God’s Mercy and His Covenants
LESSO N OV E RV IE W

Learning Goals
ӹ Mercy is love that continues even
when it is rejected.
ӹ God’s mercy is infinite.

Connection to the
Catechism
ӹ CCC 54-73
ӹ CCC 1846-1848

ӹ Throughout salvation history, God
has sought a relationship with
mankind through establishing
covenants with us.
ӹ Covenants establish familial bonds
and relationships.
ӹ Covenants with man are clear signs
of God’s mercy toward us.

Essential Questions
ӹ What is mercy?
ӹ What is a covenant?
ӹ What is the difference
between a covenant and a
contract?
ӹ What are the major covenants
God has made with man
throughout human history?
ӹ How are these covenants signs
of God’s mercy?

B IB L ICAL TOUCHSTONES

God said to Noah and to his sons with him: See,
I am now establishing my covenant with you
and your descendants after you and with every
living creature that was with you: the birds,
the tame animals, and all the wild animals that
were with you—all that came out of the ark. I
will establish my covenant with you, that never
again shall all creatures be destroyed by the
waters of a flood; there shall not be another
flood to devastate the earth.
GE NE S I S 9 : 8 -11
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But when they continued asking him, he
straightened up and said to them, “Let the one
among you who is without sin be the first to
throw a stone at her.” Again he bent down and
wrote on the ground. And in response, they
went away one by one, beginning with the
elders. So he was left alone with the woman
before him. Then Jesus straightened up and
said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no
one condemned you?” She replied, “No one, sir.”
Then Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you.
Go, [and] from now on do not sin any more.”
JOH N 8 :7-11
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Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery
B Y VA S I LY P O L E NO V ( 1 8 8 8 )

Oil on Canvas, 1888.

D IGITAL IM AGES AVAILABLE AT WWW.SOPHIAINSTITUTEFORTEACHE RS.ORG
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Sacred Art and Mercy
Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery
Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery, Vasily Polenov, 1888

Directions: Take some time to quietly view and reflect on the art. Let yourself be inspired
in any way that happens naturally. Then think about the questions below, and
discuss them with your classmates.

Conversation Questions
1.

What is the first word or phrase that
comes to your mind when you first look
at this painting?

2. What event is depicted in this painting?
3. How does the action in the scene make
you feel?
4. The focal point of a painting is the spot
where your eye comes to rest. What
would you say is the focal point of this
painting? Does it have more than one?
5. Who are the main figures or groups of
figures in this painting?
6. How would you describe the group of
figures on the right? Look at the man
in white who is pointing. What does he
appear to be demanding?
7. Look at the girl on the bottom left of the
painting, with her hand under her chin.
If you were to draw a thought bubble
over her head, what would it say?
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8. If you had to put the people in this
painting into three categories, what
would those categories be, and who
would be in each category?
9. Would you be able to make some sense of
what is happening in this painting even if
you had not read the Gospel story?
10. How does this painting help show us
what mercy is?
11. How do the figures on the right side of
this painting understand justice?
12. How is God’s mercy revealed in this
painting?
13. Are justice and mercy in opposition
to each other? If so, how can they be
reconciled?
14. If you witnessed this scene in real life,
would you be like the figures on the right,
the girls on the left, or someone else?
15. Reread the story in John 8:2-11. How
does this image help you understand this
Gospel passage and the mercy of God?
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Materials
ӹӹ Sacred Art and Mercy:
Christ and the Woman
Taken in Adultery
ӹӹ Handout A: Scriptural
Foundations
ӹӹ Handout B:
Consequences and
Relationships
ӹӹ Handout C: Contracts vs.
Covenants
ӹӹ Teacher Resource: God’s
Covenants and Mercy
Cards
ӹӹ Handout D: God’s
Covenants and Mercy

Lesson Plan
Background/Homework
Have students read Handout A: Scriptural Foundations
and answer the comprehension and critical thinking
questions that follow.

