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“As Your Father Also Is 
Merciful”: The Sermon 
on the Plain and the 
Development of Mercy

Nicholas J. Frederick

Although the Sermon on the Plain in Luke resembles the Sermon on 
the Mount in Matthew, one crucial difference comes in the admoni-

tion given to each audience.1 Following the Beatitudes and a redefinition 
of the scope of the Mosaic law, Matthew brings chapter 5 of the Sermon 
on the Mount to a crescendo by admonishing, “Be ye therefore perfect, 
even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). In 
the Lucan version of this discourse, Jesus admonishes his followers to, 
“Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful” (Luke 6:36; em-
phasis added). This divergence is curious. While it is quite possible that 
Matthew and Luke are recording two different sermons delivered by 
Jesus on separate occasions, the similarity in the language and the central 
location of each of the statements within its respective discourse suggest 
a possible link between the development of mercy and becoming perfect. 
The purpose of this paper will be to examine more closely the Savior’s 
admonition to “Be ye therefore merciful” in hopes of both shedding light 
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on the intent of the Sermon on the Plain as well as opening up some pos-
sibilities as to the relationship between “perfect” and “merciful.”

The Importance of Mercy

In the Greek text of Luke 6:36, “merciful” is a translation of the Greek 
adjective oiktirmon, a term carrying special significance for understand-
ing the true nature of God. This same term is used in the Septuagint 
when the Lord reveals his name to Moses upon Mount Sinai. In the Old 
Testament account of the Israelite exodus from Egypt, Moses attempts 
to reestablish the covenant relationship between the Lord and his people 
that had been severed due to Israel’s unrighteous actions. As part of this 
process, the Lord reveals to Moses his true nature after Moses returns 
to Mount Sinai in Exodus 34. Moses had made a point of mentioning 
in the previous chapter that the Lord knew Moses “by name” (Exodus 
33:12), and the Lord reciprocates this sacred action in Exodus 34:6–7 by 
revealing his own “name”: “And the Lord passed by before him, and pro-
claimed, The Lord, The Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and 
abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving 
iniquity and transgression and sin.” Recognizing the significance of this 
moment, Moses “made haste, and bowed his head toward the earth, and 
worshipped” (Exodus 34:8; emphasis added). The Hebrew word trans-
lated as merciful in verse 6 is rachum, a word that “above all conveys the 
essence of mercy,” and “is a fundamental element of Yahweh’s nature.” 
While other Hebrew words, such as hesed, illustrate the fundamental 
goodness that God possesses, rachum expresses “the special favor shown 
by God in the face of a situation of sin and affliction.”2 When the Hebrew 
Old Testament was translated into Greek, rachum was replaced by the 
Greek adjective oiktirmon,3 the same adjective used by the Savior when he 
admonished his listeners to “Be ye therefore merciful, even as your Father 
is merciful.”

A further insight gleaned from the Exodus account relates to iden-
tifying the “Father” mentioned in Luke 6:36. Matthew 5:48 specifically 
refers to “your Father in Heaven,” yet in the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus 
makes no mention of “in heaven” and identifies this figure solely as “your 
Father.” According to latter-day revelation, Jehovah, the being who iden-
tified himself to Moses as “merciful and gracious” in Exodus 34, was in 
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reality the premortal Jesus Christ. Thus Jesus possesses the quality of 
mercy, or oiktirmon. Additionally, when Abinadi appeared before King 
Noah, he explained how Jesus fills the role of both the Father and the 
Son: “And because he dwelleth in flesh he shall be called the Son of God, 
and having subjected the flesh to the will of the Father, being the Father 
and the Son—the Father, because he was conceived by the power of God; 
and the Son, because of the flesh; thus becoming the Father and Son” 
(Mosiah 15:2–3). So when Jesus offers the admonition to be “merciful, 
even as your Father is merciful,” he could be referring to his Father in 
Heaven, as the Sermon on the Mount does, or he could be referring to 
his own role as Father. This is the view taken by Thomas A. Wayment, 
who notes that Luke 6:36 “refers to the Son instead of the Father as in 
Matthew.”4 If this view is accurate, then the divergence between Matthew 
and Luke takes on further significance. Whereas in Matthew Jesus ad-
monishes his disciples to become “perfect” like their Father in Heaven, in 
Luke’s account Jesus admonishes his disciples to become “merciful” just 
as he, the Savior, has become. One important aspect of the Sermon on the 
Plain, then, is that it presents a model for how we can, through develop-
ing the quality of mercy, become more Christlike.5 It provides a map of 
the transition from natural man to merciful child.

