his debt to society. Now the second stage of forgiveness is a 
new way of seeing. It's sort of this vision correction. Sometimes when we've been hurt or 
wronged by another person. We no longer see them as a person. We just see the hurt that 
they've caused. Holding onto unforgiveness, feasting on unforgiveness can lead us to believe 
only the worst things about a person over time. You ever felt that way? You've seen that in your 
own life?  
 
See mercy can help correct our vision so that we can see more clearly. Our vision is no longer 
clouded just by this desire for revenge or blood thirst. We can actually see beyond the hurt, 
without ignoring it, without setting it aside but we can see the humanity of the one who's 
wronged us. We begin to see them as someone who's struggling through life maybe in some of 
the same ways we are. As someone who perhaps in their own ways has been deeply wronged 
by someone else. We see them as a child of God.  
 
First, we give up this right to get even. Secondly, it begins to change our vision and it gives us a 
new way of seeing. Thirdly, stage of forgiveness is when you find yourself wishing the other 
person well. That's when you know that mercy, God's mercy, the great mercy giver, is beginning 
to take hold of your life. You find yourself wishing the other person well. I know that can sound 
like wishful thinking but this is really possible. When Jesus turns reality right side up in your life, 
you can actually wish for the good of those who are your enemies, who've hurt you, who've 
wronged you. It is possible with Jesus. To come to this place where you no longer secretly hope 
that they get audited or that the new car they bought is a lemon again or that every time 
someone pulls up their profile on Tinder, its swipe left. You no longer fantasize and hope that 
bad always happens to them. 
 
Your thoughts and your prayers don't always drift so quickly to their pain or their punishment, 
although it does need to be said that plenty of prayers like that exist in the Scriptures. In Psalms 
in particular, apparently God can handle that kind of honesty but we don't stay camped out in 
that place for too long. We're always moving and God is always leading us toward mercy. We 
know that we're really making progress when we can actually begin to hope for good things to 
happen for those who've wronged us. We can actually speak kind words about them publicly 
without the insides of our hearts getting wrecked. 
 
You can actually hope and even pray that they would draw near to God. Again, not so that God 
will punish but that it would be well between them and God. Again, this is not a natural human 
quality. If you feel like this is just so different and opposite to what you're used to experiencing, 
when you genuinely hope for the good of someone who's wronged you, that's when you know 



that Jesus, the great merciful king, is beginning to take hold of your life. He can do through you 
what you cannot do on your own. 
 
I know there's so much that we could get into in terms of the mechanics of mercy and 
forgiveness. But, I want to make sure that we get back to this parable that Jesus told. So, this 
guy kneels before his boss and he's stolen more money than anyone could ever repay in a 
lifetime. Yet his debt is forgiven but that's not the end of the story because this money 
laundering employee, he's got his new found freedom. As he's leaving the building, again his life 
has just been handed back to him, but on his way out he sees a guy that he used to work with, 
that used to work for him in that company, lower, way lower on the food chain, whom it turns 
out owes him a debt as well.  
 
We're told that it's a fraction, like a rounding error in light of what he owed the owner of the 
company. Right on the spot this embezzler, he demands that his former underling pay this debt 
right on the post. Well, of course this poor worker doesn't have the cash, doesn't have the 
money on him. He pleads with this man for mercy, for time. He promises he'll be good to pay it 
back, in fact if you're reading and listening to Jesus telling this story, this poor worker uses the 
exact same words. The exact same plea that the embezzler used before the CEO. He says, "He 
fell to his knees and begged him, be patient with me and I will pay it back."  
 
It's the same thing that the embezzler said. The only difference being this guy's debt is actually 
payable. He can actually pay it back. Well, of course we all want to know, how is this VP going 
to respond? Will he show the same mercy that has just been extended to him for a debt that he 
could never repay? Somewhere, somehow deep inside, his heart remains hardened and he 
begins to think to himself, I'm not going to fall for the same thing that the old man fell for with 
me. He's going to have to pay his debt back, don't be so soft, it's time for payback. So he has 
this man thrown into prison.  
 