Warm-Up I
A. Display an image of Christ and the Woman Taken in
Adultery by Vasily Polenov. This image is on Sacred
Art and Mercy: Christ and the Woman Taken in
Adultery. Give students as much time as possible to
view the painting in silence. Allow them to come up
to the screen to examine details.
B. Put students in pairs or trios and give each group
a laminated color copy of Sacred Art and Mercy:
Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery. Have
students discuss the questions in groups and then
share responses as a large group

Warm-Up II
A. Have students complete Handout B: Consequences
and Relationships.
B. After students have completed the handout, ask the
following questions:
ӹӹ Based on the handout, what would you say is the
difference between a contract and a covenant?
ӹӹ How would you begin to define what a covenant
is?
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Activity
A. Begin this section by going over key points with the students, using the PowerPoint
available on the Catholic Curriculum Exchange at www.SophiaInstituteforTeachers.org/
Curriculum. You may wish to use Handout C: Contracts vs. Covenants with younger
learners.
B. Have students work on and complete Handout D: The Covenants and God’s Mercy.
C. After students have had a chance to complete the handout, take time to go over the
answers, emphasizing the connection that God’s covenants are a sign of His mercy.
Even when man breaks these covenants, God continues to show us love and mercy.

Wrap-Up
A. Read the Rite of Marriage, available at CatholicLiturgy.com.
B. After students have completed the reading, pose this question: “How does the covenant
of marriage naturally rely on mercy in order to be lived out successfully?”
C. Conclude by saying a Divine Mercy Chaplet as a class.

Extension Option
Explore how forgiveness and mercy work together to strengthen not only God’s
relationship with us, but also our relationships with others. Using the scenarios in
Handout B as inspiration, have students work in groups of 3-4 to write original short skits
demonstrating how we can learn from God to forgive all offenses, bear wrongs patiently,
and practice other Works of Mercy.

G O D’S M E R C Y AN D H IS C OVE N A N TS
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HANDOUT A

Scriptural Foundations
Directions:

Read the selections and then answer the questions that follow.

John 8:2-11
But early in the morning he arrived again in
the temple area, and all the people started
coming to him, and he sat down and taught
them. Then the scribes and the Pharisees
brought a woman who had been caught in
adultery and made her stand in the middle.
They said to him, “Teacher, this woman
was caught in the very act of committing
adultery. Now in the law, Moses commanded
us to stone such women. So what do you
say?” They said this to test him, so that they
could have some charge to bring against
him. Jesus bent down and began to write on
the ground with his finger. But when they
continued asking him, he straightened up
and said to them, “Let the one among you
who is without sin be the first to throw a
stone at her.” Again he bent down and wrote
on the ground. And in response, they went
away one by one, beginning with the elders.
So he was left alone with the woman before
him. Then Jesus straightened up and said to
her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one
condemned you?” She replied, “No one, sir.”
Then Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you.
Go, [and] from now on do not sin any more.”

Genesis 1:26-27
Then God said: Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness. Let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds
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of the air, the tame animals, all the wild
animals, and all the creatures that crawl on
the earth. God created man in his image; in
the divine image he created them; male and
female he created them

Genesis 2:7
Then the LORD God formed the man out
of the dust of the ground and blew into
his nostrils the breath of life, and the man
became a living being.

Cf. Genesis 3:15
I will put enmity between you and the
woman, and between your offspring and
hers; he will strike at your head, while you
strike at his heel.

Genesis 9:8-17
God said to Noah and to his sons with him:
See, I am now establishing my covenant
with you and your descendants after you
and with every living creature that was
with you: the birds, the tame animals, and
all the wild animals that were with you—all
that came out of the ark. I will establish my
covenant with you, that never again shall
all creatures be destroyed by the waters
of a flood; there shall not be another flood
to devastate the earth. God said: This is
the sign of the covenant that I am making
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between me and you and every living
creature with you for all ages to come: I set
my bow in the clouds to serve as a sign of
the covenant between me and the earth.
When I bring clouds over the earth, and the
bow appears in the clouds, I will remember
my covenant between me and you and
every living creature—every mortal being—
so that the waters will never again become
a flood to destroy every mortal being. When
the bow appears in the clouds, I will see it
and remember the everlasting covenant
between God and every living creature—
every mortal being that is on earth. God
told Noah: This is the sign of the covenant
I have established between me and every
mortal being that is on earth.

Genesis 12:1-3
The LORD said to Abram: Go forth from
your land, your relatives, and from your
father’s house to a land that I will show you.
I will make of you a great nation, and I will
bless you; I will make your name great, so
that you will be a blessing. I will bless those
who bless you and curse those who curse
you. All the families of the earth will find
blessing in you.