Mercy in the Sermon on the Plain

Before looking specifically at what Jesus says, let us consider the audi-
ence to whom he speaks. When Jesus begins his discourse, he speaks to a 
group identified by Luke as the mathetai, or disciples. The composition of 
Jesus’ audience is pivotal: these are not simply men and women who are 
passing by and happen to hear Jesus’ words, nor is the message intended 
for such. A few verses earlier (6:13–15), Jesus had gathered his disciples 
and from that number had chosen twelve to assist in the ministry. Now 
he offers these disciples, who likely include the recently called twelve, a 
lesson on what to do now that they have chosen to commit themselves to 
his ministry. That others have gathered to the plain to hear him is not 
surprising because of the many miracles that he has been performing, 
but they are likely not the intended audience. Rather, Jesus specifically 
addresses those disciples who have committed themselves to him and 
who have chosen to sacrifice and to follow. But follow how, and for what 
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purpose? Jesus is quite an impressive messenger, but what is his message? 
“Now that we have chosen to follow you, what do we do now?” may well 
be the question on their minds.

Beatitudes and Woes

And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said, Blessed be ye 
poor: for yours is the kingdom of God.

Blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled. Blessed 
are ye that weep now: for ye shall laugh.

Blessed are ye, when men shall hate you, and when they shall 
separate you from their company, and shall reproach you, and cast 
out your name as evil, for the Son of man’s sake.

Rejoice ye in that day, and leap for joy: for, behold, your re-
ward is great in heaven: for in the like manner did their fathers 
unto the prophets.

But woe unto you that are rich! for ye have received your 
consolation.

Woe unto you that are full! for ye shall hunger. Woe unto you 
that laugh now! for ye shall mourn and weep.

Woe unto you, when all men shall speak well of you! for so did 
their fathers to the false prophets. (Luke 6:20–26)

Jesus begins his sermon with a series of four beatitudes (from the 
Latin beatus, usually translated “blessed”) followed by a series of woes. 
The first of these blessings is found in 6:20: “Blessed be ye poor: for yours 
is the kingdom of God.” It is likely that on one level Jesus is speaking 
economically, saying that the poor often look to God for comfort, while 
the rich look to themselves. But when read in the context of the entire 
sermon, a more significant reading takes shape. If Jesus is indeed dis-
cussing the transformative process from natural man to merciful child, 
he perhaps has in mind those who are poor “in heart” and those who are 
rich “in heart.” In other words, the “way of life as a whole is envisaged, not 
merely economic conditions.”6

In the Old Testament, particularly the Psalms, “poor” was sometimes 
used to capture the sense of spiritual piety (see Psalms 40:17; 72:2, 4, 
12–13). Jesus himself had said earlier in the Gospel of Luke that he was 
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sent “to preach the gospel to the poor” (4:18), strongly suggesting that 
the appropriate understanding of “poor” is an acknowledgment of man’s 
dependence upon the Atonement. If Jesus is going to successfully teach 
the principle and power of mercy to his faithful disciples, they must un-
derstand one crucial thing: they cannot save themselves. They require 
the saving grace of Jesus Christ. Those who are “poor in spirit” have de-
veloped a sense of humility that can be molded into something greater. 
The rich man, according to Luke, believes that he needs no one else; he is 
satisfied with relying upon the arm of flesh. Significantly, this statement 
about the poor is located at the beginning of the sermon; Jesus does not 
wait until later on to mention it, since if his disciples cannot grasp this 
principle now, there is little use in continuing the lesson. Additionally, 
these “poor” do not receive the promise of a future kingdom but rather a 
reassurance that they are already entering it by choosing to follow him. 
Jesus says, “Yours is the kingdom of heaven” (the Greek present-tense 
estin, not the future-tense “will be”). The effect of this present tense is to 
“comfort men who suffer for being disciples and to invite men to become 
disciples and find that their needs are met by God.”7 Jesus’ statement is 
not a promise but a fact. Choosing discipleship is not an investment in 
your future alone but also in your present.

