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Napoleon Bonaparte is often portrayed as a man of violence and impatience,  

but those who knew him, knew him to be a man of great compassion. 

When a Breton politician, Georges Cadoudal conspired against Napoleon, 

many generals joined him in that conspiracy.  They tried to bring Napoleon down, 

and possibly assassinate him.  They attempted it twice.  However, their attempt 

failed and many were captured and sentenced to death.  A certain general, named 

Lajolais, was involved in that conspiracy and was also sentenced to death.  The 

general’s daughter came to Napoleon, threw herself down, and begged for mercy. 

Her appearance was so sudden and unexpected that Napoleon was annoyed.  

He attempted to walk around her, but she held on to his knees and said, “Mercy! 

Sire! Mercy for my father!”  The daughter of Lajolais was only fourteen years old 

at the time.   

The Emperor asked her, “Who are you?  What is your father’s name?” 

“Lajolais,” she answered. 

“Yes, I know him.  But Mademoiselle, this is the second time your father 

was found guilty of conspiring against the state.  I cannot give him anything but 

what he deserves.  He must face justice.” 

“I know Sire,” she answered,  “but the first time my father was innocent; and 

today, I am asking for mercy.” 

“Mercy?  Why should I have mercy upon him?” asked the emperor.  “What 

has he done to deserve mercy?” 

“If he deserved it,” the daughter replied, “it would not be mercy.” 

The Emperor was touched by her plea and deeply impressed by her wisdom.  

She was only a girl.  He took the young girl’s hands, raised her to stand and said, 

“Yes, my child, I will grant mercy because of you.”
1
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Mercy is a gracious gift.  We cannot earn it or deserve it.  It is not just an 

emotion of feeling sorry.  It is an act of compassion that responds to human plight 

and misery in an unexpected and unmerited way.   

When the word “mercy” is used in the Bible, it usually refers to God’s 

forgiveness or God’s action that brings relief to the suffering and the miserable.  In 

the New Testament, the most common word translated as “mercy” is the Greek 

word eleos.  It refers to mercy, compassion, or pity.  Often this word, eleos, is 

combined with a verb, poieo, which means “to do”.  In other words, “mercy” 

implies an action that would bring changes in the human condition.   

Much of Jesus ministry was the ministry of mercy, the work that brought a 

relief from suffering or to give a whole new life.  Healing the sick, restoring the 

sight of the blind, raising the dead, feeding the hungry, forgiving the sinful…all 

these are the works of compassion generated by mercy.   

When Jesus saw the woman, who had been crippled for 18 years, he had 

compassion for her.  Although the word, eleos (mercy), is not used in our text, 

Jesus’ action, the healing, is definitely an act of compassion and mercy.  

The Scripture says that it was a Sabbath day and Jesus was teaching in the 

synagogue when he saw this woman.  God commanded Israelites to observe the 

Sabbath day and keep it holy: “Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but 

the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God.  In it, you shall not do any work, 

you, or your family, your servants and your guests.”
2
   

The reason why God commanded the Israelites not to work on that day is 

because people needed rest.  Sabbath was intended for people to rest and to 

recuperate.  Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 

Sabbath.”
3
  “Sabbath” literally means “to cease” or “quit working.”  It was meant 

to be the day of rest, the day of recuperation.  The command to rest was God’s gift 

of mercy.  It was for us to refresh ourselves and to regain our strength.  On such 

day, Jesus healed the woman who had been suffering for 18 years.  She finally 

found rest after 18 years.  She was finally free from the bondage of illness, and it 

happened on the day of rest.  That healing, that relief, was true Sabbath for her. 

The Sabbath is also found in other ways, too.  It is not just a physical rest; 

but it could be an emotional rest.  When mercy, grace and compassion are shown 

                                                 
2
 Deuteronomy 5:14.  It is slightly paraphrased but captured the essence of the message. 

3
 Mark 2:27. 
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to people, the recipients often find a rest from their broken past.  Because of the 

love and compassion they receive, they change their lives.  They change their 

behavior.  They change their attitude.  They find a rest from the chaos and 

brokenness of their lives.   