Genesis 17:1-13
When Abram was ninety-nine years old,
the LORD appeared to Abram and said: I am
God the Almighty. Walk in my presence and
be blameless. Between you and me I will
establish my covenant, and I will multiply
you exceedingly. Abram fell face down and
God said to him: For my part, here is my
covenant with you: you are to become the
father of a multitude of nations. No longer
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will you be called Abram; your name will be
Abraham, for I am making you the father
of a multitude of nations. I will make you
exceedingly fertile; I will make nations
of you; kings will stem from you. I will
maintain my covenant between me and you
and your descendants after you throughout
the ages as an everlasting covenant,
to be your God and the God of your
descendants after you. I will give to you
and to your descendants after you the land
in which you are now residing as aliens,
the whole land of Canaan, as a permanent
possession; and I will be their God. God
said to Abraham: For your part, you and
your descendants after you must keep my
covenant throughout the ages. This is the
covenant between me and you and your
descendants after you that you must keep:
every male among you shall be circumcised.
Circumcise the flesh of your foreskin. That
will be the sign of the covenant between me
and you. Throughout the ages, every male
among you, when he is eight days old, shall
be circumcised, including houseborn slaves
and those acquired with money from any
foreigner who is not of your descendants.
Yes, both the houseborn slaves and those
acquired with money must be circumcised.
Thus my covenant will be in your flesh as an
everlasting covenant.

Exodus 19:1-6
In the third month after the Israelites’
departure from the land of Egypt, on the
first day, they came to the wilderness of
Sinai. After they made the journey from
Rephidim and entered the wilderness
of Sinai, they then pitched camp in the
wilderness. While Israel was encamped
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there in front of the mountain, Moses went
up to the mountain of God. Then the LORD
called to him from the mountain, saying:
This is what you will say to the house of
Jacob; tell the Israelites: You have seen how
I treated the Egyptians and how I bore you
up on eagles’ wings and brought you to
myself. Now, if you obey me completely and
keep my covenant, you will be my treasured
possession among all peoples, though
all the earth is mine. You will be to me a
kingdom of priests, a holy nation. That is
what you must tell the Israelites.

2 Samuel 7:1-16
After the king had taken up residence in
his house, and the LORD had given him
rest from his enemies on every side, the
king said to Nathan the prophet, “Here I
am living in a house of cedar, but the ark
of God dwells in a tent!” Nathan answered
the king, “Whatever is in your heart, go
and do, for the LORDis with you.” But that
same night the word of the LORD came to
Nathan: Go and tell David my servant, Thus
says the LORD: Is it you who would build
me a house to dwell in? I have never dwelt
in a house from the day I brought Israel
up from Egypt to this day, but I have been
going about in a tent or a tabernacle. As
long as I have wandered about among the
Israelites, did I ever say a word to any of the
judges whom I commanded to shepherd
my people Israel: Why have you not built
me a house of cedar? Now then, speak thus
to my servant David, Thus says the LORD
of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from
following the flock, to become ruler over
my people Israel. I was with you wherever
you went, and I cut down all your enemies
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before you. And I will make your name like
that of the greatest on earth. I will assign a
place for my people Israel and I will plant
them in it to dwell there; they will never
again be disturbed, nor shall the wicked
ever again oppress them, as they did at
the beginning, and from the day when I
appointed judges over my people Israel. I
will give you rest from all your enemies.
Moreover, the LORD also declares to you
that the LORD will make a house for you:
when your days have been completed and
you rest with your ancestors, I will raise up
your offspring after you, sprung from your
loins, and I will establish his kingdom. He
it is who shall build a house for my name,
and I will establish his royal throne forever.
I will be a father to him, and he shall be a
son to me. If he does wrong, I will reprove
him with a human rod and with human
punishments; but I will not withdraw my
favor from him as I withdrew it from Saul
who was before you. Your house and your
kingdom are firm forever before me; your
throne shall be firmly established forever.