The Savior’s second and third beatitudes (6:21) continue the theme 
established by the “poor” in the previous verse. Jesus’ promise that 
“blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled” emphasizes that 
hunger usually follows poverty and that a spiritual hunger logically fol-
lows the recognition that our souls need the merciful assistance of the 
Savior.8 However, there is one key difference between this verse and the 
previous one. Whereas in verse 20 Jesus stated that his disciples were 
presently in the kingdom, now he promises that the fulfillment of their 
hunger will occur at a future time. These images of spiritual feasting and 
hungering occur several times in scripture, often in the context of a fu-
ture occurrence. For example, Isaiah describes the messianic banquet, an 
eschatological event that will occur on Mount Zion at the Savior’s trium-
phal return, as a time in which “the Lord of Hosts [will] make unto all 
people a feast of fat things, a feast of wines on the lees, of fat things full of 
marrow, of wines on the lees well refined” (Isaiah 25:6). Building upon 
the theme of feasting, the Lord promises to those who reject him that “my 
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servants shall eat, but ye shall be hungry: behold, my servants shall drink, 
but ye shall be thirsty” (Isaiah 65:13).

The Savior’s third beatitude in verse 21, “Blessed are ye that weep 
now: for ye shall laugh,” continues the “present trial, future reward” 
pattern of the prior beatitude regarding hunger. Again, weeping can be 
viewed on one level as a form of physical grieving, such as over the loss of 
a dead relative or friend. However, in the context of mercy, these words 
become a lament for a world lost in sin and the pains and toils that follow. 
Jesus himself wept for this very reason while witnessing the wickedness 
of Jerusalem (Luke 19:41). However, at the Second Coming, the grief ex-
perienced in the present will turn to joy and laughter as the wicked state 
of the world is turned toward righteousness. During John the Revelator’s 
vision of “a new heaven and a new earth” (Revelation 21:1), he hears 
“a great voice” proclaim that “God shall wipe away all tears from their 
eyes: and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, nei-
ther shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away” 
(Revelation 21:3–4; see also Isaiah 60:20; 61:3; Jeremiah 31:13; Psalms 
126:2, 5).

The fourth and final beatitude summarizes the toils and tribulations 
of discipleship. Deciding to follow Jesus does not automatically mean the 
path will be easy or free from pain. With this decision comes persecution 
and hatred as a sinful world rejects you and your message. Such has been 
the pattern from the beginning of the world, and so it will continue until 
the end. While it may seem paradoxical as to why God would reward 
those who follow him with pain and suffering, there is a great lesson to 
be learned through this process. The Prophet Joseph Smith once com-
mented on the significance of adversity to our eternal condition: “You 
will have all kinds of trials to pass through. And it is quite as necessary 
for you to be tried as it was for Abraham and other men of God, and (said 
he) God will feel after you, and He will take hold of you and wrench your 
very heart strings, and if you cannot stand it you will not be fit for an 
inheritance in the Celestial Kingdom of God.”9 Pain is a necessary facet 
of progression and growth. It tempers and strengthens us, emotionally 
and spiritually. We gain a greater knowledge of what it means to hurt, 
to suffer, and to lose. But once we have experienced these tribulations, 
once we have passed through the thorns to reach the glade, are we not 
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better prepared to assist those who are now walking the path we have just 
walked? Do we not acquire a depth and an understanding of their pains 
and their sufferings? A certain amount of irony exists in that through 
teaching us how to be merciful God chooses to set his mercy aside, at least 
in the short term.

Unlike the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, which changes topics 
with the conclusion of the beatitudes, Luke’s record follows the beati-
tudes with a series of four woes that parallel the beatitudes both in topic 
and in meaning (6:24–26).10 While there are certain qualities required of 
all those who follow the Savior, such as humility or the ability to endure 
and overcome trials, there are also qualities which can cause one to depart 
from the Savior and fail to inherit the celestial kingdom. Even though 
the audience for Jesus’ sermon was the disciples, they were not immune 
to the temptations of the adversary. Having chosen to follow the Savior, 
the pressure to yield to the desires of the world would likely be amplified 
as the disciples progressed through their mortal journey. Here Jesus indi-
cates some of the pitfalls that might serve to lead them astray. The words 
“rich,” “full,” and “laugh” stand in stark contrast to “poor,” “hunger,” and 
“weep.” Just as true disciples recognize that they stand in need of the 
Savior’s mercy and grace, even to the point of hungering for it, the “rich” 
and the “full” have fallen into the trap of self-sufficiency; they believe 
that they have all they need and require nothing further. The fourth woe 
brings this idea out most explicitly by warning against the time “when all 
men shall speak well of you” (6:26). The flattery of the world can stand 
as our own personal great and spacious building, deterring us from seek-
ing after the tree of life. As Jesus reminds us, it is the false prophet who 
wins universal acclaim. The message of the true prophet tends to arouse 
within his listeners a discomfort that often leads to his rejection. A final 
key to understanding the “woes” is understanding that the English word 
translated as “woe” is the Greek ouai, a term not usually employed to con-
demn or indict the wicked. Rather, ouai is best understood as similar to 
the English “alas” and a term that often introduces an expression of pity 
or compassion, not a threat.11 Even when speaking of those who will reject 
him in favor of the empty security of the world, Jesus still finds room for 
compassion and mercy. He may condemn the sin, but he still feels love for 
the sinner.
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Jesus’ Imperatives

