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It was one of the first disputes in the early church.

And it was nasty. 

A bit of history…
The first Christians were Jews who had made the decision to follow Jesus. 

They still practiced their Jewish faith, 
followed the Jewish laws, 

practiced the Jewish traditions, 

but incorporated into that faith picture



an understanding of Jesus as the Messiah, the new revelation of God.

So the dispute that arose had to do with whether a non-Jew

—who wanted to become a Christian—


first had to convert to Judaism. 


It was a big fight. Nearly tore the infant church apart. 

Eventually it was decided that, No, 
Christians didn’t have to become Jews in order to become Christians. 
Even with that dispute settled, however, 


the relationship between Jewish Christians and non-Jewish Christians



remained tense. 

Such was the case at the church in Ephesus. 

Paul heard about their struggle to get along, and decided to write them a letter. 

We heard a piece of this letter read just now. 
Did you notice what Paul does in this letter…

what he points out to them in his attempt to help them? 
You might have expected him to appeal to inclusiveness,


or cultural pluralism, 



or maybe just ask: “Why can’t we all just get along?” 







But he doesn’t do any of those things. 
What he does—and this is really important to notice—is remind them of God’s mercy. 
He makes an appeal to the God “who is rich in mercy,”

asking the Ephesians to act toward one another as God in Christ has acted toward them. 

I have read that there are several hundred occurrences of the word mercy in the bible. 


Perhaps some of those occurrences and stories are popping into your mind:


Joseph showing mercy to his brothers who 

show up in Egypt looking for food; 



Jesus telling a story about an unmerciful servant, 
then commending us to be merciful; 


or the words of the Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the merciful.”
These are all examples of mercy as a human attribute. 


But these references to human mercy are few in number



when compared to the many passages that marvel at the mercy of God. 

Human mercy is really an offshoot of God’s mercy,


an embodiment of this divine attribute. 

What we call the Old Testament paints a picture of a God who is merciful to all creatures,



particularly to humans (who so often need forgiving). 
The Torah, the Psalms, and the Prophetic books all contain


this acclamation that God is “merciful and gracious, 




slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.”

And what we call the New Testament continues this very Jewish assertion

of a merciful God, who is “rich in mercy” (says Paul)


and who forgives and pours out “grace upon grace.” 


Jesus (whom the church claims reveals 

the most important qualities of God’s character)


seems to be not so much about morals and righteousness 



as about living out God’s mercy. 
The preacher William Willimon refers to Jesus as mercy in motion. 
Every story of healing, feeding, and teaching 

(and, as we have noted in Mark’s gospel, exorcism)

is really a mercy story. 
In scripture, mercy is the close cousin of compassion. 

Mercy is compassion in motion. 


It’s one thing to feel compassion,

to have a feeling so deep that it comes “from your gut,” 




but it’s quite another thing to show compassion, 




to act mercifully. 

This is important stuff: 

we need to remember the theological foundation of mercy. 

Too often, perhaps, we think of worship as a time for us to remember what God requires of us. 



The sermon is where we get our assignment for the week!




The focus is on us and what we are doing. 

But Paul’s letter today reminds us 

that before we can begin to think about our mercy, the mercy we show, 

we could (and should) pause to remember the mercy of God. 
We’re in the middle of Lent.
It’s hard not to think about where Jesus is headed in this story. 

Talk about the mercy of God…


the One who showed mercy on those who were murdering him,




the One who commanded us to love our enemies.

In the Christian story, it is the mercy of God revealed in Jesus 



which is the compelling reason for our expressions of mercy. 
This is mercy which flips worldly wisdom on its head.

Jesus was always doing that,



turning things upside down:




making the poor the folk who were really rich, 



making the hungry the ones who deserved his nourishment, 




making the powerless those who wielded the most power 

through their love. 




None of this really makes sense. 







At least, not in the eyes of the world. 
To believe, as Paul believed, 

that the glory of God is revealed in 

the raising of a humiliated, crucified, suffering servant

who proclaimed the kingdom of God for those people who were 
poor and hungry and powerless and forsaken,


is to turn worldly wisdom on its head. 

Jesus was mercy in motion, 


in the world as an otherworldly tenderness. 

Jesus was mercy beyond mercy, 

seeing people on the margins not as those to be pitied



but as those to be cherished. 





Cherished, served, and adored. 
The sheer impracticality of Christianity with this strange ethic of mercy

is rooted in nothing else than God’s mercy. 

It makes no sense in the eyes of the world to be merciful, 


yet it is deeply of God. 
When Paul writes to the church at Ephesus


he does not urge them to be merciful toward one another



before he notes that for Christians, 




Jesus is the definition of the word mercy. 
And when it comes to what we are to do—i.e. ethics—


we are able to say more than simply 



“Well, Jesus showed mercy and so should we.” 

It must be church-based, ecclesial,


not only because it’s hard to practice mercy solo in an unmerciful world,



but also because the church itself is an expression of 

God’s outrageous, defiant definition of mercy. 


If God isn’t merciful to the ungrateful and selfish, 




how do you explain First Church Ephesus? 




or this church for that matter?

Our very existence as people who enjoy the grace of God



is only the result of God’s merciful nature. 


And we gather in the name of this Jesus, 



who not only showed mercy, 




(but more importantly)





was himself an expression of the mercy of God. 
Mercy is our ethic—the way we worship and live, 



the way we keep exploring the odd sort of God we’ve got. 

Every Sunday service, going through the liturgy, 

is a way of helping us to locate ourselves as disciples in the world. 

We relearn, each week, 


in word and at the table, 



that we are those “who once had not received mercy





but now receive mercy.”

We are given the grace to repent of our failures (to be merciful)

and given a new vision of a universe filled with the mercy of God. 

We are drawn in by God, not through careful argument in a sermon,

but rather through love:



through a merciful meal at a table,



through words of genuine kindness and compassion,


through prayers of hope offered on our behalf,  



through the (sometimes unspoken) recognition that we are valued. 
These are expressions of mercy shown by a community



which is shaped by the love of Christ.

I think this is the reason why, 

when Paul addresses the conflict at the church in Ephesus, 


       he reminds those new Christians of how they got there in the first place—






the mercy of God in Christ. 

The church, Paul says, 


is indebted to God for what they could not do for themselves.


Saved by the gracious mercy of God, 



they are to respond to others as God has responded to them—in mercy. 

And today, Paul’s message to the church is still as valid:


saved by the gracious mercy of God, 


we are enabled to discover more about who God is 

and how love may be found in the world. 






Amen. 