Luke 1:26-38
In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was
sent from God to a town of Galilee called
Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man
named Joseph, of the house of David, and
the virgin’s name was Mary. And coming to
her, he said, “Hail, favored one! The Lord
is with you.” But she was greatly troubled
at what was said and pondered what sort
of greeting this might be. Then the angel
said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you
have found favor with God. Behold, you will
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and
you shall name him Jesus. He will be great
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and will be called Son of the Most High, and
the Lord God will give him the throne of
David his father, and he will rule over the
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom
there will be no end.” But Mary said to the
angel, “How can this be, since I have no
relations with a man?” And the angel said
to her in reply, “The holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Most High
will overshadow you. Therefore the child
to be born will be called holy, the Son of
God. And behold, Elizabeth, your relative,
has also conceived a son in her old age,
and this is the sixth month for her who was
called barren; for nothing will be impossible
for God.” Mary said, “Behold, I am the
handmaid of the Lord. May it be done to
me according to your word.” Then the angel
departed from her.

Luke 22:14-20
When the hour came, he took his place at
table with the apostles. He said to them, “I
have eagerly desired to eat this Passover
with you before I suffer, for, I tell you, I shall
not eat it [again] until there is fulfillment
in the kingdom of God.” Then he took a
cup, gave thanks, and said, “Take this and
share it among yourselves; for I tell you
[that] from this time on I shall not drink
of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom
of God comes.” Then he took the bread,
said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to
them, saying, “This is my body, which will
be given for you; do this in memory of me.”
And likewise the cup after they had eaten,
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my
blood, which will be shed for you.

Critical Thinking Questions
1.

What does the story from the Gospel of John reveal to us about who Jesus is and
what He desires for us?

2. What do all of these passages have in common?
3. The passage from the Gospel of John may seem to be out of place here. How
does it still fit in and connect with the other passages?
4. What does each of these passages ultimately reveal about God and His plan for
us?
5. What truths about who we are as human beings can you come up with based on
these passages from Scripture?
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HANDOUT B

Consequences and Relationships
Directions:

1.

Briefly describe what you think the consequence might be for each of the
following scenarios.

You hire someone to put in new windows and siding on your house. He does a very poor
job and causes damage to your home.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. You accept a new job that will pay you a salary. You fail to show up for work regularly,
and when you do show up, you are late and you fail to meet deadlines.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. A student brings a gun to school and threatens other students.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Your parents give you a curfew. You get home two hours late.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
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5. A wife goes out to run errands for the day and asks her husband to do some things
around the house. He agrees. She posts the list of things she needs done on the
refrigerator. He spends all day watching sports and relaxing on the couch and doesn’t
do any of the things on his wife’s list.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. What are the differences between the first three scenarios and the last two?
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. How do the consequences between the first set and the second set of scenarios differ?
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

8. What set of scenarios is our relationship with God more like? Explain.
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
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HANDOUT C

Contracts vs. Covenants
Directions:

Complete the chart using the information below, information from your
teacher, and your own knowledge.

The Catechism defines mercy as “the loving kindness, compassion, or forbearance shown
to one who offends.” Mercy can also be defined as love that keeps on loving even when
it is rejected. God has revealed His mercy to us through covenants in salvation history.
Covenant comes from the Latin word convenire, which means “to come together” or “to
agree,” and it is the central theme throughout Scripture. A covenant is a formal and solemn
pact or agreement permanently binding two or more parties to responsibilities toward
each other.

Contracts

Covenants

Exchange of _____________________________.

Exchange of _____________________________.

Sets up obligations, but they are not
___________________________ obligations.

There are personal responsibilities
that flow from a covenant. These
responsibilities are based on
__________________________________________.
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The basis of contractual obligations is

Covenants are based on

__________________________________________.

__________________________________________.

It is a conditional/unconditional
relationship. (circle one)

It is a conditional/unconditional
relationship. (circle one)

It is a 50/50 relationship.

It is a ______________________ relationship.
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TEACHER RESOURCE

God’s Covenants and Mercy Cards
Note:

Make as many copies of the grid below as you have students. Cut out into
cards, and shuffle them. Give one set of cards to each student in order to
complete Handout B.

Adam

God called him to
share in His blessings
in the marriage
covenant.

Sabbath

One Holy
Couple

Noah

God pledged to keep
him and his family
safe from the flood
and then swore
never to wipe out the
human family in that
way again.