But I say unto you which hear, Love your enemies, do good to 
them which hate you,

Bless them that curse you, and pray for them which despite-
fully use you.

And unto him that smiteth thee on the one cheek offer also 
the other; and him that taketh away thy cloke forbid not to take 
thy coat also.

Give to every man that asketh of thee; and of him that taketh 
away thy goods ask them not again.

And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to 
them likewise. (Luke 6:27–31)

Jesus’ pity and concern, rather than condemnation, for those who 
choose the world over the light segues into his next discussion. The open-
ing words in verse 27, “But I say unto you which hear,” suggest that what 
follows will be the main point of the sermon. The beatitudes and the 
woes set forth the qualities of the righteous disciple, and now Jesus will 
explain why those qualities are necessary. For Jesus, the measure of true 
discipleship is the capacity for love and mercy. But love for whom, and in 
what manner? Jesus quickly arrives at the thrust of his message in verses 
27 and 28 with the use of four imperatives: “love,” “do good,” “bless,” and 
“pray.” All these actions are key parts of discipleship, and most true fol-
lowers of Jesus would gladly agree to perform good deeds or pray, but 
Jesus does not make it that simple. These actions, he insists, must be done 
for your “enemies” and those who “hate you” and “curse you.” Among the 
Jews it was customary to love their neighbors and hate their enemies (see 
Matthew 5:43). Jesus’ admonition was not merely to express a general 
love or to abstain from evil deeds but to actively love and pray for those 
who are our enemies! How surprised must the disciples have been as they 
heard these stipulations from the master! Perhaps expecting additional 
praises or blessings, they had instead received new responsibilities, and 
quite difficult ones at that. In addition to these commands, Jesus also told 
his disciples that when someone “smiteth thee on the one cheek offer also 
the other; and him that taketh away thy cloke forbid not to take thy coat 
also. Give to every man that asketh of thee; and of him that taketh away 
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thy goods ask them not again” (6:30). Why would Jesus ask these things 
of his disciples?

Significantly, the first of Jesus’ commands is to “love,” the English 
rendering of the Greek imperative agapate. As opposed to English, which 
has only one word to express love, Greek has four words, each of which 
expresses a different level of love. For example, eros expresses a passionate 
love; philia, the love shared between friends; and storge, a natural affection. 
But agape reflects something deeper and more inward. Agape “relates for 
the most part to the love of God, to the love of the higher lifting up the 
lower, elevating the lower above others. . . . It is a giving, active love on the 
other’s behalf.”12 This same verb agapao is used by John in John 3:16: “For 
God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever 
believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”  (emphasis 
added). Agape also most accurately reflects the love Jesus himself has for 
us. We, as fallen mortals, are prone to sin and are desperately in need of 
the love of a higher being to lift us up. If we are to follow in the footsteps 
of the Savior, we must learn to love as he does—not the love of a casual 
relationship or even the love between lifelong friends, but a merciful love. 
This type of love is a crucial component of the Atonement. In issuing a 
command to “love your enemies” (Luke 6:27), Jesus is asking the disciples 
to do what he does: to extend love and mercy to those for whom justice 
would otherwise dictate a harsher punishment. Mercy is an expression of 
love. Before Jesus can tell us to be merciful, he must tell us how to love. 
Jesus gives his mercy to all those who are in need of it. He does not ask us 
to buy it or to earn it through our labors. The Father did not send his Son 
to be sacrificed because of some cold, contractual obligation. The Father 
and the Son act out of love, and if we wish to follow them, so should we. 
Just as he blesses us or prays for us or does good for us, he expects the 
same attitude and actions from us.