You see the embezzler, he looks at this employee, and he doesn't see a human. He doesn't see 
a man who's trying to provide for his family to take care of his kids. All he sees is a debt that 
needs to be repaid. This gets to the heart of what may be one of the most difficult teachings of 
Jesus. All of us have this tendency to somehow believe that we can receive and accept the 
mercy that God so freely offers to us without having to extend it to one another. 
 
In this story, what Jesus is saying is not, you know that would be a bad idea and I don't think 
that's going to go very well for you. No he's saying, it's impossible. That's why Jesus teaches us 
to pray “forgive our debts as we forgive our debtors” as, in the same way. Just as we have been 
forgiven. That word may be the most dangerous word in the Lord's Prayer. 
 
Right after that in Matthew 6, Jesus says this, sort of a postlude to the Lord's Prayer, he says, 
"For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also 
forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins your Father will not forgive your sins." I 
want to leave that up there for just a moment. I have tried every creative theological way out of 



reading these words or hearing these words for what they simply seem to say. If you forgive, 
your Father will forgive you, and if you don't forgive, he will not forgive you. 
 
You cannot have it one without the other. Which leads us to the end of Jesus story. This 
crooked VP who has just mercifully had his life handed back to him shows no mercy to a man 
who owes him a fraction of what he owes. Well, word about this obviously spreads throughout 
the company and ultimately to the CEO. One more time this crooked VP is called before the 
owner of the company and this time it's a very different scene. This time there's no tears, 
there's no kneeling, there's no pleading, no begging. The CEO says to him, "What did you not 
understand? How can you be so blind? I forgave everything, a debt you could not pay, I took it 
on myself. Don't you realize that you can't just accept that and receive that without extending it 
to someone else?" He says, "Throw this man into prison and make him stay there until he 
repays every cent."  
 
"Blessed are the merciful for they will be shown mercy." Is Jesus saying that if we hold back 
mercy from others that he will hold back mercy from us? Because right now, I'm thinking about 
someone from my life and my past, and this person didn't just hurt me, they hurt someone that 
I love so deeply and truth be told, I'm not sure if I'm ready to forgive. So this message is for me.  
 
I wonder if what Jesus may be saying in this Beatitude and really in this parable in Matthew 18 
is that, if we are asking God for mercy while refusing to extend mercy to someone else, that we 
are not actually in that moment asking for mercy at all. We're using those words with God but 
we're not living in the reality of what they mean. By refusing mercy to someone else, I'm not 
grasping what I'm asking for myself. In that moment, when I refuse to extend mercy to 
someone else, what I'm really saying is, they must first pay the debt.  
 
Then if I go to God with that same mind set, with that same posture, it means that in spite of 
my words, either I think I've already paid the debt or that I can somehow in some way earn it or 
pay it back through my own effort. In either case, what I'm really looking for is not mercy at all, 
approval maybe, right standing maybe, more time to earn my way back maybe, but not mercy. 
Here's where once again the Beatitudes should be good news, this should be freedom, this 
should be a burden lifted, because in that very moment when I recognize that I cannot extend 
mercy, that is when I am most in need of mercy. The Beatitudes, because they're all 
interconnected and they're all intertwined. When I can own up and recognize my lack of mercy 
and that I am an unmerciful person I admit to God I cannot do this. I cannot do what you ask. 
  
That's what it means to be poor in spirit, and I begin to mourn. My heart breaks over this 
coldness and hardness within me. That's when God can begin to do what only he can do. That's 
when mercy comes near and Jesus, the one who paid a debt he did not owe, because I owed a 
debt I could not pay. He comes near. He draws near. Jesus empowers us to do what we could 
not do on our own strength. 
 
Father, we thank you that is true. Thank you that when we come to this place we can recognize 
in truth that we do not have what it takes to see through the hurt, to lay down that desire for 



payback or vengeance. God, you can and you are so good. We thank you that we can fall on you 
and we can trust in you and that your grace begins to go to work in our heart and in our minds. 
We pray that you would do that even now as we sing, as we worship, as we say these words. 
Somehow you will help correct our vision so that we could see the one who gave his life for us. 
That that would somehow compel us and set us free to be able to be a people of mercy. We 
pray this in Jesus name. Amen. 
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