Rainbow

One Holy
Family

Abraham

God promised that he
would be the father
of a host of nations,
with descendants as
numerous as the stars.

Circumcision

One Holy
Tribe
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Moses

The Lord used him
to lead Israel out of
slavery in Egypt and
pledged to the people
through him that
they would occupy
the promised land of
Canaan.

Passover/The
Law

One Holy
Nation

David

God made a covenant
with him to build a
worldwide Kingdom
by establishing an
everlasting throne
with His son.

Throne/
Temple

One Holy
Kingdom

Jesus

This covenant fulfills
all other covenants
and pledges eternal
life to all who believe.

The Eucharist

One Holy
Catholic
Church
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HANDOUT D

God’s Covenants and Mercy
Directions:

Every covenant has a promise, a mediator, and a sign. Each covenant also
signifies a progression or growth in God’s family. Fill in the following chart
by placing the squares you receive in the appropriate space. Once you
have completed the chart, answer the questions that follow.

Covenant
Mediator

Covenant Promise

Covenant Sign

Covenant
Progression

Adam

Noah

Abraham

© S O P HI A IN ST IT U T E F OR T E AC H E R S

15

Covenant
Mediator

Covenant Promise

Covenant Sign

Covenant
Progression

Moses

David

Jesus

1.

What does each of these covenants communicate about God’s love for us?

2. How is God’s mercy revealed and manifested to us more deeply with each covenant?
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Answer Key
Handout A: Scriptural Foundations
1.

Jesus is merciful and desires us to be in relationship with Him. Accept additional
reasoned answers.

2. They are all about God establishing some kind of relationship or commitment with
someone.
3. It is about God restoring a relationship that has been broken by man. It is a story about
God’s love for humanity just like the others.
4. God desires us to be in relationship with Him. He desires that we live our lives in union
with Him. If we follow His laws, we will be happy and fulfilled.
5. We are made for love and to be loved. We often search for this need and find ways to fill
it in other ways. We can be truly happy only by living in God’s love.

Handout B: Consequences and Relationships
1.

You may refuse to pay the company. You may take them to court. You will almost
certainly find a new company with which to do business. Accept additional reasoned
answers.

2. You will get fired. Accept additional reasoned answers.
3. The student will be expelled (and likely arrested). Students may become distracted by
the fact that this scenario does not include an actual contact, as is the case in numbers
1 and 2. Remind them that only rarely do our relationships with others involve an actual
paper contract. In this example, there are “unwritten” understandings and expectations
among classmates, teachers, administrators, etc. There are also written ones such as
school rules, student handbooks, and our system of laws that punish violence. These
go beyond a literal contract, but do not rise to the level of the permanently binding
covenants in the next two scenarios. Accept additional reasoned answers.
4. Your parents will punish you. You will lose their trust. Accept additional reasoned
answers.
5. The husband might have to do some extra things around the house to make up for his
laziness. He might have to buy his wife some flowers. His wife might avoid speaking to
him for a little while to show she is upset and has lost trust in him. She might forgive
him because he works hard all week to support them and needs a little downtime, even
if he forgot to speak up about that fact before she left. Accept additional reasoned
answers.

G O D’S M E R C Y AN D H IS C OVE N A N TS
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6. The first three scenarios deal with contractual obligations. The last two deal with
relationships and respecting the love and trust of those closest to us.
7. The consequences in the first three scenarios sever the relationships. The contracts
become null and void. In the last two they may hurt or damage the relationship but the
relationship and mutual obligations do not cease to exist. A parent would not disown
his or her child for breaking a rule. If marriage vows are lived seriously and respected, a
disagreement would not result in the ending of that relationship.
8. Accept reasoned answers, but students should recognize it is more like the last two
scenarios.

Handout C: Contracts vs. Covenants
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Contracts

Covenants

Exchange of goods and services.

Exchange of persons

Sets up obligations, but they are not
deeply personal obligations.

There are personal responsibilities
and mutual obligations that flow from
covenants. These responsibilities are
based on our personal relationship and
commitment to the other person.

These obligations are based merely on
human words and promises.

These are based on God’s word.

It is a conditional relationship.

These relationships are permanently
binding.

It is a 50/50 relationship.

Not a 50/50 relationship; it is a
100/100.
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