Dr. M. Craig Barnes, is the president of Princeton Theological Seminary.  

He once told a story about what his parents did when he was just a little boy.  His 

father was a minister serving a local church.  One day he brought home a 12-year-

old boy named Roger.  Roger’s parents had died from a drug overdose.  There was 

no one to care for Roger, so Craig Barnes’ parents had decided to raise Roger as 

one of their own sons. 

At first, it was difficult for Roger to adjust to his new family.  New rules, 

new behaviors, new standards.  Every day, several times a day, Craig’s parents said 

to Roger: “No, no. That’s not how we behave in this family.”  “Roger, you don’t 

have to scream or fight or hurt other people to get what you want.”  “No, no, Roger, 

we expect you to show respect in this family.”  On and on and on.  Rev. and Mrs. 

Barnes had to tell him how to behave appropriately.  Roger needed to learn a new 

way of living, behaving, and even thinking, and in time Roger began to change.  

He began to change because he realized that his new family truly accepted and 

loved him.  When he truly felt loved and secure, his soul had found rest in this 

family.
4
 

Mercy and true compassion can change people’s lives.  If human mercy and 

compassion can do that, how much more can God’s mercy and compassion do for 

us?   

God’s mercy gives relief to the miserable.  When we are mistreated, God’s 

mercy relieves our bitterness.  When we grieve over the loss of our loved ones, it 

relieves our pain.  When we struggle with failure, God’s mercy relieves our despair 

and self-pity.  When we endure physical pain and severe illness, it relieves our 

hopelessness, and when we wrestle with our own sinfulness, it relieves our guilt.  

God’s mercy gives us relief from our sufferings.  It gives us Sabbath, a rest.   

But more than anything God’s mercy gives us a new life, new hope, and new 

love. 

There was a movie called Tender Mercies in the 1980’s.  It is a movie about 

a former country music singer who struggles to find a redemption.  Mac Sledge, 

                                                 
4
 From King Duncan’s sermon, “The Question that Will Change Your Life,” www.esermons.com.  
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the main character’s life is filled with heavy drinking, violence and carelessness.  

He is an alcoholic, and his drinking and violence result in his divorce from his wife, 

Dixie, who is also a country music singer.  He has a daughter, but he is separated 

from her as well.  Because of his drinking, Mac has lost everything, his career, his 

family and his future.   

As Mac tries to rebuild his life, he falls in love with a young widow, Rosa 

Lee, whose husband was killed in Vietnam.  She has a son, named Sonny.  Mac 

loves them both.  Mac and Rosa eventually get married.  Rosa never makes 

enormous demands on him, never threatens him, never expects too much from him.  

She is a gentle and caring soul, full of love and understanding.  When Mac 

struggles with his own problems, Rosa quietly, graciously, patiently with tender 

mercy, trusts God to deal with her husband.   

The story comes to a climax when Mac, in the throes of depression, buys a 

bottle of whiskey and opens it in his truck.  Meanwhile, his wife waits in bed, 

reciting Bible verses to encourage herself while he is gone.  Finally, Mac returns, 

telling her, “I bought a bottle, but I poured it out.  I didn’t drink anything.”   

His life is changed, because of Rosa’s kindness, gentleness, patience, 

understanding and love.  And because of her, he goes back to the very thing he 

loves the most in his life – songwriting.   His life is restored.  He has found 

Sabbath, a real rest for his soul.    He has found Sabbath from his brokenness, 

failure and self-pity. 

God uses tender mercies to bring a new life.  Do you need a rest, a Sabbath?   

Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will 

give you rest.”
5
  We can find rest in the Lord.  I hope we all find true rest and 

peace in Christ Jesus!   

                                                 
5
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