Reciprocity, Justice, and Mercy

For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? for sin-
ners also love those that love them.

And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what thank 
have ye? for sinners also do even the same.
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And if ye lend to them of whom ye hope to receive, what thank 
have ye? for sinners also lend to sinners, to receive as much again.

But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for 
nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and ye shall be the 
children of the Highest: for he is kind unto the unthankful and 
to the evil.

Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful.
Judge not, and ye shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye 

shall not be condemned: forgive, and ye shall be forgiven;
Give, and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed 

down, and shaken together, and running over, shall men give into 
your bosom. For with the same measure that ye mete withal it 
shall be measured to you again. (Luke 6:32–38)

In these verses, Jesus expounds on the concept of reciprocity and how 
it relates to justice and mercy. Verse 31, known as the Golden Rule, dem-
onstrates the principle of reciprocity: “And as ye would that men should 
do to you, do ye also to them likewise.” The idea that a reciprocal re-
lationship ought to exist between the followers of Christ was not new. 
Leviticus 19:18 states, “Love thy neighbour as thyself.” More contempo-
rary to the time of Jesus, the great Jewish teacher Hillel said, “What is 
hateful to you, do not to your neighbor: that is the whole Torah, while the 
rest is the commentary thereof.”13 The ethical ideal of a reciprocal, hori-
zontal relationship—namely that you ought to act toward your neighbor 
with the same attitude and behavior which you expect from them—was 
a rather common idea in both Jewish and Hellenistic cultures. In verses 
32–34, Jesus takes this idea to a new level and introduces a reciprocal, 
vertical relationship between man and God. In other words, the way we 
treat others dramatically impacts the way God will treat us.

Jesus begins his exposition of the Golden Rule with verse 32. From 
one perspective, the Savior’s point is a simple one: love is more than just 
loving those who love you. This horizontal relationship must be more 
than reciprocal; it must be merciful. True love requires mercy. By defi-
nition mercy is more than merely showing compassion and kindness to 
those who might return the same sentiment; it is showing compassion 
and kindness to those who do not. If we reciprocate how we are treated, 
it becomes easy to justify acting in a hateful or spiteful manner when that 
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is how we are treated by others. In the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus teaches 
that this horizontal relationship, the Jewish concept of “an eye for an eye,” 
must be trumped by the vertical relationship between God and ourselves. 
Whether other people reciprocate our mercy or not, God always will. If 
we want God to demonstrate his mercy toward us, it behooves us to be 
merciful toward others.

The key to unlocking the nature of this reciprocal relationship comes 
from the phrase “what thank have ye?” repeated three times in verses 32, 
33, and 34. This statement is a perplexing one for many scholars who are 
unsure of how to understand the Greek words poia hymin charis estin. More 
literally, the Savior’s question is: “What charis is this for you?”14 The key 
word here is charis, usually translated in the New Testament as “grace.” 
Charis is a powerful word and one that occupies a central place in the 
theology of Paul, which holds that the sacrifice of Christ upon the cross 
brought salvation to mankind through the acquisition of grace or charis 
(see Galatians 2:21; Romans 4:6; Ephesians 2:8–9). Interestingly, among 
the synoptic authors, the word is unique to Luke. Prior to the Sermon 
on the Plain, Luke had used the term charis in an episode that perhaps 
foreshadowed the teachings in Luke 6. According to Luke, when the 
Savior began his ministry, he returned to his hometown of Nazareth and, 
while in the synagogue, interpreted a passage from Isaiah. Jesus’ inter-
pretation prompted the people to marvel “at the gracious words [liter-
ally words of grace] which proceeded out of his mouth” (Luke 4:22). Now, 
while addressing his disciples, the Lord asks, “Where is the grace in these 
actions?” Why? If the disciples are going to follow in his footsteps and 
attempt to become like him, then they must understand the true nature 
of grace. Jesus does not impute his grace only to a few friends but to ev-
eryone who desires it through forming a covenant relationship. Grace and 
mercy are related because it is through Christ’s merciful act that he can 
extend his grace to us. Additionally, as Jesus remarks in verse 35, this gift 
must be given “hoping for nothing again.” The Savior does not establish 
some eternal scale through which we “pay him back” for his grace, and we 
should not expect others to pay us back for our mercy.

However, the Savior does promise us that if we do these things with 
mercy, expecting nothing in return, then our “reward shall be great, and 
[we] shall be the children of the Highest” (6:35). There is a paradox 
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where eternal salvation is concerned, namely that there are some things 
you can obtain only by not looking for them. Matthew records a similar 
approbation by the Savior in Matthew 16:25: “For whosoever will save his 
life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it.” 
The Savior stands as the prime example of one who “lost his life,” and to 
follow him we must also lose our life for his sake. But what reward awaits 
us if we take his wisdom to heart? Jesus’ answer in verse 35 is that those 
who follow him have the potential to become children of the Highest. 
In one sense, we are all children of God because he is the Father of our 
spirits. But on a deeper, more personal level, the process of becoming true 
children of God means that our actions and thoughts reflect those of our 
Father. This is not merely a superficial resemblance to God but one en-
graven in our souls, a lasting part of who we are. When John the Baptist 
first began to preach in the area around the Jordan River, he warned the 
Jews not to say that “we have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, 
That God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham” 
(Luke 3:8). Just because the Jews were descended from Abraham, that 
did not make them true children of Abraham. Just because we are spirit 
children of God does not entitle us to be known as children of God.

In his epistle to the Romans, Paul taught that, “We are the children 
of God: and if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with 
Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may also be glorified to-
gether” (Romans 8:16–17). These powerful words of Paul teach us that if 
we are able to become the sons and daughter of God, then we also become 
heirs to all the Father has and joint-heirs with Christ. We inherit all that 
he inherits. How, then, do we become children of God? How do we de-
velop within ourselves the capacity to be found worthy of such a rich and 
wondrous reward? Jesus answers these inquiries in a simple yet profound 
statement that provides the crux of this great sermon: “Be ye therefore 
merciful, as your Father also is merciful” (Luke 6:36). Significantly, the 
word translated “be” is the Greek imperative ginesthe, the present tense 
signifying the process of becoming rather than merely being. Each of us must 
become merciful. It is a progression. It may not be an easy process, but be-
coming someone truly different requires a change of heart, not a sudden 
change in appearance.
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Having enlightened his audience as to the true nature of mercy in 
verses 6–31, the Lord now returns to the principle of reciprocity and fur-
ther elaborates upon the vertical relationship between God and man. 
This elaboration takes on the form of four commands, issued in verses 37 
and 38: “Judge not, and ye shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not 
be condemned: forgive, and ye shall be forgiven: give, and it shall be given 
unto you; good measure, pressed down, and shaken together, and running 
over, shall men give into your bosom. For with the same measure that 
ye mete withal it shall be measured to you again” (emphasis added). A 
true disciple understands that judgment and condemnation are the pur-
view of a God who knows all things. As mortals, we must not condemn 
others; instead, we ought to act mercifully, offering forgiveness even for 
actions which we may feel strongly are wrong. In return for acting mer-
cifully, the Lord makes the following promise: “With the same measure 
that ye mete withal it shall be measured to you again.”15 Remarkably, what 
Jesus appears to be teaching is that he will treat us the same way we treat 
others. If we choose to judge and condemn others, holding grudges and 
withholding forgiveness, he will treat with a similar judgment. Yet if we 
offer our forgiveness and mercy to all, he will shower us with mercy and 
forgiveness as well.16 Instead of acting under a retributive system of “an 
eye for an eye,” Jesus and his disciples now operate under the umbrella of 
“grace for grace.”

Parables and a Proverb

And he spake a parable unto them, Can the blind lead the blind? 
shall they not both fall into the ditch?

The disciple is not above his master: but every one that is per-
fect shall be as his master.

And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, 
but perceivest not the beam that is in thine own eye?

Either how canst thou say to thy brother, Brother, let me pull 
out the mote that is in thine eye, when thou thyself beholdest not 
the beam that is in thine own eye? Thou hypocrite, cast out first 
the beam out of thine own eye, and then shalt thou see clearly to 
pull out the mote that is in thy brother’s eye.
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For a good tree bringeth not forth corrupt fruit; neither doth 
a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.

For every tree is known by his own fruit. For of thorns men 
do not gather figs, nor of a bramble bush gather they grapes.

A good man out of the good treasure of his heart bringeth 
forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure 
of his heart bringeth forth that which is evil: for of the abundance 
of the heart his mouth speaketh.

And why call ye me, Lord, Lord, and do not the things which 
I say?

Whosoever cometh to me, and heareth my sayings, and doeth 
them, I will shew you to whom he is like:

He is like a man which built an house, and digged deep, and 
laid the foundation on a rock: and when the flood arose, the 
stream beat vehemently upon that house, and could not shake it: 
for it was founded upon a rock.

But he that heareth, and doeth not, is like a man that without 
a foundation built an house upon the earth; against which the 
stream did beat vehemently, and immediately it fell; and the ruin 
of that house was great. (Luke 6:39–49)

To further reinforce the principle he has just taught, Jesus relates a 
proverb to his listeners: “Can the blind lead the blind? shall they not both 
fall into the ditch? The disciple is not above his master: but every one 
that is perfect shall be as his master” (6:39–40). Jesus’ words here make 
perfect sense; obviously a blind man cannot reasonably lead another blind 
man. But what does this statement mean in the context of the sermon? 
Jesus has just taught that a true disciple understands the nature of grace, 
has obtained the qualities of mercy and love, and is willing to treat oth-
ers in a merciful manner. The blind man, then, is the man who does not 
understand these principles. Everyone he convinces to follow him is led 
along the same blind path. This is not acceptable for Jesus, for this belief 
will lead only to a “ditch” (possibly a metaphor for hell). Because the 
blind cannot lead the blind, Jesus places the responsibility to lead upon 
his disciples. The logical conclusion we may draw from these verses is that 
those who see and understand should lead. The disciples must acquire a 
firm understanding of Jesus’ doctrines not only so that they themselves 
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do not become blind but also that they will be able to lead others along the 
true path. The significance of this teaching extends beyond the disciples’ 
own salvation to the salvation of those they will convert. It is imperative 
that the disciples grasp these principles now. Additionally, it is the goal of 
a true disciple to become like his master—to become, as Jesus reminded 
the Nephites, “even as I am” (3 Nephi 27:27). If the image of Christ is not 
engraven upon their souls, then they have not joined with the Savior but 
have strayed from him. But if they have become as the master, then they 
have become “perfect.” There is no greater reward.17

Jesus concludes his sermon with commentary on inward versus outward 
discipleship. It is one thing to stand up and volunteer to fight for the 
cause, but another to submit wholly to the Savior. Jesus first condemns 
those who behold the mote that is in their brother’s eye but perceive not 
the beam in their own eyes (6:41). These men are referred to by Jesus as 
“hypocrites,” a Greek word meaning “actors.” These are the individuals 
who, perhaps because the seed of the Savior’s message has not taken firm 
root, assuage their own impiety though criticism of another’s shortcom-
ings, no matter how small or insignificant, such as a mote. As a result, 
they ignore their own deeper spiritual crises. These people may look the 
part of piety, but their devotional acts are a facade, and until they can 
strip away the facade and look deeper into their inconsistent hearts, they 
will be unable to remove their own spiritual impediment, or beam.

No matter how good they are as actors, they are unable to hide their 
true spiritual identities from God, who looks “on the heart” (1 Samuel 
16:7). It is impossible to fool God, a teaching Jesus illustrates in Luke 
6:43–45 through the example of two trees: a good tree bears good fruit, 
and a corrupt tree bears corrupt fruit. We are who we are, and our actions 
will demonstrate that, just as a tree will produce fruit similar to itself. A 
rotten tree will not produce good fruit, and a rotten heart will not pro-
duce good works. To commit to the discipleship of Jesus is not a com-
mitment to be taken lightly or passively, for Jesus expects more than just 
righteous action; he expects righteous desires and attitudes as well. Why 
call out “Lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say?” asks Jesus in 
Luke 6:46. If you choose discipleship and acknowledge him as your mas-
ter, then it is your responsibility to become like him, for, as he had previ-
ously said, “Every one that is perfect shall be as his master” (6:40). We 
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cannot merely dress like Jesus or simply acknowledge his existence; we 
must become like him. And to those who make this effort and “cometh 
to me, and heareth my sayings, and doeth them,” the Savior promises to 
“shew you to whom he is like” (6:47).

To reiterate this concept, Jesus closes the Sermon on the Plain with a 
parable of two men. The first, who actually did what Jesus asked in verse 
47, is compared to a man who “digged deep, and laid the foundation on a 
rock” (6:48). The image here is a beautiful one. A man became so com-
mitted to the Savior that he “digged deep.” He worked hard; he pushed 
himself even into the depths of his soul and heart. He was fully commit-
ted, and this commitment was demonstrated by the location of his house 
upon a rock. The advantage of this became clear: when faced with oppos-
ing forces—in this case a flood—the house could not be shaken.

Truly the image of Christ was engraved upon the countenance of 
this man. The other man, however, was not so fortunate. He heard the 
words of Jesus but did not follow them and “built an house upon the 
earth; against which the stream did beat vehemently, and immediately 
it fell; and the ruin of that house was great” (6:49). This latter disciple 
appeared to be the same as the former, but without the impenetrable 
foundation of the Savior his house fell immediately, and his ruin was great. 
Jesus understood full well what he was asking of his disciples in this ser-
mon. This would not be an easy task. The road would be difficult and the 
trials lengthy, but the promised reward, becoming the “children of the 
Highest,” would be well worth it.

Mercy in the Rest of Luke’s Gospel

The Savior’s message of mercy in the Sermon on the Plain leaves 
its readers with a powerful message, one intended to assist us along the 
pathway toward eternal life. But the message of mercy does not end with 
the Sermon on the Plain. Rather, a number of parables in Luke’s Gospel 
serve to reinforce the concepts taught by the Savior in his discourse. One 
such parable, the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:30–37), tells 
the story of a man assaulted by thieves and left for dead by all passing 
by, with the exception of a compassionate and merciful Samaritan. This 
Samaritan bound his wounds, set him upon his own beast, and secured 



Nicholas J. Frederick268

him rest in a local inn. The Samaritan even promised the innkeeper that 
he would pay the cost of the man’s stay.18

Another parable that illustrates the quality of mercy, the parable of 
the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32), relates how a young man squanders all 
he has been given by his father. At some point in his life, the son realizes 
he has made a mistake and returns to the presence of his father. Now 
cognizant of his sinful state, he confesses, “I have sinned against heaven, 
and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son” (15:21). The 
father, in response to his son’s pleas, rejoices that his “son was dead, and 
is alive again” (15:24) and orders that a celebration be held. Significantly, 
the father does not demand a repayment plan or a probationary period 
but mercifully accepts his repentant son immediately, and, in images re-
flective of the atonement, the son accepts his new role by wearing a new 
robe and partaking of the sacrificed calf.19

Perhaps the best evidence for the importance of mercy in the Gospel 
of Luke is found in Luke’s unique recounting of the Atonement, the most 
detailed of the four Evangelists. Jesus has taught the principle of mercy. 
He has delivered parables to serve as examples. Now he himself will be-
come the ultimate example. Here, at the end of his ministry, the Savior 
enters Gethsemane and provides his disciples an example of the purest 
form of mercy. He, a perfect man, will suffer for those who are imperfect, 
solely because he can. Upon that fateful night, Jesus “was withdrawn from 
them about a stone’s cast, and kneeled down, and prayed, saying, Father, 
if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, 
but thine, be done. And there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, 
strengthening him. And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly: and 
his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground” 
(Luke 22:41–44). Luke’s inclusion of the presence of an angel and the 
description of “great drops of blood” are unique to his Gospel.20 Through 
the poignant image of the “great drops of blood,” Luke dramatically em-
phasizes this unprecedented example of mercy, as Jesus took upon him-
self the sufferings of all so that we, his brothers and sisters, might have 
the opportunity to progress beyond this mortal sphere. In relating that an 
angel strengthened the Savior, Luke allows us to see the mercy of a Father 
concerned for the well-being of his suffering Son.
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Mercy and Perfection

“Mercy is of the very essence of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The degree 
to which each of us is able to extend it becomes an expression of the real-
ity of our discipleship under Him who is our Lord and Master.”21 Those 
words, written by President Hinckley, beautifully summarize the mes-
sage of the Savior in the Sermon on the Plain. One of the major purposes 
of Luke’s account is to show us how we can extend mercy—not just to our 
friends but to our enemies; not just to those who plead for forgiveness but 
to those who do not; not just to those who deserve it but to those who 
have done little to warrant it. Following the admonition to be merciful 
allows each of us to access the Atonement more fully and to receive mercy 
so that we may become more like the Savior, both by learning to act as he 
did and by becoming perfected through his grace.
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